
        
            
                
            
        

    
Tempting and volatile; he’s the hottest thing that never should have happened to me.




It was supposed to be a one-time thing; my one one-night stand. He's the tattooed, bareknuckle fighter with a body built for sin who I found beaten and bloodied in my elevator that night. He's the one I patched up, the one I took care of, and the one I apparently couldn’t say no to when his mouth touched mine…




A one night stand. Just one night, right?




Yeah, wrong, because I just found out my “mysterious stranger” is actually going to be my brother-in-law in half an hour.




Logan f**king Dempsey. The arrogant, panty-melting, rude and crude Marine-turned-billionaire who runs my late father’s company. He’s my new boss. He’s the best man in this wedding. He’s everywhere, and I can’t escape him.




No matter how wrong it might be…




*****




Holy f*ck. Of all the girls in all the world, she has to be the random chick who found me that night and saved my f*cking life?




She looked strangely familiar that night. Now that I know who she is, it’s like original sin staring me in the face.




Good-girl doctor, totally off-limits Quinn Archer is literally the last girl on the whole damn planet a screwed-up guy like me should have anything to do with. I know this, I swear I do.




There’s playing with fire, and then there’s sticking your hand in the flames. If I keep ignoring the rules, we’re both going to get burned. It’s just…




Yeah, f*ck the rules; she’s gonna be mine.
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An Excerpt:




His grabs me tight against him, and I melt into him as he growls into my kiss, bruising my lips and sending jolts of pain and pleasure through my whole body as his strong hands wrap around me. He’s pushing us back towards the kitchen area, grinding into my hips and pressing my ass back against the island counter as his lips crash against mine. I’m gasping as his hand slips into my hair, gripping it tightly and pulling it back sharply as his mouth drops to my neck and my collarbone, and then further down to the tops of my breasts. Hands tear at the front of my blouse, actually ripping the buttons off in his hunger to strip me.




He moves his mouth back to my lips, and I’m leaning towards him before he pulls back with a wicked glint in his eyes; “So, are you going to do what I fucking tell you to do now?”




I’m briefly shocked at the roughness and the power in his words before I realize I’m even more shocked at how turned on they have. I’ve never been spoken to like this, and the fact that he’s so dominant has a fever heat spreading quickly between my legs. 




“I don’t know,” I sneer out with a glint of sass in my own eyes; “Maybe.” It’s a flat out dare, and I can see the fire spark in his face.




“Don’t test me, Quinn.”




“Oh yeah?” I toss back, biting my lip and feeling my pulse racing through my veins as I feel the thick hardness in his pants pressing hotly against my thigh; “What are you gonna do, spank me, Logan?”




It’s everything I have not to actually moan as I see the truth writ large in the sharp look that spreads across his face; “Try me.”




My breast comes ragged in my lungs and the thundering heat pulsing through my body is threatening to tear me apart as I raise up my chin, defiantly; “You wouldn’t dare,” I whisper.




I gasp as he suddenly spins me around and bends me over the kitchen counter with a growl as he lifts my skirt up and starts to yank my panties down; “Logan-!“




Smack!




The sudden sting and heat of his palm across my ass has me crying out in shock. His hand lingers on the tingling feeling, teasing the skin there for a second before he draws back and brings it slapping back down across my bare ass again. I cry out again, but this time the thudding of my pulse and the raw desire that floods through my whole body has me melting for him.




Logan Dempsey is spanking me, and as I moan and blush, I realize it’s one of the hottest things I’ve ever felt. There’s something insanely arousing about being bent over my kitchen counter like this while this tattooed, cocky, dominant man pulls my panties down and spanks me, and it has me dripping wet for him.




“And now?” He growls out, his voice thick with lust as he leans down to husk the words into my ear. I bite my lip and push back against him, feeling his cock pressing against my bare thigh through his pants.




I shake my head, slowly; “I- I’m not sure.”




Smack!




The sting of his palm against my hot skin has me writhing against him, moaning as I gasp at the contact. I can feel his finger teasing over the heated, reddened and tender skin there, before he slides them further, down between my legs. I moan loudly when his fingers find my wetness, slipping easily inside as he begins to rhythmically curl them against that perfect place right inside. He leans over me again, pressing his bulge against my thigh as he slides his other hand into my hair and uses his grip to pull my head up.




“Such, a fucking, tease,” He growls into my ear, and when I feel his thumb brush against my ass, I actually whimper as the throbbing waves of pleasure shudder through me.




“Who’s- oh God - who’s teasing now?” I gasp out, pushing back against his fingers that have me teetering on the edge of crashing into an orgasm while maddeningly and purposely keeping me from actually doing so.




His fingers curl deep inside of my wetness, his thumb just teasing my ass, and his hand just pulling my hair enough to make me gasp as his teeth graze over the nape of my neck; “You better ask me nicely then, darlin,” he whispers darkly into my ear.
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What a fucking week.




I toss back a hefty gulp of the champagne I swiped from the catering tent, wrinkling my face at the fizzy bubbles tickling my nose.




Flats; I definitely should have worn flats, I grumble to myself and hike up my bridesmaids dress with one hand as I stalk my way high-heeled through the rose garden.




Ok, I'm well aware that sneaking off to the greenhouse in the back gardens of my father's estate to slam down stolen champagne probably isn't what I should be doing thirty minutes before my sister's wedding. But with the week I've had, I'm basically categorizing the bubbly in my hand as medicine, and my normally quite sensible sensibilities can go ahead and deal with it.




An "amazing opportunity," my youngest sister Chelsea had called it after hearing about the job offer at our late father's company.




Yeah, well, the real 'amazing opportunity' - the one that I wanted - was the team leader position in the research group I was in back at the hospital; the one I was pretty much "guaranteed" by the Administrative Director. 




Of course when that Director is kind of maybe your sort-of boyfriend, and you walk in on him getting blown by some slutty young med student, it's amazing how quickly your guaranteed position turns into her actual position. 




And no, that's not a euphemism; he actually gave her the job he'd promised me. 




Ok fine, the job at Archer Holdings is a great job, but that doesn't mean that coming to work for my father's company doesn't feel like moving back in with your parents after failing out in the real world. I mean, it's not like being a Doctor by twenty-seven is exactly slacking, but I can't help but feel like a washout coming back to work for "Dad's" company.




I'm taking another swig of champagne as I shove open the door to the greenhouse, and I guess that's the reason I don't realize I'm not alone until he speaks.




"Looks like I'm not the only one that couldn't wait until after the ceremony for the champagne toast."




I actually spit champagne out as I whirl at the uncomfortably familiar man's voice behind me, and when my eye land on him, my jaw about hits the floor under my feet.




No fucking way.




This isn't happening; this seriously can't be happening. It can't be him; there's just no possible way this is real.




But his dark greenish brown eyes lock onto mine as the recognition dawns there, and just the faintest shadow of a grin teases at the corners of his mouth; “You?”




I know the criminally good looking man in the tux standing right in front of me, even though I'm not supposed to. I shouldn't know about the body built for sin underneath that tux; shouldn't know about the tattoos covering his chest and the coiled muscles of his biceps, or those abs carved out of marble. I shouldn't know how the muscles on the side of his hips groove down like pure sex, and I certainly shouldn't be able to exactly picture the thick- well, what I know he's got between his legs.




He's shaved his beard off, and the bruises around his face from the last time - from seeing him slumped in the elevator that night barely a week ago - seemed to be healing. I briefly wonder about the shallow stab wound in his side and how the bruised rib is doing. 




And how is it that I know these things I shouldn't? Because one week ago, I saw those bruises; I sewed up that wound. 




My one one night stand, the one man I never expected to see again even if I haven't been able to get him out of my head for the last eight days, is standing in a tuxedo, right in front of me, at my sister's wedding.




What the hell is going on here?




My brain is still trying to get my mouth to work and say something to the grinning, criminally good looking man standing in front of me, when the door to greenhouse bangs open.




"There you ar- Oh, hey!"




Hudson, my very soon-to-be-brother-in-law, smiles at me, “Good, looks like you two found each other."




Huh?




"I mean, wow, how long's it been since you guys even last saw each other?"




Warning bells start to sound inside my head, slowly at first and then building louder and louder, until there's an audible ringing in my ears. Hudson opens his mouth again, and the words that tumble out have my heart jumping up into my throat as the floor practically drops out beneath my feet; "Quinn, you know Logan, right?"




Oh God; oh holy fucking shit-balls. No-no-no-no-no...




The words are screaming through my head as I whirl around almost in slow motion to lock eyes on him. I can see the same horrible shock mirrored across his face as his eyes go wide as the recognition dawns on him too.




"You know Logan, right?" 




God, do I know 'know' him? 




I know how his lips taste. I know how his tongue feels buried between my legs. And I know how his cock feels as he grabs my hips and slides deep inside of me. Yeah, I think it's safe to say I know Logan Dempsey. 




Except, I sure didn't know who he was then; not that night.




Of all the men in all the world, it had to be him. The one night stand that never should have happened; and in half an hour my sister is going to marry his brother, which basically means we're family. 




I'm barely breathing as his eyes lock in on mine. And it's almost still in slow motion when he grins and sticks a hand out; "Great to see you again, Doc."  




Oh, fuck.
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Oh fuck me fucking sideways. 




You know that dream you have where you go to school with no pants on or some shit? Yeah, well that's what this feels like. Except this isn't a dream and the reality is staring me in the face with wide, accusatory bright blue eyes. The girl from that night barely a week ago; the girl who patched me up and probably saved my ass. 




The girl who stayed in my bed afterwords and fell asleep on my chest. 




Oh, and the girl who later slid down my cock and rode me like a woman possessed until we were both screaming for air. Fuck, she looked strangely familiar before, but she looks like original sin staring me in the face now. 




Quinn Archer; William Archer's daughter. I slept with the daughter of the man who brought me up in the world from nothing, gave me the gilded life out a fucking book, and taught me to be a man. 




And I fucked his daughter. Oh, and her sister is basically my future sister-in-law; future as in thirty minutes from now. I'm suddenly horrified at the shit I gave Hudson when I first heard about him and Reagan, William's second daughter. I mean what are the fucking odds?! They're actually too much to even comprehend, and I know odds. I mean of all the girls in all the world, THIS has to be the random chick who found me that night? I can still remember her hands - so firm and so unflinching as she sewed and patched me up. And then her lips; yeah, I can definitely remember those lips. They're the same pouty lips parted in shock and probably the same jolt of fear I'm feeling right now as she stares at me, but damn do I remember how they felt crushed against my own as she moaned into my mouth. 




Fuck. This is literally the last girl on the whole fucking planet I should have anything to do with besides a friendly nod or a boring conversation about work at the odd Christmas party. 




Protect them. William's words reverberate through my head, filling the deafening silence between my ears. The Old Man's dying words were to make sure his daughters were safe and protected. I'm fairly confident that grabbing Quinn's hips and pulling her back against me as I bury my cock inside of her doesn't count much in that department. 




"Wow how longs it been since you guys have seen each other?" Hudson's words cut through the hanging silence, and the cheer in his voice is so amazingly out of place given the situation, even if he doesn't realize it that I cringe; "Probably not since the wake or-" 




"Yeah it's been a very long time." Quinn's words are sharp and quick, and her eyes darken as she stares daggers at me. 




Yeah, she's pissed. I suddenly realize I'm still staring at her like a complete asshole with my mouth hanging open, and so I force myself to smile. Great, now I'm grinning like a douchebag at a girl who very clearly wants to either drop through a hole in the ground or push me into one; possibly both, and I can't say I really blame her. 




"Uh, hey, Quinn." I cough uncomfortably. She's wearing this incredible navy blue bridesmaids dress that brings out the storm in her eyes and shows every single one of her curves and-




- And wow, I'm having thoughts about her wardrobe bringing out the 'storm in her eyes'; what the fuck is wrong with me? 




"Hey Logan." She spits out my name like its a bad taste in her mouth before she turns to Hudson and plasters a smile on her face; "Well, I need to go make sure we're all set up with the caterers. You ready for this, big guy?" Hudson grins and all I can think is how envious I am of how cool and collected he is right now. As opposed to, you know, me, who's tongue-tied and sweating bullets. Fuck, isn't that his job today? 




Quinn turns back and gives me one last quick and withering glance before she turns on her heeled foot and storms out of the greenhouse.




Well, that went well. 







*****




"Quinn, hang on!" The sprawling rose bush and hedge gardens of the Archer estate are a great place to have a wedding, but they're also a great place to lose this girl if she won't slow the fuck down for one Goddamn second.  




My mind spins as I stalk after her. OK, so we're two people who slept together, who definitely shouldn't have ever slept together; definitely. But shit, like that's the first time something like that has ever happened between two consenting adults? We're both grown ups here, and so we saw each other naked; big deal, right? I mean, it's funny, right? We're going to just laugh about this, right? 




I finally catch up with her and grab her by the arm, but she whirls and shakes loose of my touch. There's a fury on her face as she looks at me with this wild mix of hurt and fierceness, only made more-so by the auburn hair framing her face and the ice-blue of her eyes as she glares at me; "Did you know?!"  




Yeah, no, we're definitely not going to be laughing about this.




I've cornered her behind one of the hedge-rows in the back gardens, but the way she whirls towards me has me suddenly feeling like the cornered one. I clear my throat; "What?" 




She huffs and crosses her arms across her chest and stares at me with fire in her eyes, and she'd almost look adorable if I wasn't at least half sure she was maybe about to stab me; "Did you know who I was that-" She closes her mouth quickly and looks around before she glares at me again; "that night?" She hisses out. 




There's something about her tone that digs under my skin, as if she's accusing me of wronging her honor or some bullshit; as if she wasn't a completely willing participant in everything that happened that night a week before. 




...A very willing participant, I might add. 




"You mean when we fucked?" I'm crass on purpose, trying to dig into her right back, and I grin when I see that it works as she blushes bright scarlet and rolls her eyes as groans loudly in disgust. 




"Yes, Logan, when we-" She shakes her head and looks away again. 




"No, Quinn, I didn't." 




"No?" She's got that fucking accusatory tone in her voice that's getting under my skin like a splinter. 




"No, Jesus, of course not." I say it way too fast and with way too much force.




Her eyes narrow at me; "Well what the fuck is that supposed to mean?" 




"I mean I'd never have done that if I knew it was you."  




Oh, yeah, much smoother; asshole.




Quinn clearly has the same opinion of my answer as she snarls at me; "You lost the beard."  




"Yeah, I-" She's still frowning at me, but hey, it sounds like at least a half concession towards mutual fault here. I mean shit, it's not like I purposefully showed up beaten to fucking pulp at her apartment that night. 




I clear my throat, trying to salvage this in some impossible way; "Your hair looks, uh, different than than before." She looks like she's almost about to concede - almost - but then I of course open my mouth again; "And I mean, you look a lot older now than back at your Dad's wake- " Fuck. I wince as she shakes her head at me and I bring my hand up to push it though my hair; "I'm fucking this up pretty badly aren't I." 




"With flying fucking colors, yeah." 




I mean it's true; I hadn't seen her since her father's funeral like five fucking years ago. But shit, looking at her now, would I have even said no to a girl like this even if I knew? I mean she's a knockout to begin with, but it doesn't help that while that bridesmaids dress teases at what's beneath, I actually know what she looks like naked. And the thought of her naked is making me harder than it should right now, given the situation.  She brings a hand up and pinches the bridge of her nose as she takes a deep breath; like this whole thing is some sort of headache she just has to deal with; "Look, lets just get through this thing." 




"And a cheers to the happy couple!" I grin, trying to lighten the mood. She smirks, but then that flush comes back into her cheeks and she shakes her head again. 




"Look-" She stabs a finger towards me, still keeping her distance with her back up against the hedge behind her; "Not a word, to anyone about-" 




"Quinn, I'm not going to-" 




"To anyone, Logan." She almost looks scared, like I'm some dirty little secret that might come tumbling out, and I can't tell if that amuses or pissed me off more. 




"Look I fucking get it, ok?" 




"Good." 




"Fine."




Ah yes, this is progressing just like an adult conversation should. 




"Look, I have too much going on up here in my head to even think about this right now, OK?" She squeezes her eyes shut and shakes her head; "I'm about to stand up with my sister while she gets married and I have an insanely busy first day at a new position tomorrow." Her arms are still crossed over her perfect chest, and she's still glaring at me like I'm some sort of bad guy; "At my Dad's-" She stops and frowns; "At your fucking company, actually." 




I'm about to open my mouth when she shakes her head, cutting me off; "You know what, it's like you said; let's just get through this, ok? Cause after this, I don't have to see you, and you don't have to see me until at least Thanksgiving or some other family gathering." 




Ah, fuck; she doesn't know.




I almost want to laugh, except I think I might be too surprised to.




Quinn shakes her head; "And until then, we can drift back off to being strangers, OK?" 




Well, this is about to get even better. 




She knows that her new job is with Archer Holdings in the company's new humanitarian healthcare outreach program. What she doesn't know is that it's my program, and what's quickly dawning on me is that as of tomorrow, I'll be working side-by-side with this girl for the next three months. 




She stops as she notices my silence and narrows her eyes at me; "Oh, what is it, Logan?" 




Oh yeah, this little meltdown is about to go fucking nuclear.
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One Week Ago:




It’s almost 3 a.m. by the time I get home from what will be my last team meeting at the hospital for the next few months while I work on the outreach program at my Father’s company. I’m grinding my teeth and muttering under my breath as I stand in the lobby of my loft building, hammering the elevator button, and it’s not even the fact that it’s late and the birthday bash I was invited to is long over that’s got me pissed off either. It’s that leaving my team after that whole thing feels like giving up, and admitting defeat. 




It also seems totally fucking un-fair.




‘It’s just not appropriate, Quinn. I can’t be seen dating one of my staff. Especially one that’s a shoe-in for team leader.”




In theory, Andy has a fair point, except it looses just a little bit of credibility when I walked into his office a week ago to see one of the other young Doctors on the team blowing him.




And honestly, that’s not what has me so furious. I mean it’s not like I ever thought Andy was “the one” or anything, and it was hardly a passionate affair, unless you count hidden dates and maybe four fairly unsatisfying intimate encounters over as many months as passionate.




And I don’t.




What I’m pissed about though is just the hypocrisy of it, and I hate hypocrisy. It’s telling me “being professional” is the reason things have to end when you’ve got Vicky fucking Spears’s lips wrapped around your cock in your office.




But again, that’s not even what has me so angry tonight. No, I’m practically steaming at the ears because Andy decided to announce at the end of our last team meeting - almost as an afterthought - that we were going to have a new team leader.




‘Mad’ is your boyfriend ditching and probably cheating on you. ‘Fury’ is having every head in the room turn expectantly towards you just as Andy announces that skanky, cock-sucking, slut-bag Vicky Spears will be stepping into the role of technically being your boss after you get back from working at Archer Holdings.




Perfect.




So, I’m already thinking about which Netflix series I’m going to binge with a bottle of red wine upstairs as the elevator doors ding open, and it’s right then that the scream freezes in my throat.




The man is slumped against the wall of the elevator, bloodied and out cold. He’s shirtless, his muscled, tattooed body covered in bruises and cuts and blood, and for a horrified minute, I wonder if I’m looking at a corpse. But then the doctor in me kicks into gear instantly, and I’m dropping down next to him to feel for a pulse.




My heart jumps into my throat as he suddenly gasps awake, his hand jerking to grab my wrist and his eyes wide and wild as he stares into mine. I stutter out a gasp as I find myself staring into the most piercing brown-green eyes I've ever seen; eyes the color of the forest, flecked with gold.




His eyes dart around the elevator in wild, jerking movements, and I can see the veins in his neck pulsing as he jerks forward.




"Hey, hey!" I say, putting my hands on his bare chest and gently pushing him back against the wall. The muscles beneath his skin feel like rippling iron under my hands, and I feel myself blushing at how absurdly unprofessional it is to think of this bleeding stranger with those kind of descriptors.




Especially bleeding strangers as staggeringly good looking as this one.




His dark hair is buzzed short, and even with a thick beard covering his chin, I can see how handsome he is from the prominent cut of his cheekbones and the dark, smokey look in his eyes.




"I need you to relax, OK?” I’m pressing him back down as gently as I can; “You've been in some kind of accident, and I'm going to help you."




He lunges forward again, a crazy look in those handsome eyes; "You-"




"I'm a doctor, OK?”




Ok, clinical virologist, but close enough, I mutter to myself. I didn’t sit through four semesters of triage and two years of late-shift E.R. work not to be able to do something in a situation like this.




 “Listen, I’m going to help you while we wait for the ambulance-"




"No." His voice is like sandpaper on wood; rich and rough, with a touch of something warm there. He momentarily looks much more awake and alert as his face darkens; "No ambulance; no hospitals."




I'm suddenly very afraid of what that implies, as well as suddenly very aware that I'm alone with a beaten and bloodied stranger who for all I know could have just come from murdering his whole family or something.




He must see the fear shoot through my face, because his look softens for a moment; "Look, just- no ambulance. Please."




I bite my lip, my hand still hovering near my purse and my cellphone, but there’s something utterly bewildering and unexplainable about the sincerity in his eyes that has me wanting to trust him. He winces, his hand pressing against his ribs, and it's then that I realize how much he's bleeding from some wound there.




"Oh my God, you need to let me call an-"




"You're a doctor you said?" He coughs violently, tilting his head back against the wall and gritting his teeth for a second.




"Yes?"




"Good, you're hired."




I frown; "Wha-"




"Reach in my left pants pocket."




"Um, excuse me?"




"Just do it." He coughs, wincing.




Warily, I lean closer to him, wondering when he's going to tie me up, or ax me to death, and reach into his pocket.




I blink at the fat wad of $100 dollar bills I pull out; dyed rust colored around the edges from his blood.




"Ok, what's-"




"That's your fee," He whispers out with a grimace; "For patching me up." He's looking paler and paler by the second as he leans his head back against the wall, and I notice his breathing is coming slower and slower by the rising and falling of his muscled, tattooed chest.




"I'm not taking this money."




Oh HELL no am I taking a bloody wad of hundred dollar bills from a complete stranger. I want no part of that, actually.




His brow furrows, and I can see him trying to open his lips, but I'm already whirling around and hitting the button in the elevator, the doors closing behind us.




"I'm not taking this money," I say again, this time yanking my t-shirt off over my head and pushing his hand away as I press the cotton to his open wound; “But I am going to help you. Just don't die on me, OK?”




He momentarily opens his eyes once more, and when he grins, I can't tell if its because he’s glad I’m going to help him, or the fact that I've taken my shirt off. Maybe both.




“Top floor," he whispers hoarsely.




“Wait, what?" As dumb of an idea I know it was, I was just going to drag him into my own apartment on the second to top floor. As far as I knew, the apartment above me was empty.




"I live-" he coughs blood and then he's going slack in my arms; "I just moved-“




Oh, wonderful; the hot, muscled bleeding guy dying in my arms is my new upstairs neighbor.




*****




"Thank you, really." He says with that deep, baritone of a voice. He's sitting up now in his bed, which is weirdly the only piece of furniture in the whole apartment. His color is coming back, and there's a clean bandaged wrapped around the stitches I've just put on the wound on his ribcage and another bandage taping down the other heavy cut on his brow.




I nod at him quietly, as I start to pack away the medical supplies I grabbed from my own apartment.




"Look, take the money; seriously.” He says, nodding at the bloody stack of bills sitting on his empty kitchen counter.




I choke out a small laugh; "Yeah, uh, no; thanks though."




"Why not?"




I look up at him, and he's got this cocky, devilish smirk on his face, his teeth shining white through the dark beard covering his chin. And for maybe the fifth time since finding him, theres something so familiar about him that strikes me in a funny way but that I just can't place.




"Because I don't want to know what happened to you tonight, but I also know a stab wound when I see one.”




The grin fades from his lips, and he nods at me; "Fair enough." He clears his throat; "It was a fight; a boxing match."




"I said I didn't want to know."




He laughs; "Yeah but you seem like the curious type."




"Oh, and you figured that out from the full two hours you've known me, half of which you were passed out?" 




"I'm good at reading people."




I cross my arms over my chest, over the fresh tank-top I've changed into;  "A boxing match doesn't usually involve knives."




He grins and shrugs; "Some people are bad at losing."




"So you won?"




He nods at the kitchen counter; "That wad of cash I keep trying to get you to take is twenty five thousand dollars."




Holy shit.




I shake my head; "You know you could have died tonight if I hadn't found you, right? I mean why do this?"




“Eh, it’s just what I do I guess." He says, leaning back against his headboard. He winces for a second and I can see a red bloom at the bandage on his side.




"Shit, you're bleeding. Hang on, let me change that bandage again." I move towards the bed and sit on the edge as I bend down to examine him. 




"So is that why you fight then? That money?" I nod my head at the kitchen counter.




He laughs dryly; "Not at all, actually."




"So why then?"




"Let me ask you this, Doc; why did you fix me up tonight?"




I give him a look; “Because its what I do, I'm a doct-"




"See?" He grins at me.




"Cute," I say dryly, a grin teasing the corners of my lips.




I look around the empty loft; "Look do you have  anything to eat here? You lost a lot of blood tonight, you should eat something.”




"I have no idea." He says with a nonchalant shrug.




I raise an eyebrow at him; "You don't know if you've got any food here?"




"I dunno, I might?"




"You do live here, right?"




"Uh, sort of." He says awkwardly.




"What's that mean?"




"I mean, yeah, I sort of live here. It’s sort of like my hideaway from life.“




I frown at him; "What are you, married or something?"




He barks out a laugh; "Uh, no, darlin; I'm not."




I find myself smiling at his drawled “darlin’ as I look away, and then I’m wondering why I feel such an immediate spark of excitement hearing that he isn’t married.




I turn back, and he’s slowly closing his eyes; “Hey, hey!” I snap in his face and pat his bristled cheek as he opens his eyes and grins at me; “You can’t fall asleep like this.”




“Aww, whats the matter, Doc, enjoying the conversation too much?” His grin is just charming enough to let the cockiness of the comment that would usually dig right under my skin just sort of roll off of me instead.




“No, I mean you probably have a concussion and I really can’t let you sleep.”




He nods, and his eyebrow arches suggestively; “Guess we should find a way to keep me up then.”




I’m still sitting right on the edge of his bed, right next to him, and I swallow heavily, my pulse hammering in my chest as I find myself biting my lip and locking eyes with him. There’s a spark there, something familiar, and yet something wildly strange, and for whatever reason, it’s drawing me in like a moth to flame.




There’s a final moment, right before my lips touch his - right before I let myself go and right before we both crash together - where I suddenly realize I don’t even know his name.




But of course by then, it’s almost better not knowing.
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“Are you fucking kidding me!?”




No, no FUCKING way. Taking the job with Archer Holdings was one thing, but there isn’t a snowball’s chance in hell that I’m going to work under Logan fucking Dempsey for the next three months; no fucking way at all.




Instantly, my mind goes to an entirely new place with the thought of being under Logan, and I blush at the dirty thoughts that quickly escalate in my head before I shake them away and scowl at him, as if this smug prick set this whole damn thing up from the start.




“Yeah,” Logan runs a hand through that perfect head of dark hair; “We should probably talk about this.”




He reaches out to put a hand on my arm but I yank it away from him; "Don't touch me," I hiss, mentally cursing my sister and the entire concept of a wedding with no booze.




“Will you fucking relax?" He says, brow furrowing.




"And don't tell me to re-"




"Well calm the fuck down then, instead.“ He growls, suddenly grabbing me by the arms and pushing me back against the wall. A tiny gasp drops from my lips and I blush bright pink as I realize that I'm instantly and horribly turned on by his rough touch. I can smell his aftershave, and the vague familiarity of it from that night invades my head in ways it really shouldn’t. His pressed dress shirt  is open at the collar, his bow-tie undone, and I can see the inked lines peeking out through the opening there from the tattoos that I know cover his chest and shoulders. 




His perfect, chiseled, muscled chest and shoulders.




I shake my head again; I mean how the hell would I have ever guessed that the stranger from that night with a body made for sin would actually in fact be one of the wealthiest men in New York? Aren’t billionaires supposed to be eccentric old guys who live in board rooms? Since when do they have stab wounds, bruises, and heavy tattoos covering perfectly sculpted muscled bodies and a huge, thick - I blush, my thought trailing off as I think of the tool I know Logan’s packing between his legs.




“I am not working for you, you prick.” I spit out, willing myself to look as defiant as possible and hoping that it covers the flush of arousal blooming on my chest and face.




Logan arches a dark brow at me; “You’ve already signed the papers-”




“Then sue me.”




He rolls his eyes; “And we’re funding the research team you’re leaving behind at Mt. Sinai for five more years since they’re losing you for a few months; fully funding, Quinn.”




“So?” I spit out. Great, yeah, fund the research team comprised of my dickhead ex and the skanky under-qualified blowjob queen whos taking my place. Perfect. I’m being petulant and childish, and I know it, but I’m just too furious at the situation to get past that. I have one Goddamn one-night-stand and fate serves me up Logan fucking Dempsey; my father’s military pal, basically my new brother-in-law, and oh, apparently also my new boss. I mean seriously, what fucking horrible karma am I paying off right now?




His strong hands on my arms are warm, and I snap out of my little pity-party as I suddenly think that they may just feel too good on my skin. I’m remembering the feel of those hands on other parts of me, but then I’m quickly shaking my head and pushing him away from me, like pushing away the last bite of desert even though you so desperately want a taste.




“Fine.” I say, still fuming and acting like a child.




Logan has an arrogant looking smirk on his face; “So that sounds like a big fat ‘maybe’.”




“Don’t get cute.” I mutter.




“Oh I thought I already was cute, which is why you just couldn’t resist me the other night.”




Is this fucking guy for real?




“It’s a yes,” I hiss out through clenched teeth; “But watch it.”




He chuckles like we’re having some sort of witty banter; like we’re just two old friends chumming around; "Well, we do need to talk about what happened." He says, his eyes flashing at me.




"No, we don't, actually.” I hiss back, bringing my hands up to rub my temples. 




“So you’re fine working together with no problem?”




After I came on his tongue and after he fucked me better than I’ve ever been fucked in my entire life?




I swallow heavily, trying to calm my racing pulse and trying desperately to quell the heat throbbing between my legs at the feeling of this man so close to me, as arrogant and cocky and totally forbidden as he is. Fuck, there’s no way I can take this job.




“Yes, Logan. I can very happily forget everything about that night and live a very productive and content life.”




His eyes flash at me; "Everything that happened?" He smirks at me, and that glint in his eye brings a warm flush to my cheeks as I suddenly begin to remember things I shouldn't about that night. I'm remembering how his lips tasted, and how they felt as he kissed and nipped up the inside of my thigh-




Fuck. 




This is going to be a problem. I shake my head quickly; “Yes everything, thank you very much."




He cocks an eyebrow at me, and when he smirks and leans closer to my face, I can feel my pulse skip a beat as the heat of him draws nearer; “Well, there are some aspects of that night I'm quite happy to remember," He winks salaciously at me, just in case I missed the innuendo; “But there are also some other things I'd rather- well, that I'd rather you kept to yourself."




I roll my eyes; "Logan, I will not be telling anyone ever about us sleeping-"




"I mean the fighting, Quinn." He says sharply.




"What about it?"




"I mean no one can know about that."




I laugh; "Are you serious? Logan, have you seen your face today?" He’s still sporting a black eye and the hint of a bruise on his lip, which has this terrible side-effect of also making that mouth even more attractive to me right now.




He sighs heavily and turns to look away as he shakes his head.




"No, honestly; do you think everyone here is totally blind?" I nod at the boxing glove tattoo peeking out of his rolled-up sleeve; "Seriously, it's not like you make it a secret you know."




This time he rolls his eyes, and the gesture is both infuriating and disturbingly sexy on him; "Obviously they know I box, Quinn. It's just that they don't know about the kind of boxing I do.”




