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      There are rules to every game. And I never break mine.

      No relationships. No regrets. No repeats.

      Being a single dad with my job? I’ve got space in my life for one girl and one girl only, and that’s my eight-year-old daughter, Emily.

      Besides, forever-love is a f*cking myth. I’ve learned that the hard way.

      That is, until she walks into my life. Well, back into my life, I should say.

      Serena Roth - the enemy. You might say we’re acquainted - one incredible, mind blowing night, a month ago, when we were rivals working for opposing football teams.

      But my uncle’s mysterious will throws Serena right into the middle of my world. And suddenly, that one-night fling I can’t stop thinking about is living in my city, and working in my office.

      Suddenly, she owns half my damn team.

      She’s the enemy - the enticing, tempting-as-sin, make-me-lose-my-mind enemy. But somehow, we need to work together, or we lose it all. Somehow, we have to be professional.

      Somehow, we have to follow the rules.

      The only problem?

      She makes me want to break every damn one of them.
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      To my daughter - I am so sorry for the day you figure how to open mommy’s laptop and realize how food is put in your mouth.
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      Serena and Landon were first seen as side-characters in another book of mine - Jock. However, this is a completely stand-alone book - you do not have to have read Jock to fully enjoy this book!

      Luckily, if you are interested in reading it, I’ve included Jock at the back of this book, along with two other previous books of mine. All three are absolutely free as a thank you for picking up this new-release edition of Rivals.

      In saying that, the book file on your e-reader might appear extra large. Please know that Rivals itself takes up roughly the first 25% of this book (it’s about 65k words), which means around 75% of this book file is taken up by the bonus content. Jock, Player, and Thief immediately follow the ending of Rivals in this book file.

      Thanks so much for reading, and I do hope you enjoy!
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        Serena

      

    
    
      “I bet it’s vibrators.”

      I snort, holding the phone to my ear with my shoulder as I lean into the hotel room mirror and gloss a shade of red across my lips.

      “Vibrators?”

      “Totally. They’re being way too mysterious about the whole thing for it to be anything legit. And honestly, better sex toys than like, drug kingpin, or trafficking guns to third world countries or something.”

      “Fair point.”

      I sigh as I step back and give myself a once-over in the mirror. I pull at the pantyhose under my demure skirt, smooth that down, and then reach up to push an errant lock of hair behind my ear.

      “You’re futzing, aren’t you.”

      “No,” I lie.

      My best friend London sighs dramatically on the other end of the phone line.

      “Liar. But it’s fine, I get it.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I mean, it’s not everyday you travel halfway across the country to hear about your surprise inheritance from an unnamed, mysterious benefactor.”

      “Mysterious benefactor slash alleged sex toy kingpin?”

      London laughs. “Exactly.”

      We’re making light of this because, well, what else do you do in this situation? She’s joking around, but she’s also right. It isn’t everyday you get a call out of the blue from the law offices of Standish, Lehman, and Harris out of Denver, Colorado to inform you of an impending transfer of “estate assets” from an “unnamed party” to your name.

      “It could still be a Nigerian prince,” London teases over the phone. I make one more pass-over in the mirror before grabbing my bag and the hotel keycard, and slipping out the door.

      “Totally. Or a bank manager from a country no one’s ever heard of who desperately needs my help in transferring millions out of a corrupt bank before the government seizes it,” I quip back, riffing on the same famous email scam London’s joking about.

      “It’s all very mysterious.”

      She’s right. The whole thing, from the first phone call, to the second one immediately following, promising they were completely serious after I’d hung up on the first. The first class plane ticket to Denver, the booked presidential suite at the nicest hotel in town, and the chauffeured town car waiting outside to take me to the law offices.

      It is all very mysterious, and there is nothing mysterious about me.

      I’m a Houston girl through and through, raised on football by my defensive coach of a dad. I live alone, I work for the Houston Bulls as the internal head of marketing - a football team owned by my friend London and her father, I drive a crappy ten-year-old Honda, and I have a laughable amount of student loans about to go to collections.