I put my hands on my hips and cock my head at him; “What, the kind of boxing that has you stabbed and beaten to a bloody pulp lying in my elevator at three o’clock in the morning?”




He grins and looks away, shaking his head.




“What?”




“Well, my elevator, technically speaking.”




I freeze; “What.”




“Yeah, I bought that building a few years ago and just use a management company to rent it out. I’m redoing my Penthouse uptown right now, so I just decided to crash there during construction ” He chuckles, and as he looks up I think we both suddenly get it at the same time; “Hey, shit, I guess that mean’s I’m technically your landlord!”




I pinch the bridge of my nose with my fingers and try and count backwards from ten; I get to about seven before I decide a very tall drink would work a whole lot better right now.




“So anyways, no gabbing about the fighting, OK?”




I finally lift my head up and stare at him, “So wait, Bryce and Hudson don't even know?”




Logan raises an eyebrow and makes a face; “What do you think. I’m the responsible one, remember?”




“Yeah, a regular pillar of reason and society, Logan.” I’m tapping my foot on the ground, anxious about how, well, anxious he makes me; “So, I’m guessing you want me to keep this a secret or something?”




“No ‘or something’, just the first part.”




“What’s in it for me?” Instantly I have no idea why I said it.




Logan smirks; “Well well, there’s that famous Archer hustle and negotiating I’ve heard so much about. But I don't think you want my counter offer, Quinn.”




I roll my eyes; “Oh please, what could possibly be your-”




“That a bit more went on that night than just me getting the shit kicked out of me in a fight?”




Oh you’ve got to be shitting me. Is he seriously about to use that as leverage?




“You’re kidding, right?” I glare fire at him; “You're seriously going to hold that over my head?”




He smirks that irritating, cocky smile of his; “Well you sure seem like you want it to be this big dirty secret.”




“So do you.”




“Do I?” He winks at me, looking cocky and arrogant and - goddamnit - unnervingly good looking.




“Fine.”




His grin widens, as if gloating over winning some kind of board room debate or something; “Fine what, Quinn?” He’s messing with me, and it’s making my blood boil.




“I mean fine, secret for secret.”




Logan flashes that grin at me again and holds out his hand; “Deal!”




I ignore his hand as I roll my eyes as I turn away from him; “Oh and just so we’re clear, Logan,” I shoot back over my shoulder; “That is never happening again.”




“Which part?” He calls out after me, chuckling; “Agreeing with me or fucking me?”




My face goes five shades of red as I whirl and flip his grinning, cocky face off with both hands before storming off; “Both!” I hurl back, hearing him laugh as I storm off.
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Great, more secrets; just what I need. Pretty soon they’re going to bury me under all the secrets.




The fighting; fuck, I mean, I know why I do it. I also know why I don’t tell anyone about it; not even Hudson and Bryce, the two men who are my brothers in every sense of the word but who we were born to. That might actually be the worst part of all of it; that with everything I’ve seen and been through with these brothers of mine, I still can’t tell them. I mean part of it is to protect them, but I know the other part of it is because of who I am. I’m a fighter, and when you’re on the ropes, you don’t cower and call your friends.




You fucking hit back.




*****




“You’re not my father.”




His eyes narrow into slits, and he gets that wicked looking smile on his face. I’ve seen that smile before, and it’s usually the prelude to a storm.




“Dammit, boy!” My mother’s words are slurred as she staggers out from the kitchen, holding the coffee mug that hasn’t held anything but vodka and orange juice in it for as long as I can remember; “You treat your daddy with respect, you hear?”




I whirl towards her, my face contorted in as much rage as an eleven year old can possibly muster; “He’s NOT my dadd-“




It only takes half a second for me to realize what a fucking terrible mistake it was to turn my back on Rich like that; a mistake he only too readily hammers home with a sharp cuff to the back of my head that sends me sprawling across the floor.




And she laughs.




My goddamn mother is laughing, like seeing her son get slapped across the room by her drunk piece of shit boyfriend of the month is the funniest fucking thing she’s ever seen. Rich wheezes out a chuckle too, his gravel-tinged nicotine laugh ragged and joyless. Tears sting my eyes as I grab at the threadbare carpet, but I’m grinding my teeth together, just sitting there on my hands and knees listening to them just laugh their drunk ass off at me, and something inside me just snaps.




I’m yelling as I surge up from the floor and throw myself bodily, head-first into Rich. I’m windmilling my fists as hard as I can at his stomach and his balls, just trying to HURT him in any way someone my size can to someone that size. I’d like to think I get a good few licks in, but then he’s got me by the shirt collar and hauling me back at arm’s length.




“By God, you’re gonna learn to respect me, boy!” He roars at me, the scent of beer wafting over my face.




“No!” I yell, willing myself not to cry; don’t cry.




My mother is shrieking in the background; “Boy, you respect your daddy now, ya hea-”




“He’s NOT my daddy!” I scream, and then I do the only other thing I know how to do in that moment.




I haul back and spit right in Rich’s face.




And it’s the last thing I recall before he hauls back with his fist and sends it crashing into my face, and then it all goes black.




It was later that we went through hell, spit in the devil’s eye, and somehow came back from that. None of it makes sense, because in a just and fair world, we’d have been dead a long time ago. But somehow, we’ve gone from the dark hole on the outskirts of basic humanity to the men we are today; and I don’t know if I believe in any sort of higher power, but that shit just doesn’t make sense.




When we came back from all that - when the Old Man rescued us that is - we were all broken; broken in every sense of the word. Three years of running will do that; three years after running off from the duties and orders none of us could bring ourselves to execute ever again. I can look back on that and wonder about what-ifs all I want, but I know in my heart that none of us could have kept going; not after the shit we saw back in Afghanistan. There were three years of forcibly losing every sense of who we were as men, working as mercenaries to the highest bidder in the combat zones of Africa, and losing ourselves in drink, drugs, and women, probably in that order. Hudson always liked to say that Bryce was the worst of us back then, but his demons were just the most visible; needles will do that. Me, I like to drink as much as the next guy, but it’s in Ghana that I learned to fight. Sure, I’d hit people before, but in that mercenary camp, I learned how to fucking fight; and that became my drug. 




And that’s how he found us; washed out, beaten up, drunk, and clawing at the last shreds of what made us men, and somehow, he saw promise in us. Don’t ask me how.




So now that we’re whole new men, worth more than we’d ever even dreamed we’d be and running William’s company after his death, why the underground fights? Goddamn secrets, that’s why. Because something followed us back from that hell. Someone, I should say, with a knowledge of a truth that I thought we’d buried back in the jungle; someone with a knowledge about who we really are.




But you don’t stop fighting, ever. 




You never stop fighting.




*****




“Earth to Logan?”




Bryce’s words shake me from my thoughts, and I frown at him; “This is a bad idea.”




“Yeah, uh, probably the worst thing you could say at a wedding, bud,” He says, rolling his eyes.




“Funny. You know what I mean though; Quinn on the team for the medical program. It just seems- I dunno, it seems like a conflict of interests is all.”




“What are you talking about?” Bryce shakes his head as he straightens his bowtie in the mirror; “It’s a healthcare outreach program through Archer Holdings; she’s a doctor, and her last name is Archer. I mean how much more perfect for the job can she get, man? You want her to be physically on-site, project managing the hospital constructions? Cause I bet she can do that too, she is the Old Man’s daughter, after all.”




Yeah, like I need to be reminded.




“Look I just don’t think it’s a good idea, that’s all.”




“Why on Earth not?”




Uh, because I know how she tastes riding my tongue? Because I know how she feels when comes? Yeah, no fucking way can I say that to Bryce or Hudson; they’d kill me. Shit, I’d kill me.




“I just- I don’t think we’d get along personally.”




He glances at his watch; “Well, get personal, because in half an hour she’s going to be part of the family.”




I wince at that word, but then Hudson pokes his head into the room; “Hey, assholes, I’m getting married in twenty fucking minutes; think you could finish putting those ties on and get up to the alter with me?” He frowns and shakes his head at me; “Have I mentioned your face looks like shit by the way?” Bryce snorts from the other side of the room, and I glare at the both of them. “Oh and thanks for having a fight right before the wedding, buddy. Reagan’s going to love looking at your Goddamn black eye in the pictures later.” Hudson shakes his head, looking more amused than actually pissed at me; “I mean I thought you guys wore fucking masks at the gym.”




“Uh, yeah-“ I can’t exactly tell them about the fights; not these ones, which are most certainly not held at the gym. 




The ones where there aren’t any gloves.




The ones where I bleed to forget.




“Yeah I guess I caught a bad hook or something.” I mumble out, trying to deflect the subject.




“You got hit?” Bryce grins at me from his spot by the window of the room; “Wish I’d been there to see that.” 




Hudson snorts out a laugh; “You know, you could let me hit you, for once,” He says, referring to our sparring bouts where I basically wipe the floor with him every time; “It’d be a hell of a wedding gift you know.” He steps towards me and brings his hands up to straighten my bowtie; “So, what do you think about Quinn on the new-“




“Bad idea.”




Bryce growls at me from the other side of the room; “Logan, what is your fucking problem with it, man?”




My problem is I can’t stop thinking of that night. My problem is that I can’t stop picturing her naked body as she rides on top of me, her breasts swaying with her breathing, her lips trembling, and her fingertips raking my shoulders and my back as she explodes around me. Hell, I couldn’t stop thinking about that whole night before I knew who she was, but now its like pouring gasoline on a fire, and it’s about to blow up in my face. On top of that, the fact that she’s William’s daughter - my brother’s new sister-in-law, or whatever -  and the fact that she’s so off limits isn't turning me off like it should be.




It’s making it worse.




I mumble something under my breath and push Hudson’s hands away as I move towards the window.




“Well, whatever problem you’ve got with Quinn, get over it, man.” Hudson says, and I turn to look at him; “You just have to work with her, Logan, not take her out or something.”




I can feel my gut seize up as I stare at Hudson standing there grinning at me




He knows, he must know, and he’s fucking with me. 




Except if he did know, he'd have already thrown me out this window.




“Alright, alright; fine.”




“Atta boy.” Hudson checks his watch; “Alright boys, time to get up there and meet the rest of the family.”




I cringe; fuck.
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So much for ‘until at least Thanksgiving’ I think darkly to myself. I’m sitting in some gorgeous, opulent conference room at the Archer Holdings building with jaw-dropping views of midtown Manhattan and Brooklyn out the big windows. But it’s a view I can’t enjoy, because Logan Dempsey is sitting between me and that view, and he’s got that damned cocky grin on his face, and it’s making me squirm in my seat.




The meeting is Logan and I, which would be bad enough, except Bryce and Hudson are also here, which is making me feel like I'm under some sort of microscope. It’s a classic “Telltale Heart” scenario; I’m sure they can hear my pulse racing like an engine or can see the dirty, dark thoughts about Logan I’m desperately trying to shake from my head clearly across my face. 




His lips are hot on mine, kissing me with a fierceness I’ve never felt as his hands explore my body. He’s pulling at my tank top, slipping it up the small of my back as his hands trace the skin there, sending shivers through me core. There’s a fervency and a throbbing need here that I’ve never felt with any man before, and where I’d normally be put off with how quickly his hands are familiarizing themselves with my body, I find myself urging him on, wanting him to touch me.




Wanting him to know all of me.




He’s pushing his hands under my shorts and cupping my ass, grinding me against the hardness pushing in his pants that feels bigger and thicker than anything I’ve ever felt before. And my hands are reaching for him, finding a boldness in their need to touch that I’ve never seen from them before. But he’s pushing my hands away and slipping my shorts and panties down and off my legs, and then he’s touching me, and I’m gasping as he finds me hot and wet and ready for him.




When he pulls me up his body, pulling my sex towards his mouth, the shyness and the awkwardness I know would normally be there slips away, replaced instead with a heady, almost drug-like need to feel him. 




I WANT this man; this total stranger.




His tongue slips into my folds, pushing deep against my opening and then curling up to tease at my clit. Hands grab my ass and coax my hips back and forth, back and forth across his magical tongue, urging me further, and higher, and harder until I’m almost screaming as I come and-




Oh, God, and now I’m fantasizing about Logan Dempsey in the middle of a business meeting at my job.




Something is severely wrong with me.




I glance around, suddenly self conscious about what is I’m sure a bright red blush across my face, but also the fact that my panties are hot and wet beneath the formal business skirt I wear. I shoot a look across the table at the man responsible for these wicked and ill-timed thoughts, hoping to find some sort of counterpoint there; hoping to find him as confused and ill-at-ease looking as I feel.




But, if he’s feeling any sort of uncomfortableness, he sure as hell isn’t showing it, thats for damn sure. It’s just that same stupidly handsome, stupidly mesmerizingly cocky grin on his face; that cool, composed look staring right back at me and making my face burn despite my attempts to push him from my thoughts. He’s also staggeringly good looking in a suit, which isn’t helping. I mean to be fair, all three of them are good looking guys and in amazing shape but Logan is just fucking criminally good looking, his broad shoulders and chest filling out the suit perfectly as he leans back in that big leather conference room chair and winks at me.




And of course, just to make matters worse, we’re joined in the meeting by Peyton, a young little blonde thing that looks all of twenty years old who also happens to be Logan’s chief affairs manager. She’s also immediately a frosty bitch to me for no apparent reason that I can figure out, and on top of that, there’s something about the way she looks at Logan or the way her hand rests a little too long on his arm when she speaks to him that has my blood boiling.




Jesus Christ, am I jealous?




Ugh; its a terrible thought, and one that I quickly try to push out of my head. God no; I am not jealous of flirty little bouncy-tits Peyton grinning away at Logan, just like I’m not going to get bothered by her cutting me off mid-sentence every three seconds throughout the whole stupid meeting either. I’m just uncomfortable with this whole arrangement; the secrets upon secrets, and of course the fact that I’ve barely paid attention this whole first meeting because all I can think about is how the man across the table from looks without that suit on.




This is going to be a problem.




How on Earth did I agree to this? I could blame Andy, my ex the administrative director for being an asshole, or Stacy, for being a job-stealing skank. Or hell, I could blame my sisters for encouraging this whole thing, or Logan for not recognizing me that night. But really I should just blame myself for saying yes.




…To the job, and to him, that night.




Finally, it seems like we’re done, and Bryce and Hudson excuse themselves, though Peyton sticks around; “So, are we clear, Doctor Archer?”




I frown, realizing I have zero idea what little miss blondie is asking me; “Hmm?”




She sighs dramatically; “Are we clear, about the schedule for the next few days and the D.C. meeting?”




“Oh, uh, yes?”




She rolls her eyes dramatically at me before shooting Logan a look as she snatches her papers off the conference table and marches out the door.




Logan clears his throat as she walks out, and I swivel back in my chair to look at him; “Well, she’s fun.”




“Oh, yeah,” He chuckles, standing from the conference table and walking into his adjoining, office; “She’s a real firecracker.”




I can’t stop the frown that storms across me face as I follow him in, and when he turns and sees it, he grins; “Oh now what are you, jealous, Doc?”




“Of missy teeny-bopper back there? Hardly.” I roll my eyes as I brush past him into his office; “What is that, some sort of high school internship, Logan?”




He smirks at me, “Hey, you know you two may have more in common than you think,” he says with a wink.




I balk and wrinkle my nose; “Eww; gross?”




Logan’s grin cracks into a full laugh; “No, I mean you’re both driven, and you both want for this project to work.” He winks at me again; “And hey, Peyton wasn’t the one staring at me through that whole meeting.”




“Oh, fuck off, please.”




“Well hey, we’re alone now.” He shrugs and arches a brow at his large wooden desk; “I mean we’ve got the room to ourselves, and this great view-“




“Dream on, Logan.”




He shrugs; “Hey we could always just keep things to your place or mine like last-“




“Oh and enlighten me why the hell you’re living in my fucking building? Aren’t you a billionaire for Christ’s sake?” OK, I’ve got a great loft apartment in a great building in a fantastic location. But Logan’s in the sort of income bracket that keeps a whole other level of residences. I narrow my eyes at him, suddenly suspicious of why the hell he’s “slumming it” in an East Village loft with practically zero furniture. 




“Oh calm down, Archer,” He growls, rolling his eyes. “I already told you, the penthouse is under construction, so I just decided to crash there.




I narrow my eyes at him; “You, a billionaire, just ‘crashing’ at a place with a single piece of furniture and a punching bag?”




Logan grins; “So, you remember my single piece of furniture, huh?” He winks, and I know he’s talking about the bed; the bed from that night; “You can come by and see if whenever you want, you know.”




I huff my breath out in disgust; “You’re delusional if you think that would ever happen again.”




“Oh please, keep pretending you haven’t thought about it, cute stuff.” He taps the desk with his knuckle and then looks up at me in this over-the-top suggestive way that brings a flush to my cheeks; “I mean no one would have to know, darlin; might make working together go a little easier.”




I roll my eyes, trying to subdue the grin threatening to spread across my face; “Oh, very romantic, Logan.”




“Who said anything about romance?”




I can feel my face getting hotter by the second as I start to lose my hold on my thoughts and as they begin to drift to all the dirty fantasies I’ve been having about him. Suddenly the room itself begins to feel warmer and smaller the longer I spend in it alone with him; “I need to go,” I say, shaking my head and staring towards the door.




“Hey, hang on.” He reaches out and grabs my arm.




I try and ignore the feeling of heat and buzzing electric current on my arm where he’s touching me as he steers me back around; “Are you going to be like this every time we meet, because if so, I’m done,” I mutter, crossing my arms over my chest.




He grins; “You wouldn’t, not with what it would mean for your research group funding.”




“Try me.”




His grin falters for just a second; “Fine. No, Doc, I won’t be.”




“Good.” I can feel my own smirk on my face, feeling this momentary feeling of triumph.




“Will you?” He’s shrugging his jacket off and draping it over the back of his chair.




I frown at him; “Excuse me?”




“Be all moody and clearly sexually frustrated like this every time we need to be together for this project?” Logan starts to casually unbutton his dress shirt, and button after button reveals more and more hard muscled chest and etched lined ink of his tattoos.




“No, I- What are you doing?”




He shrugs; “Oh, I have a free hour so I was going to head down to the gym; what?” He’s trying to act like it’s the most natural thing in the world for him to be taking his shirt off in front of me in his damn office. He reaches for his belt-buckle and smirks at me.




Goddamn him. He’s trying to tease me and get a rise out of me, and I’m pissed because I know it’s kind of working. That fucking cocky smirk is right back on his face, and I feel my cool dropping; “Oh please fuck off.”




I turn my back as he starts to lower his pants, if only because I feel like I should, even if part of me is dying to see Logan in just his boxers.




Get a grip, lady; I mutter to myself.




“OK, you can look now,” He says sarcastically. I turn and find myself almost disappointed that he’s actually wearing shorts and a sleeveless t-shirt; “Listen, you know Peyton will probably treat you better if you let her know you can stand up to her.”




“I didn’t come here to play power-games.” I sneer.




“Can I be honest?” He says with that infuriating grin on his face. I shoot him a look, and he rolls his eyes; “Fine, I’m gonna take that as a yes. You’re a pushover, Quinn.”




“I am not!” I huff at him, feeling the heat bloom up through my chest.




“Yes you are!” His eyes flash at me and his voice is booming, and I find myself taking a step back from him.




“Fine; whatever.”




He smirks at me; “See?”




My lip curls as I glare at him; “Did you just fucking yell at me to make a point?”




Logan nods his head at me; “Look, I’m just saying you should stick up for yourself more often; put up more of a fight.”




“You know what, Logan?” I sneer out; “Don’t think for one second that just because we- just because of what happened, that you know anything about me.”




“What, like that you were up for that team leader position at the hospital and you got pushed out by someone far less qualified than you?” I narrow my eyes at him and he grins; “Yeah, I heard that story.”




“It’s a bit more complicated than that, Logan.”




“Ok, so she sucked his dick for the job; yeah, heard that story too. Look I’m just saying you should be more assertive.”




“What, like I should have blown him too?”




A dark look flashes across his face and his jaw tightens for a second; “Fuck no, I’m saying if you just stood up for yourself a bit more, that shit never would’ve happened to begin with.”




“Says the guy keeping secrets from his best friends and fighting in weird underground boxing matches?”




“Not everything is what it looks like on the outside, you know.”




I force out a harsh laugh; “That’s my Dad’s line, not yours.”




He rolls his eyes; “At some point, you are going to get bored of this whole ‘fuck you, Logan’ thing, right? I mean there’s no way it’s healthy to be this much of a bitch all the time, Quinn.”




I narrow my eyes at him, my fists clenching; “You want to see how healthy it is for you to call me a bitch again?”




Logan hoots; “Archer! Damn, looks like you do have a little fire in you, darlin.”




I huff my breath out and go to push past him, when he grabs me by the wrists and spins me around, and I gasp as I fall against his chest, my heart hammering in my veins. His smell and the heat of his body just invade my senses, as well as any sense of keeping my wall up as I find myself speechless and staring up into his eyes with my breath caught on my lips.




“A little fire suits you pretty well, you know.” He growls, his eyes flashing at me.




“You don’t know what suits me.” I whisper, swallowing heavily as I find myself unable to look away from those deep eyes of his.




“Well we’ve got that jet to D.C. tomorrow for the meeting,” He says quietly, his voice thick and low; “How about I show you exactly what would suit you at 30,000 feet?”




My breath hitches at the thought of Logan Dempsey “showing me exactly what would suit me”, and I’m suddenly slowly leaning forward into him.




“What do you say, darlin,” He winks; “Think we should join the mile high club?”




And just like that, the spell shatters, and I realize it’s not some dream guy I’m inches away from kissing right here in his office.




It’s Logan fucking Dempsey; the polar opposite of my dream guy.




Yeah, keep telling yourself that.




But I’m shoving the voice in my head aside and then pushing away from Logan; my wide, doe-eyed stare turning to a scowl as I realize I close I came to just making the mistake all over again.




“Looks like some things are exactly what they look like on the outside, Logan.” I hiss, yanking my hand away from him. I turn sharply on my heel and storm away before he can even open his mouth.
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In a perfect world, it’d just be me and Quinn sitting on this plane tonight. Ok, in a perfect world we’d be doing a whole lot more than sitting, but I digress. In any case, a perfect world this is not, so instead I’m also stuck on my jet with two guys from our finance team and Peyton.




Quinn’s turned away from me and looking out the window, and as I catch myself staring at her, I also find myself weighing out the risks of what’s going on here. Whatever the nature of our, well, whatever this little train wreck of two people is, her even being around me is dangerous; because of the fights, because of my past, and because of who I am. I’m like a fuckin magnate for violence, and it should go without saying that being around Quinn isn’t a good idea.




Of course, neither is sleeping with her, for that matter.




She clears her throat across the cabin from me, and I suddenly focus and realize I’ve just been staring at her and she’s busted me for it. There’s a hint of a grin on her face, as if she’s amused that she’s caught me like that, but then she rolls her eyes and looks away. Peyton is talking to me about God knows what, and I frown as I realize her hand is on my arm just about the same time Quinn catches the gesture and scowls at it. I excuse myself as politely as I can, leaving Quinn, Peyton, and the finance guys to continue going over some of the finer points of the contract.




As amusing as it is seeing Quinn Archer get all jealous and angsty - and it really it - I need to clear my head, and it's tough going while cooped on a plane with her.




*****




I step out of the bathroom in the back of the jet directly into Quinn. I freeze at the contact, feeling her body pressed against mine in the tight confines of the galley space by the back of the plane, and I can see her eyes go wide and her face go flushed as her breath catches in her throat.




She clears her throat; “Let me get by.”




“Relax, I’m trying.” But I’m not; at least, not that hard. I’m enjoying being this close to her too much, and I’m definitely enjoying the way I can see her pupils get wider and the way that adorable pink flushes across her cheeks.




Her mouth is half open, and she closes it with a snap as her eyes narrow at me; “Your little games aren’t cute, Logan.”




“What games?” I say as innocently as possible, trying and failing to hold back the grin on my face.




“Trying to rile me up; those games.” She hisses, her eyes darting toward the front of the plane where the others are sitting with their backs to us, as if she’s worried how this might look with us being pressed together in the tight confines of the hallway.




“Listen, cute stuff, if I wanted to rile you up, you’d know it.”




She almost smiles as she rolls her eyes; “Oh please.”




“Is that a request?” I shrug; “OK.”




She gasps as I push her hard against the door to the galley kitchen behind her, letting my body press flat against her curves. I’m calling her bluff; daring her to back down here, and I think she knows it even if she won’t play the game back. Her eyes flare with a fire in them and her chest hitches with her breath. Just that simple sound of her quiet gasp suddenly has me rock-hard in my pants, and that I know she knows about.




She shakes her head slowly; “I’m not falling for this kind of bullshit, Logan. Your little games aren’t working.”




I smirk as I let my eyes drop to the front of her shirt, seeing the telling outlines of her hard nipples poking beneath the fabric there; “Oh aren't they?”




She blushes bright red; “I’m not falling for that again.” She says quietly.




“Falling for what?” I growl lowly, leaning into her.




“That charm.”




“Oh so you do think I’m charming.”




I’m leaning even closer when she lets her breath out and rolls her eyes again, like the moment just faltered; “I think you’re delusional, and I told you, that isn't happening again.”




I move back from her; “Who said I want it to? You’re the one getting all hot and bothered around me.”




Her eyes blaze and she opens her mouth as if she’s about to scream at me before she snaps those pouty lips shut and turns her head to look away. And I want to kiss her so fucking badly in that moment; kiss her and so much more. I want to take her right here in the back of my plane, the pilot, and the finance guys, and Peyton up front be damned.




But I don’t, obviously. And then the moment passes as soon as we hear one of the pilots come over the intercom about our decent into Dulles. 




“Logan, let me go.” I look back at Quinn, looking at me with those big eyes. and all I can think about is the way she looked that night, when she took me in and took care of me. It’s lust I feel, immediately at least, but fuck it’s something else too. It’s the way she took in a stranger who looked like I did and made me whole.




I shake my head to clear it. Fuck, what am I doing? This is William's daughter for fuck’s sake; this is the definition of off-limits. 




And then the moment is gone entirely as she pushes me back and slips away from me back towards the others.
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“I’m sorry again I couldn’t stay longer after the wedding.”




Major Lawson pulls out a chair for me at his desk in this extremely old-world and yet exceedingly grandfatherly way, and I can’t help but smile as I take a seat. The Major is every bit the stiff-upper-lip soldier-type, but I can also see why my Father and him were such good friends.




“Oh, that’s fine. You didn’t miss much, really.”




Well, I suppose you missed out on the spectacular and nuclear level event of me realizing the man I slept with and can’t get out of my head is in fact the most off-limits man in my entire world, not to mention my new brother-in-law.




I don’t say that, and instead just clear my throat; “I know Reagan was really glad to have you there, and it meant a lot to Chelsea and I too to have you be the one to give her away.”




He nods quietly and solemnly as he takes his own seat across the desk from me; “Well, I was no substitute for your Father, you know, but it was an honor to stand there in his place for his little girl on her day.”




“It would be the highest honor in a lifetime of medals,” he’d said when Reagan had asked him to be the one to walk her down the aisle and give her away in lieu of our Dad, and the memory of that makes me grin.




“He’d be extraordinary impressed by the woman you’ve become; you know that don’t you?”




I smile, thinking of my Dad’s look of surprise when his black-haired, gothy little poetry fanatic of an eldest daughter informed him that she wanted to go to medical school; as if I hadn’t shocked him enough with black eyeliner and heavy metal up to that very point. It’s a look I wish I could’ve sealed up in a little bottle and carried around me with forever.




“Well, I guess maybe part of it is making up for what the company used to do.”




The Major nods; “Sins of the past, and all that. William always hated that part of the business, you know.” He says, sitting forward in his chair and studying my face; “He’d certainly look at the new direction those boys of his are taking Archer Holdings in as the right move, I know that.”




“Do you sell guns, Dad?”




“Who told you that?”




“I’m seventeen, I’m not stupid,” I frown, crossing my arms; “Is it true?”




“Not everything is black and white, Quinn. Sometimes life is a bit more complicated than a yes or no.”




I’d never liked it, back then when we were younger and my Father’s constant absence from our lives to visit places like Kosovo, or Libya, or whatever other place in the world was busy killing each other. We all sort of knew that our Dad’s company sold arms, and while I was hardly for that, I also never really held onto that hate like Reagan had. But now, through Hudson and hearing more about the man we all wished we’d known better, there’s a cathartic sort of healing element to knowing that he’d actually been visiting those places to do the opposite of what we’d all just assumed he was doing.




“Your Father would be very pleased to hear about it” He smiles at me and shakes his head again; “But my, look at you, Quinn Archer. A doctor, and working for his company; he’d love it.” He leans forward and winks at me; “And again, I’m not William, but I’d be remiss if I didn’t at least check in with his daughters on his behalf.” 




I grin and roll my eyes as I feel my cheeks burn a little; “Before you even ask it, no; no boyfriends.”




Major Lawson chuckles and shakes his head as he sits back in his chair; “I had to ask.”




I smile at him, “Let me guess; Dad left last will directions for you to have any ill-intend suitor sent to Guantanamo or something?”




He laughs deeply, the kind of laugh that sucks you right into it too, and he leans back again to wipe his eyes; “Something like that, yes.”




“Yeah, well, save your favor with the CIA; no boyfriends.”




“With your credentials and your mother’s looks?” The Major shakes his head; “What the hell is wrong with those idiots up there in New York?”




I snort; “I don’t even have time for dating! I mean first with the hospital work, and now the stuff with the outreach program, and then there’s Logan-”




The Major’s eyebrows twitch just enough for me to trip over my words, and I freeze.




“What about Logan?”




“Hmm?” I swallow, trying to make my face look as blank as possible; “Oh, nothing.”




Smooth, Quinn, so smooth.




“I just mean with him running the new healthcare program at Archer and everything; he keeps me pretty busy over there!”




The Major’s brow raises with jus the slightest hint of a smile on his face as he nods; “Logan’s a good man, you know.”




I laugh, maybe a bit too harshly and quickly than I mean to; “He’s, uh, he’s something alright.”




“He can be prickly”




I do hold back a snort this time, but Major Lawson chuckles; “You know, your father had a way of seeing things in people that others didn’t, including themselves.”




“Not everything is what it looks like on the outside, you know.”




So what is it that I see in Logan? What can I possibly - 




No. I shake the thought from my head quickly. God, what am I thinking? I don’t see anything in Logan except a mistake I need to just put behind me and move on from. Except if that’s the case, why am I still dwelling on it? If Logan is such a cataclysmic and obvious bad decision, why am I having such a hard time getting him out of my damn head and just forgetting about the whole sordid thing? 




I force myself to push the whole thing with Logan out of my head for the time being, and spend the next thirty minutes or so chatting with Major Lawson. But it’s right back there in my head the second I leave his office, it’s still floating around as I grab a coffee at a cafe down the street, and it’s still gnawing at me as I make my way over to the National Mall. 




Ok, enough of this, I finally think, setting my jaw and staring across the reflecting pool. One mistake one night is not going to mess with my head this much, and I decide right then and there that it’s time to just cut this whole thing loose and just move on.




Simple.




*****




“Been enjoying the view?”




I’m sitting on the steps near the top of the Lincoln Memorial when I turn to see Logan walking down towards me; “I was,” I say petulantly at him.




He smirks and nods his chin towards my chest; “Yeah, me too.”




I frown at his glance and look down to realize the top button of my shirt is open a bit more than it should be. I frown and try to shove the burning blush from my cheeks as I hastily button back up; “Do you always have to be the man-child?” I shake my head at him.




Logan shrugs, grinning at me; “Keep your shirt on and maybe I won’t stare so much.”




I roll my eyes; “Like it’s my fault my button came undone.”




“Like it’s my fault you’ve got great looking tits!”