      I do yoga, I watch Game of Thrones, I try to remember to water the three plants sitting in the kitchen window of my apartment.

      That’s it, that’s me; nothing mysterious about it.

      And yet here I am in a city I’ve never been to, getting into a chauffeured town car owned by lawyers I’ve never met, and on my way to an estate will reading from someone I don’t know.

      “Okay, if it is sex toys though-”

      I roll my eyes as the town car glides through the city.

      “Oh my God, it’s not going to be vibrators. Weirdo.”

      The driver’s eyes dart into the rearview mirror, and I cringe a little as my face turns red.

      “I’m hanging up now. You’re going to get me in trouble before I even get there.”

      My friend laughs. “Fine, call me after though.”

      “Obviously.”

      The car suddenly comes to a stop.

      “Miss? We’re here,” the driver says as he steps out of the car.

      Shit, that was fast.

      Too fast.

      “London, I gotta go.”

      “Oh, hey, Serena?”

      I take a deep, calming breath. “Yeah?”

      “Pade orire.”

      “Huh?”

      “Google says that’s Nigerian for ‘good luck’. Oh, and if they ask for your social security and bank routing numbers, it’s totally a scam.”

      “I’m hanging up now.”

      She snorts out a laugh. “Okay, bye.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The conference room at Standish, Lehman, and Harris is sparsely and yet elegantly decorated – a mix of sleek modernity and mid-century wood finish. An espresso machine sits next to a wet bar on the far wall, a large leafy plant in the corner, and large windows overlooking downtown Denver across one wall.

      I’m nervously tapping one foot on the hardwood floor, when the door to the room opens and a silver-haired man with wire-rim glasses steps in.

      “Ms. Roth?”

      I quickly stand. “Yes?”

      He smiles as he strides over with an outstretched hand.

      “Robert Lehman, we spoke on the phone.”

      “Hi, yes, of course.” I smile, shaking his hand.

      “Look, I’m sorry for all the cloak and dagger here,” he shrugs. “The requests within the will are very specific.” His brow furrows slightly, his eyes taking me in as he nods almost to himself. “You probably have questions.”

      I laugh nervously. “Uh, some, yeah.”

      He smiles, gesturing for me to take a seat before he takes his own across the conference table from me.

      “Does the name Samuel Horn mean anything to you?”

      I raise a brow. “The Samuel Horn who owns the Denver Rattlesnakes?”

      He gives me one of those “impressed” looks men give women like me when we show a modicum of knowledge concerning the game of football.

      I give him a thin smile. “I do work for a professional football team, Mr. Lehman.”

      To say nothing of the fact that my dad was a Hall of Fame defensive coach.

      He smiles. “Of course, of course. And if I may ask, do you know Mr. Horn personally?”

      My brow furrows as I shake my head. “No?”

      Robert Lehman only nods again, still looking at me curiously.

      “Look,” I say flatly, placing my hands on the table. “I can deal with the mysterious phone calls, and the lack of information, and the request that I take off work and fly to Denver. But…”

      I arch a brow at the tight-lipped lawyer sitting across from me.

      “But I’m here, and now I kinda need answers.”

      Robert smiles, momentarily looking past me and beckoning at someone through the glass in the waiting room behind me. I start to turn when he raps his knuckles on the table and chuckles.

      “I’m beginning to see why he likes you so much.”

      “Who?”

      “Mr. Horn.”

      The door to the conference room behind me suddenly opens, and a voice I never in a hundred years thought I’d hear again sends a shiver through my whole body.

      “Robert, if I’m interrupting, I can wait until-”

      I turn in almost slow motion, and the blonde-haired man stops abruptly. His deep green eyes go wide, and those perfect, sculpted lips fall open in shock.

      I know that look because it’s the exact same one currently on my own face.