The childish tete-a-tete comes to a screeching halt as we both glare at each other before turning away in silence.




Oh yeah, moving on is going swimmingly.




“So when’s our flight?” I say, hoping to change the subject; “I was wondering if I have time to get dinner here in D.C. before we head back.”




Logan shrugs; “I mean, it’s my plane.”




“Oh, is it?” I say with overly-dramatic mock surprise.




He grins; “I meant we can go whenever you want to.” He shrugs; “You know, we could also just stay the night; grab some dinner, a hotel room-”




“In your dreams, Logan.” I say, shaking my head, but also trying not to grin at just how damn shameless he is.




He laughs; “Hey, don’t flatter yourself, darlin; you get your own room.” He strokes his chin like he’s really pondering something; “Hmm, actually I wonder what Peyton is up to tonight.”




Just the thought of him doing something like that with her - heck, with anyone - has me seeing red, even though I know he’s just trying to get a rise out of me. I open and close my mouth a few times, before I just give up and shake my head at him. It’s infuriating how likable he is, even when he’s trying to get under my skin like this.




And deep down, I know that’s the problem here. On the surface, I’m basically spitting in his face every chance I get as if our little run-in from that night is entirely his fault. But I knew exactly what I was doing when I leaned into him that night, and I knew damn well where kissing a man that made me feel like that in the dead of night in his bed would lead. The wall I keep throwing up is more to save my own face than it is to keep him out, which is a moot point since all he has to do is grin at me before the whole thing comes crashing down anyways. 




Logan laughs, and drapes his arm around my shoulders, and for the first time, I actually just let myself enjoy his company without worrying about trying to keep this tenuous wall up between us. 




“You really are infuriating, you know that Logan?”




“Darlin, you have no idea.” He starts to lead us down the stairs; “Comon, let’s get some dinner somewhere and then my plane will chauffeur us home.”




I’m laughing, and actually enjoying a moment with Logan Dempsey, and then his phone rings. He frowns as he pulls it out of his pocket, and then his face goes dark and he swears under his breath as he looks at it.




“What is it?”




“Nothing.”




He shoves the phone back into his pocket and his arm drops quickly from my shoulder. Well, whatever it is has his mood changing like the flip of a coin.




“What?”




He turns and looks at me quickly; “It’s nothing, Quinn. Look, change of plans; we need to head back to New York, now actually.”




“Um, OK?” 




His limo is already waiting by the curb as we leave the Mall, and he opens the door and quickly ushers me in.




“OK, what’s with the sudden flip-flop here?” I finally demand as we speed off back towards the airport.




“It’s nothing, Quinn; just leave it.” He mutters, staring out the window with a scowl as he taps his fingers agains the arm-rest in staccato beat.




“Well it really does seem like something, Logan.” I mutter out loud; “Look, stop with the stupid secret spy shit and just tell me why-”




“Just drop it, OK?!” He whirls and growls sharply at me, making me jolt upright. His mouth opens as if to say something, before he just shakes his head and turns to look out the window.




Well, hell; just when I’m ready to start figuring you out, Logan Dempsey, I grumble to myself as D.C. flies past the windows of the car.




*****




He’s silent later, back on the plane as he just stares out the window at the evening clouds beneath us as we cruise back to New York. And there’s a bizarre sort of irony to the fact that I busted him staring at me on the trip here, and yet here I am doing the same thing back.




There’s a metaphor for this whole messed up relationship between us in there somewhere, but I’m too tired to even think about it. And really, “relationship” is definitely the wrong word for whatever is going on between Logan and I. We’re just two people - two separate people - who happened to cross paths in an unusual way. Maybe those paths got mixed up more than they should have, and maybe it’s a bit more complicated than either of us anticipated. But that doesn’t mean we can’t just get on our own paths again and just move on, right?




Logan closes his eyes and leans his forehead against the window next to him, and I catch myself wondering for the tenth time what’s gotten him this quiet and brooding and sullen, as opposed to the loud and obnoxious exuberance that usually defines him. But as I watch him, watch his brow crease as he frowns against the glass and against whatever demons are clawing through his head in that moment. I find myself wondering so much more about him. His sleeves are rolled up, showing the ink of his tattoos, and while some like the boxing gloves and the “semper fi” are obvious, there are other swirling images and effigies that have me curious about their meaning. What stories follow in Logan’s shadows that I don’t even have a clue about? What haunts him when he’s alone? And what else goes through his head?




Me?




I quickly roll my eyes at my own stupid thought and shake my head. No, that’s not a path I can let my mind wander down. Like I said, we’re just two people who found themselves on intersecting lines.




And now it’s time to move on.




I turn to stare out my own window, watching the vapor trails and cloud tails streak across the wing of the plane as we slide through the night back home; back to the confusion and unfinished conversations that will still be there when we get back.
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I’m daydreaming and letting my thoughts wander when the muffled cheering and jeering of the crowd out by the ring jars me into the present. I blink and grimace at my surroundings. The back room of the nightclub out in Queens that’s serving as a locker room is dimly lit and grimy. The walls are streaked with rusty evidence of old pipe leaks and maybe something worse, and the whole place smells like ammonia and defeat.




What the fuck am I doing here.




I used to love this - the thrill and the rush before the fight; the feeling of burning excitement and the euphoric high of the adrenaline. I used to love the smell of sweat and gym locker-rooms; of chalk-dusted workout bags and sweat-stained gloves. The sound of the crowd used to get me higher than any drug and the sheer anticipation of the primal act of fighting used to have me bouncing off the walls with excitement.




This place is, and does, none of those things for me.




Some girl in a bikini, who I think is probably one of those sign girls or maybe just some other broken individual there trying to latch onto something is smiling at me as she saunters into the room. I frown as she straddles my lap and starts to run her hands up and down over my bare chest.




“You look all tense, baby.”




There’s absolutely nothing tense about the way I’m just slumped in the old rusty metal folding chair, deadened by the weight of even being here.




The girl is gorgeous - all sex and desire, pressing her tits against me and letting her hands trail over my biceps. And normally, yeah normally I’d be very down for this, even though you're never supposed to do this kind of thing right before  a fight; no sex before you swing, they say. You need that pent up testosterone and aggression as fuel.




Of course now I’ve got Quinn Archer buried deep under my skin like an itch I can’t reach, and the idea of having this girl scratch that is completely turning me off.




“Maybe later,” I mutter, pushing her off of my lap.




She pouts in a way I’m sure she thinks is cute and sexy, but that just looks slutty, and not in a good way; “Well, maybe after you kick that guy’s ass then?”




“Yeah, maybe.”




No.




“Hey there, cabrón!” The man with the dark hair and dark black eyes like those of a shark - the man who’s the singular reason I’m here - steps through the doorway grinning that fucking leering, toothy smile of his; “Hey there’s my buddy!”




I’m not his fucking buddy and he damn well knows it. I’m his captive.




“You ready for this?”




I set my jaw as I stand from the chair and take a step towards Javier Toro, my jaw tightening. I’ve got at least six inches on him, and easily forty pounds of muscle, and I would love nothing more than to just pound that fucking shithead’s face in right now. Hell, even just a shove would be nice.




But I don’t, of course. I’m hotheaded, but not dumb, even if Javier’s completely let himself go physically since we knew each other before, back in the jungles of Ghana.




“You hit like a bitch, you know.” Javier spits in the dirt, his arms up and his body flitting side to side like a dancer as he circles me; “You gotta keep em up, like this. You let that guard down, and you’re gonna get smacked upside the head again.” He jabs suddenly, and I swear as his glove connects with my ear.




“See? Just like that, Irish! I should start charging you for these fuckin lessons!”




He hoots as he signals fight over and yanks his gloves off before coming over and clapping me on the back; “You ain’t so bad, you know. You got a fire inside of you that most guys don’t, Irish. I just gotta figure out what gets it burning and then you’re gonna be one mean son of a bitch in a ring.”




We walk over to the old roadside motel that Blackriver has taken over and repurposed into a sort of barracks in the abandoned village we currently occupy. The fact that we’re the only building for fifty miles in any direction with electricity, let alone running water, satellite television, and the internet only makes this whole thing even more surreal. It’s like some sort of tech-savy version of Marlon Brando’s  jungle-fiefdom in “Apocalypse Now”.




If life can get any stranger than playing soldier for hire in a mercenary corporation stuck in the middle of Africa, I’d almost welcome the chance to see it.




Javier pulls two beers out the fridge and hands me one; “My name’s not actually Irish, you know.”




He grins at me; “I figured your mama wasn’t that mean.”




“You’ve clearly never met my mother.”




We both chuckle as we sip on the cold beers, looking out from the porch over the dirt boxing ring and the jungle past it.




“It’s just- you know, I feel like a lotta guys here who signed on with Blackriver come from some pretty hardcore backgrounds.”




“Like you and your two buddies? The drunk and the junkie?”




I grit my teeth at the mention of Hudson and Byrce and shake my head. Hudson’s trying - kind of. But Byrce; shit, Bryce’s addiction is getting worse every day, and the fact that you can literally buy smack for cheaper than a bottle of clean water in this place isn’t exactly helping things.




“Yeah, well, we’ve seen some shit.”




Shit like one too many drone strikes on innocent people; one too many bombs dropped on fucking schools or villages back in Afghanistan. After that last one, where we all almost died, we snapped. I guess we all broke in different ways.




Which is why we’re here, in some God-forsaken part of the world playing soldiers for hire, because there’s just no going back home after you go AWOL from the Marines during active duty.




Javier nods; “Seems like it. I’ve seen some shit too, amigo,” He shakes his head; “But Papi, you got that cold hard cowboy look on your face like I’ve never seen before.”




I force out a laugh and sip the beer; “Well, I guess we all get the shit we carry from wherever we come from.”




“Yeah? And where’s that, Irish?” Javier clinks his beer against mine and peers at me curiously; “Where’d you come from?”




*****




“Hey, wake up, Irish!” Javier snaps his fingers in my face, startling me from my daydream, and his grin widens as he sees the bottled up hate behind my face. He narrows his eyes as he leans in closer, as if daring me to hit him; “Don’t fucking forget, buddy, you get to win this one tonight; comprendes?




“Yeah, fuckin comprendes.”




His eyes narrow again and he looks quickly at the girl still standing there and jerks his head for her to leave.




“Listen, Logan,” He hisses at me after the door closes behind her; “Don’t get all soft on me.”




“I’m not, fuck off.”




Javier nods slowly; it’s the same calculating look I first saw in Ghana, back when he was teaching me to fight. Back when he knew who I was, which consequently means he still knows who I am. Not Logan Dempsey, billionaire finance manager at Archer Holdings. Not the man working to rebuild the future from the wrongs of his past, brick by fucking brick. No, he knows who I really am, which means he owns me.




And I fucking hate feeling owned.




“Don’t go forgetting our arrangement, Logan.”




“I’m aware of it.” I growl out.




He chuckles; “Aww, now don’t get all mad like this is my fault, Papi.” He spreads his hands wide; “I’m a businessman, and you were just too good a business opportunity to let go of!”




Years ago, back in the jungle, he’d mentioned wanting to figure out what made me “burn” inside; what made me snap and made me a demon in the ring.




…I guess neither of us could have predicted that that it’d be him.




“Now don’t get all sore about it Irish; get mad. Get mad, get out there, and you hit that motherfucker.”







*****




I can hardly stand afterwards, and all I’m barely aware of is pushing Javier away and stumbling back to my dirty changing room. The girl is there, of course, and she’s taking her top off, but I’m pushing her out the door too. It’s not just the pain - which is real - either. It’s the fact that through the whole fight, I’ve had one face in the back of my mind, keeping me standing, keeping me sane, and keeping me from fading out. One perfect, beautiful, untouchable face of the last girl on Earth I should be thinking about. I realize suddenly with a sobering thought that there’s only one place I want to go right now.
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Long, hot baths are supposed to be relaxing. They’re supposed to de-stress you and wash away whatever burdens you’re carrying with you as soon as you step into that glorious sudsy water. And yet somehow, despite the tea-lights, the stupid lavender bath-oil that Chelsea got me for my last birthday, and even the glass of wine in my hands, I’m still tense.




And I’m still tense because I can’t stop thinking about Logan fucking Dempsey.




Yikes, ok, I certainly don’t need to use the word fuck and his name together in the same thought; nope, not at all.




Whatever that little encounter on the plane was, whether he set that up or if it was just plain happenstance, it doesn’t matter. Either way, I can’t get the lingering thought of it out of my head. Because just that brush of a touch, the heat of his body close to mine in the tightness of that plane, and the way his eyes burned into mine had me thinking about that night; that first night full of heat and anonymity. Ok, he’s a rich, entitled, pompous ass, but God would I be lying if I tried to tell myself it hadn’t been amazing; like, mind-blowingly amazing. 




And then before I know it, I’m letting myself sink down a little further in the heat of the tub and letting my thoughts wander to that illicit, forbidden place where the memory of that night is stored. I’m thinking of the way his hands ran over the curve of my hip and up to my back, teasing the skin there with his fingertips. The way he was so primal with his need for me, and yet so teasing in the way he brought me to a damn boiling point before he touched me there.




There, where I realize my hand has crept beneath the bubbles of the bathwater.




I’m remembering the way his fingers finally delved down between my legs and slipped inside, making me gasp. The way he moved me around like I weighed nothing, and the way he brought me to his mouth, my legs straddling his face as he curled his tongue and his lips around my clit and sent shivering shuddering pleasure through my body.




I’m reaching for the waterproof vibrator sitting on the edge of the tub that I knew was a mistake bringing in here with me. It’s mistake because then I’m bringing it back down beneath the water’s bubbly surface and thinking of him and the way he felt so damn hard and so damn big as he slowly slipped inside of me.




His hands grab my ass as I moan into his mouth, and I gasp as I feel him start to physically pull me up his body.




“What are you- oh GOD-”




His mouth is kissing down my stomach as he drags me up his chest, pulling me closer until I can feel his breath hot against the cleft of my inner thigh. And then his tongue; tasting me, pushing thickly between my folds to tease around my clit and lap at my wetness.




I’m usually so passive and so quiet in bed, but that night, he ignites something inside of me. That night, I’m running my hands into his hair and holding him tightly to me as he licks me. I’m rocking my hips against that tongue of his; riding his face as he makes me come again and again on his tongue. 




And I want to tell him that I’m not like this; as if for some reason I need to tell him that this isn’t something I EVER do. But instead I say nothing and just give in to the wild, animalistic fantasy of the single night of passion.




I’m moving down off of his lips, and it’s then that I let my eyes fall to the massive-looking erection curving from his chiseled hips and abs, and I swallow heavily as my eyes go wide at the sight of it. I’ve been with a grand total of three men in my life, and I can honestly say none of them are even in the same league as this man who’s bed I’m in right now.




He’s tearing a packet open and rolling a condom down over his thick length, and I’m both nervous and excited for this. But then I’m straddling his hips, and moaning as I feel him press against me down there, his hands holding my hips tightly as he gently begins to slide me down onto his-




The sudden buzz of my doorbell clanging through the loft apartment has me jolting out of my reverie as my eyes fly open with a gasp. The buzzer sounds again, then twice more.




It’s fucking midnight I hiss to myself through clenched teeth as I quickly step out of the tub to the sound of the bell going yet again. I’m wrapping my bathrobe around my wet body as I storm across the loft space to the front door, briefly wondering if any jury in the world would find me guilty for murdering whoever this is, given the circumstances. 




I slide open the peephole, and I almost can’t believe it, even though really, of course I can.




Dammit; not him, and certainly not after what I was just doing in the bathtub thinking of him! But there’s Logan, standing there with that cocky grin on his face even though he’s holding a bloody-looking towel to his temple, and it’s almost as if he knows I’m looking at him at that very moment.




“Little help out here, Doc?”




I can feel the heat bloom in my face in spite of the frustration of having him actually standing in front of me instead of just keeping to my bath-time fantasies where I need him to stay; “What do you want, Logan?”




He cocks his head to the side and gives me a look through the keyhole; “I’m selling fucking girl scout cookies, Archer; what does it look like.”




“You live ten feet up from here, Logan, and I’m sure you’ve got a first-aid kit. Goodnight.”




He rolls his eyes at me; always so fucking self-assured, like he knows I’m not actually going to let him walk away in that condition.




And of course, he’s right.




“You’re a Doctor, Quinn.” He pauses and chuckles; “Unless you prefer ‘Medicine Woman.’”




Gee, never heard that one before; dick.




“Keep it up, Logan.” I mutter through the door.




“Comon, I’m a wounded man! Don’t you have an oath or something?”




With a roll of my eyes and an angry huff, I tighten the tie of my robe and slide the big industrial door open; “Let me guess, I should see the other guy?” I say it with sarcasm dripping from my voice as I arch a brow at him and cross my arms over my chest.




He grins, and dammit if he doesn’t still look sexy as all hell even with the bruise on his cheek and the cut on his lip bright with blood; “You really should, actually; I won.”




“What do you want, Logan?”




He shrugs; “I dunno, a bandaid would be nice?”




I roll my eyes again as I step aside and let him come in, sliding the door shut behind him; “I mean what do you want with me?” I look at him expectantly, my arms still folded over my chest; “This is New York; there are literally fifty-four hospitals in this city, not to mention walk-in clinics.”




“Guess I just come here for the lovely bedside manner, babe.” He winks at me through his shiner of a black eye and grins as he pushes past me towards the bathroom.




“Just where do you think you’re going?”




He turns and cracks a smile at me; “The bathroom, Quinn. I have to piss.” He stops for a second, and his grin widens at me; “I mean, unless of course you wanna help.”




I can feel my cheeks go hot as I wrinkle my nose at him; “Don’t be crude.”




I’ve pulled my bag of surgical supplies out of the closet by the time he saunters out, and I have to shake my head to physically stop myself from staring at the now shirtless Logan moving towards me in the living area. “Try not to get blood on the damn couch,” I mutter, trying to cover my blushing cheeks as he collapses down into it.




“I’ll buy you a new one.” He stretches out as he sinks back into the couch, his head resting on the back as he stares up at the ceiling and lets out a coughing sigh. Truth be told, despite our banter, I can tell that he really is actually hurt. Not hurt like the night I found him, but he’s definitely taken some mean looking punches by the looks of his face and hard-muscled abdomen.




He lifts his head up off the back of the couch; “Do you have any beer?”




I frown; “No? I think I’ve got vodka in the freezer?”




“Yeah that’ll do.”




After a long second of silence, I raise my brows at him; “Um, it’s in the freezer, Logan.” What, did he want me to go over and fetch it for him? I mean I know the guy is probably used to servants or whatever but give me a fucking break!




“Hey, I just didn’t want to bleed all over your floor or anything, Quinn.”




“So just my couch then?”




He grins at me, and I’m huffing out a sigh as I get up and storm over to the kitchen.




He takes a large swallow from the glass of ice and liquor that I hand him after I walk back over, before he holds it up to his bruised temple with a wincing sigh.




“Why do you do this to yourself?”




He snorts out a kind of bitter laugh at my question; “Yeah, mystery solved, Quinn. I’m actually a deranged lunatic and I do this to myself.”




I roll my eyes as I start pulling gauze and peroxide out of my bag; “You know what I mean. Why not do something else that doesn’t get you so messed up all the time?”




He takes another sip from the glass and shrugs as he chews on an ice cube; “It’s not exactly that simple.”




“No, I mean, you’re rich; isn’t there plenty of other rich-guy type stuff out there you could do that wouldn’t get your face bashed in?” I shake my head as I start to dab at the cut on his face with the peroxide; “Shouldn’t you be trading in bonds, or funding super-PACs or something?”




“Trading bonds, or funding super-PACs?” He chuckles; “Well sounds like you sure know how to have a good time, Princess.”




I shoot him a look; “I know how to have a plenty good time, actually.”




“Oh really?” He’s leaning closer as he grins at me, and I find myself not wanting to pull back even though I know I should; “So you know how to just cut loose and play?”




“Yep.” I say with a withering smirk of my own.




“So, kinda like how you were playing with yourself thinking about me right before I walked in here?”




I can literally feel the blood drain from my face as my heart just drops. I’m frozen and just staring at him with my jaw right there on the floor as he leans back into the couch and grins.




“I-” I’m sputtering; “I don’t know what you’re-“




With a look of triumph on his face, Logan pulls out my fucking vibrator - the one I evidently left out in plain sight in the bathroom - from behind his back where he’s obviously been hiding it since he first sat down.




The blood comes rushing back to my face with a burning feeling, and I suddenly just want to collapse into a puddle and just drip through the floor-boards.




Logan grins at me with a sort of gleeful look on his face; “I mean, maybe you weren’t thinking about me, but I somehow doubt it.”




I grit my teeth, feeling angry and mortified as I slowly shake my head at him; “Anyone ever tell you you’re an arrogant asshole?”




He laughs; “If I had a dollar for-“ He trails off and then chuckles; “Well, I’d be me.”




I stand quickly and storm back towards the front door of the apartment; “Well go be you somewhere else, dickhead.”




The actual genuine shock on his face is almost worth the price of my dignity and my embarrassment, but not quite; “Aww, now Quinn, don’t be-“




“Out.”




“I mean I can stay if you think it’ll help you out, back in the bathtub with your little friend here-“




“OUT.”




Logan shuts his perfect mouth and nods slowly before he wincingly stands and shuffles towards me and the door I’m holding open.




“You forgot your shirt, Rocky.”




He grins as he passes me, leaning in so close to my ear that I feel a shiver at the heat of his breath, hot on my neck; “Keep it, darlin.”




“Out.”




“Fine.”
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“Do you like it here?”




I shrug; “Room and board while on active duty, and the pay’s pretty decent,” I strap up my gloves, warily eyeing the guy easily two and a half times my age lacing up his own; “Listen, pal, you sure you actually wanna do this spar match? I’m kinda, uh, good.”




The older guy with the silvered beard grins at me, taps his gloves together almost like he’s eager, and steps into the dirt circle; “Hoo-rah, Marine.”




I freeze for a second before I whip my head around to stare at him; “What’d you call me?”




Ok, so I’m hardly the only ex-U.S. Military who works for Blackriver, or even the only guy who may or may not have walked away from duty before getting here. But, it’s pretty much on the list of “never talk about” when you’re living with a bunch of roughneck, battle-hardened mercenaries like the guys here.




The old guy smiles at me; “Like I don’t know another jarhead when I see one.” He pulls up the sleeve of the t-shirt he’s wearing, showing me the faded eagle, globe, and anchor tattoo there.




Ok, didn’t see that coming. Still, I shrug and brush off his Marine reference; “Nah, I was a cop back home before this.” It’s half true; ok, more like a quarter true, at best. I never even went out and took the test or anything. 




The older guy nods, but there’s a smart glint in his eye that says he doesn’t buy a word of that bullshit; “Hey, I don’t need to know.”




That’s right, he doesn’t, I fume to myself. Whoever this old dude is - arms dealer or whatever he is - he’s sorely mistaken if he thinks he can just waltz into camp one afternoon and start playing head games with guys like me. Marine or not, this guy’s asking for a beat down.




“Officer?”




“Huh?” I look up from tying up my shoes to see him studying me.




“In the Marines, I mean. Were you an officer?”




I can feel my temper flare; “Listen, pal, I already told you-”




“Right, right,” He shakes his head; “My mistake, I meant in the police force.”




I narrow my eyes at the old guy; I don’t know who this asshole is, but he’s got a lot balls to walk in here trying to bait me like this when we’re about to step into a ring together; “No,” I say quickly; “I wasn’t.” I’m not going to give him the satisfaction of asking ‘why’, even if the question is practically falling out of my mouth.




“Ahh, I see.” He says, smiling at me; “You just seemed like the leader type.”




I laugh; “You got the wrong guy, pal.”




He nods, as if internalizing something; “Well, my mistake then. Shall we?”




We tap gloves while I glower at him, and once we’re set in position, I come at him hard. He dodges my feint punch, but then he’s also ducking the second and third ones meant to actually connect. Suddenly, I’m off balance and his glove is crashing into the side of my jaw.




Well, fuck.




The man’s a whirlwind, and I can barely get my own gloves up before he’s got me off my feet and ass-down in the dirt.




What the fuck was THAT?




He chuckles as he pulls a glove off and reaches down to pull my bewildered ass back up; “Not bad for a nosy old man I guess, huh?”




What is he, a mind reader?




“Ok, I’ll bite. Yeah, I didn’t see that coming.”




“Not everything is what it looks like on the outside, soldier.” His eyes narrow for a second as he looks into my face; “I’m betting a guy like you might just take that one to heart.”




“Listen, I’m really not a Marin-”




“Hey, I told you; I don’t need to know, son.”




A week later, I’m dragging Hudson and Bryce with me when I opt out of my - and their - contracts with Blackriver and jump in the back of William Archer’s jeep. I still don’t know exactly where we’re going, or even really who this guy is. But I do know that after two years of looking over my shoulder for the U.S. State Department after ditching out on active war duty, two years of fighting in the mud and the jungles of the worst places on Earth for cash like some sort of honor-less gun for hire, and two years of watching me and both my friends succumb to anger, fear, apathy, drink, and drugs, I’m ready for whatever comes next. And what comes next is William Archer, new names, a new place in the world, and a reset on the game of life.




I never do manage to knock him down in a match.




*****




I’m bleary-eyed and half blind from the sweat, my lungs burning for air. I’m laying hit after hit into the sparring bag when the knock on my front door jolts me into the present. I stop, only then feeling the absolute agony my muscles are in as I turn and wipe sweat from my eyes and peer at the door. The knock comes again, and I start to grin, knowing there’s really only one possible person who’d be knocking here at this hour.




And I think I even know why.




“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Quinn spits at me, before shoving me aside and storming past me into my apartment.




“Oh, please won’t you come inside, Quinn?” I grumble, tearing my boxing gloves off and watching her as she stars digging through my kitchen draws. I’m still partially curious, that is until she shoots me another furious look before she storms over and starts digging around underneath my mattress.




Oh, now I know what she’s looking for.




“Where is it!” She snaps, seeing the grin on my face as I grab a towel off the hook by the door and wipe the sweat from my face.




“I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re talking about, Qui-“




“You kept my vibrator, you asshole!”




I can’t help it then, and my grin just breaks into a full-on laugh. I mean honestly, how many times in life do you actually get a chance to hear someone say that to you? 




“Oh, you noticed that, huh?”




It’s been three days since I was at her place, and the temptation to pocket that little toys of hers I found in the bathroom was just too good to pass up, even if only just to mess with her.




Quinn’s face is bright red as she fumes at my grin; “What?! No! Not funny, not cute, Logan!”




“So you did notice it was gone then?”




“Wh-” She stammers; “Yes, Logan, I noticed it was gone and that you stole it.”




I nod, trying but failing to keep my face neutral; “So I guess that means you were actively looking for it, for - oh, some reason, when you noticed it was-“




“Oh shut up.”




Ok, so even though it’s a lot of fun to mess with Quinn and get under her skin like this - not to mention how easy it is - there is part of me that wonders why the fuck I’m still doing it. I mean she’s great, really. Actually she’s amazing, if I can get my head out of my own ass enough to just admit that. And it’s thoughts like those that have me wondering why I’m still just being such a massive dick to her. She might actually just like me, if I wasn’t trying so hard to sabotage the whole thing. And for what? Why, so she doesn’t get close? Because she’s “off limits”? No, fuck that; Hudson broke those rules first and that seems to be working out dandy for just about everyone involved. 




“Logan!”




“Oh fine.”




“Where-”




I nod towards the kitchen; “Refrigerator, salad crisper.”




Quinn wrinkles her brow at me; “Eew?”




“Just wanted to keep it fresh for you!” I call out as she stomps towards the kitchen; “Oh hey, there’s also a cucumber or two in there too if you’re feeling extra frisky tonight, darlin.”




She makes a face as she turns back from the fridge, shoving the toy into her jeans pocket; “Why are you always so gross?” 




The question actually catches me off guard, because honestly, I don’t know. And this brings me back to the whole “why the fuck am I acting like this” thing from before. It’s like just being around this girl has me acting like some sort of juvenile asshole full of crude comments and pulling dumb shit like the vibrator in the refrigerator thing. It’s barely a single level above pulling her hair on the playground or calling her names on the school-bus. I’m even betting that if I just got my shit together and started talking to her like a normal fucking person, we might even be able to get along.




Except there’s something about Quinn Archer that makes it impossible for me to act anything remotely close to normal.




And the real question here is, why can’t I act normal around her? If that one night from before was just this one time thing, and we as adults can both agree that it was a mistake and just move on from it, then why the fuck can’t I do just that?




Quinn slams the fridge shut and marches towards me and the door, but I stick my arm out across the doorframe, blocking her.




“Jesus, Logan-” She cocks her head at me; “Does this shit ever work for you?”




“What do you mean?”




“I mean this whole ‘asshole with a chip on his shoulder’ acting like a child stunt. Does this actually get you laid?”




I grin widely at her before I blow her an air kiss; “Apparently?”




Her face goes bright red again, and her mouth does that little adorable thing it does when she purses it shut extra tight, as if trying to keep in whatever she’s tempted to say; “That was-” She trails off and looks down at the floor.




“Fantastic? Life-altering? The best lay you’ve ever had?” I smirk at her, seeing her cheeks get even redder as she shakes her head. 




And here I go, right back into the swing of being that sophomoric douche with the crude comments and the incessant need to pull this girls hair at recess, as if it’s the only way I can get her to keep paying attention to me. 




“A mistake.” She says sharply, abruptly ending my thoughts as I snap my eyes to hers. She raises her head and looks me right in the eye; “Obviously, a big mistake.”




I frown, but when she pushes my arm away, I don’t stop her, and when she storms down the hall to the stairway, I don’t follow her either.
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It’s already after two o’clock in the afternoon by the time I realize I haven’t actually left my office since stepping into it. My stomach is the one that not-so-subtly reminds me that lunch was about two hours ago, and that I’ve been fueling myself purely with coffee since breakfast.




It’s also not like I’ve been hard at work either; quite the contrary actually. I’m distracted, and I’ve pretty much been spending my time all morning alternating between staring at the wall and staring out the window, with a few rounds of mahjong on my phone thrown in to mix things up. And what is it that has me so totally out of sync with the work I’d normally be throwing myself into?




Yeah, take one guess.




I’m still pissed about the previous night, not to mention every instance before that in which Logan feels such a need to be such a smug, cocky, dick. OK scratch that; I’m pissed that he keeps alternating between being a smug cocky dick half the time and a hot, unfairly irresistible dick the other half.




Part of me was insanely proud of myself for actually leaving his place the night before, especially in the manner I did; leaving him standing there and speechless. Logan Dempsey isn’t usually a guy without words, so getting that reaction was at least a bit of a win. But, it’s an empty one really. By the time I got back down to my place after storming off like that, I was already feeling sullen and more annoyed rather than triumphant by the whole encounter.




And of course, annoyingly turned on, after being in such close proximity to a shirtless, sweaty, tattooed and volatile Logan.




When I’d sat in my bed later after a shower, there was a dark sort of allure to thinking about what might have happened upstairs if I’d only let my guard down. One move; that’s all it would’ve taken for me to probably still be up there right now, reliving that night we had before with Logan’s perfect cock and incredible tongue pushing me higher and higher, until-




I’d bitten my lip as I’d looked at the vibrator - now washed of salad-crisper, thank you very much - sitting on my nightstand. I’d even almost reached for it until I’d groaned and rolled my eyes; as if giving in to the dirty thoughts running through my head right then would be like giving in to Logan.




…Even if part of me would love the idea of giving in to him.




So I walked in to work ticked off, pent up, and on edge. But it wasn’t until I’d gotten to my office - more specifically my assistant’s desk - that I’d gone from ticked-off to just plain pissed.




“Oh, Dr. Archer?” Carol, my assistant, had looked up from her desk with her usual heavy dose of eye-shadow and her amazing Staten Island accent; “Mr. Dempsey wanted me to let you know that he needs to reschedule the team meeting today. He’ll be in Washington D.C. for the evening.”




My first emotional response is actually one of relief; relief that I might actually get a whole day without that arrogant prick trying to insert himself into my life, or my thoughts. But then of course, I’m annoyed, since the meeting is actually an important one.




“That’s-”




What, ‘presumptuous of him’? Annoying? Typical Logan?




“Ok, thanks Carol,” I say, blowing air out of my cheeks; “We can just have Peyton sit in and relay the meeting notes back to-”




“Oh, actually Ms. Wheeler accompanied Mr. Dempsey to D.C.”




Yeah, that’s about when I see red. Of course he brought Ms. Teeny-bopper Mickey Mouse Club on an overnight “business trip”. Of course he did, the night after I manage to reject him and walk away feeling like I got the upper hand. It’s like his own personal little retort to my storming away from him the previous night; his own little “fuck you” right back.




And if that “fuck you” involves a “fucking Peyton”, I’m swear I’m quitting tomorrow and moving the day after.




“Dr. Archer?”




I shake my thoughts and look up from my desk to see Carol poking her head into my office; “Yes?”




“Sorry to interrupt, but there’s a courier package here for you?”




I frown; “OK, uh, thanks. You can just sign for it and I’ll get to it-”




“It’s a direct courier, signature only, from Mr. Dempsey.”




Oh now what.




I nod, furrowing my brow as Carol ducks back out of the room before returning with a sweaty looking hipster with a bike helmet and a bag full of brown-box packages; “Dr. Archer? Dr. Quinn A-” The kid starts to snicker before I level my coldest, bitchiest face at him and he just mumbles something about signing on the dotted line as he passes me his clipboard. 




He’s barely out the door before my cellphone buzzes on my desk. I glance down, and my face instantly goes bright red before I hurriedly snatch the phone off the desk.




It’s Logan calling, of course. But it’s not who the number is that has me flushed pink as a tomato and looking quickly at the door to make sure Carol isn’t hovering. It’s what the picture is that pops up accompanying that number.




Because what flashes in big, high-definition pixels across my phone screen is a picture of Logan Dempsey’s cock. 




“How did you get into my phone?!” I hiss, hunching over at my desk and turning away from the door.




I can hear him chuckle on the other end; “Do you think I got my good side?”




I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to block out “the good side” of Logan that’s just seared itself across my brain; “Jesus, Logan, I mean what if someone saw-”




“You’re always calling me a dick, so I thought I’d deliver!” He snorts a laugh, and I’m grinding my teeth as I shake my head.




“When- I mean how did you get into my-”




“Listen, did you get the packages?” He says suddenly, cutting me off in a way that says there’s no way he’s going to tell me how he managed to get into my contacts list without me knowing about it. With a guy with his sort of resources though, I’m not sure I want to know.




“Yeah,” I mutter; “I got them.”




“Well, go ahead and open them, Doc!”




I furrow my brow; “What, now?”




“No better time than the present; carpe diem, darlin.”




There’s something strangely chipper in his voice; a giddiness that’s more suspicious than anything else when you think about the man they’re coming from.




“OK, what is this, Logan.”




He sighs over the phone; “A present; from me to you.”




Ok, yeah, now I’m suspicious; “What kind of present,” I say evenly, wondering if I should expect some sort of live animal to jump out of any of the six packages sitting on the desk in front of me.




“You should open the smaller one first.”




I’m reaching for the box, ignoring every single voice in my head that’s telling me to just hang up and throw all these packages away; “Is something going to bite me, Logan?”




He laughs heartily as I apprehensively pull off the packing tape sealing the box and tear it open.




It’s totally full of batteries. Like, batteries of all different shapes and sizes; double-A’s, triple A’s, C’s, D’s; even a few USB charger cables.




“Ok, what the hell is-”




“Quinn, Quinn, Quinn,” He sighs; “Look, I felt bad the other day about the whole, you know, the whole thing with stealing your, uh, toy like that.”




My face goes hot instantly as I close my eyes, leaning over my desk and rubbing the bridge of my nose between my fingers; “Logan, what-”




“Hey, actually I’ve gotta run for this meeting, so you just go ahead and open the rest-”




“Oh, the meeting with Peyton?” I say icily. I want to hear him deny, or falter, or lie; anything really.




But he doesn’t do any of that; he just laughs.




“Ok, you know what, fuck off, Lo-”




“Jesus, Quinn!” He hoots, laughing his ass off; “That jealous streak is crazy! You know, you should really deal with that sometime.”




“I am not jealous!” I hiss, feeling totally, completely, and utterly so.




“Well, let me know how that’s going for you later,” He says, and I can practically hear him grinning that smug smirk through the phone; “Enjoy your presents, darlin.”




I slam the phone face-down on the desk, muttering under my breath as I stare at the five remaining boxes sitting on top of the work I’ve ignored all day. I want so badly to just shove them all into my waste basket and call it a day, but I also know that the curiosity is killing me.




Screw it, I think, as I snatch the first box up and shake it. Nothing hisses, or scratches, or growls back, so that’s a good sign at least. The tape comes off as easy as the first box, and then I’m pulling it open and reaching inside to grab-




Oh you have got to be fucking kidding me.




There, in my hand, is small, pink, vibrator. In fact, when I snatch up the box and stare into it, I realize that’s all that’s in there - vibrators; like thirty of them. I start to tear into the second box, but I already know what’s inside even before I pull out the twenty-odd more vibrators and two obscenely jiggling dildos. I’m red faced and mortified as I quickly open up my bottom desk drawer and start hastily shoving the boxes full of sex toys into it, slamming it shut before Carol can walk in and think I’m some sort of sex-addict. 




That son of a bitch, I mutter to myself, clutching at the edge of my desk and trying to regulate my breathing and cool down my beet-red face.




“I felt bad the other day about the whole, you know, the whole thing with stealing your, uh, toy like that.”




God, this whole messed up tit-for-tat with Logan is just so- so- I take a deep breath.




It’s infuriating is what it is.




I’m not some lost teenager, and this isn’t some sort of stupid high school crush thing. We are two adults, who made one mistake like plenty of other adults make. We should be able to move past this; I should be able to move past this at least. So why does the idea of him and Peyton spending a night alone together in DC have my blood boiling? I mean, there’s only so many times and ways that I can tell myself I’m not jealous before it just doesn’t have any more weight to it. Because as much as I fucking hate to admit it, I am jealous. I’m jealous that he’s there with her, and the thought of her hands on him, or her lips, or…God, I can’t even think of it anymore.




And now here I am, moody, jealous because a man I shouldn’t want anything to do with, and sitting at my desk at a job I was skeptical about taking in the first place. Oh, right, and I’ve got a drawer full of about two-hundred sex toys.




“Carol!” I snatch up my purse and storm out the door; “I’m taking lunch.”
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Alright, even if I still think it's a fucking terrible idea that I've got Quinn Archer physically near me while we work together, I'll grant that having her on the team is the best move we could've made. I'd like to think I'm man enough to know what my strengths and weaknesses are, and I certainly know that one of those weaknesses is shit like this. Negotiations, and board meetings, and trying to be diplomatic in them. Me? I'm terrible at that kind of thing; zero tact and absolutely zero patience for talking things out.




Yeah, I suppose there's a reason I spend my nights punching guys in the face.




But Quinn - damn, it's like she was born for this, and knowing her father, she kind of was. She's smooth and easy with the team, and she gets shit done. And it's not because she's bossy or cajoles people into doing what she needs them to do, which is basically my method, it's because she’s open and firm, and just honest with people.




Well, honest with people besides me.




Because I know I’m not the only one still thinking about this whole thing between her and I; not by a damn mile. And I know I'm not the only one getting all turned around when we're alone or even not-so-alone with each other. She can deny it all she wants to, but I'm definitely not so blind that I don't catch the linger in her looks when she thinks I'm not watching her.




‘Did you know who I was?’




That look in her eyes and those words of hers are fucking haunting me. She’s pissed, of course, but the worst part is, I’m not sure I can tell which part she’s actually more pissed about; that it happened, or that I didn’t recognize her.




Hell, I’m not sure she can tell which one she’s pissed about; probably both.




I mean hell, I hadn’t seen her in five Goddamn years! And it was dark, and I’d just had the shit kicked out of me, and- and-




And she was gorgeous, and sexy as fuck, and there was something so damn disarming about her fixing me, and helping me, and leaning into me and letting me smell the jasmine in her hair. 




On the other side of that coin, it’s not like she knew who the fuck I was, which seems like some serious double-standard bullshit to me. Oh, a beard was my masterful disguise? I can’t look that different with or without facial hair from what I did five years ago. She on the other hand- 




Well shit, if Quinn Archer was this hot five years ago, I’m fucking blind.




I scowl to myself, thinking about the night that started this whole cock-up, and the more I think about it, the more blame I’m putting on her for whatever consequences we’re dealing with now. I mean, hell, she’s a damn Doctor, and she slept with me? If “come on your patient’s tongue and then ride his cock like a race-horse” is part of the hippocratic oath, than I’ve been seeing the wrong fucking doctors my whole life.




“You might have a concussion; I can’t let you fall asleep.”




Right, and I’m the fuckin bad guy here. Give me a break.




"Ok, well that's a wrap, guys. We'll check back in tomorrow on the U.N. appropriations stuff.”




I blink away my own daydreams and realize I’ve been scowling for probably half of the meeting that’s now over. The rest of the team starts to pack away folders and laptops as they stand and slowly empty from the room, but I'm still sitting back in my chair, lost in thought and staring at Quinn when I hear Peyton's voice come up behind me.




"Hey, big guy, got a second to go over some numbers?"




I'm barely cognizant of whatever data Peyton has me going over with her, because as soon as I give her my attention, I can see Quinn glaring at us from the corner of my eye. I grin to myself, seeing just a side-long glimpse of the fiery look I'm getting from her at the other end of the room. Part of me knows it's a cheap shot to let her think what I know she's thinking about Peyton, and I know I should probably get around to settling that little misconception sooner than later. But honestly, making Quinn Archer jealous and getting her riled up like this is just way too much fun; especially when I’ve just decided that the whole mess is actually her fault anyways.




Peyton finishes showing me her spreadsheets and heads out the door past a frosty looking Quinn. And as if I didn't need anymore confirmation of her being ticked off by the whole thing, Quinn very obviously turns her back to me cold-shoulder-style as soon as I get close to her.




Like I said, way too much fun.




“So, Quinn, I need you to be honest with me,” I say, as soon as we’re alone. 




She swivels her chair towards me, eyeing me with a frosty expression on her face; “What.”




“Now, think about this, because it’s important, OK?” She nods, and just as her gaze actually starts to soften, I grin; “How many of those batteries I sent you did you blow through the other night?”




Her whole face goes this adorable shade of pink as she wrinkles her brow and rolls her eyes at me; “Jesus, Logan. Do idiot lines like that work on Peyton?”




She swivels her chair back around and goes to collect her things when I lean in close; “Jealous much?" I whisper in her ear, making her jump as she whirls around.




"What are you, twelve?" She sneers out, that pouty, so obviously jealous look on her face just making her look extra hot and fiery.




"I guess you just bring it out in me, Doc." I grin.




"So, you flirting around Miss Delta Zeta slut over there has nothing to do with me being in the room and trying to get under my skin?"




I shrug; "Well that depends."




"On?"




"Did it work?" I wink at her and she huffs and looks away.




"So is all this just because you're mad that I won’t sleep with you again?"




"Been there, done that.”




The slap actually does knock the smile right off my face, if only momentarily. But then I'm just grinning uncontrollably at the how impressed I am that she actually just smacked me.




"Oh my God!" Quinn's eyes go wide as her hands fly to her face; "Oh my God, I'm so sorry!"




"Wow!” I shake my head as I grin at her; "I like seeing this side of you, darlin!”




"Logan, I'm so-"




"Quinn, I know how to take a hit, you know." I move in closer; close enough to smell the jasmine of her shampoo and the hint of something minty on her breath; "Besides, that's a nice hook you've got there, Tyson.” 




She's wearing this sleeveless blouse, and I move my hands up to slide over the bare skin of her exposed arms. She shivers and then pulls away from me; "Gets your hands off me."




"Really?"




I smirk as I let one of my hands trail up to her shoulder, and then across her collarbone to the open neckline of her shirt. I'm waiting for her to stop me - hell I'm almost waiting for another slap - but she just bites her lip and looks at me nervously; “You shouldn't be touching me like that, Logan," She says quietly, not making a single move to push my hand away.




"You shouldn't be letting me touch you like this, Doctor." I let my hand slide boldly down over the top of her breasts, sliding between them and feeling the heat of her skin and the thud of her pulse as I deftly pop the top button on her blouse open with my hand.




"Someone could-" Her cheeks flush bright pink, and she swallows heavily as I slide my hand down into the front of her blouse and under the lace of her bra. Her nipple is stiff and hard against my palm. I slowly tease it with my fingertips, and I can see her lips tremble as she loses her words.




Someone could what, Quinn?" I growl, moving against her; "Someone could see how turned on I'm making you?"




"You are not turning me on, Lo- Logan!"




She gasps as my other hand slides right up between her legs and slides against the front of her panties. She's wet there; very wet; “You're going to have to put up a better argument on that one, Doc." She whimpers as I push her soaked panties to the side and slide my finger against her opening. I lean my lips close to her ear; "Because I'm not buying it.”




She bites her lip between her teeth, her brow furrowing as I slide my finger into her pussy. And there's something about the way she sucks on that bottom lip that has me rock hard in my pants, and I growl as I lean down, ready to suck that lip myself. Her eyes close, and she tilts her head up as if ready for the kiss I know we both want; ready to close the distance. And I want nothing more than to bruise those lips with my own, and taste her tongue across my own.




“Doctor Archer?” Quinn's eyes shoot open as one of the analyst's voices calls from somewhere down the hallway; “Doctor Archer, did you want to look over those genome resistance reports again?"




Her eyes go wide for a moment, and then she narrows them at me angrily. It’s as if she’s suddenly realizing what happening; as if I’ve just tricked her into this position somehow. 




"Logan!" She hisses, shoving at my chest; "Get your fucking hands off of me, you meathead."




Meathead?




"One second!" She calls out to the analyst," All while pushing my arm away from her. I roll my eyes and slide my hand out of her panties as she fumbles to smooth down her skirt and button her blouse back up, all the while shooting me a dirty look; "I can't believe you just did that!"




"Oh, what, like that's all me, Quinn?" I scowl at her as I lean in close, my voice low; "Don't pretend you weren't just dripping wet to feel my fingers inside you.“




Her face goes crimson red; "Don't be disgusting." Somehow, the flustered look on her face makes her look almost as sexy as she looked when my fingers were stroking her wetness.




Trisha, the analyst, pokes his head into the room; “Doctor Archer?”




“Trisha! Yes!” Quinn’s face is flushed and she quickly clears her throat as she smiles at her; “Let’s, uh, let’s take a look at those reports.”




She shoots me a look as they both move past me towards the conference table, but I can’t help but bring my hand up to palm her ass as she brushes past. Quinn whirls back to me, her look tense, but her eyes wild, and I just grin at her.




“Get the door, would you, Logan?”




Trisha’s back is turned as she flips through one of the binders on the table, and I look Quinn dead in the eye as I bring a finger up to my mouth - the very same finger that was up until recently buried in her slit, and grin before sucking it clean. It’s the the predictability of her squeamish and wrinkled-nose reaction that’s so much fun, and I smirk and give my finger one last dramatic lick before I turn and leave her to work.




Yeah, good luck with that, sweet cheeks, I grin to myself as I saunter down the hall back to my own office.
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“I can’t just let you out here, miss.” The cab driver wearing a leather vest and a porkpie hat is a big guy, but even he looks nervous as he glances at me through the rear-view mirror.




“Oh, it’s-“




What, ‘It’s scary as shit here? Here in whatever utter horror-show of a warehouse area of Brooklyn I’m crazy enough to have driven to in the middle of the night’? Cause, yeah, that’s actually exactly what it is. But I had to, and I have to be here.




“It’s fine, I’m meeting some friends.”




The cab driver mutters something and looks warily out the windows at the darkened, dilapidated warehouse that we just watched Logan’s car pull up to about five minutes before; “I got a daughter about your age, honey. Ain’t no way I’d let her hang out with any friends that hung around a fuckin place like this. ’Scuse the language.”




I push cash through the divider; “Good; don’t. I really am fine though”




Yeah, totally fine.




I definitely shouldn’t be here, I think to myself as the cab roars away into the depths of the night, leaving me alone in the shadows. Except by the thudding sounds of music and cheering coming from the warehouse looming in the darkness, I know I’m not really alone. 




I’m still undecided which one is a worst prospect.




Granted, this was a terrible idea, but I couldn’t not follow him tonight; not after I’ve spied on him ducking out of the building late at night and heard him stumbling home even later, usually nursing an ice-pack or bloody towel of some kind. So tonight, I was ready and waiting in the cab out front of our building when he slipped out and got behind the wheel of his Maybach. Tonight, I followed him here to the sketchiest, darkest block in the borough of Brooklyn. Whatever this is, I have to know and I have to see it, even if I’m not sure why.




*****




As I creep around the corner of some shipping containers, I can see two men standing out front of the warehouse door itself. Now, I may be utterly out of my element here, but I do know door security when I see it. I skirt around the shadows to the side of the building, and find myself creeping between a pile of old wooden crates trying to ignore the possibility of coming across rats or worse. I creep up to the dirty little window emanating light from inside. 




The whole cab ride over, I wasn’t quite sure what I’d find tonight. I mean sure, I had some suspicions about the nature of what Logan was up to, but nothing - absolutely nothing - prepares me for what I see when I finally claw my face up to the edge of the window and peer through.




The scene is medieval.




Logan is stripped the waist, his tattooed muscles glistening with sweat under the crappy overhead lights as he slowly circles around the man facing him. The other guy is shirtless as well, and both of them eye each other with grim looks with their fists raised up. They’re surrounded by a jeering crowd, all shouting and waving money and fists as the two men in the ring dance around each other.




The guy across from him swings wildly at Logan, who ducks the fist and crashed his own into the guy’s ribs. Logan steps back for a second but his opponent rallies and sends an elbow crashing into his gut, doubling him over. I’m cupping my mouth with both my hands to keep from screaming as the guy starts to rain blows down onto Logan, even though he’s on his knees in the ring.




This is where he goes; this is what he does. This is why I found him that night bleeding and broken in my elevator. 




I almost can’t watch this happen, and I’m just about to turn away when Logan suddenly springs to his feet. The whole vibe of the place changes in a heartbeat as Logan slams the guy over onto his back and just starts to wail on him. He looks ferocious and animalistic and just so raw in the way he lays into his opponent; that is, except for his face. Because his face is blank and neutral, as if he’s just going through a motion has has to do.




The fight is over thirty seconds after that when the other guy goes limp on the ground beneath him. The crowd of men around them go wild as the bell sounds, and there’s a furious exchange of screaming and yelling and fists full of cash as some sort of referee raises Logan’s arm and two other men drag his unconscious opponent from the ring.




A man wearing a bomber jacket with black hair and an olive complexion pushes his way through he crowd and approaches Logan. He’s grinning, but there’s something dark and something sinister in that smile. Logan glares at him as the man claps him on the back and mimes a few shadow-boxing punches. He’s chuckling as Logan just stands there glowering at him, his chest heaving and his skin shining with perspiration. 




The man says something and pokes him hard in the chest, and suddenly Logan just spits at the guy’s feet. There’s a sudden stillness between the two men, and I’m not sure what I’m expecting to happen next. But the man only laughs as he points a finger at Logan, prodding his chest again as he winks at him, before he turns and walks calmly away. I watch as Logan shakes his head and spits on the ground again before he walks out from my my viewpoint.




*****




“Jesus fucking Christ; Quinn?!” Logan hisses at me as he steps out of the side-door to the warehouse. I’m leaning against the side of his car, glaring at him; “What the fuck are you doing here?!”




I take a step towards him as he rakes a hand through his sweat-slicked hair, still shirtless in the dim glow of the streetlight; “What the fuck am I doing here?” I’m shaking my head and staring at him “Are you fucking crazy, Logan? Do you have some sort death wish?!”




“Lower your voice, Quinn,” He growls, his eyes darting to the side door. He grabs my arm; “Look, just get in the car-”




“No! What the hell was that back th-“




“Get in the fucking car, Quinn, before someone sees you.”




I shoot him a last glaring look before I step into the car, jumping as he slams the door after me.







*****




“That’s what you’ve been doing!?” I hiss at him, staring at him like he’s completely insane as we roar back towards Manhattan; “I mean, you said you were boxing for fuck’s sake, but Jesus;” I shake my head at him, suddenly scared about what I’ve just witnessed; “I mean there aren’t even any gloves.”




The wind buffets against his face and through his hair, and he grins and shrugs before he turns and spits blood out through the open car window; “Yeah, well, that is why they call it bareknuckle.”




I stare at him; “It’s barbaric.”




He shrugs again, looking both completely insane and absurdly attractive in this dirty, hot way as he sits there shirtless in the car; his muscles and tattoos still gleaming with his sweat; “Not gonna fight you on that, darlin.”




OK, I know he’s this big macho ex-Marine or whatever, with all hardcore tough-as-nails crap that comes with that. But this is completely insane; he must know that.




“This is totally nuts, you know that, right?” I reach out with a tissue from my pocket and dab at the blood on the side of his face; “You could die in there, Logan.” I say it quietly, keeping my eyes locked on his.




“Is that your medical opinion, Doctor Arch-”




“Yes.”




His eyes narrow at my cutting him off, but he nods slowly as the streetlights streak across the windshield; “Well, not today.” And there’s that grin again; that armor coming right back up and shutting me out.




“I saw you arguing with that guy, afterwards.”




Logan’s face tenses, but his lips stay closed.




“You could've knocked him out, but you didn’t.”




“My my, Doc, restoring to violence? Isn’t that against your oaths or something?” 




“Stop being cute; why didn’t you hit him?”




“It’s not that simple.”




“What, is he paying you or something?”




Logan barks out a laugh; “I’m a majority shareholder in a multi-billion dollar corporation, Quinn. I’m not exactly hurting in the finance department.”




“OK, so why the hell would-” I stop, the answer suddenly as clear as day in front of me. Why would a man like Logan do anything anyone says, especially someone he clearly hates like the guy from the fight?




“You’re doing this because they’re making you, aren’t you?” Logan doesn’t say a word, and I push on; “They aren’t paying you, so what, are they blackmailing you or something?” Instantly, I know I’ve hit a nerve as I see his face harden again as he stares out at the road in front of us; “I’m right, aren’t I.”




“Sort of. No.” He sighs as he runs a hands through his hair; “It’s complicated.”




“I’m listening.”




“Not to this.”




“Try me.”




Logan looks at me with a curious smirk on his face; “Let’s get a drink.”




Yep; there he goes shutting me out again; “Fine” I say defeatedly, turning to look out my own window and shake my head.




Logan turns a quick corner, and he suddenly pulls up at once of the nicest, most exclusive boutique hotels in the city.




“Do you like scotch?”




I blink at the posh, ultra-cosmopolitan bar on the ground floor of the hotel and turn to stare at him; “Are you serious? No offense, but have you seen how you look right now?” He looks like, well, he looks hot, but he also looks like he just went three rounds in a bareknuckle boxing match.




‘Cause, you know, he did.




He’s also still not wearing a damn shirt, and I’m hardly more appropriately dressed for this kind of place, wearing cut-off denim shorts and a t-shirt. Logan just shrugs though; “Simple question, Archer. Scotch: yay or nay?”




I sigh; “Fine, yay. Very yay.”




“Great.” His grin widens, and he nods towards the glove compartment; “Pop that and grab it, and let’s go.”




Inside is a bottle of scotch that probably cost the same as at least a month or two of my rent. I’m opening my mouth to ask what the heck we’re doing, but he’s already hopping out of the car and tossing tossing keys to a valet as he yanks a t-shirt on.




“Fine”, I mutter as I snatch the bottle and step out; “Bringing your own booze to a bar? Little low-brow for a guy like you isn’t that Logan?”




He grins and takes my arm as he steers us through the front doors of the hotel, past the lobby, and past the bar; “We aren't going to the bar, we’re going upstairs.”




I balk at him “Uh, excuse me?”




He rolls his eyes; “Quinn, get over yourself. We’re going all the way upstairs.” He nods to the front desk guy who seems to know him, and Logan palms the guy a fat wad of bills before steering me towards the elevators.




“OK, so where are we-“




“Quinn.”




“What?” I snap.




“Do me a favor.”




“Wha-”




“Stop talking for like, one whole minute, OK?”




I open my mouth to say something back, but instead I snap it shut and shake my head, not wanting to give him the satisfaction as the elevator moves up. The doors open and we’re up on the roof-top lounge area, complete with a pool and a bar and an utterly insane view of Manhattan. It’s also completely deserted.




“Did you plan this or something?” I say, frowning at him.




“What, paying off the night manager so that I could come up to the pool bar alone and drink scotch after my fight?’




I look at him expectantly.




“Uh, yeah, Quinn, I did.”




I’m laughing in spite of myself, watching his face crack into a smile as I do so.




“What, you think, that I did all this for you or something?” He grins; “I’m not telepathic, you know. It’s not like I knew you were going to follow me around like a stalker tonight.” I try to hide my grin, knowing he’s right, and he laughs; “You’re a welcomed addition though.”




He reaches over the empty bar and grabs two glasses before we walk over to the pool’s edge. He’s kicking his shoes off, and I start to follow suit before I realize he’s pulling his t-shirt up over his washboard abs and over his head.




“Uh, what are you doing?”




He tosses his shirt aside; “Uh, swimming, darlin. It’s a pool, thats what you do in them.”




“Cute.”




“Oh, you’re coming in too, you know.”




I raise an eyebrow at him as he starts to unbuckle his belt; “Yeah I don’t think so.”




“Nope, you have to,” He shrugs nonchalantly, which is hard to pull off when his face looks like the cat that just caught the canary; “Post-victory tradition; jump in the damn pool.”




“I don’t have a suit.” It’s a lame excuse, since he clearly didn’t bring one either.




“Neither do I.” He’s stripping his jeans off, and I’m blushing but not really trying to look away as he stands there in tight, grey boxer-briefs that cling to every inch of him; and I do mean every inch. It’s almost not even fair. I mean the guy’s a billionaire already; does he have to look like some kind of Greek warrior too? He tosses his pants onto a lounge chair and looks at me expectantly, standing there with that incredible body, with his insanely ripped abs and those twin grooves of his hips leading down…




Ooooo-kay. Yeah, I am definitely not getting in a pool with Logan Dempsey looking like that.




“Archer, you’ve got about 10 seconds to start stripping before I toss you in just like that.”




We lock eyes, and I know he’s crazy enough to be serious. He’s also not going to get this one over on me, and so instead I just shrug and start unbuttoning my shorts. He smirks, looking pleased with himself.




“You didn’t think I would, huh?”




“No, not really actually.”




“Shows what you know then.” I’m hoping my voice comes off as flippant and confident instead of the bundle of nerves I feel like inside. I’m pushing all the thoughts out of my head though of how crazy it is that I’m pulling my t-shirt up over my head and letting him see me in my black bra and panties. I’m actually relieved for a second that I actually managed to wear a matching pair, though I’m kind of wishing I wasn’t wearing a damn thong. 




Whatever, I think; It’s not like he hasn’t seen it all before.




Yeah, not really a comforting thought, actually.




But a minute later, we’re both standing in chest-high water clinking glasses, and I’m doing my damnedest not think about the fact that I’m barely a foot away from a practically naked Logan Dempsey in just my underwear. 
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Ok, there’s playing with fire, and then there’s just sticking your whole fuckin hand in the flames.




Late-night underwear pool-hopping with Quinn Archer is so, so much the latter. 




I’m kind of going out of my mind here, and I know I’m pushing this whole “innocent flirtation” thing way too far. I’m dancing on that edge; I’m testing myself here, and I also think I’m about to lose. Why the hell is she up here? Why did I bring her, and why on Earth did she even say yes? She’s a smart woman, obviously, but I’d have thought she was smart enough to see right through my bullshit and just flat-out turn me down on this. I mean the whole point was to push her buttons until she backed down and I’d just drive her home; the plan never actually went further than that. Certainly not to the point where I’m standing two feet away from her in a pool when she’s just wearing that fucking black lacy bra and thong panties hugging all her curves in all the right places. 




Luckily, the water surface is enough to maybe conceal the fact that my rock-hard erection is threatening to tear a hole in my briefs. 




Damn, this is like the mistake I just can’t let go of. If I was a smarter man - maybe if I were Bryce or something - I’d walk away right now. Erection be damned, I’d step out of this pool, call a driver for Quinn, and then leave. I’d find somewhere else to live that wasn’t ten feet up from where she sleeps, find a new team member for the outreach program, and just severe ties.




Of course, looking at her now with just the tips of her dark auburn hair getting wet in the pool, the tops of her breasts glistening with drops of water in the low light, and that unintentionally coy smile, I know that none of that is happening. Not in a million fucking years.




So instead, we sit on this submerged bench seat against the the side of the pool in the shallow end, sipping scotch and just staring out over the neon forrest of Manhattan.




“It’s pretty up here.” She takes a small sip of her drink, and I’m not even able to look away from the perfectly unintentionally sexy way her lips linger on the edge of the glass as she swallows.




“I like coming up here.”




“After fights?”




I nod; “Yeah, actually. It clears my head,” I say, as if my head is any fucking way clear right now with her sitting so close that I can almost feel her skin against mine.




But it’s true. I come up here after the fights because win or lose, it puts things in perspective for me. When I’m up here, surrounded by the trappings of wealth and power that I wield now, it forces me to remember where I am in life. That might sound absurd, or like some sort of douchebag “rich-guy problems” bullshit, but it’s something I’ve found I need. Because again, win or lose, I have to remind myself why I fight, and I fight because this life that William Archer gave me is precious. I came from nothing, and I was nothing before saw something in us and dragged us out of that hole. I might truly hate being beholden to Javier and the fighting, But I know I owe William even more. There was the promise made to stand tall under the responsibilities and the trust he gave me, and owing up to that debt means more to me than anything.




And so, I fight.




“Listen, sorry about snapping at you back there at the warehouse. I just-” I take a sip of the scotch and then clear my throat; “I just wasn’t expecting to see you.”




She fidgets with her glass; “Sorry I followed and spied on you like a stalker.”




“I’d say it worked out OK,” I say, chancing a grin at her.




“Well, I think we’ve had quite enough encounters without me following you around looking for more.” Quinn says quickly, her cheeks blushing adorably as she takes a big sip of her drink.




“Oh?” I smirk at her; “And what kind of encounter were you looking for tonight, darlin?”




She stammers as her face goes bright red and she opens her mouth and closes it again quickly about three times before she just looks away; “Thats- that’s not what I meant.”




I grin at her; “Yeah but you’re dying to mean it.”




The voice in my head is screaming about how terrible an idea it is to be flirting with her like this; how I need to get up and just walk the fuck away right now. But she turns and looks into my eyes, and as her pouty lips just part, her tongue slips out to wet them. I can see her chest rising and falling with her every breath, and it’s almost too much for me to take before I end up ripping her panties off right here and driving my cock inside her.




I need her to roll her eyes, or smack me, or just walk away from me right now. I need a hit of reality right in the face for me to simmer the fuck down and just know how bad of an idea this is; how dangerous it is to play with this particular fire named Quinn Archer.




But instead, she does the exact fucking opposite. Instead, those big lashes of hers blink as she looks up into my face, her eyes wide and her teeth just gently biting at her lower lip as the flush from the pool and booze creeps over the tops of her breasts. And then she opens those pink, pouty lips; “Maybe.”