      He shakes his head incredulously, his eyes blazing green fire. Robert clears his throat as he stands. “Landon, this is Serena R-”

      “Roth, I’m aware,” he says in that velvety, deep voice, his eyes never leaving mine.

      “Ah, wonderful! I wasn’t aware the two of you knew each other!”

      “We’ve met.”

      We’ve met.

      That’s certainly one way of putting it.

      “What are you doing here?” The words tumble out before I can stop them, but I don’t care.

      This is all wrong. I wasn’t ever supposed to see this man again. That was the whole point of it. That was the whole reason behind letting go that one night back in Houston.

      Landon Reece, chairman of the board of the Denver Rattlesnakes - direct rivals to the Houston Bulls, who I work for.

      The enemy.

      He clears his throat, his arms crossing over his chest and those deep green eyes never once leaving mine.

      “I could ask you the same thing.”

      “I-” I frown, and I somehow manage to yank my eyes away from his as I whirl on Robert Lehman.

      “What am I doing here, exactly?”

      What am I doing in the same room as this man again?

      Robert smiles. “As I was saying, do you know Mr. Horn personally?”

      “No, she doesn’t,” Landon growls from behind me. I whirl back to him and his brow wrinkles as those emerald eyes pierce into me again.

      “You don’t, do you?”

      “No!”

      We glare at each other for a minute, eyes searching the other’s face as if we’ll find an explanation there.

      “Well, he knows you.”

      We both manage to tear our eyes away from the other’s again as we turn to Robert in unison.

      “What?”

      It comes out at the same time, in a way that would be funny if this weren’t surreal and utterly mortifying.

      He was supposed to be a one-time thing.

      Robert clears his throat. “This won’t be on the news, and I’ll be having you sign a non-disclosure before you leave here today-”

      “Damn straight,” Landon mutters.

      Robert gives him a look but continues.

      “Five days ago, Sam Horn had a stroke. He’s currently in a medically induced coma, and per the terms of his estate, we have some things to go over with you concerning his will.”

      “I already told you, I don’t know Sam H-”

      “I’m afraid that’s irrelevant, Ms. Roth.” Robert shrugs, his eyebrows rising. “As I mentioned, he apparently knows you.”

      “Robert, what the hell does this have to do with her?”

      “Landon, this has to do with both of you, actually.”

      “How-”

      “Because as of five days ago when Sam was declared in a state of non-responsiveness, control of his full estate landed in the hands of the two individuals listed in his will.”

      The room starts to feel smaller, and the walls start to close in as I watch Robert Lehman sit at the table and open the file folder in front of him.

      “That would be you, Landon, as well as Ms. Roth here.”

      I blink, swallowing the lump in my throat. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “What?” Landon repeats, striding forward and placing his knuckles on the table.

      Robert nods.

      “Until such a time when he can be brought to responsive consciousness, full control of Samuel Horn’s wealth and assets lies with the two of you.”

      This isn’t real. This isn’t happening. This is a dream.

      “And that does include his ownership and majority stakeholder share in the Rattlesnakes, of course.”

      The dots are right in front of me, but I’m struggling to connect them as I shake my head.

      “I’m sorry, what exactly does that mea-”

      “It means you own half my fucking team,” Landon says icily. I turn, and immediately shiver as those eyes of his lance right into mine, holding my gaze.

      His lips go thin, the hollows of his cheeks growing darker as that green fire flashes in his eyes.

      “It means we’re fucking teammates now.”

      Oh fuck.

      I slept with the enemy.

      And now we’re teammates.
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      The first thing I notice is the girl.

      I mean that quite literally. When I step off of the elevator and into the waiting room of Standish, Lehman, and Harris, she’s the first thing I see.

      It’s sort of unavoidable.

      I mean the wall to the conference room is glass, and there’s all of two people sitting at the table in there. One of them is Sam Horn’s fifty-five-year-old, grey haired, pot-bellied attorney, and the other one is her.