Yeah, fuck; I’m done.




My hand goes to hair, and I grab a handful of it as I roughly bring her crashing against my lips. She moans out this sexy as fuck cooing sound as I growl into her mouth; our breaths intermingling as our tongues slide together and our lips crush against the other hard enough to bruise.




She’s moaning into me, her hands running over my chest and dropping down over my abs. I grip the handful of hair tighter in my fist, loving the way she gasps into my kiss as I do so,. My other hand traces over her hip there and teases at the elastic of her panties. She drops her hand down into my lap, the boldness of the act from a girl like Quinn surprising me momentarily, but it’s only that much hotter because of it. Her fingers grasp at my cock through my briefs, pulling at me like she needs me, and I feel like I could explode right here and now.




She gasps out loud as I yank her head back, exposing her neck to my lips and my teeth as I nibble and not so gently suck my way down to her collarbone. I’m pulling at the straps of her bra, slipping them off her shoulders as she shudders and presses against me; her hand still stroking my cock through the fabric.




“Fuck, Logan.” She gasps; “We- we can’t-“




“Yes,” I hiss out; “Yes we fucking can.” My hand slides down to grab her perfect curvy ass, and she whimpers, and that’s it for me.




I slide my hand around right between her thighs, and she moans as I push her panties aside to trace my fingertips over her lips. I push two of them deep inside, curling up against her as she cries out and bites my shoulder, and I suddenly want much more.




I let go of her hair slide my fingers out of her before I grab her by the waist and bodily lift her onto the edge of the pool. My hands grab at the elastic of her thin little thong, and I tear it away from her body to her surprised gasp. And then she’s bare and open for my eyes, looking so fucking sexy and so fucking perfect perched naked on the edge of the pool like that. She’s got this look that’s both totally innocent and smolderingly sexy at the same damn time, and it’s making the blood roar in my ears.




She cries out and grabs me by the hair when I slide my mouth over her, tasting her pussy and devouring her like a starving man. She’s bucking wildly against me, and prim little Quinn Archer loudly moaning my name and rocking her sex against my face is possibly the single hottest thing I’ve ever experienced. 




“Oh fuck oh fuck, we- we can’t - we- oh GOD, oh FUCK, LOGAN!”




When she crashes over, it’s loud, and explosive, and she tastes like honey as she comes on my tongue.
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So, part of me is freaking out about what I’ve just done - again - with Logan because we work together. Another part of me is throwing a fit because of what my sisters would say, or my father for that matter. And then there’s a third part of me that can’t believe I just let that scenario happen again after all the moaning and groaning and sworn protesting to the contrary I’ve been doing over the last week or so.




But that doesn’t really matter, because all of me is very much into the reality that Logan Dempsey is kissing me hard on the mouth, with my legs wrapped around his waist and my body still throbbing from the feel of his tongue on me. I can taste my own sweetness on his lips, but instead of totally turning me off like I’d assume it would, I actually find myself kissing him harder, and deeper, and wanting even more from him.




God; what am I doing? I’ve spent the better part of my entire waking and even sleeping existence since the wedding cursing myself for letting this exact thing happen the first time. I’ve been practically useless at work since I’ve been spending my hours there staring at walls trying to shrink-talk my way out of thinking of this man all the damn time. But for all of my pep-talks, and vows, and lengthy internal monologues, where do I find myself?




Exactly where I swore I’d never be again; lip-locked and moaning against Logan Dempsey.




I should fire my inner-shrink.




“More,” I whisper, grabbing at the bulge in the front of his briefs. He’s huge, and I feel a shudder of electric desire course through me at the sheer anticipation of what I want right now from him, and from this tool in my hand.




I’m slipping my hand under the elastic, feeling him growl into my mouth as my fingers tease down the trail of hair over his rock-hard abs, and lower until I-




“I hope I’m not interrupting, Logan.”




I shriek at the sound of the voice behind us, especially since I’m sitting here on the edge of the hotel pool totally naked with my legs wrapped around a mostly naked Logan. I see his face grow dark as he flashes a snarling look at the sound of the man’s voice behind me and before I know it, his powerful arms grab me off the edge and whirl me around behind him.




“What the fuck do you want, Javier.”




I’m hiding naked behind Logan’s broad back, and as I peep over his shoulder, my eyes go wide as I recognize the man leaning nonchalantly against the pool bar. He has the same look of dark humor on his face as he did back at the warehouse, when he confronted Logan after the fight. His long, slick black hair is pulled back in a ponytail, and he arches a dark brow as he sees me peeking out from behind Logan.




“Well, well; so this is how the rich live large, huh?” His accent sounds Spanish, and he nods appreciatively as he looks around the deserted pool; “Nice booze, private pool parties, and a hot little doctor, huh Irish? You’ve got yourself set up nice and pretty now don’t you?”




It takes me a second to appreciate the sudden cold feeling of fear shooting through me, but then I place it; ‘hot little doctor’. How in the hell does this guy know anything about me?




“I’m going to ask you again,” Logan’s voice is dark and dangerous sounding; the muscles of his shoulders tensing and bunching; “What do you want, and how the fuck did you get up he-“




“Oh, give me a little credit, cabrón!” He grins at Logan; “You’re not the only guy who knows how to grease wheels my friend.” He reaches into his pocket, and Logan’s whole body tenses for a second; “Oh relax, Papi; you just forgot this.” He tosses a bundle of something at Logan, and as it’s not until it splashes down in front of us and sits there floating in the pool that I realize it’s a bundle of cash with a rubber-band around it.




A bundle of cash that looks a whole lot like the blood-stained one from his pocket that first night.




“I told you, I don’t want it.”




Javier grins wickedly; “Oh, but I want you to have it!”




Logan’s jaw tightens and I can hear a growl at the back of his throat as I clutch at his back; “I don’t need it.”




Javier’s grin drops in an instant; “I don’t give a shit what you need, marica.” The warmness in his voice from before, however fake, is dropped like a rock; “You take it ‘cause I want it to remind you of our deal.”




I lean into his ear; “Logan, what-”




Javier chuckles; “Yeah I bet she doesn’t know, does she? I bet she’s just got no idea what sort of shit you and me got up to before her daddy swooped in and wrote you a blank fucking check.”




Wait, what? A million questions whirl through my head, none of which I can ask right now given our circumstances.




“Hey, chica;” Javier’s eyes narrow as he grins at me over Logan’s shoulder; “Stick around with this guy and you’re gonna get burned, baby.” Javier cackles at that one, as if he’s just told the joke of the century; “Yeah this one likes deserting things he starts, don’t you, Irish!”




Logan’s hands start to close into tight fists; “You have five seconds to walk the fuck out of here before I throw you over the edge.”




Javier chuckles again; “Just keepin you on your toes, pendejo; just keeping you on your toes.” He looks at me again and blows me an air kiss that makes my skin crawl and my nose wrinkle; “You have a good night too, baby. If you get tired of this loser, you come find Javier, OK?”




He nods as he looks around the pool area again; “Not bad, Irish; not fuckin bad.” He gives Logan one last look before he turns and heads towards the elevators, leaving us alone.




It takes me another few seconds to find any words at all; “Ok, what was that?”




Logan pulls away before turning to me; “I need to take you home.” He moves away and steps out of the pool.




“Logan, talk to me; what was that guy talking ab-“




“Let’s just go, ok? I should bring you home.” He holds a towel out for me, and I blush before he turns his head as I step nude from the pool and grab the towel around my body. He turns back to me with this hard glint in his eyes like he’s wrestling with something inside.




And so much of me wants to ask him what that battle inside is; what he’s fighting against even now, when it’s just the two of us. And I want to know what this whole thing was - the part with Javier, but also, and maybe even more-so, the part before. 




I look at him and see the man that was open to me when it was just him and I, in that one perfect moment in time.




But the way his face betrays nothing now, as he snatches his keys off the table and yanks a shirt over his head tells me that openness is now closed. The walls are back up, and I’m suddenly furious with myself for letting myself fall for all of this again, and making the same Goddamn mistake all over again. 




“Fine.” I say quickly, yanking my shorts back up and snatching my t-shirt up; “Take me the hell home.”
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“Look, I’m sorry you had to see that back th-”




“It’s fine.” Quinn’s arms are crossed over her chest, her face as stiff as her body and staring straight ahead as the elevator in our building slowly rises.




“Quinn, there’s a lot more to-”




“Logan, it’s fine, OK?” She snaps, her jaw tightening and her eyes still looking right in front of her.




The door opens at her floor, and she starts to step right past me when I stick my arm out, stopping her as I jam my thumb against the close door button. The elevator starts to rise and her face flashes fiercely as she whirls on me; “What the fuck are you-”




“You don’t get it, do you!” My voice is louder and harsher than I mean it to be, but it certainly gets her attention . Her eyes flash fire as she glares at me. The door opens to my floor, and Quinn shakes her head and makes to move past me again. I grab her by the wrists this time, shoving her back against the elevator door-well; “This little dance we got going on, darlin?” I’m close to her, so close that I can feel the heat of her breath across my lips and the heave of her breasts against my chest; “Well it’s gotta stop.”




“Well the sooner you get your fucking hands off of me, the sooner I’ll be all too happy for it to!”




She tries to yank her hands away from me but I hold her fast, the heat and the naked tension almost palatable in the air between us; “Goddamnit, Quinn! Will you just fucking listen to me for one fucking second! I’m trying to tell you tha-”




“Oh, save me, Logan,” Quinn cuts me off, rolling her eyes; “What is this, the part where you give me some sort of bullshit line about how you can’t get me out of my head?” She shakes her head in disgust; “Well it’s not going to-”




“If I can’t get you out of my head it’s because you’re the only fucking thing I want in my head!”




The hallway goes pin-drop silent but for the sounds of our breathing. Her eyes dance across mine in wild tango, her chest rising and falling quickly with the pounding of her pulse that I can feel in her wrists beneath my fingers. And I know if we say one more thing at all, the fire that’s barely being held back will engulf us both, and burn until there’s nothing left but her and I in this singular moment.




Her lips part, and as the word comes whispering from her lips, it’s all over; “Logan-”




My mouth crashes against hers, and she’s whimpering as she kisses me fiercely, her tongue eagerly sliding between my lips as I grab her ass and haul her into my arms. 




I practically tear the sliding door off its track as we come crashing into my loft; her legs wrapped around my waist and her mouth attacking my neck. My hands are grabbing that sweet, tight and curvy ass of hers as I kick the door shut behind us and walk straight towards the only piece of furniture in the whole apartment. I toss her down onto the bed as we’re yanking our clothes off, barely able to tear our eyes away from each other. She skims off her shorts, letting me see all of her since we left her torn panties wherever I tossed them back at the hotel pool. I let my jeans drop and my cock spring out, I love the look of need in her eyes as she licks her lips when her eyes drop hungrily to my erection. It’s a move that would look outright slutty on any other girl in the world, but the way it looks on her just makes my pulse thud like a fucking jackhammer.




“On your fucking knees, darlin; now.” I growl at her, wrapping my hand around my cock and stepping towards the bed where she’s sprawled out.




“Anyone ever tell you you’re kind of a bossy fucking asshole?” She raises an eyebrow at me as a grin teases her lips.




“Anyone ever tell you you’ve got a dirty mouth, Doc?”




Her grin curls, looking downright wicked; “Oh you have no idea how dirty my mouth can get.”




Dear Lord, take me now.




She giggles at the look of shock I can’t even try to hide on my face at her words; “Actually, I don't think you could even handle it.”




She smirks again at my stunned silence; this girl is incredible.




Before I can even come up with something snarky to say, she’s flipped around and sliding off the edge of the bed onto her knees. She’s looking up at me, her legs spread as she kneels on the floor, and I would literally give every cent I own for a camera right at this moment. She opens her mouth as she looks up at me, slowly sticking her tongue out and barely grazing the head of my cock with it.




Yeah, she’s right; there’s no fucking way I’m going to handle this.




Her eyes flash at me, and almost in slow motion, she’s slipping forward and wrapping those perfect, plump lips around my cock. Her mouth is amazing, and her tongue is like silk, and I’m slipping my fingers into her dark auburn hair and holding her to me. She’s slow and deliberate, her hands on my thighs and using just those lips and that wild tongue to bring me closer and closer to the edge, until I’m practically gasping for a breath of air as I pull her off of me.




She looks up at me with soft, pouty eyes, and it’s the sexiest look of disappointment in the history of the world; “Why’d you stop me?” 




“Because I was about to fill that mouth with cum, that’s why.” I growl out.




I turn to look for a condom when I feel her fingers wrap around my length, and when I turn back round, she’s grinning wickedly up at me; “Good.” I groan as she sucks me back in, and it’s barely a minute later before I’m gasping out her name as I grab her by the hair and explode white heat into her mouth.




I’m seeing spots, trying to stop my bullet-train of a pulse from exploding out of my chest when she stands and grins at me. She gives me a saucy looking raise of her brow before she turns around and slowly bends over across the bed on her hands and knees. She turns to look coyly at me over her shoulder; “Now what was that about me being on my knees?”




Holy fucking shit, this girl is a Goddess.




And there’s something about the transformation in a matter of hours from good-girl, prim little Quinn Archer to this new sex-Goddess of a woman bent over on my bed in front of me basically begging me to fuck her from behind that has my cock back to rock hard in seconds. I finish tearing the condom out of it’s wrapper and roll a it on as I step up behind her and push the head against the silk of her opening. The way her moan sounds so soft and innocent in contrast with the forward, naughty way she’s just offered herself to me drives me wild, and I groan as I begin to push inside of her. My hands are on her hips, and she’s sliding back onto me as we both choke out gasps of pleasure as I slowly fill her all the way up. 




And when we fuck, it’s raw and it’s animalistic, and it’s incredible. I’ve always said that fighting was the biggest high I’d ever had, and I do mean including sex. But that particular opinion shatters like a cheap imitation that night with her. This right here - this feeling of being one with Quinn Archer - is the highest I’ll ever be, and there’s something so real and right about it that the world slips away around us. She’s begging for it hard, and deep, and fast, and I’m giving her everything I have until I feel her seize up around me as the cooing moans drip from her lips. We both come crashing together, shuddering into each other as the world shatters around us and leaves us both breathless and gasping for air as we collapse onto the bed.
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The boxing bag hanging down from the ceiling in the middle of the room is the first thing I notice when I open my eyes. I’m still in Logan’s place. I’m also hardly the expert on the subject, but I feel like I at least know enough that “sleeping over” is pretty much top on the “not-to-do” check-list when it comes to casual hook-ups. 




Of which I know nothing about, apparently.




Oh, shit. Shit-shit-shit-shit.




I should not have done that. What the hell was I even thinking? Drinks, skinny-dipping in a deserted rooftop pool? Did I actually buy all that crap? When I look back on the previous night, it just seems like some sort of cliched movie scene from some cookie-cutter romantic comedy, and there I was swallowing it hook, line, and sinker.




Hardly the only thing you swallowed last night; the thought has me blushing bright crimson and biting my lip.




I mean whatever happened to that first time being a “one-time thing”? What happened to calling it a mistake that I was just going to push to a dark corner of my mind; one that I’d keep covered with an extra glass of wine or three at any family get-togethers where I’d have to be around him? Yeah, a one time thing; and here I’ve gone and done it again - twice.




I can feel Logan stirring behind me, the scruff of his chin brushing against the back of my neck as he absently kisses the skin there. The subtle movement is perfect, and at the same time, it’s terrifying; terrifying because of how damn comfortable it feels being in his arms with the familiarity of that kiss on my neck.




What are we doing? Because as perfect and familiar as this feels, why does it also feel like some dirty little secret affair?




“Morning, gorgeous,” He mumbles, his arms pulling me tighter against his bare body. But I’m squeezing my eyes shut and trying to fight the swinging of my heart between wanting to let myself just sink into him or just jump out of this bed and run.




My phone chimes from the floor next to the bed, distracting me from the moment, but I ignore it and begin to shift towards him; “Logan, I- I mean, we-”




My cell goes off again, and I frown and turn back to grab it off the floor and peer at the text on the screen:




“I’m downstairs- Buzz me up! Let’s get brunch.”




It’s Reagan. My sister is downstairs probably trying to buzz my apartment, which I can’t hear because I’m naked in bed with her fucking brother-in-law.




“Oh, shit!” I’m bolting out of his arms and sliding out of the bed, looking wildly around for my clothes and trying to ignore the fact that I’m naked.




“Hang on,” He says sleepily, “I’ll walk you-”




“No, Logan, I have to get out of here.” I snap.




“OK, OK, relax, Doc-”




“Now, Logan.” I huff out quickly, yanking my shorts on and looking under the bed for my shirt.




“You know, for the girl who doesn’t do flings, you’re starting to get pretty good at this whole hit it and quit it thing, Quinn.”




I jerk my head up to see the dry smile on his face; “That’s- that’s not what I-” I shake my head; “I mean it’s no big deal, I just don’t-”




“So how about we just invite Reagan up for some breakfast then.”




He plucks my phone off the bed, and I shriek and snatch it back out of his hands; “Don’t you dare!” He gives me a thin smirk before his eyes narrow and he looks away.




“Wait, Logan, I didn’t-”




“Yeah, Doc, I get it.”




“I just mean she can’t-”




“She can’t know about this lurid little secret; I get it, Quinn.”




I’m dressed, but I’m just standing there across the bed from him, not really sure what I’m waiting for. Closure? Release? Affirmation that me running out the second we wake up and not talking about what happened doesn’t just make this whole thing even more messed up?




“Logan-”




My phone rings again in my hand and I wince. Logan just slides out of bed and pads across the loft to the bathroom, where he slams the door shut behind him.




*****




“Hey, you ok?”




I’m walking through the Union Square Farmer’s Market with Reagan, picking over strawberries and trying to drag my mind away from what happened back in Logan’s apartment. I’m also trying to concentrate on whatever my sister is talking about. Clearly, I’m failing.




“Uh, yeah,” I shake my head and pop a strawberry into my mouth; “Yeah, I’m fine I guess.”




Reagan arches a brow at me with a sisterly look I know all too well; “Bullshit.”




“You know, you’re starting to swear as much as your husband, Ray.” I stick my tongue out at her; “You two are going to have to quit talking like sailors when the baby comes along you know; “ I say, nodding at the small bulge in her stomach.




“Oh, give me a break; I happen to like my husband’s dirty mouth,” Reagan says with a wicked little wink, and I blush. Of course she doesn’t know that I’m actually blushing for a different reason concerning that particular dirty word-play.




Anyone ever tell you you’ve got a dirty mouth, Doc?




OK, yeah, that needs to get the hell out of my head right now.




“You’re distracted.”




“Hmm?” I try and look as innocent as possible, which is hard with thoughts of Logan’s cock throbbing through my head and the guilty blush across my cheeks.




“Is it work? No, wait,” Reagan peers into my face with a little grin; “It’s a guy, isn’t it.”




Crap.




“Nope.”




“Quinn.”




“Hmm?” My sister has this big shit-eating grin on her face and I look at her nervously; “What?”




“Uh, Quinn you have a giant hickey on your neck.”




The flush hits my face like a heatwave, and I cringe and look away as she laughs; “Well well! Cool as a cucumber Quinn is all turned around because of a guy! Do I need to save this date for posterity or something?”




I roll my eyes, trying to will the color away from my cheeks; “It’s not like that.”




“Well, then dish; what is it like?”




Forbidden? Off-limits? Wrong? Incredibly hot and the best sex I’ve ever had in my life? 




“He’s- he's someone I shouldn't be with; like at all.”




Reagan rolls her eyes; “Well you’re talking to the right girl, you know. We’re in my wheelhouse now!”




Oh you have no freaking idea how right you are, Ray, I want to say. But of course I don’t.




“So, spill it! Why is this such a bad thing?” Reagan frowns; “Oh, God, this isn’t another workplace thing like with Andrew, is it?”




“Uh, no.” I swallow heavily and look away to avoid her look, but I know she catches me anyways.




“Quinn-”




“Ok! Yeah, sort of.”




Reagan’s eyes go wide as she grins at me; “At Archer? Is he like your boss or something” She makes a dramatic face as she pokes me in the arm; “Ooo, so scandalous, girl!”




“Sort of? Not really I guess.”




More like just plain bossy?




My younger sister waves her hand as if brushing something away; “Oh, who cares then? I say go for it; I mean how long ago was Andy?”




We’ve moved on from the strawberries towards a stand selling cutesy “farm-style” kitchen utensils; “Uh, well, I also sort of live with him.”




It spills from my mouth before I can stop it, and Reagan about drops the wooden salad bowl she’s looking at as she turns to stare at me with her jaw on the ground; “What?!”




“No! No, not like-! I mean, he lives in my building.” I stammer, feeling more and more flustered the further down this rabbit hole we get.




“Ooooh!” Reagan shakes her head at me; “Well, yeah I guess that would make things complicated.”




Tell me about it, I think glumly, dropping my gaze to the ground. 




She seems to see the fall in my face though; “Well, is he worth it?”




I shrug.




“Is he worth you?”




I hope so? On both accounts?




*****




“Look, what are you doing now?”




We’re back from the farmer’s market in the lobby of my building, arms full of organic produce. I laugh; “Making salad for the next thirty-seven meals?”




Reagan giggles; “Look, let’s just drop this stuff off and go get brunch and mimosas or something.”




I make a face at her; “Mimosas, preggo lady?”




She rolls her eyes again, “I mean’t for you, doofus; you look like you could use one. I’ll just stick to orange juice and as many sugary breakfast carbs as they’ll let me eat.”




I laugh; “Sounds worth watching, but I actually need to catch up on some stuff for the new proj-”




And just then, the elevator lobby-door next to us decides to ding open, and without a second’s warning, Logan Dempsey walks right off and right into us. I briefly wonder what the odds of a sinkhole occurring at that very moment in that very spot are.




Reagan blinks; “Logan?” She looks at him quizzically; “What are you doing here?”




His face looks pretty much exactly how I’m sure mine does - frozen in absolute shock -  but he manages to catch himself faster than me, standing there rooted to the spot; “Oh, I- uh, I live here.” He swallows; “I mean, I keep a place here. It’s a temporary thing.”




“Oh!” Reagan frowns, looking confused before she turns my way; “Quinn, why didn’t you tell me that Logan-”




I know its over when I can feel the heat just pulsing from my face; “Oh,” She finishes, giving me a strange little grin before turning back to him with a smile; “Oh you live here!”




“Uh, yeah, sort of.” His eyes dart to mine over Reagan’s shoulders, and I can see the flash of something in them; “Just a temporary space really while they're working on re-doing my penthouse.”




“Oh, right, of course!” Reagan turns back and looks pointedly at me, before she turns back to Logan; “Well, Logan, whoever she was, I hope you’ve got her locked back up now.”




He frowns; “Excuse me?”




“The jungle girl who gave you those crazy hickies on your neck!” Reagan grins, clearly relishing this moment while I just want to melt through the floor right there. Even stone-cold Logan looks totally flustered, and even borderline blushing as he laughs nervously. He brings a hand up to rub the marks on his neck, and it wouldn’t take a forensic team to figure out that they pretty much exactly match the size of my lips.




He forces out a chuckle; “Oh, yeah, that.”




The lobby of the building is so awkwardly silent for a solid ten seconds that I actually start to wonder if just running back out the door would be as horribly embarrassing a plan as it sounds.




“So, I’ll, uh- I’ll see you at the meeting tonight, Quinn.” Logan finally says quickly, his eyes darting across my face.




“Uh, yep; uh-huh.”




He opens his mouth as if to say something more, but then closes it instead and turns back to my sister; “Nice to see you, Reagan.”




He’s barely out the door before my sister is turning to me, the corners of her mouth curling up into a huge grin; “Oooookay, now we’ve got something to talk about, don’t we?”




I nod pitifully, looking at the floor and just wincing.




“I mean, I’m right, right?”




When I say nothing, she comes over and wraps her arms around me, and I just melt into her shoulder, sniffing and trying not to let the emotions get the better of me; “Hey, you know I’m the last person in the world who’s going to judge you for falling for one of Dad’s guys.” 




“I know, Ray, but it’s just such a fucking cliché!”




Reagan shoots me a sharp look; “Well I don’t think I’m a cliché.”




“That’s because you aren’t! You and Hudson are like, soul mates or whatever; there’s history there.”




She smiles warmly at me; “Well, it seems you and Logan have histor-”




“Yeah, a one night stand is hardly history, Ray.” I say, barking out a sour laugh.




My sister shrugs; “Well, if that’s all it is, than what’s the problem?”




I guess my silence is enough for her to connect the dots, because the next thing I know, I’m starting to cry as she hugs me tightly and strokes my hair; “I don’t know!”




She squeezes me close, rubbing my back; “So, how about that mimosa now?”




I choke out a giggle through my sniffles into her shirt; “Yes, please.”
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Quinn gives me this ridiculous sort of silent treatment-type bullshit over the next few days at work. I mean, she speaks to me when she has to, like when we’re in a meeting or something, but past that it’s like a cold, frosty wall.




And it’s pissing me the fuck off.




Beyond that, I swear she’s going out of her damn way to look fucking amazing around the office. Ok, it’s not like I’m witnessing some sort of porno slutty-doctor-outfit fantasy or anything. It's the opposite actually, and that's what so damn enticing about it. She’s formal, and all business, but there’s something crazy sexy about the way she wears her hair up, or pushes the dark-framed glasses she sometimes wears instead of contacts up the bridge of her nose. She’s got these fucking pencil skirts too that just hug every sweet curve of her ass and show off her legs, and I can’t help but let my eyes linger on her as she walks away from a meeting room, or leans over a desk to type a quick note.




But, while she might be giving me the hardest, most consistent hard-on in the history of the world, that doesn’t mean I’m not still pissed at her for freaking out after that last time together and then getting all weird with me. She’s acting like a total bitch, and it’s rubbing off on my own demeanor in not the best way. Bryce has already called me out twice in the last few days about my attitude. I’m sure he thinks it’s about the new project, which is fine because there’s no way I can tell him it’s actually because I can’t get my mind or my cock to stop dwelling on William Archer’s oldest daughter.




Which brings me to the other thing bugging me. I might be pissed, but fuck, this was never supposed to happen. Hell, this never should have happened the first time, but letting her get under my skin like this and having this whole thing simmer from fooling around into actually sleeping with her a second time is just ridiculous. So whatever bullshit mopey crap I’m feeling, I deserve it for not listening to my own fucking advice. And I can see through that “cold shoulder” routine of hers. She might be mad, but really, I know she’s embarrassed. She’s embarrassed that a girl like her let herself get caught up in a fuck-up like me.




But the frosty looks are starting to get to me, so I end up cornering her when coming out of her office later that afternoon.




“What.” She says, overly dramatic contempt dripping from her lips.




“Oh, drop the indignant bullshit, sweet cheeks.” I growl.




She blushes; “Don’t fucking call me that.”




“Fine." I plaster a big fake smile on my face; "Quinn, this whole thing between us?”




“There is no ‘thing’ between us, Logan.” She hisses out, looking around as if to make sure no one’s looking; “There’s no-“




“Look we can drop the bitchy ice-queen attitude, darlin” I take a step closer to her, close enough that we’re practically touching and so close that she takes a step back against her office door. Her breath catches, and I see that fire blaze in her eyes just for second, but it’s enough.




It’s enough to instantly shift me from angry to just plain wanting her, and the way the color blooms in her cheeks and the way I can see her nipples getting hard beneath that fucking blouse tells me I’m not the only one feeling that way here. I can feel my cock getting hard in my pants in spite of the fact that we’re at work, or in spite of the fact that she’s deliberately gone out of her way to be a bitch to me the last few days, and I find myself narrowing my gaze as our eyes meet.




“We can't keep getting tangled up like this," She whispers; "We have work to do, Logan.” She says quietly, her eyes still blazing at me.




“It can wait,” I growl, and I’m milliseconds away from kissing her right there when she shakes her head quickly and pushes me back.




She frowns and blows air out through her pouty lips; “No, Logan, I can’t,” she says pointedly; “This stops right here.”




But Goddamnit, she’s still got that wild look in her eyes, and those fucking nipples are just begging for my fingers, and that skirt is just asking to be yanked up over her hips.




“Is that what you really want, darlin?” I move close and growl into her ear.




I can hear her breath catch as she swallows whatever she was about to say. Her bottom lip trembles, and I know right there that if she says one more fucking word, or moves one millimeter closer to me then I’m going to drag her into her office and fuck her over the desk until she comes screaming my name.




“I- I don’t know,” She breathes out, and it's enough to just push me past that boundary. 




She moans when I kiss her, hard; our lips pressing hotly together as she opens her mouth for my tongue. My hands are grabbing her firm ass and sliding down her thigh to yank her leg up to my hip.




"What the hell do you think you're doing, you bastard." She husks, kissing me back as her skirt bunches around her waist and as she arches her hips against the bulge in my pants. I shove my hand down between us and pull her panties to the side before I start to yank down my zipper.




"Well I was planning on fucking that perfect little pussy right here and now," I growl into her mouth, feeling her whimper at the coarseness of my words and loving the fact that sweet and innocent Quinn Archer gets turned on by my dirty mouth.




"Oh, and do you plan on fucking me right here in the hallway of our office, you arrogant prick?" You'd think she was protesting if she wasn't snaking her hand down into my fly and wrapping her fingers around my throbbing cock.




I push two fingers deep into her slit and curl them up, feeling her squeeze down on them as her breath catches; "Well just maybe I want the whole office to watch you come for me on my cock." 




She whimpers again at my words, her hand stroking me faster and faster; "Why you smug, cocky, ass."




"You prim, stuck-up little tease."




She moans, her brow furrowing as my fingers stroke deep and insistently, and I know by how wet she is that she's close; "I'm going to make you come right here, Doc."




"Right here?" She whispers out, her eyes closed and her lips parted ever so slightly.




"Right here," I growl; "I want you to come for me just like you came for me the other night."




She freezes for second, and then suddenly her eyes are snapping open.




Fuck.




"Oh my God, what are we doing?!" Her cheeks are bright rose and flushed, but she's pulling her hand out my pants and pushing my hand away from her.




"Quinn-"




But then she’s shaking her head again and she’s suddenly pushing me back; “No, Logan-” She's shaking her head, frowning; “We can't keep doing th-"




"We can do whatever we-"




"I can’t keep doing this!” She says loudly. Her face is angry and drawn as she looks up into my eyes; “I can’t just keep fixing you up and then sleeping with you every time you get banged up!”




My eyes narrow as I frown at her; “So, that what you think this is? You think I need some kind of pity fuck from you because I get hit or knocked down?”




“Well?” She says, her head cocked to the side and a hand on her hip.




I can feel the heat rising inside of me, but I shove it down as I glare at her; “Listen, Doc, I can take a hit.”




“Yeah? How about a hint, Logan.”




We’re both quiet for a second, just staring at each other and letting the air simmer between us before she shakes her head; “I’m sorry, that’s not what I-“




“Nah, heard loud and clear, Doc.” I smile at her, forcing the grin to my face despite how pissed off I am; “A fling is a fling; I get it.”




“Logan-“




“I have work to do, Quinn.”




She opens her lips again, but then she just shakes her head and storms off, leaving me with a raging case of blue-balls.




Well, that sure went well.
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“There’s no discussion here, Quinn, you’re coming!” Chelsea’s voice is her usual chipper, sunshiny self on the other end of the line, and I can’t help but grin at my youngest sister’s seemingly boundless supply of positive energy.




“Seriously, thanks for the invite, but there’s no way I’m going to a college party, Chels.”




“You make it sound like its some kind of frat party, Quinn! It’s being thrown by some of the graduate students anyways, there’ll be plenty of people there your age.”




I’ve got my phone on speaker, and Reagan snorts next to me as I roll my eyes. My age. I’m fucking twenty-seven for crying out loud. 