      Her - the girl with her back to me, with the long dark hair and the movie-star sunglasses perched on her head. One leg crossed over the other showing just a glimpse of toned, defined leg and classy heels under her skirt.

      The first thing I look for is a ring.

      Always look for a ring. That’s gotten me in hot water before, and besides, that is nothing I need to screw around with. She’s at a bit of an angle, her face turned away from me, but she’s got her left hand up and propped against her cheek.

      No ring.

      That’s good.

      Actually, there’s a lot good about her. Rich, golden tanned skin, legs for days, that long, silken dark brown hair cascading down one shoulder, and just the hint of full red lips when she turns her head for half a second. To the untrained eye, there are a hundred different reasons she could be sitting here, and she could be anybody. But I’ve made my career off of training my eye, and knowing how to read people. And I know exactly why she’s here.

      The fresh manicure, the new-looking haircut and blowout, the clothes and the heels that look like they just came off the shelf – not the sales rack - at some high-end store an hour ago. She’s in her, ‘I look good, and I don’t need him anyways,’ phase, and I’ve known Sam’s attorneys here at the firm long enough to have seen this a hundred times before.

      The D-word.

      This girl has divorcée written all over her. Definitely some rich housewife finalizing her papers; probably making sure she gets the ski retreat home here in Colorado as part of her end of the deal.

      But no ring is good.

      Finalizing her divorce is good.

      Looking that damn put together is very good.

      In the waiting room, I sit up a little straighter in my chair, shoulders back as I adjust my tie. She’s a nice distraction from my mood - a little ray of sunshine piercing through the rumbling storm clouds of my day.

      And I could use a little sunshine right now, what with Sam lying unconscious in that hospital bed.

      Sam Horn, my mentor, and the one who took me in and under his wing, even back when I was a brand new, green-around-the-edges receiver right out of college with stars in his eyes. Sam who took me in and straightened me out. Sam who was the only family I had when my whole world shattered with the crash, and Sam who put me at the head of his boardroom table when it was clear I wasn’t ever going to play ball again. Sam who I refer to as family - as Uncle - despite our lack of any actual blood relations.

      It’s not as though I never thought about this day - albeit, not in exactly the same terms and circumstances. But I never expected to have his team just given to me. Hell, the man’s given me enough. A shot at the pros back when I played, and a shot at redemption when my whole life came crashing down.

      Yeah, he’s given me enough.

      But then, just like me, Sam has no family. Just like he’s an “uncle” who I’m not really related to, I’m a “nephew” he shares no real blood with. It’s also not like strokes and medically induced comas are something you plan for. But wills are, and it’d have been nice to know about even a part of this before it all went down. It’d be nice to have known that in the event of something like this, ownership and managerial responsibilities of the Rattlesnakes would be passed down to me.

      But in the meantime, the sweet distraction sitting with her back to me and one smooth, creamy leg crossed high over the other one is enough to lighten my mood.

      The hand perched by her cheek - the one without a ring - slips back into her hair, fingers twirling around a tendril as Robert talks to her with his hand like he always does. I grin to myself, imagining the doldrums of a paint-by-numbers conversation going on behind that glass.

      Yes, you’ll be receiving an obscene amount of money from a man who broke his vows who I’m sure you married for money anyways. No, you definitely don’t ever have to work again. Yes, the Jackson Hole Ski condo and the pied a terre in New York City are included in your settlement.

      I roll my eyes, watching this real housewife of LA, or New York, or wherever she’s from twirl her hair around her finger as Robert talks her ear off.

      Why, yes, that handsome man sitting behind you in the waiting area is single and available. No, I’m sure he’s free tonight to tear your panties off and fuck you like you’ve been dying to be fucked ever since you married a man three times your age who lives at the office anyways.

      My own little personal fantasy tangent gets knocked aside when Robert suddenly looks past the girl and right at me through the windows of the conference room. He smiles that cheesy smile of his and raises a hand in a beckoning motion.

      I wrinkle my brow, raising one skeptical brow until he nods eagerly and beckons again.