“Besides, Reagan told me you could use a night out.”




I whip my head to glare at my other sister as she shakes her head side-to-side; “I didn’t say a word about that!” she whispers quickly as I frown at her.




“Yeah, Chels, she needs it,” She says louder for our sister to hear.




“See? Come on, Quinn, come have some fun.”




If there’s one thing I’ve learned about our youngest sister, its that she is deceivingly hard to say no to; “Are you coming to this debacle too?” I say sarcastically to Reagan.




“I’m pregnant, Quinn. No, I won’t be coming to the frat party.”




“Guys, it’s not a frat party!” Chelsea huffs over the line; “Quinn, please? I promise you’re going to have fun.”




Reagan is nodding at me with a big shit-eating grin on her face and I already know I’ve lost this battle; “Fine, but if I see one keg-stand or a single Greek letter, I’m out, got it?”







*****




“Ok, I’m officially way too old to be here.” 




Alright, it’s not like I’m the oldest person in the room or anything, it’s just that the general vibe is a far cry from the occasional one drink with coworkers or the more typical wine and Netflix that usually occupies my free Friday nights.




My sister rolls her eyes; “You are not.”




“Chelsea, I could have babysat some of these kids.”




“Well, you babysat me!” She says, grinning at me.




“Not helping, but thanks,” I grumble as she laughs and drags us into the crowd.




To her credit, the party is definitely a step above anything I remember from my own college experience. It’s at some nice off-campus house instead of a dorm-room, and we’re wearing name tags for crying out loud; name tags. Parties I went to in college involved yelling your name to someone over loud music. But at Chelsea’s graduate program soirée, they’ve got sticker name tags and light jazz. The party even has an actual bartender pouring drinks instead of the "help yourself" style kegs and punch bowls I remember from school. OK, so he's pouring crappy drinks, but hey, it’s a step in the right direction.




“You may notice a lack of keg, if you can see that far down from your tower, Quinn,” Chelsea says, smirking at me. Suddenly she arches a brow and lowers her voice; “Uh, and speaking of ‘noticing’, there’s a tall dark and handsome over there noticing you right now.” I turn to see a clean-cut, good-looking older guy with a beer in his hand quickly look away. Chelsea is wagging her eyebrows at me when I turn back, and she winks at me conspiratorially; “I’m going to go, uh, find my friends.”




“No, Chels-!” 




“Try to have some fun, OK, Quinn?” She grins at me before peeling away and pushing her way through the crowd.




Great, I grumble to myself; thanks, sis. I mean, granted, the whole point of tonight was a little distraction and to clear my head of Logan, but it’s not like I came here looking for that kind of attention anywa-




"Please tell me you're not a student here."




I turn, started by the richly English-tinted accent behind me, and immediately blush at the steely-grey eyes looking intently into my own.




"Because I'm pretty sure I can't buy you a drink or try and get your number at some point if you are." He winks at me, and I can't help but feel a little thrill at it.




Uh, woah.




He’s attractive, in that sort of chemistry teacher way, and that accent is certainly hitting all the right points with me.“Uh, no, actually” I stammer awkwardly; "Definitely not a student."




"Oh thank God," He says with that charmingly English accent and an even more charming smile; "I suppose that means I can buy you that drink then."




I can't help but grin back at him, feeling my cheeks burn; "I suppose it does, thanks-" I look down at the name-tag sticker on the lapel of his jacket; "Ryan.”




He chuckles and holds his hand out; “I’ve been getting ‘Professor Smalls’ all night, but Ryan sure works too. Quinn is it?" He says, peering at my own name tag as I shake his hand.




“A Professor at a student party, huh?" I smile as I raise a brow at him.




He glances quickly around with a mock seriousness; “Yeah, just don’t let the faculty find out, OK?” I raise my eyebrows before he stops and grins at me; “It’s a graduate student thing; I’m totally fine to be here.” He smiles at me; “Plus now I’ve got someone else over the age of twelve to talk to.”




We talk, and I’m listening to him, but I’m also stuck inside my own head trying very hard not to think about how this man is everything Logan isn’t. Logan Dempsey is cocky, and arrogant, and inappropriate, and vulgar. The man buying me a glass of wine and chatting me up here tonight is sweet, and kind, and charming - and not in that cocksure way Logan is. Sure, he’s a little fumbling, but at least he’s not giving me that look that Logan gives me when he flashes that grin at me. 




Of course, it’s that exact cocky grin that gets me so heated around Logan; its that look that has me hot and wet and wanting him more than I’ve ever wanted anything before. The thought sticks with me, and I quickly take a sip of wine, nodding at whatever Ryan is saying. Is that the reason I can’t seem to cut Logan loose from my thoughts? Is the fact that he talks to me in ways no man ever has, or the fact that he’s rough and dominant with me that has me practically begging on my knees for him; sometimes quite literally? I mean, God, here I am in a place I belong making quiet, intellectual conversation with a kind, much more appropriate man like Ryan, and all I can think about is Logan. Ryan Smalls is here in his nice, quiet, proper tweed jacket with conversation about literature and current politics, but all I can think about is a shirtless Logan Dempsey with the ink of his bare skin glistening with sweat as he jabs and hooks around a circle of jeering onlookers. The man across from me is smiling at me and asking me pleasant questions about my job, but all I can imagine is Logan’s chiseled body, and that arrogant, sexy mouth opening wide to tell me exactly what he wants to do to me.




What is wrong with me?




“So then I said, ‘Hey, if we keep talking about Charlotte Bronte, and I’m gonna need some Erye’!”




I force a laugh out as Ryan doubles over at his own pun, and I’m just starting to think that maybe if I have enough wine, I can start to get Logan out of my head when the voice behind me drags me right back into reality.




“Oh hey, there you are, babe!”




I gasp and whirl at the sound of Logan Dempsey’s voice, and my jaw practically hits the floor as I see him, in the flesh, sauntering through the crowd towards me; “Hey, sorry I’m late, just got caught up at the hospital.” I’m standing there in absolute shock as he drapes an arm casually over my shoulder before kissing me on the cheek; “Hey bud,” He sticks his hand abruptly into Ryan’s face; “Dr. Jack Hoff, how’s it going?”




Ryan looks completely startled before he quickly and awkwardly shakes Logan’s hand; “Oh, uh, yes, hello.” He looks quickly between my face and Logan’s before smiling awkwardly at me; “I’m- uh, I’m so sorry, I didn’t realize-”




“Yeah, she gets that a lot, don’t you, honey?” Logan kisses my cheek again in this thoroughly un-Logan way before turning that shark-like grin back on Ryan; “I mean she just doesn’t look like an engaged woman, does she?”




I’m going to kill him, I think as my face turns dark red; I’m actually going to kill him.




“Well, I should- Uh, I should go find myself another drink!” Ryan smiles awkwardly at me again before he excuses himself.




“What the fuck is wrong with you!” I hiss, turning to Logan and shoving him away from me. I squint and shake my head at the sophomoric ‘Dr. Jack Hoff’ scrawled across the sticker on his chest; “Jack Hoff? Are you fucking kidding me?”




“Yeah I thought ‘Seymour Butts’ would be a little too overt.” He grins; “Hey, it scared that guy away, so I guess it worked.”




“That guy was nice, Logan; you should try ‘nice’ sometime yourself.”




He looks thoroughly amused and totally pleased with himself; “Oh, comon, that guy was a creep!”




He grins at me, and I narrow my eyes at him; “How the hell did you know I was here?”




He chuckles to himself; “Money buys all sorts of things, Quinn.”




I open my mouth and stare at him; “What, like tracking devices! Are you fucking following me, Logan?!”




He spreads his hands like anything I’m saying is some sort of false accusation; “Do I look like a psychopath, Quinn? No, I mean money buys all sorts of things like the pint of mint chocolate chip ice-cream I used to bribe Reagan into spilling where you were tonight.”




I make a mental note to give my sister a serious piece of my mind for selling me out for some fucking ice cream. Way to completely live up to that ‘crazy pregnant lady’ stereotype, Reagan, I grumble to myself; “Why the hell are you here?”




Logan crabs a glass of wine off a passing tray and shrugs before taking a big sip; “To save you from douchebags like that guy!”




“He’s a Professor here, actually.” I say primly.




“Quinn, he’s a teacher at a fuckin student party.”




“So? He-“




“So, that’s got predator written all over it. Ten bucks says he wanted you to wear a school girl outfit and call him ‘Teach’ later.




I roll my eyes; “You’re disgusting.”




He grins wickedly at me; “Says the girl about to go suck ‘Teach’s’ D for a A.” 




“Don’t be crude.” I say, wrinkling my face in disgust.




“Oh, you love it.”




I’m gritting my teeth and turning away from him when I realize Chelsea is standing right across the room chatting with some friends of her. I whirl back to Logan; “You need to get out of here!” I hiss.




He shakes his head; “No way, I just got here. Plus I promised some football-player guys out front that I’d take ‘em for a spin in the Maybach later.”




I give him a look; “You drove a four-hundred-thousand dollar car to a college party?” I roll my eyes; “Not a big fan of subtlety, are you?”




I gasp as his hand openly grabs my ass through my skirt, giving me a lingering and firm squeeze that has me shivering; “Nope.” He says, smirking at me.




“Logan!” I hiss, darting my eyes around the crowded room; “Chelsea’s here!”




His hand stays right where it is though, firmly cupping my butt; “Well, you should probably get your ass away from my hand then, Archer.”




I can feel my pulse start to jump as I stand there with Logan’s hand on me. On the one side, part of me is actually so ok with him touching me like that, but the other part of me is glancing wildly around the party just waiting for my sister to walk up to see Logan Dempsey at this party with his hand on my ass and put two and two together.




I start to squirm away from him, but I suddenly gasp as Logan’s other hand comes right around the front of me and cups me right over my pussy.




“Are you fucking for real?!” I hiss at him, squirming against his firm hands holding me in the front and the back right in the middle of this crowded room of strangers. There’s a horrible feeling of arousal actually start to tingle inside of me at his touch.




Thanks, body; who’s fucking side are you on, anyways?




“Quinn, jeez, quit touching me already,” He grins at me, keeping his face a mask of neutral concern as his fingers begin to stroke me through my skirt and my panties, over the crack of my ass and over the front of my sex, making me roll my hips almost unconsciously against him.




“Seriously,” I hiss; “Stop it!”




I’m biting my lip, trying not to actually fucking moan in this crowd of strangers, when I look up and just about jump out of my skin. Chelsea is right in the other room, her back to me, but still only about twenty-five feet away.




“Ok, enough, Logan!”




I can see her saying goodbye to a friend, an I know she’s going to turn and look for me any second now and see me tangled up in the arms - and fingers - of Logan.




But he just shrugs innocently like the cocky prick that he is; “Quinn, I don’t know what you’re-”




“Oh my God, fuck this.” I grab his hands and shove them away from me before I’m pushing my way through the crowd away from him, turning only once to see his eyes glare at me as I slip away. I manage to come up to Chelsea at a different angle, mumbling out something about having an early work meeting before I give her a quick hug and skip out of the party as fast as I can.




It’s not until I’m in a cab that I feel like I’ve been holding my breath, and finally exhale in a sort of pent-up release. And I’m mad at myself, but I can’t actually pinpoint why. Is because I let Logan rile me up and tease me like that?




Or is it that more than anything, I wanted to stay and see where that went, and I’m mad at myself for chickening out and running away like I always do.




But the silence of the back of the cab has no answers, and the neon city roaring past the windows only leaves traces across my eyes.
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I’ve barely gotten home when I hear the rough pounding on my front door. 




Ignore it; just ignore-




The pounding comes again; as strong, insistent and un-ignorable as the man I know it belongs to.




When he raps on the door a third time, I finally stomp across the loft and yank it open; “Logan, what the fuck do you-”




I moan as the my words are muffled into his lips as he grabs me roughly and kisses me, and I’m suddenly lost. I lean into him before I can stop myself, kissing him back before suddenly reason hits me like a shock of ice water. I shove him back and pull away, gasping as I bring a hand up to run my fingers over my lips, as if feeling for the evidence of our heat.




“What the fuck is wrong with you?” I yell at him, my eyes flashing fire as I shake my head; “You can’t just insert yourself into my life you know! You can’t just waltz in here and-”




“I’ll insert myself wherever I damn well choose.” He growls, before he silences me with another heavy kiss, his hands holding me tightly against him as he slips his tongue between my lips. 




It’s even harder than the first time, but I somehow find the strength to push him back again, glaring at him as I shake my head; “No! You fucking animal, you don’t get to just show up whenever you want and do whatever you want with me!”




His jaw tightens as he glares at me, but this time he stays where he is. Of course he’s still barely six inches away from me, and the sheer heat of his proximity is already weakening me even though I’m trying to keep my face hard and my resolve strong. I will not be Logan Dempsey’s little plaything whenever he wants.




His eyes narrow before he shakes his head and turns away.




“Look,” I jab my finger at his back; “I didn’t ask for this whole thing between us in the first-” 




He whirls back to me in a flash; “And you think I fucking did?! You think I like the guilt of walking around every fucking day knowing how fucked up what keeps happening between us is?” He whirls again, pacing across my floor as he shakes his head. And there’s something disarming about seeing that conflict on his face; something about the bareness of his words that has me slowing my breath and cooling my temper. I let the pent up breath inside out in a thin stream through my lips as I take a step towards him, trying to soften my face.




He turns quickly, his face dark as he slowly shakes his head at me; “Quinn, stop.”




“Stop what?”




He exhales and looks down; “Just- that. You can’t look at me like that.”




I wrinkle my brow at him; “Like what, exactly?”




“Like, that!” The sharpness in his words takes me by surprise, and my breath catches; “Every fucking time, Quinn, you look at me like that and I kiss you, and it has to stop.”




I can feel the temper rising up inside of me again; “Oh fuck you, asshole; I’m hardly twisting your damn arm here!”




“That’s not what I mean, dammit!” He growls, taking a step towards me; “I mean me kissing you has to stop,” He says, his voice deep and even; “Every fucking time this happens, I make the first move, and it’s fucking killing me inside because I know I shouldn’t be, and I know you're the last girl on the fucking planet I should be kissing or thinking about in that way.”




I can feel my heart racing in my ears as I stare into those deep, dark eyes; “So-“




“So that’s it, Quinn. I’m done kissing you.” He looks into my eyes, and I know what he means, and I want to so badly but I just don't know how; I just can’t make myself take that one step it would take.




“Yeah,” He says after five full, hanging seconds, a smirk on his face; “Yeah thats what I thought.” He shakes his head and the voice inside my own is screaming at me. I know I should listen that voice that’s telling me to shut my damn mouth and just let him leave. But I silence that it; pushing that voice aside and burying it deep, and before I know it I’m grabbing Logan’s hand as he turns. Every fibre of my being is telling me not to, and I don’t even know what I’m doing here, but I just go for it.




I take that one step forward, and I kiss him. 




Just like he said; I kiss him, and it’s like touching a match to a bomb.




He grabs me tight against his body, and I melt into him as he growls into my kiss. He’s bruising my lips and sending jolts of pain and pleasure through my whole body as his strong hands wrap around me. We’re tumbling back towards the kitchen area, and he’s grinding into my hips and pressing my ass back against the island counter as his lips crash against mine. I’m gasping as his hand slips into my hair, gripping it tightly and pulling it back sharply as his mouth drops to my neck, my collarbone, and then further down to the tops of my breasts. Hands tear at the front of my blouse, actually ripping the buttons off in his hunger to strip me.




He moves his mouth back to my lips, and I’m leaning towards him before he pulls back with a wicked glint in his eyes; “So, are you going to do what I fucking tell you to do now?”




I’m briefly shocked at the roughness and the power in his words before I realize I’m even more shocked at how turned on they have me. I’ve never been spoken to like this, and the fact that he’s so dominant has a fever heat spreading quickly between my legs. 




“I don’t know,” I sneer out with a glint of sass in my own eyes; “Maybe.” It’s a flat out dare, and I can see the fire spark in his face.




“Don’t test me, Quinn.”




“Oh yeah?” I toss back, biting my lip and feeling my pulse racing through my veins as I feel the thick hardness in his pants pressing hotly against my thigh; “What are you gonna do, spank me, Logan?”




It’s everything I have not to actually moan as I see the truth writ large in the sharp look that spreads across his face; “Try me.”




My breath comes ragged in my lungs and the thundering heat pulsing through my body is threatening to tear me apart as I raise up my chin, defiantly; “You wouldn’t dare,” I whisper.




I gasp as he suddenly spins me around and bends me over the kitchen counter with a growl as he lifts my skirt up and starts to yank my panties down; “Logan-!“




Smack!




The sudden sting and heat of his palm across my ass has me crying out in shock. His hand lingers on the tingling feeling, teasing the skin there for a second before he draws back and brings it slapping back down across my bare ass again. I cry out again, but this time the thudding of my pulse and the raw desire that floods through my whole body has me melting for him.




Logan Dempsey is spanking me, and as I moan and blush, I realize it’s one of the hottest things I’ve ever felt. There’s something insanely arousing about being bent over my kitchen counter like this while a tattooed, cocky, dominant man pulls my panties down and spanks me, and it has me dripping wet for him.




“And now?” He growls out, his voice thick with lust as he leans down to husk the words into my ear. I bite my lip and push back against him, feeling his cock pressing against my bare thigh through his pants.




I shake my head, slowly; “I- I’m not sure.”




Smack!




The sting of his palm against my hot skin has me writhing against him, moaning as I gasp at the contact. I can feel his finger teasing over the heated, reddened and tender skin there before he slides them further, down between my legs. I moan loudly when his fingers find my wetness, slipping easily inside as he begins to rhythmically curl them against that perfect place right inside. He leans over me again, pressing his bulge against my thigh as he slides his other hand into my hair and uses his grip to pull my head up.




“Such, a fucking, tease,” He growls into my ear, and when I feel his thumb brush against my ass, I actually whimper as the throbbing waves of pleasure shuddering through me.




“Who’s- oh God - who’s teasing now?” I gasp out, pushing back against his fingers that have me teetering on the edge of  a screaming orgasm while maddeningly and purposely keeping me from actually crashing over.




His fingers curl deep inside of my wetness, his thumb just teasing my ass, and his hand just pulling my hair enough to make me gasp as his teeth graze over the nape of my neck; “You better ask me nicely then, darlin,” He whispers darkly into my ear.




Another whimpering moan drops from my lips, and I find myself caught between not wanting to give him the satisfaction of begging him for it and the sheer need I have bubbling inside of me. He strokes his fingers into me once more, and the last of my will crumbles; “Please,” I breathe out; “Please, Logan!”




I gasp at the sharp sound of his belt hitting the floor, followed by the sound of tearing foil. The delicious anticipation has me clawing at the counter top and biting at my lip, and when I feel his cock press against my opening, it’s like everything pent up inside of me comes flooding out. He chokes out a growl as he enters me, and when he fills me, I let out a cry, tossing my head back and just letting go. We move together like one, him rocking into me as I push back to feel him fill me; thrusting slowly at first, but then faster and faster and harder and harder, until I feel like I might explode. His hands roughly caress my hips, sliding up and over the skin of my back to my hair. He grabs a handful of it as he fucks me, pulling my head back and making my eyes roll back in my head at the pure and raw pleasure that sizzles through me like electric currents. A bowl of oranges on my counter topples crashes to the floor, and as I bite my lip as the wave begins to crest over me. He pulls my head around, and as I stare into his eyes, I go pieces around him. He growls out my name at his own release, his powerful hands clutching my skin hard enough to bruise in delicious wonderful ways, and I cry out as my orgasm tears through me like a hurricane.




“So, what was that new rule you had about not kissing me anymore?” I pant quietly afterwords, standing now and leaning back into him.




I feel his arms circle around me and hold me close; “Fuck the rules.”
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After that, it’s like we just say “fuck it” and go wild. After that, it’s basically open season on Quinn and I screwing around any and every chance we get. I even do get to act out the little fantasy I had before of fucking her bent over her desk at work one day, her lips wrapped tightly around my fingers to muffle her screams as she comes like a fucking rocket with me right along with her. Inappropriate touches and lingering looks turn into little squeezes and fondles, even to the point where at one point I’ve got two of my fingers buried deep in her pussy under the table at a power-point presentation, coaxing her to an orgasm that has her scratching her nails across the table-top enamel in the semidarkness of the room.




But of course, we’re also still sneaking around and playing this big game of secrets about the whole thing. I mean, Reagan obviously knows by this point, but I’m still pretty sure that she hasn’t told her husband yet as evident by the distinct lack of Hudson beating me to death with my own arms. Secrets in-and-of themselves aren’t new to me; years of assuming a new name and a new life is a pretty good classroom for keeping truths hidden away. But there’s also not a whole lot I don’t tell Hudson and Bryce, so to be adding this on top of the whole Javier thing gets under my skin in this weird way. 




But it’s fun, and it’s wild, and I know somewhere deep inside that it’s probably more than that, but neither Quinn or I are touching on that particular facet of it. I catch myself worrying that the thrill of it being this secret affair type thing is what’s fueling the fire between. I wonder if Quinn is just viewing this whole thing as some sort of ongoing casual fling; that little good-girl Quinn’s got a temporary taste for playing with the bad boy. But that train of thought of course leads down an entirely new rabbit hole; one where I’m actually having thoughts about whether some girl likes me or not.




Yeah, there’s nothing about any of that kind of thinking that’s me. But then of course, there’s nothing “some girl” about Quinn, either. She’s just too amazing, in that way where it’s clear she doesn’t quite see that herself. Beyond that, fuck is she sexy; again, in a way where it’s clear she doesn’t quite get that either.




So yeah, generally you could say there’s nothing normal about this relationship.




Yeah, relationship; because sneaking around like we’re having some sort of illicit affair and fucking around like teenagers in every private and even semi-public place we can find is exactly how you’d define a healthy a relationship, right?




Right.




“Stop!” Quinn looks at me with wide, wild looking eyes as she covers the phone receiver and hisses at me.




“What?” I whisper right back, shrugging and resuming the slow advance of my hand up the inside of her thigh under her skirt. 




“Absolutely, absolutely; well, we’ll need to monitor infection rates in the clinical trials, but it does look promising.”




Quinn’s on some phone call - actually on what I gather is a fairly important phone call - with someone in D.C. about a vaccination we might be investing in. Of course the importance of this call does nothing to curb the fact that I’m still alone in a room with Quinn Archer, and as such, I’m naturally taking every liberty I can to be as inappropriately hands-y as possible.




Naturally. 




Because lingering worries about the nature of our “relationship” aside, I can’t get enough of this girl. It’s bad enough in public, or while we’re in a meeting or something. But here in her office with the door shut and her wearing that little pin-stripe pencil skirt? Yeah, forget it. Her ass just looks too fucking incredible in that thing as she stands by the window talking on the phone, and I am apparently not a strong-willed man when it comes to forbidden, auburn-haired girls wearing ass-hugging pencil skirts.




“Logan!” She hisses again, looking at me like I’m insane as she nods at something to do with the phone conversation; “Certainly, certainly. No, I’ve got time to go over the analysis now; sure.”




Let’s hope you can multitask, Doc, I grin to myself.




My hand slides up even higher, and she shivers as my fingers find the warm front of her panties. I push gently against the softness there, feeling her squirm as I start to slowly rub her slit through the cotton of her underwear. Feeling how wet she is immediately has me rock hard in seconds. 




“Well, preliminary testing has positive neurological feedback.” Quinn’s eyes close as she clearly struggles to keep the even tone in her voice while I rub her pussy; “Mhmm, no, the Watson trials for sure.” Her lip trembles as I hook my finger through the gusset of her panties and slowly begin to tug them down to her mid thighs. But she’s still talking over the phone, and I grin, actually impressed with how normal her voice is sounding despite the fact that her face and her body look like she’s dying to get fucked right here and now.




I push her forward, one of her palms flat against the glass of her big office window as she bends at the waist while still holding the phone. She turns over her shoulder, her eyes wide in shock and arousal as she stares at me before nodding at something to do with her conversation and turning back. I drop to my knees behind her, pushing her skirt up over her ass and pulling her back towards me. I take a second to appreciate the pure, unbridled eroticism of this view.




“Well, the secondary analysis could be an indication of- oh!” Quinn does her best to cover her moan as my mouth finds her dripping wet lips; “Mhmm, no, just some hot coffee.” She whirls her head back to stare at me mouthing “oh my God” at me as I grin before pushing my face back between her thighs. 




I inhale the intoxicating scent of her, slipping my tongue through her folds to taste her sweetness as I feel her shudder against me. My hands grab her ass, kneading the flesh there and coaxing her back and forth against my mouth, as if fucking her with my tongue. She’s rocking back against me, her fingers scratching at the windowpane in front of her as she arches her back and pushed against my tongue. 




“Mhmm, yes absolutely. The research is- uh, it’s there, we just- mmm, we just need to- um, expand on it.”




I slip lower, teasing her clit with the tip of my tongue before wrapping my lips around her there and sucking as I feel her shudder against me. She’s putting up a valiant fight to keep this phone call going, but its’s a fight I’m doing my damnedest to make her lose sooner or later. And when I curl my tongue around her hard little clit and slide a finger deep into her channel, she actually has to hold the phone away from her mouth as she gasps out loud.




“I- I’m sorry, but I have to call you back in a minute,” She manages to gasp out, before hanging up and dropping the phone to the floor; “Fuck, Logan!” She moans, pressing her hands against the glass in front of her and crying out as she pushes back against my tongue and my finger.




And all it take is five more seconds of my tongue sliding over her hard little nub and my finger curling against that spot inside before she’s turning her head to bite her own shoulder. Her muffled moans come ragged against the sleeve of her blouse as I push her over the edge, and she comes in shuddering, exploding elegance against my tongue. 




Her hair is loosed from the normally conservative bun atop her head and cascades over her face as she closes her eyes and sucks in breaths of air, but I’m already standing and tearing at my belt buckle. I’m rock hard as my pants hit the ground, and as I slip the head of my cock against her opening, I lean over her to whisper into her ear; “You can go ahead and call them back in a minute, darlin, but something tells me it’s going to be a bit longer than that.”




And it damn well is.
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“So, you two seem like you’re fitting together nicely.”




I almost choke on my steak as I quickly glance up across the table at Hudson. He’s grinning at me, but I’m certain it’s more of a ‘I told you so’ look than a ‘hey buddy, I know you’re fucking Quinn’ look. He’s also not jumping over the table to murder me with his salad fork, so that’s a pretty good indication of choice number one. 




Of course, that doesn’t mean my pulse isn’t pounding like a fucking racehorse now. Yeah, dinner out with Hudson and Reagan, and Quinn was probably not a great plan. I’m sure this has double-date written all over it to anyone else in the restaurant, or our waiter for that matter, and that simple fact has me on wild edge right now. Fooling around like teenagers all over town and in the office is one thing, but playing couple out in public has this strange sort of serious undertone to it that has me more confused than it should.




And then there’s also something about the way that Reagan’s curious gaze keeps lingering a little longer on me than necessary. I know she’s no idiot; even if she doesn’t explicitly know - and I’m pretty sure she does - she pretty obviously has a good idea. I’ll grant though that she probably hasn’t said anything to Hudson yet or he’d have tossed me out a window already.




The thought of that actually pisses me off a little bit. Here I am sneaking around with this girl like it’s a big damn taboo thing, when he’s up and married another of the Old Man’s daughters. But he and Reagan look so fucking happy, and hell, he broke whatever rules we had first. ‘Protect them’; I mean don’t think William exactly meant ‘don’t date my daughters’ with those words, but I seriously doubt he’d be impressed with a roughneck grunt like me fooling around with Quinn like this. It’s different with Hudson and Reagan. Hud’s learned to deal with his shit, instead of like me who just hides it.




My cellphone buzzes in my pocket, and as I take it out and glance at it, I’m suddenly reminded of exactly what I’m hiding; reminded like a slug to the gut.




I scowl at Javier’s text under the table, gritting my teeth. Fighting has always been a thrill to me; there’s this rush of pure reality when you connect, or even when someone connects with you. But now, fuck, now it’s just this thing I have to do; like a jail sentence I just can’t get through. I’m over it, but its not over me, apparently.




I glance at the address on my screen - some shit-hole part of the South Bronx -  and stand from the table as I clear my throat; “I, uh, I’ve gotta run and do something.”




Hudson frowns; “Aw, what the hell, man? We went over those shipping contracts all afternoon; we’re done with business for the day.” He shakes his head; “Sit your ass down and be normal.”




“It’s- uh, it’s a date actually.” I say, raking my hand through my hair and trying not to look as guilty as I feel.




“Oh!” Hudson looks up from his plate and grins at me; “Well, shit, get going then!”




Reagan’s eyes narrow at me; “Good for you, Logan,” She says dryly, and I swallow and clear my throat again uncomfortably. Yeah, she definitely knows.




I glance quickly at Quinn and see the frozen look on her face as she avoids my eyes and pushes food around her plate with her fork. She knows what this is.




“Uh, so, OK then. I’ll see you guys later on?” I force a casual smile out at the table, but my eyes keep darting back to Quinn, who still won’t look at me.




“Yeah, see ya,” She finally mumbles out, looking away and taking a sip of wine.




*****




It’s not until I’m about to climb into my car at the valet stand when I hear her shout my name as she comes running out of the restaurant. Her face looks white as she shakes her head when I turn to her, and it feels like a stab through my chest.




“Don’t go,” She says pleadingly.




“Quinn-”




“Just don’t go? You don’t have to fucking do this! Please, Logan! Please don’t do this.”




“I have to.”




And I can’t tell you why, and I know you’re going to hate me for that.




I can’t, though. Telling her everything would mean losing her. This might mean the same thing, but at least this way she just thinks I’m an asshole instead of knowing the utter piece of scum I was before. And if I have to lose her anyways, I’m sure as hell not going to let her into that part of me if I can help it; for her sake.




“I have to go, Quinn.” I say quietly.




“Please.” Her eyes are wide and searching my face for something that I know she’s just not going to find; not right now. “For me,” She says, and it’s like someone’s just punched me in the face; “For me, don’t go.”




It’s all for you, I think, tightening my jaw as I look into those deep pools of her eyes.




“Here,” I fish the keys to my penthouse out of my jacket pocket and push them into her hands; “It’s still partially under construction, but you can stay at my place.” She’s shaking her head and looking away from me with all the pain I know she’s feeling in her eyes; “Quinn, I’ll meet you there later; it’ll be fine.”




She takes the keys, but she’s turning and slipping out of my hands and walking back inside; “It’s going to be fine!” I lie, calling out to her. She turns and gives me one last lingering look full of hurt and pain, and it kills me because lying to her face hurts the worst, worse than I know its going to hurt later.




*****




When I’m stepping into the ring later, sweat already pouring down my bare chest in the rush of the moment, the lights bright and the guy across from me looking like he wants to bury me, that last look from Quinn is the only thing I can see.




I’m supposed to win this one, but I just don’t fucking care anymore. Javier is screaming bloody murder at me from outside the ropes, but I ignore him and just take the beating. I barely put up blocks as the guy I’m fighting hits me again, and again, and again, numbing the pain. It’s sweet release with every hit; like the punishment I get and deserve for fucking up my own rules and breaking her heart. 




Quinn-




I stagger back from the solid hit, blinking as the guy advances on me, his fists raised.




Quinn, I’m sorry.




It’s the last thought I have before I hit the ground, and it all goes black.
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I’m awake when he comes home later. Well, I’m fairly sure I’m asleep at first actually, curled up in the large couch in his study. But the loud crash and the sound of shattering glass has me bolting from my sleep and from the couch with wide eyes and my breath in my throat as I dash towards the sounds. A cold chill seizes my heart as I round the corner, and my hands fly to my mouth when I see Logan slumped over on the floor next to a broken lamp.




Oh, God-




I’m running into the room, and I’m at least four steps in when I shriek as I realize we’re not alone, and the scream hitches like cold water in my throat.




“Well hello there, bonita.” Javier has his arms crossed over his chest and a predatory glint in his eyes as he grins at me, backed by two big looking guys who look incapable of smiling. I’m freezing mid step, and I glance back towards the doorway as Javier laughs; “Aww, now don’t go leavin the party just yet, chica. You just got here!”




He blows me a kiss that has my skin crawling, and one of his guys is stepping behind me to block the doorway.




“Get the fuck away from her, or I’ll-“




I scream and Logan grunts as Javier strides over and cuts him off with a kick to the ribs; “You’ll do what now?” He says with a leering grin down at Logan; “So sorry cabrón, I think you mumbled that last bit.” Logan grits his teeth and glares up the man, but Javier only laughs again and turns towards me. I can feel the blood pounding in my ears. 




I’m suddenly keenly aware that this is a world I know nothing about, and that I’m so far out of my element with seeing actual mobsters - or whatever these guys are - inflicting real violence. I immediately think of my time as a med student working the late-night E.R. shift and patching up all manner of stabbings, or busted faces, or cracked ribs from people fighting. But I’ve only ever seen the aftermath, and seeing the first part being enacted right here in the supposed safety of Logan’s home is almost too surreal to even take in.




“Sorry if we woke you, baby,” Javier says, his eyes drifting down over my t-shirt and making me shiver uncomfortably; “We just had to bring your boyfriend back home.” He mimes tossing a drink back; “Think he had a bit too many,” he finished with a wink. “But hey, listen, I could do with a little nightcap if you wanted, honey.” The wicked look on his face has my heart pounding in my ears like a freight train as I slowly take a step back and narrow my eyes at him; “Don’t you fucking touch me.” I hiss.




Logan makes another move on the floor, but one of Javier’s guys keeps him down with a booted foot on his chest as they all laugh.




“Relax, honey,” Javier says with another lecherous grin; “But hey, if you’re into the mercenary type and you wanna try something new,” He winks and grabs his crotch, and I sneer at him in disgust; “Maybe you’d like a guy who doesn’t get his ass kicked so much?” He turns and chuckles down at the bleeding and enraged looking Logan pinned to the floor; “You know, I taught this fucking pendejo everything he fuckin knows back in Africa, and this is the kind of thanks I get!” He sighs dramatically and shakes his head; “Always gotta play the game his way, even when I tell you not to, huh Logan? Always gotta be on top instead of just knowing your fuckin place.”




I frown; Mercenary? Africa? What’s this guy even talking about?




Javier’s eyes light up as soon as he sees the look of confusion on my face; “Oh shit; he still hasn’t told you has he!” He starts to laugh out this grating, horrible chuckle; “Man, Irish, only a guy like you could get away with hittin a cutie like this and still not telling her where you came from. Shit, I’m almost impressed!” He chuckles before he turns his gaze on me, a glint in his eye; “And you’re his daughter! You’re William Archer’s kid, and you still don’t know!”




His laugh curls into an evil looking grin as my face betrays my shock; “Oh I know who you are, honey,” He says quietly; “I know exactly who you are, and I also know where to find you and those pretty little sisters of yours.” He grins; “So how about we keep tonight just between us friends, comprendes?” He shoots me a last, lingering wink that has every muscle in my body tensing before he shrugs and turns; “Well, looks like my work here is done!” He nudges Logan with the toe of his boot; “See you next time, Irish.”




I’m frozen in my place, trying to will my heartbeat to calm down enough to even think until the front door slams shut. And then I’m racing over to Logan and dropping to my knees beside him; “Jesus, are you-“




“I’m fine, I’m fine,” He growls out, turning away from me and wiping the trickle of blood at his lip with the back of his hand.




“What the fuck, Logan!”




He forces out a laugh; “And a good evening to you too, sweet-cheeks.” He turns back and reaches out to grab my hands in his; “Look, I’ll be fine, Quinn.”




But before I can help it, I can feel the sting of tears in my eyes; “Get out, Logan.” I whisper.




“What?” He frowns.




“Of whatever you’re involved in, please just get out!”




His face darkens; “I told you, it’s not that simpl-“




“Why, because of Africa?”




He stiffens and starts to open his mouth but I grab him my the shirt and lean in close to him; “Look, I don’t care, Logan! I don’t care what happened there, ok? I know my Dad was involved in certain things, but I don’t care; I just want you to get out of it.” The tears run down my cheeks then as I look pleadingly into his eyes; “Please.”




I whimper as his lips crash into mine, and then I’m clutching at him like time or the world or even a strong wind might tear us apart. Then we’re tearing at each other’s clothes, and I’m gasping and clutching at him with the pure and undiluted need for him; the need to touch him and feel him. He pulls my t-shirt over my head and runs his hand down over my skin, and I’m shivering as my hands find the hardness pressing against the front of his gym-shorts. He growls as he flips us around and lays me on my back on the floor, his biceps and his chest rippling as he leans in to kiss me with fire and heat and growling, raging lust.




There’s no foreplay this time; no teasing and no slow build because we’re both desperate for each other in that moment. He’s skimming my panties down my legs, tearing at the foil packet in his hands with his teeth, and slipping between my legs as I rake my fingernails down over his shoulders and kiss him with everything I have. 




I whimper as he runs the head of his cock over my entrance, looking up into his eyes to see them flashing green and gold at me; “You want this?” I bite my lip as I nod, and his grin only deepens as he leans down to nip at the lobe of my ear; “Beg me for it.”




Oh fuck.




“Please,” I breath out, my chest rising and falling with my gasping breaths as he sucks at that tender spot where my neck meets my collarbone as he runs his thickness over my wet folds; “Fuck me and never stop fucking me!”




We both cry out as he plunges in to the hilt in one stroke, filling me up so tightly and so perfectly. It’s like sweet release and relief as he grinds into me as I wrap my legs around him and draw him in deep. And when he starts to fuck me like that, right against the floor with deep, powerful strokes, it’s raw, and primal, and animalistic, and he’s got me moaning his name and scratching at his back as he nails me to the floor with that perfect cock of his. 




“This is mine,” He growls out, rocking into me and making me moan out loud as he shifts his angle to hit that perfect, secret spot just inside; “You’re mine,” He says thickly and dominantly as his lips crash against mine, and I know I’m lost in him as his words push me over the edge. We come screaming together, a release of everything that’s been pent up, everything that we’ve held back.




“You know, I’m only yours if you can promise me about the fights.” 




I’m laying against his chest, listening to his heartbeat thudding against my ear through his skin, and I can feel him grinning; “Oh?” He says with some amusement.




I turn my head to look into his eyes; “I’m serious, Logan. We really could just get aw-“




“Ok, fine.”




I arch my eyebrows; “Fine?”




“Yeah, fine, lets get away.”




I’m grinning but still looking at him skeptically; “Just like that?”




He shrugs; “I do own a private jet, darlin; might as well use it.”




“No, I mean, you’re saying I just convinced you? Just like that?” I’m looking at him like I’m skeptical about how easy this was.




He smirks, “Well, the hot sex and the fact that your hand is still on my cock makes a convincing argument, darlin.”




“You pig.” I say giggling. 




“So, lets go somewhere.”




“No Peyton?”




He laughs and rolls his eyes; “No Peyton; just you and me.” He sits up a little and winks at me; “Actually, there’s a place I’ve been meaning to take you.”
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“Well, I think it’s a fantastic idea,” Bryce nods slowly at me from across the conference table; “Not bad, Logan; really.”




“I do have my moments, you know.” I frown, watching him grin at me.




“What’s your timeline?”




“The sooner the better, man. I’m going to ram this down the board’s throat until they either sign off on it or choke on it.”




Bryce gives me a look; “We really gotta work on your bedside manner, pal.”




I laugh; “I won’t even pretend to give a shit about diplomacy; that’s your area.” It works out well with Bryce and I; he’s the carrot, and I’m the stick.




…The stick with chip on his shoulder, a mean right hook, and no patience for petty boardroom bullshit, I might add.




“It’ll get through, don’t worry.” Bryce looks up and studies my face in that strange, quiet way he does sometime that always makes me feel like he’s the oldest of us, even though it’s the opposite.




“What?”




“This is because of Akazi, isn’t it.”




My jaw tenses and I meet his eyes for moment before I look away. Even the name of that fucking place just-




“Look, sorry, I shouldn’t have ask-”




“Of course it’s because of Akazi,” I mutter, shaking my head looking at my hands in my lap.




*****




When you look back on life, there are things that stick out as turning points; places where the road split and you made a decision. And when I think over my own journey, there’s one single place and one single fucking moment in time that ends up defining the course of my entire life from there on out.




And that moment is Akazi, Afghanistan. 




War sucks, and I don’t mean that in the slang sense of the word. I mean it in the sense that it sucks just about every single part of your soul out of you like some sort of vortex of pain and suffering and hardening of the spirit. And it’s when you’re there, amongst the flames and the heat and the death and senselessness of it all that you truly understand that war is literally hell.




We’re listening to Duran Duran’s “Hungry Like the Wolf” that day in the second Humvee when the ambush hits. You’d wonder with all the shit that happened immediately following that how I’d have possibly remembered that little detail, but it’s one of those bizarre things that’ll stick with me long after I manage to forget the rest of it. Evans, our driver, is cracking some sort of crude joke about someone’s sister while Simon Le Bon belts out a chorus through the speakers when the first Humvee in front of us just erupts into liquid fire. It fucking blooms into flame, and then it’s just gone. The chaos of the moment hits like a shot of something strong right to the head, and there’s screaming and shouting as Evans tears us off the road as metal rakes the side of the truck. 




The actual sequence of events are blurry, but I can remember the sound of peppering bullets plunking like hail on the other side of the building I’m crouched behind. There are people everywhere - and I don’t mean soldiers or guerrillas either, I mean fuckin PEOPLE. There are civilians and fucking children running right through the firefight and all I can think is how Goddamn UNFAIR of a world it is because of that. How in any rational, sane universe, no kid should have to cover his fucking head and run between two ideologies hurling metal at each other that he doesn’t give a fuck about.




Guys who’s names I knew but have now forgotten are getting shot - they’re dying around me, and through it all, the guys from Duran Duran just keep on playing from the open door of the shot-up Hummer behind me.




“Mark target!” Our ranking Sargent is screaming at me, his face tight as he pops around the corner to squeeze off a few shots; “Drone strike inbound, Irish! I need a target, NOW.”




I glance over the wall, wincing at the spray of rock that scatters across my face as I eyeball the enemy position. There’s a three story building at the end of the road with Taliban on the roof with mortars and two gun placements.




“Sir!” I yell, ducking back behind the wall; “Tall building, end of the street; tallest one in town!”




He’s radioing it in, but there’s something lingering from my quick look at the building that’s nagging at me, and I chance one more peep over the wall.




Oh, fuck.




It’s hits me like a slug to the gut; the tallest building in town, with the empty flag pole, and the Taliban on the roof….




…And the playground right outside the front door.




Jesus fucking Christ.




“Call it off!” I’m running, heedless of the metal flying past my head and exploding across the ground by my feet as I sprint towards the Sargent across the road on the radio; “It’s a school! It’s a fucking school!” I’m waving my arms at him, screaming. He must suddenly hear me, because he squints and looks up as he puts his radio down; just in time for the bullet to catch him right through the ear and drop him like bag of cement on the ground. 




Drones are noiseless, but missiles turning the school at the end of the street along with half the other buildings in town into pillars of fire are not.




And neither are my screams. 




When it’s over, I hear true and absolute silence. Everyone in our squad besides the three of us is dead, the pieces of shit using the school as a shield are dead, and I’m pretty sure anyone left in the town is dead as well.




It’s in that very moment where I make my decision, and it’s in that same moment where I convince Bryce and Hudson to come with me. It’s then that we desert and just walk away from all of it. We’re already dead, as far as intel is concerned, and from there it’s over the border to China, and then to the Mediterranean, and then Africa and the mercenary work; and later, to William Archer.




And from that moment on, our whole lives change.




*****







“Wait, where are we?”




I grin to myself in my seat across the cabin from Quinn, watching her lips curl into one of those sexy, intriguing and curious smiles of hers. Apparently, keeping secrets from this girl can be fun after all.




“Why do you ask?” I say as casually as possible, trying to hide my grin as she turns back to me with that questioning smile on her face.




“Uh, because I’m not looking at a map, but I’m one-hundred percent positive that’s not Seattle down there.”




I frown and shake my head as nonchalantly as possible; “It isn’t?”




“Unless Seattle has suddenly found itself a white sandy beach with palm trees?” She arches her brow at me, her eyes sparkling, and I find myself wondering if I have time to tear her clothes off before we land.




“Huh, did I say Seattle?”




She laughs; “Um, yeah, you did.”




“Huh, weird.”




“OK, I give up! Where are we, Logan?” She says, giggling as she saunters over and slips into my lap; “Mexico?”




“Nope.” I say, dropping my eyes to the swell of her breasts in her tank top and enjoying watching her blush and roll her eyes.




Just then a bell chimes as my pilot’s voice crackles over the intercom; “Mr. Dempsey? Sir, we’ll be touching down at Jose Marti International in fifteen, if you folks want to get buckled in back there.”




I can’t help but grin as her eyes go wide as she whirls to look at me with her jaw dropped; “We’re in Cuba?” She shakes her head; “How’d you get vacation entry into Cuba?” She rolls her eyes; “Oh, wait, let me guess; money,” She says with a smirk.




“Cute, but no. We’re actually here as a medical aid relief mission.” Her eyebrows shoot up in this adorable way and I flash her a grin; “Grab your med bag, Doc; we’ve got work to do.”







*****




The hospital in the village is something I had built after the first time I was here. Back then I was here with money; just learning how to live with with being newly rich after starting with Archer Holdings. Back then, I was drinking rum and just looking for trouble, but there was something about this village stuck with me. 




Something like the school, sitting at the end of the only street in town.




And just like that, maybe for the first time really, I started to get the Old Man’s whole thing about “giving back to the world.”




I’m helping a couple of guys from the village frame out a new wing of the care center; pounding nails and using my hands in a way that I love instead of sitting idle or using them to hit people. But I keep catching myself just staring off at Quinn on the other side of of the Med Center compound, working with the other doctors to immunize the cluster of kids crowding around apprehensively with their sleeves rolled up. I had a pretty good hunch Quinn would jump at the chance to help out here, but damn if she doesn’t fucking shine at it. Seeing her like this is just incredible. This isn’t “hide in the research lab and let people walk all over her” Quinn. This is the bold, confident, and fearless Quinn I knew she was from the moment I met her. She’s just instantly on point, and instantly organizing and showing people what do do and where to go. The whole fucking med team from the hospital in Havana just stares at her and jumps to do what she says; not because she’s bossy or bitchy, but because she just exudes this confidence and poise. And besides that, it’s just obvious that she loves this. She’s on the ground, getting her hands dirty and helping people like I know she wants to do. 




“You’re gonna put a nail through your hand if you keep looking at the seniorita over there,” Raul, the project manager, grins at me as he nods towards Quinn. He chuckles; “Then you’ll be in some real trouble.”




I laugh as I find myself grinning back at him; “You have no fucking idea, Raul.” 




Except Quinn Archer is the best kind of trouble I’ve ever been in; the kind of trouble that you can’t get enough of, the kind of trouble that keeps hooking you back in, and the kind of trouble that you could just find yourself falling in lo-




Woah.




I let my hammer drop as I look up at her again, and this time she catches my eye and winks at me as she pushed a strand of hair out of her face. I can feel my whole heart get bigger inside, my pulse jumping in my veins as I meet those eyes of  hers and just let myself get sucked in.




Just what kind of “L” word am I prepared to use when it comes to Quinn?
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“So, you think I did OK today?”




We’re sitting on the balcony of the El Presidente suite of the luxury hotel back in Havana looking over the bay. Apparently, even doing humanitarian outreach comes with a little luxury when you’ve got Logan Dempsey-type money. The place is honestly a palace, occupying the entire top floor of the hotel and with full balcony terraces overlooking all of Havana Bay. Honestly, if we hadn’t spent the entire day giving immunization shots to kids at a hospital he built, I’d have put my foot down at first sight of this place. 




“Yeah, Doc,” He grins at me and raises the glass of rum on ice in his hand to me; “You did OK.”




I fake pout at him; “Just OK, huh?”




I yelp as his other hand jerks out to grab my wrist and he pulls me giggling into his lap; “Ok darlin, you did amazing work back there, but quit pretending you don’t know that.”




I’m feeling wild, free, and more alive than I have since maybe even medical school, and for once, I push all those “what-ifs” and “maybes” and “but what abouts” out of my head as I lean in and kiss him. It’s not a hot and heavy make-out type kiss either, like it seems has been our style either. It’s just that; a kiss. And in that moment, I’m know suddenly and without a doubt that I’m kissing the real Logan. This is tender, and there’s something more behind it than just lust, and with a dawning realization, I suddenly know that this is Logan sans-armor. This is this man at his most open and unguarded, and in that moment, I know that whatever this crazy feeling is that I’m feeling for him is even bigger and wilder than I thought it was.




His lips tastes like sweet rum and there’s something even more intoxicating about that than even the drink in my own hand.




“So is that a ‘Hey thanks for bringing me to Cuba, Logan, and letting me get my hands dirty doing what I love to do’ kiss?” He’s grinning at me, and for a moment I’m terrified that the humor and cavalier attitude that he uses as his armor will come up, and I quickly kiss him again.




It’s deeper this time, moving from tender to something bolder; something more passionate. I’m kissing him with everything I have, because I need him to stay right here with me in this moment. I need to be in his arms; the real Logan.




“Mmm, now that was a thank-you kiss.” He murmurs into my mouth, his tongue darting out to run against my lips.




“Shh, hang on.” I whisper back, kissing him again.




“What?”




“Just- ” I hesitate, pulling back to look deeply into his green-gold eyes with my wide-eyed blues; “Just keep those walls down. I just want you, as is, without the armor.” His eyes flash at me, and yet he holds my gaze; “Just just stay here, right here with me.” I whisper.




“Darlin,” He says thickly, leaning into me as his lips brush mine; “There’s no where else in the whole world I’d rather be than right here, right now, with you.”




I kiss him again before pulling back once more; “You know what I mean though, right?” This is the moment of truth; this is the moment where he either lets me in or those walls come up again, and if it’s the latter, I’m not sure I’ll ever get in. Tthe thought has me suddenly terrified of him even answering.




He takes my chin in his hand and kisses me deep and slowly, like something out of a Hollywood movie; “This is just me, Quinn.” He says deeply and quietly; “No more walls, no more games; you have all of me.” And when our lips meet again, I know without a doubt he’s right.




“So, Logan Dempsey,” I pull back from the kiss and peer at him mischievously; “Is that a family name?”




He chuckles; “Anyone every tell you that subtlety isn’t really your bag, Quinn?”




I giggle into his neck as he pulls me against his chest and tickles me; “Oh comon! You’re always so guarded; cut a girl some slack when she sees a little chink in that armor of yours and wants to get to know the guy she’s running around with a little bit more!”




His eyes flash for just a second as he looks into mine; “Quinn, it’s-”




“Complicated; right, yeah I think we’ve covered that,” I say, rolling my eyes at him before cupping his chin and pecking him on the lips; “I mean it’s not like I don’t already have you totally figured out anyways. I did date a Psychiatry student in med school, you know.”




“Sounds immensely unfulfilling.” Logan’s body tenses and bristles under me at the mention of the ex-boyfriend in this possessively reactive way that I have to admit is kind of hot.




I grin at him again, seeing the flash in his eyes again; “It’s not like you have to tell me everything, I just want to know where a guy like you comes fro-”




“Texas.”




I blink, actually shocked that I didn’t hit another deflection or another wall of humor or sarcasm; “Oh.”




He laughs at the look on my face; “What were you expecting, Mars?” He chuckles; “And Logan was my dog’s name.”




“Your parents named you after the dog?” I raise my eyebrows at him.




Logan shakes his head; “Nah, I took Logan later, because I loved that dog. My mom named me after the guy that got her pregnant, even though he took off faster than she could say ‘I’m late.’“




“You mean your Dad?”




His jaw tightens; “Wherever that prick is, he’s not my father.”




I nod, biting my lip and just taking this all in. There’s something that’s just so intimate about sitting here with him letting him tell me these things, and it’s not because I’m basically straddling his lap, or that his hand is stroking the skin of my back under my shirt, it’s that this is finally an open, unguarded, and armor-less Logan that I’m seeing for the very first time.




“What about your Mom?”




“Dead.” He says without emotion. His eyes quickly lock with mine as he feels me tense at the coarseness in his words; “OK, I don’t actually know; probably dead. And that only sounds harsh if you don’t know her. My mom was a crazy, manipulative, parasitic drunk who liked violent, angry men. And she blamed me for that asshole running off on her.”




His face clouds darkly, and I find myself snuggling against him even more, as if the contact of our bodies can erase and heal whatever pain he’s obviously still feeling. He looks out over the bay, his eyes searching deep; “That where I first learned to put my fist up, actually.”




I look at him in shock; “Your mother?”




“Nah,” He grins at me; “The assholes she liked to bring home until they got bored of her. There was this one guy, Rich, who liked two things; drinking, and hitting kids half his size.”




“Jesus Christ, Logan…” I trail off, shaking my head and not even knowing how to respond except with sympathy.




“I had to find her a few years ago for-” He trails off and shakes his head; “I just had to go home for this thing. She hadn’t seen or talked to me since before I enlisted, and the only thing she said to me after asking for money was to stop wasting her long distance points while her soap was on.”




I bite my lip as I feel my heart break a little inside for this man who’s somehow ended up the man he is today despite what sounds like a complete lack of love growing up in the world. I mean, I understand loss, with my mother dying when we were little and my dad always being off traveling the world for business even before he passed. But I know there’s nothing there that compares to what it must have been like to grow up as Logan. I might not have had my parents physically around, but I knew I had their love.




He sips on his rum and then darts his eyes back down to mine, where the hard look softens as he shrugs and grins at me; “Actually this might sound weird given the nature of our relationship, but your father was the only real parent I ever knew.”




I smile; “Not weird; my dad had that effect on people.”




“He saved us, you know.”




“From?”




Logan leans up and kisses me softly; “From nothing you ever need to worry about it.” I start to pull away in protest, not wanting him to close me out again, but he holds me still as he kisses me; “What he saved us from is the worst parts of ourselves, darlin. He saved me from a part of myself I don’t need to go back to; not ever.”




I nod slowly, understanding as he holds my gaze; “You’re not shutting me out?”




He laughs; “Just so you know, Doc, not even Bryce and Hudson know about my Dad.”




“Wait, seriously?” The full weight of just how open Logan’s just been with me almost takes my breath away.




He shrugs; “I guess I’m not big on sharing the past, even with people I like.”




“I guess this mean you either really like me or can’t stand me, huh?” I stick my tongue out at him, grinning as he laughs and wraps his strong arms around me.




“Darlin, I’d say that means I really, really like you.”




He presses his lips hotly and forcefully against my own, searing me with the heat there as he pulls me tight against his body. I moan into his kiss, and I can feel him surge beneath me, the kiss quickly turning more and more passionate and fiery. Our mouths open as our tongues tease together, and his hands slide over my body as I moan into his kiss. He’s teasing over my breasts and making my nipples harden under my tank-top as his tongue slides against mine. His hands slide lower to my legs curled in his lap and then over my knees and thighs, moving higher. I’m already soaking wet for him as his fingers push my panties to the side and slide easily through my folds. I’m moaning into his mouth and rocking into him as my hands fumble for the button of his jeans, desperate to feel him.




I slip my panties quickly down my legs and pull my sundress over my head as he shoves his jeans down his muscled thighs and yanks his shirt off. I’m kissing him passionately, tasting his tongue with mine as I straddle him and feel his cock so hard and ready, pulsing against my thigh. He stiffens as I wrap my hand around him and bring him against my wetness; “I’ve got one,” he growls, sucking at my bottom lip with his teeth; “Back in my bag, in the room-”




But I’m pulling back and shaking my head slowly, stopping his words; “Leave it.” I whisper, feeling a pulsing heat shoot through my body while his eyes smolder with lust as he understand what I’m saying.




“Quinn, I-”




“I’m clean,” I say maybe more hastily than I should have. 




But he’s smiling at me as he cups my face in his hands; “So am I. I’ve actually, uh, never-“




“Me neither.” I whisper quietly, and he leans in and kisses me.




“Are you sure?”




For a second, I wonder if I am. After all, what really is this little secret fantasy we’re both living together? And where does it go after we leave this little fantasy island and have to go back to the real world, with family and work and all the reasons why this shouldn’t happen?




But again, the thought is only for a second, and of course, seconds do pass quickly.




“I just want you, Logan.” I say shyly, but with my everything behind it. I’m biting my lip and looking into those green pools; “Nothing between us, just you and me.”




He growls as he kisses me this time, and I’m whimpering into him as he pulls me into his lap. His cock presses against my wetness, and then he’s pushing inside, bare and without anything between us as I slowly slide all the way down his length until he’s completely inside of me. 




“Fuck, Quinn,” He gasped into my mouth, and I can feel him throbbing inside as I slowly begin to slide up and down on his thickness.




We take our time, on that balcony. It’s slow, and it’s tender, and it’s like the gradual build of a tidal wave as we rock together in the current of one shared breath, one shared heartbeat, and two people moving as one. And the realization hits me right before I come that I’ve never done this before; because this is something new altogether. 




This is making love.




And with that, the whole world shatters around me. I’m clawing at his shoulders and throwing my head back to the moonlit sky as I come crashing into him, feeling him shudder as he falls right over that cliff’s edge with me, filling me with his heat.




We stay in that position, me straddling his lap, him still inside of me, and my name dropping quietly from his lips as the stars glow above us; and in that moment, I know we’re untouchable. 
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“Logan!” She hisses, giggling and half-heartedly pushing me away as I try and slide my hand down the front of her pants. She bites her lip and rolls her eyes as my fingers find her slit, already soaking wet and heated despite her all-for-show protests; “We can’t, what about the pilots?”




I can’t quite tell if the look of genuine worry on her face that we’re going to get caught is more adorable or more just plain hot, but I decide on the latter as I slip a finger against her soft opening and watch her shiver with desire as I start to slide inside; “What about the pilots?” I murmur into her ear, loving the way she squeezes her eyes shut and lets her mouth hang open just enough to be insanely sexy without her even realizing.




“They might-” She whimpers as I push my finger deep inside and start to curl it agains her sensitive spot just inside as my thumb begins to tease over her clit; “They might see us!”




“Well I sure fucking hope not, because they’re supposes to be seeing where the hell we’re flying, not peeping back here.” I start to stroke my fingers in and out of her wetness, feeling my own cock throbbing rock hard inside my pants as she coos and makes these insanely hot moaning sounds as she rocks her hips against me. I start to unbutton her pants with my other hand, my tongue dancing over hers as I slide them off of her ass along with her panties and push them to the floor. My mouth moves down to her jaw, teasing and nipping at the skin there as I suck on her collarbone.




“Oh God,” she moans, and as she opens her legs wider for me, I can feel the pent up desire inside of me practically explode out of me. I still don’t even quite know what it is about this girl that drives me so fucking wild, but I do know that I can’t get enough of her. I know that touching her and tasting her, and filling her with every inch my cock is just about everything I ever want to do for the rest of my life.




I growl as I tear her shirt off over her head followed quickly by my own, and she’s kicking her pants off as I kneel in front of her, grab her roughly by the backs of her thighs, and shove her legs up over my shoulders. Quinn cries out as I drag my tongue through her wetness, teasing across her opening and swirling around her clit. Her panties are still tangled around her ankles, and with her legs up like that and her head thrown back, it’s just about the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my life. 




I abandon the slow teasing for deep powerful drags with my tongue, coaxing her higher and higher as I lick her faster and wildly. She grabs at my hair, the sounds of her moans and gasps filling the cabin so much so that I actually start to wonder if the pilots will actually hear us. 




Something actually strikes me then. There’s something that tugs at the instincts carved deep into my being from years fighting to survive; from the Marines and war, and even from working with Blackriver. After years of conflict - years of sleeping with a weapon under your pillow and years of listening for that one twig snap or hint of a scent on the wind that can mean death around the corner, some things just strike you funny.




Like, for instance, the fact that my normally chatty pilots have been entirely silent since we got on the plane. Or the fact that we’re slowly descending barely an hour into the trip. 




Yeah, something isn’t right, that much I can tell even if I don’t know what it is. Quinn looks down at me shyly, her cheeks red and her eyes wide as she starts to open her mouth, probably to ask me why the hell I’ve stopped.




“Put some pants on,” I whisper darkly, standing and pricking my ears to try and figure out what’s tugging on my instincts.




“Logan?” Quinn moves close to me, pulling her shorts back up her legs and looking towards the front of the cabin as she slips my shirt on; “What’s going on?”




I shake my head, alert and on edge; “Something’s not-”




“Attention passengers!”




Every muscle in my body tightens and my pulse instantly jumps into fight mode as I narrow my eyes at the closed cockpit door. I know the voice, because I’d recognize that accent anywhere in the world. Except recognition isn’t a good thing when I hear Javier Toro’s voice coming out of the intercom speakers on my private jet while I’m alone here with Quinn. 




I can feel her hands on my biceps as she grabs me tightly; “Logan-”




Her whispered voice is strained and tinged with fear and I instinctively find myself moving in front of her, between her and the door. There’s a million fucking thoughts blasting through my head, and every synapse and every muscle in my body is cocked and spring-loaded and ready to explode into action. The first thing I can think of is that I’m not going to let a Goddamn thing happen to this girl.




The intercom crackles to life again; “Ladies and Gentlemen, we’ll be making an unschedule stop on our way back to New York to, uh, to settle some debts.” Javier’s voice chuckles over the speakers, the sound of it sharp and grating; “You’ve been a bad, bad boy, Logan,” Javier tut-tuts me, and suddenly the door to the cockpit opens and he’s standing there, leveling a gun at me. Quinn gasps behind me, her hands clutching at my arms and back as she flinches at the sight of the gun. I’m flashing my teeth at Javier, practically snarling like an animal in full-on protective mode as he grins wickedly at me.




“We had a deal, Logan,” He says evenly, shaking his head dramatically, as if he’s disappointed in me or something; “You fight how and when I tell you too, and all your dirty little secrets stay right here.” He taps on his head as he grins at me like a shark.




“Something came up,” I growl out.




Javier chuckles; “Sorry marica, but fucking little rich girls on a Caribbean island doesn’t really count.” He shrugs and tsk-tsks me again; “A deal is a deal, Irish, and you fucked up.”




“Then let’s renegotiate,” I snarl out, feeling every muscle in my body screaming as I stand there tense as a coiled spring ready to do something the second he tries to get close to Quinn.




“Ni de coña!” Javier laughs; “No way, Papi!” He shouts something, and suddenly the door to galley in the back of the jet bangs open and two of his guys step out.




Sparks and fire flash through my head as I try and calculate my odds of reacting and not getting one of us shot here before I admit to myself that they’re pretty shit odds.




The men start to advance on us, holding rope, and Quinn starts to scream as she grabs for me. My fists are clenched into white-knuckle fury, and I get one step towards the two new guys before I feel the cold, heavy metal of a gun barrel on the back of my head and freeze.




“You fucked up, Irish,” Javier’s voice is low behind me as he cocks the pistol in his hand. The men advance on us, and Quinn is still screaming and clutching at my arm as Javier leans close to my ear, his voice a dark whisper; “You made a big mistake coming here, Logan, and now I gotta show you just how big a mistake it was.”




The men pull black bags out, their faces dark and neutral as they step towards us.




Protect them.




One fucking simple request from the man who gave me my second shot at life. One job; protect his daughters, and here I am utterly failing at that.




I’m sorry; so fucking sorry.




I lunge forward, and I feel the sharp crack of something hitting the back of my head before I start to fall to the ground. Quinn’s screaming as they grab her and start to pull the bag over her head, and it’s the last sound I hear before everything goes black.
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“You know, I gotta say, you look good, marica! I mean you might’ve fucked up pretty bad, but at least you got yourself a tan down there.”




My mouth tastes like cotton as I slowly open my eyes to blackness, and at first I’m terrified that I’m blind or something until I remember the bag. Slowly, I can see light trickling through the course fabric, and I’m trying to peer through it when the sudden presence of Javier’s voice right next to my ear makes me gasp and flinch away from the sound.




“Oooh! Looks like your girlfriend woke up, Irish!” I gasp as the bag is quickly yanked from my head, and I’m blinking my eyes at the sudden light, however dim. My breath catches in my throat as I slowly take everything in around me.




The first thing I see is Logan, his battered-looking face intently and wildly looking at me from across the room from the chair he’s bound to. My arms feel sore, though I quickly realize I’m not tied up like he is; like that means anything with Javier and two large men with guns in the room with us.




“Get the fuck away from her.” He snarls, his biceps bulging as he grits his teeth and strains against his bonds.




“Oh, from her?” Javier grins and runs the back of his hand sickeningly across my cheek; “I’m not so sure, Logan! I’m just not so sure!” He nods his head as if he’s thinking some sort of deep thought, and he turns on his heel and walks slowly towards Logan; “Orders, Marine; orders. You see there’s a chain of command for a reason, cabrón, but I guess you missed that day back in Marine school.” He reaches out and pats Logan on the cheek, who snarls and whips his head away as Javier chuckles; “So, I’m thinking, maybe you need to learn a solid lesson about doing what you’re fucking told to do, Marine; a big lesson.” He turns and winks at me, giving me an evil smile that makes my skin crawl.




Logan strains violently at his ropes; “You leave her the fuck alone!” He snarls at Javier; “You wanna hurt someone? Hurt me, fucker.”




Javier about doubles over laughing; “Oh, please; come on, Logan! What do you think I’m gonna do, hit you?” He turns to his goons and shakes his head while he shrugs dramatically; “Nah, no way Papi. You’re the type of fucked-up weirdo that enjoys that shit too much.”




“So what do you want.”




“What do I want, Logan?” Javier tsks and shakes his head; “We had a deal, remember? I just want you to keep up your end of it.”




“Blackmail isn’t a deal.”




Javier shrugs; “Well, it’s not one you want, but it’s still a deal.” He turns to look at me again; “I bet she still doesn’t know, does she? About Africa?” I stare at him defiantly, but I can see that wicked grin on his face curling into something even more sinister; “No? Oohhh, then I bet she also doesn’t about Afghanistan either, does she.” He smirks at me; “I bet you didn’t know Captain save-the-world over here is wanted by the U.S. Government for desertion of duties and colluding with the enemy, did you?”




A chill runs up my spine, and even thought I try and stop them, my eyes instantly flick to Logan. Javier catches the move and chuckles; “Uh-oh! I think I just blew up your spot here, marica; you’ve got some explaining to do now!”




“Quinn-“




Logan’s chest is rising and falling heavily with his breaths, and he slowly shakes his head at me; “It’s not-“




“Oh, comon, Logan!” Javier hoots; “You gonna be that clichéd about it? ‘Oh, it’s not what you think, baby’,” he pantomimes to me before rolling his eyes; “Yeah, chica, it’s everything you think it looks like. Soldier boy over here skipped out of the Marines in Afghanistan. Fucked right off in the middle of battle like some kinda chicken-shit and just ditched it like a bad date.”




Logan’s eyes are locked on mine, and he’s slowly shaking his head as his face grows paler and tenser. He looks more hurt and more terrified in that moment than anything I’ve ever seen from him before; even more-so than anything I’ve ever seen from him after a fight. My heart breaks a little bit knowing I can’t just walk over there and hold him and tell him it’s ok right now.




“I met up with him and his little pals working for Blackriver in Africa,” He winks at me; “Mercenary outfit, in case you didn’t kn-”




“Don’t listen to him, Quinn,” Logan says through gritted teeth, his eyes never leaving my face; “Don’t listen to a word he-“




I scream as Javier’s fist comes comes crashing across Logan’s mouth, knocking his head sideways with a thud. Javier hoots and shakes his hand; “Dios mio, Papi! You got a jaw like a fuckin brick wall!” His goons cackle at his joke as Logan turns and spits blood on the floor. 




“Logan!” I start to jump up from my chair when one of the big guys shoves me back down. Javier hoots out another laugh and turns back to Logan; “You know, I take it back; I might just learn to enjoy smackin you around with her here watching it.”




He cracks his fist across Logan’s face again, and the sound of his grunt tears at me like someone ripping my heart out.




“So how about it, cabrón; you gonna go fight who I tell you to fight next week? We learn our lesson yet?”




Logan grimaces and shakes his head before he looks up, blood trickling from his lip as he grins like a crazy person at Javier; “You know what? I’m actually having a hard time with the first part of the assignment if you wouldn’t mind going back over it.”




Javier shakes his head slowly before he turns to me; “Your boyfriend’s a funny man, you know.” He whirls and slugs Logan in the gut with his fist, and I can feel the sharp jolt of anger pounding inside of me. 




“Don’t watch, Quinn.” Logan’s looking right at me, his mouth bleeding as he shakes his head; “Look away, just-“




Bam. Javier’s fist crashes into his gut again, doubling him up as much as the ropes tying him will allow. I cry out, wincing and turning my head as if hit myself. And its then that I notice my bag sitting on the ground next to my chair; my medical supply bag from the plane. 




“How about now, Papi? How’s my fuckin tutoring going that little problem you’re having with the lesson?” Javier back-hands Logan sharply across the face, and suddenly, it’s like something is snapping inside of me. It’s a slow burn, and at first I just think it’s the fear and helplessness of the situation tightening inside of me. But slowly, the burn grows hotter and hotter, and suddenly I realize that the emotion clawing up from somewhere deep inside of me is rage.




And there’s another emotion I’m suddenly realizing as I flinch again at the sound of Javier hitting Logan. Because it’s right then in that dingy room that I recognize the emotion totally consuming every fiber of my being for the man bound, beaten, and yet not broken in the chair across from me.




And I recognize it as love.




The burn flares inside of me, and I’m suddenly filled with purpose; fiery, blazing hot and steely purpose.




Javier’s fist connects once more with Logan before he whistled and steps away, shaking his fist; “Goddamn, Irish! We shoulda done this years ago!” He turns and steps towards me, moving closer and closer as he brings a handkerchief out of his pocket and starts to wipe the blood off his knuckles; blood from the man I love.




The man I love.




“You know, chica, a lot of Papas bring toys home to their little girls from business trips,” He puts his hands on the arms of my chair and leans right down close to my face; “Too bad your daddy brought you back such a broken one.” 




And that’s when I snap.




In the medical field, you always hear stories of people taking on almost super-human abilities in crisis situations, like mothers lifting entire cars off their kids after an accident or something. I’d never believed those stories, but that was before that exact moment. Because in that moment, I move faster than I could have ever imagined.




Or Javier, for that matter.




It’s like the whole world except me goes into slow motion as my hand jabs down into my medical bag to the side of my chair. My fingers push through gauze and wrappers and and bandages until they touch cold steel and lock around it. And before my brain can really process what I’m doing, I’m yanking my hand back out of the bag and sinking the surgical blade deep into the side of Javier’s neck.




And that’s when all hell breaks loose.




Javier screams as he clutches at his neck and falls back onto the floor; blood gushing out from his fingers. Both of his goons look frozen to the spot, and just start to scream at him while Logan starts yelling my name.




I’m froze for half a second, drowning in the surging chaos of the moment around me before I stand from my chair.




“STOP!” The room goes silent at my scream. The two goons whirl on me with guns drawn, and Logan strains at his ropes. But for some reason, I’ve never been more focused in my life.




“I’m a doctor,” I say evenly, leveling my gaze at the two men with guns; “And I’ve just cut his artery.” I glance down to Javier, choking and sputtering and holding his neck on the floor; “He has one minutes until he goes under; two before he bleeds out entirely.”




One of the two guards cocks his pistol and my eyes dart to his; “And I’m pretty fucking sure I’m the only one here who knows how to fix that!”




The room goes still like a frozen scene from a movie.




“Untie him, now.” I say, my eyes blazing fire at the two goons. They quickly turn to each other and shrug and I feel my fists clench tight; “Now, motherfuckers!”




One turns and gives me a quick nod before he goes over and and starts to cut away the ropes holding Logan, who looks up at me with this wild grin on his face.




“I like this side of you, Doc.” He mumbles out, grimacing as he tries to grin.




“I’m working on it.” I toss him the cell-phone from my bag; “Now figure out how to call the cops while I save this piece of shit’s life.”
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I don’t remember making the phone call at all, but I’m on the floor and barely conscious when they come for us. I’m aware of the flashing lights, the cops with guns drawn, and Javier’s two guys being shoved against a wall and cuffed. Medical personal swarm over Javier, who looks pale lying in a puddle of blood on the floor. But then they’re hooking him up to a respirator and loading him up onto a stretcher, and they’re not covering him with a sheet, so it looks like Quinn actually managed to stop the piece of shit from bleeding out. 




I can’t pretend I’d have done the same in her shoes.




I peer up as another group of EMTs start to load me up onto a stretcher of my own. ‘Tallahassee Emergency Medical Response’ is says on the their jackets. I realize I’ve never been to Florida before, and the thought that this is my first trip here has me almost laughing and mumbling something about “beating the lines at Disneyworld” before I realize I might be in way worse shape than I even think I am. The world starts to fade a little at the corners as I trying to cling to consciousness, and suddenly I’m glancing wildly around, trying to look for her.




Quinn. 




“Hey, hey; keep still, pal, don’t move aroun-”




“Quinn!” I’m pushing their hands away from me and struggling to sit up before my head swims and I drop back down to the stretcher with a grimace; Quinn.




But then she’s just there, leaning over me as as they wheel me out of the concrete room and into the steaming heat of the night as we wheel towards an ambulance. Her face is tight and there are tears in her eyes as she clutches at my hands.




“I thought we said no hospitals?” I mumble out, trying to grin and hoping it doesn’t look too horrible with the state I’m sure my face is in right then.




But she’s choking out a laugh; “You used up all my bandaids, dummy,” She says, the tears starting to run down her cheeks.




“Hey, hey, I’m gonna be fine you know.” I wince as the stretcher hits the side of the ambulance and the EMT guys lift me up and into the back. 




Quinn starts to jump up after me, but one of them stops her; “Ma’am, I’m sorry bu-”




“I’m his Doctor, and I’m coming with him.” Her voice is bold, firm, and demonstrably confident in a way I realize I’ve never actually heard from her before, and the thought makes me smile.




The EMT nods curtly; “Of course, Doctor,” he says, stepping aside and letting her into the ambulance.




“You’re completely nuts, you know that, right Doc?” I mumble out, grimacing as I try to smile at her through my bruised up face as she slides next to me and takes my hand.




“I love you; you know know that, right Marine?” 




The words hit me harder than any punch ever has, and the lasting glow exploding through my body better than any win, better than any adrenaline high I’ve ever had. Her hand squeezes mine and it feels like the whole world is just dropping away into the background, leaving just me and her, and nothing else matters.




“I love you too, darlin.”




She sniffs back a tear, and then she’s cupping my face gently in her hand as she kisses me. And I know it should hurt, and I know I should be in pain right now.




But then again, it seems I’m not very good at doing what I should when it comes to her.
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The aftermath of Florida was actually less messy than you would’ve thought. Especially so when you considering the implications of a plane from Cuba landing without authorization outside Tallahassee, of Logan refusing to tell anyone in the hospital his name, and with me almost killing someone. And the cleanup from all of that was thanks to someone I’d have thought as possibly the most unlikely candidate in the world.




If anyone could’ve taken a picture of my face when Peyton walked into that E.R. room in Florida, it probably would’ve broken the camera. I remember glaring at her, my jealousy bubbling to the surface even with everything that’d just happened, including the “I love you” part.




But she didn’t seem to bat an eye, and suddenly cold-shoulder, schedule-stickler, frosty Peyton was marching right up to me in the waiting room and throwing her arms around me in a big hug.




Uh, what?




“He hasn’t told you about us, has he.”




It’s a statement more than a question, and part of me wants to smack that little smile she’s only half holding back off of her smug little twenty-year old mouth. I purse my lips, my jaw tensing and my eye’s narrowing at her; “No, he hasn’t.” I say evenly, arching a brow at her; “And look, I really don’t actually need to know-”




“Quinn,” She cuts me off as she cocks her head at me; “He’s my brother.”




Whatever scathing retort I’m about to let loose on Peyton freeze in my throat as her words hit me full-force; “Excuse me?”




Peyton’s usually stiff face breaks into a grin, and it’s an expression I actually recognize because it’s the same one pretty much permanently plastered on Logan; “Well, half-brother,” She says with a shrug; “Our mom- well, that part I might let him tell you.”




“I had to find her a few years ago for- I just had to go home for this thing.”




Holy shit.




“Look, I’m sorry for being…” She trails off and looks at the floor.




“A bitch?”




Peyton looks up at me, grinning; “He’s always been protective of me, and so I guess I just get protective right back.” She shrugs, just like her brother; “I kind of figured you probably had the wrong impression,” She says, grinning at me in that wholly Logan way; “He’s a dick for messing with you like that. Sorry, he’s like that sometimes.”




I choke out a laugh; “Tell me about it.”




She squeezes my hand in hers as her face takes on a softer look; “So, how’s the big guy doing, anyways?”




“I- I- He’s-” And right then it’s like all the pent up fear and stress and emotion of the past twelve hours just comes draining out of me at once, and I find myself collapsing into her; Peyton, of all people.




“Hey, hey now,” She’s stroking my hair and helping me to sit before she pulls out her cell phone and looks me in the eye; “Hey, just sit tight, I got this.”




And, she does.




Bryce is there within hours, and if he has any questions about what at that point is pretty painfully obvious about what’s going on with Logan and I, he doesn’t say a word. But it’s really when Major Lawson arrives soon after and starts mentioning things like “national security” and “State Department” to the concerned-looking State Troopers and hospital staff that the whole thing sort of just gets fixed. Half an hour later, we’re all on a jet headed to New York, and for the first time in what seems like a day, I can finally breath. 




Contrary to what I guess either of Logan or I thought would happen, Bryce and Hudson actually ended up taking the news about us pretty well, especially when they heard the story of my spur-of-the-moment heroics back in Florida. Actually, I believe Hudson’s exact words on the entire matter were “You know, the deal was that we protect them, not the other way around, idiot.” 




As it turns out, Chelsea ended up being the most pissed about the whole situation, and that was only because I’d spilled the beans to Reagan and not her. But even she got over it pretty quick as soon as she heard about me stabbing someone in the neck.




“Holy shit, Quinn; when did you get so bad-ass?”




I have no idea, but I’d like to think a certain tattooed boxer had at least something to do with it.







*****




“You totally ruined the honeymoon, you know.”




My sister whirls and punches Hudson in the arm, scowling at him as he grins and holds his hands up; “I’m kidding! I’m kidding!” Logan snorts out a laugh from the bed he’s propped up in, and Hudson pats him on the shoulder.




Logan’s penthouse isn’t quite done being renovated, but it’s finished enough that he’s decided to recoup here rather than the hospital. Which, by the way, I’m still furious about, especially since everyone else seems to think this is totally acceptable as well. He did let me bring in a few old colleagues from the hospital to check him out though, which at least puts me halfway to at-ease. 




“You’re an idiot, you know.” Bryce frowns, shaking his head at Logan from the foot of his bed.




“Yeah, I know.”




“You should have told us; about Javier and all of it.” 




Hudson scowls; “So how long had Javier been holding this over your-”




“It doesn’t matter, it’s over.” Logan says slowly; “Except I don’t know what he’s going to say now.”




“I do.” Major Lawson’s been quiet in the corner of the room until this moment, and as he stands, we all turn to him; “He’s going to say nothing, because his story has no evidence and no proof.” He arches a brow at all of us; “As it turns out, I’ve got an old colleague working in the records department in Blackriver, and as of this morning, you three were never employees. The there men stare at him, their jaws dropped. Bryce starts to say something, but the Major just chuckles and waves him off; “Oh, and Javier’s currently on a plane to a detention facility in Spain.”




Logan’s eyes go wide; “What?”




“Yes, apparently Javier Toro is wanted for just about every law they’ve got back in Spain, and when I realized who he was I took the liberty of alerting my contact at Centro Nacional de Inteligencia in Madrid and letting him know.” 




“You- wait-”




The Major raises an eyebrow at a very shocked looking Logan; “William Archer was one of the finest men I knew, son, and I intend to do everything in my power to protect his own.” He winks at me before turning a stern eye on Logan; “Of course, you hurt this one and I’ll send you right back to Cuba, but I think you’ll find the continental breakfast at Guantanamo Bay slightly less accommodating than the one at the Hotel Nacional.”




Logan grins and just squeezes my hand tighter; “The thought never crossed my mind, sir.”




*****




“I want to show you something.”




It’s later, after everyone’s gone and left us to each other, when Logan grimaces as he slides out of his bed. He takes my hand, leading me through the huge expanse of his penthouse; past the paintings on the wall, past the floor-to-ceiling windows with the jaw-dropping views of Manhattan.




He see’s me taking everything in and shakes his head; “This is all meaningless, you know,” He says quietly; “It’s a disguise that your father taught me put on; to hide who we are and to blend in.”




“Logan, you don’t have to tell me anything, you know.”




He shakes his head; “Hang on, this is important.” We’re at the end of a hallway in front of a door, and he fishes a key out of his pocket and slides it into the lock; “You asked me before what your father saved us from,” He opens the door and leads me inside; “I want- I need to show you my life; where I really came from.”




He flicks on the light, and I gasp.




The whole room is full of framed photographs, hanging on the wall; hundreds of them. They’re of dusty, run-down-looking streets running past grimy looking oil derricks, of a young kid who can only be Logan with that grin on his face leaning against a beat-up looking pickup truck. My eyes scan over the walls, seeing pictures of the desert; of tanks and burning buildings. I stop on a snapshot of Logan in full combat gear, older now than the boy with the truck and looking completely shattered.




I gasp, bringing my hand to my mouth as I step into the room and let my eyes just follow the timeline of the life of the man I love. There are villages in Africa, of smiling kids kicking a soccer ball around a grungy looking field; pictures of Hudson and Logan gritting their teeth and grinning as they sit in chairs getting tattoos in some hut of a building, Bryce smiling sadly at the camera, Hudson striking a pose, Logan wearing boxing gloves, looking sweaty and triumphant with Javier of all fucking people standing with his arm around him.




And then there are pictures of my dad.




From there the pictures change. We’re out of the jungle and in a city that can only be New York. There’s Logan grinning and looking completely out of place behind a thick wooden desk with a view of the city behind him. There are shots of him looking bored at lavish looking parties, and standing next to a new sports car, followed by more of both. And then we’re back in what must be Africa, and my dad’s there as well and the two of them are holding shovels and standing next to what looks like a new water pump. We’re in the desert somewhere, Hudson, Bryce, Logan and my father standing alongside others I don’t know in front of a brand new building that I can tell is a school from the playground out front and the boxes of books being unloaded from a truck.




And it’s when I realize that this everything I never knew about my farther that I start to cry.




“This is our past, Quinn,” Logan says quietly from behind me; “It’s the past that I need to remember.”




He touches my arm and I turn as he takes my hands; “I need to know the past, because it’s the path I took to get right here to you.”
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What’s funny about growing up is watching yourself and those around you change and grow in ways you’d never have imagined. For instance, who would’ve known that my tom-boy of a middle sister who would have just as soon gotten her teeth pulled than wear a “stupid dress’ would’ve been the first one of us to have the romance novel of a happy ending; the one where everyone ends up barefoot and pregnant and getting married? And by the same stroke, if you’d have told a younger, nerdy, never-miss-a-curfew, never-step-outside-the-lines me that I’d end up with the swearing, tattooed, bareknuckle boxer of a bad-boy, I’d have thought you were nuts.




But hey, thats love; totally nuts.




Logan and I aren’t getting married; not yet anyways. Reagan and Hudson, for all that passion and drama, had their history. Their’s is a story that they started writing five years before they found each other again. But Logan and I are just opening our book up; ours is a story we’re still learning to write, and one I might add that seems to get steamier by the page.




We’re also not pregnant; not yet anyways. For now, we’re too busy helping the frankly staggering amount of kids out there in the world already that don’t have anyone. There are the hospitals we’re finishing up with the Archer humanitarian program in Cuba, Liberia, and Guatemala, but also the schools in Ghana and Afghanistan that Logan and I are just doing on our own on the side. I mean, just the traveling is enough to keep me busy enough that getting knocked up really isn’t an option.




Of course, that’s not to say we aren’t “practicing”, as Logan puts it. And let me tell you, practice makes perfect; especially with that man.




The world is an imperfect place, and sometimes it’s painful, and full of hurt, shadow, and sorrow. But, it can also be full of light and joy; of peace, of healing, and of love. Sometimes you just have to fight for it, because some of those things are worth fighting for.




There are words inked across Logan’s chest that I love to trace my fingers across while I imagine a younger, more lost version of him may have gotten in another time, another life, and with a heart not yet whole.




“Never Back Down”




But I know they mean something new now; something even fiercer than the fighter ceaselessly swinging at the darkness. And they’ve also never been more true.




Because you never back down from love. 
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Five years ago, that cocky, egotistical a**hole played me like a fool and broke my heart.




Hudson Banks; the dominant, tattooed, womanizing, ex-Marine-turned-billionaire who runs God-knows-what at my late father’s company.




Oh, and he’s sexy as all f**k, and he damn well knows it.




He’s like a gasoline fire; a scorchingly hot disaster, and if I’m not careful, I’m going to get burned. 




I’m on track to be the youngest New York State Senator ever elected; the bright, gutsy, good-girl media darling. Except my campaign funding just went dry, and it looks like the only solution is coming from the last person on Earth I’d ever want to take anything from. Oh, and it turns out bad-boy, tough-guy Hudson will be shadowing me 24/7 after he makes it clear that he’s in charge of “protecting the investment.”




Yeah, just perfect; a reckless, irresistible d*ck like Hudson Banks is the last person I need being “in charge” of anything to do with me. 




Especially when I still can’t forget the taste of his lips or  the feeling of that massive hardness I know he’s packing between his legs. It’s not fair that he’s even hotter now than he was back then. It’s not fair that those smoldering, arrogant eyes and that cocky, panty-melting grin still make me warm in places they shouldn’t. And it’s definitely not fair that five years later, I still can’t get him out of my head.




So it looks like I’ve got two races on my hands: the one for election, and the one against the burning heat threatening to tear us both apart. But on the sprint to the finish line, what happens when the man who has everything comes up against the one thing he can’t have? 







*****
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“They’re fucking what?!” I almost drop the glass of champagne in my hand as I feel the floor practically drop out from beneath my feet. My campaign manager Donald’s face is impassive and steely - pretty much like it always is even in crisis meltdown situations like this - with his bushy grey eyebrows furrowing slightly like they do when he’s got news for me neither of us want to hear.




“They’re pulling out, Reagan; entirely.” I see him reach out of habit for the phantom pack of cigarettes in his shirt pocket that hasn’t been there for five years; the frown in his eyebrows deepening.




“All of it?”




He sticks a pen between his lips instead of his old vice and glowers at me; “Every damn penny.”




I swear fiercely under my breath, clenching my hand tight and digging my nails into my palm as the reality of the situation hits me like a wet blanket; “How fucked are we?”




Donald tenses his face; he hates when I swear, especially in public and especially in public when there are cameras everywhere. “Lower your voice, Reagan” He mutters through the pen in his teeth, looking at me like I’m an ill-behaved child in that way that drives me crazy. In the movie version of my life, Donald is the kind and sagely grandfatherly type who guides me along a path of adorable metaphors and teary-eyed life lessons to victory. In reality, he’s cold, calculating, and robotically efficient at keeping me in line with his battle plans. But then again, kindly grandfatherly types doling out anachronisms like they were candy don’t win elections; robots do.




“They were forty percent of our campaign.”




I can feel the breath leave my lungs as the room spins around me; my lips moving soundlessly as my brain searches for the words to possible use here. This simply can’t be happening; not after we’ve worked so freaking hard to get to where we are.




Donald glares at me as he furiously chews on his poor pen; “Maybe next time, you’ll stay on the damn speech I give you instead of going off on one of your ‘save the world’ tangents, Reagan. You know they’re going to jump down you throat for that kind of things because-” His phone beeps and he frowns, trailing off as he shakes his head and mutters at whatever’s just popped up, but I can pretty much take my pick of what he was going to say anyways: ‘Because I’m a girl,’ or ‘Because I’m the youngest person to ever run for the State Senate of New York,’ or my favorite, ‘Because I’m the daughter of the late William Archer; billionaire philanthropist-slash-arms-dealer, depending on who’s opinion you ask.’ To most people, I’m either the next great American Dream for politics, or a nut-job, which plays nicely to the split media opinion of eager-eyed media darling or poor little rich girl, depending on which new station you like to watch. I hang my head; running was one thing, but dropping out like this is going to be a news anchor joke for years.




“So this is it then? We’re done, just like that?” I can hear my voice from outside my body, my ears ringing and my jaw clenching in that way Donald always tells me not to do in front of cameras because it makes me look aggressive. I look down at the trembling glass of champagne in my hand, suddenly wishing it was the size of a movie-theater cup.




“What?” My campaign manager takes the mangled pen from his mouth and briefly wrinkles his face at it, as if just noticing how gross a habit it is. He looks up at me, a stony look on his face; “No of course not,” He snaps, a bit more condescendingly than I need right now; “We’ve been approached by another new donor who sees a lot of promise in our campaign.”




I feel myself exhale for the first time in what seems like an hour and start to shake my head; “Well Jesus, Donald, you scared the living-“




“Now, you aren’t going to like it, of course, but try to let go of personal baggage for once,” He interrupts me, his voice low as he glares at me; “Try to remember that this is about more than just you?”




Instantly, I narrow my eyes as suddenly every one of my gut instincts start to tingle at the look on his face and the tone in his voice; “Donald-” I start to shake my head, my jaw clenching as I feel the anger and the heat rising in my cheeks; “No, absolutely not! It’s not even an option!”




Even though we’re off in the corner of the big open gallery of the museum where we’ve been throwing the now seemingly-useless campaign fundraiser, people around us turn to stare at my outburst. Donald shushes me again as if I’m some child acting out; “It’s our only option, Reagan.” He huffs, “Look, we all get that you don’t want your Father’s company’s money, but it is the only move here.” Donald’s rolling his eyes at me in the obnoxiously patronizing way that makes my blood boil, and for the eight-hundredth time, I have to remind myself that he’s really good at this job, otherwise I’d have blown up in his face and told him where to stick it a month ago. 




“Now, there’s a man here from Archer Holdings to meet with you, and he’d like to talk with you-”




“Ms. Archer, they need some shots with some of the museum trustees.” I’m still shaking my head furiously, my mouth open and closing like a fish out of water, when one of my staffers scurries over and starts to tug me by the arm; yanking me away from Donald before I can even come up with anything to say. I turn back to over my shoulder to yell something like ‘We’re not done talking about this,’ but they’re already pushing me in front of the wall of flashing lights and clicking cameras and back into the spotlight where I can’t look like I want so break something.




*****




By the time they’re done, my face is feeling sore from all the fake smiles, and my palms are slick from other people’s sweaty handshakes; the hazards of the campaign trail they never tell you about. I’m extricating myself from the stuffy museum board of directors and scanning the room for another glass of champagne when I hear it - his voice; the voice from my past and the voice I haven’t heard in five years; “Hey, Princess.”




I turn and he’s just there, standing in the flesh right in front of me. I feel my breath catch in my throat as I suddenly look up into the bluest, most piercing eyes I’ve ever seen, and then I feel my pulse actually skip a beat as I fully grasp the man they’re attached to. He’s even more gorgeous than he was back then, in that unbelievable, magazine-model way. His dark hair is slicked back to one side, and beneath those stunning eyes is a cocky grin stretched across a strong, chiseled jaw, marked on one side by just the faintest white line of a scar across his clean-shaved chin. He’s the same infuriatingly hot dichotomy he was five years ago; the perfectly tailored tuxedo and gleaming silver watch on his wrist screaming money, but the teasing glimpses of tattoo ink creeping out from beneath his French cuff sleeves or the neck of his linen shirt. His lips part as he grins at me; I know those lips. 




Suddenly Donald is there, beaming at this stunningly good looking man as if he’s the one running for a Senate seat instead of me; “Ahh, good, you’ve met!” 




I’d almost want to laugh if my body wasn’t suddenly froze in time where I stand. Yeah, we’ve met. I complete tune Donald out as I lock eyes with the brooding and handsome man grinning that goddamn smug smile at me that hasn’t changed a bit in five fucking years. He might be a little bit older and a little bit more polished looking now, but suddenly my body is remembering exactly how I know Hudson Banks. I  know how his body feels pressed against mine, how his hands feel on the skin at the small of my back, and how his lips taste. This time, we’re sipping champagne at a $5,000 a ticket political fundraising event, instead of moaning into each other’s mouths as he grinds that hardness into my thigh, making my whole body melt for him.




It’s been five years since that night; five years since I was at my lowest - drunk, confused, and grieving. Five years since I completely embarrassed myself  by dragging this man away from the crowds at my father’s wake and attacking him like some sort of hot mess, and five years since he pushed me away from him and suddenly walked out, leaving me utterly mortified and even worse than I was before.




And in five Goddamn years, I haven’t been able to get him out of my head.




Donald is smiling benignly at me as he fawns over the smugly handsome man grinning that cocky smirk at me; “As I was saying, Mr. Banks, as you may know, works for your father’s comp-“




“We’ve met” I say it with an icy tone, trying to look everywhere else in the room but Hudson’s eyes; “And this isn’t happening, Donald.” I shake my head, my jaw set as I grind my teeth together. I’m furious, and of course embarrassed like I was that night all over again, and all I want to do is walk away from this entire horrible exchange right now.




“It is happening, Reagan.” Donald’s voice is firm and he shoots me a warning look; “This is happening or there is no campaign-“




“Then fine, there’s no campaign. It’s been a pleasure working with you, Donald.” I spit out.




“Well, nice to see you haven’t changed at all, Ray.” He says with a chuckle. He’s got that fucking smirk on his face, that cocky grin that I once found unbelievably attractive, and then I feel my face burn red as I realize I still do. He’s even more attractive now than he was back then; healthier, his eyes even sharper, those broad shoulders even stronger looking as they stretch the tuxedo just enough to show off. I’m remembering those shoulders now, and the way my hand felt hot against that hard, chiseled chest; his hands on my skin as I breathed and whimpered into his mouth. 




My hand is shaking, and I grip the champagne flute tighter, willing it to stop. I do not get this way over guys, especially a prick who tried to take advantage of my grief; winding me up around his finger before shoving me away, quite literally. Hudson Banks is a fucking head-case; some ex-military jock who somehow found his way into my Father’s good graces and wound up running a whole division of his company. I shake my head again, suddenly realizing I actually would rather there not be a campaign than take my father’s money; especially if its coming from Hudson fucking Banks, however stupidly good looking and sexy he looks in that damn tuxedo with those piercing blue eyes the color of a stormy sea.




I’m dimly aware of Donald hissing at me as I shove the champagne flute into his hands and walk away, ignoring the cameras, the stuffy museum trustees, my campaign aides, and especially the hot asshole in the tuxedo, as I march right out through the museum foyer and out the door.
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