      Interesting.

      I glance at my Rolex as I stand. I’m definitely still five minutes early to our appointment, and fantasy daydreams aside, I can’t actually for the life of me imagine why Robert would be inviting me into the conference room with his cute little sable-haired divorcée.

      “Robert, if I’m interrupting, I can wait until-”

      And that’s when she turns.

      That’s when those big, gorgeous eyes - green, like mine - and those full, pouty lips turn and open wide in shock as we lock gazes.

      I blink twice, staring at her and not quite believing what I’m seeing despite the fact that she really is sitting there right in front of me.

      Bizarrely, my first thought is to wonder how I didn’t know that she was going through a divorce, before I mentally admonish myself for still being looped into that made-up assumption. No, she’s clearly not here to talk alimony settlement with Robert, but that begs the bigger question.

      What the hell is Serena Roth doing here?

      “Landon,” Robert stands, oblivious to the deadlocked look between the two of us.

      “This is Serena R-”

      “Roth, I’m aware.”

      I can feel my pulse roaring in my ears, my heart thudding inside my chest. One look at her and I’m right back to that night back in Houston, on the roof of my hotel. One beat of her pulse beneath that golden skin in the hollow of her neck, and I’m remembering every fucking detail of the way she gasped - of the way she ran her fingertips down my back as her body trembled for me.

      She blinks, and almost subconsciously, the tip of her soft tongue darts out to wet her parted, bee-stung lips.

      And I am right back to that night from four weeks ago.

      Fuck, what is she doing here? What is Serena Roth, of the Houston Bulls doing at a conference between me and Sam Horn’s attorney concerning the future of the Denver Rattlesnakes?

      Robert shatters the moment as he claps his hands together. “Ah, wonderful! I wasn’t aware the two of you knew each other!”

      “We’ve met.”

      We’ve met.

      It’s such an asinine thing to say, and I can tell it’s received just as well as it’s given by the sour look on her face.

      “What are you doing here?” she spits out.

      I frown, her immediate sour reaction rubbing me the wrong way.

      “I could ask you the same thing,” I growl back, crossing my arms across my chest.

      “I-” she scowls at me, narrowing her eyes at me like she’s accusing me of something before she turns back to Robert.

      “What am I doing here, exactly?”

      Robert smiles. “As I was saying, do you know Mr. Horn personally?”

      I could laugh.

      “No, she doesn’t,” I spit out. She whirls back to me, and for one brief and rare second, I have a momentary doubt as I lock eyes with her again.

      “You don’t, do you?”

      “No!”

      Didn’t think so.

      Robert’s going on and on, but I’m not even hearing him as I stare at Serena. That is, until he mentions something about “non-disclosure”, and my mouth opens before I can stop it.

      “Damn straight,” I mutter.

      What’s going on with Sam - what I gather Robert is about to tell her - is none of her goddamn concern. Right now, the board, the attorneys, and I are the only ones who know about the accident, and three and a half weeks before the season opener, you can be damn sure that’s the way it’s going to stay. Hell, the damn team doesn’t know - I’m sure as hell not letting an employee of a rival team out of this office with that information without a serious threat of court action.

      “Five days ago, Sam Horn had a stroke. He’s currently in a medically induced coma, and per the terms of his estate, we have some things to go over with you concerning his will.”

      Wait, what?

      Serena shakes her head, her long dark hair tossing in waves from side to side. “I already told you, I don’t know-”

      “I’m afraid that’s irrelevant, Ms. Roth.” Robert sighs. “As I mentioned, he apparently knows you.”

      I step forward, shaking my head. “What the hell does this have to do with her?”

      “Landon, this has to do with both of you, actually.”

      It’s the scent of her shampoo that I remember. And being this close to her, our shoulders almost touching on this side of the table opposite Robert, it’s creating a war of sorts inside of me. On one side, there’s the need to protect what’s mine. One side of me sees her for exactly what she is: the enemy. An employee of a rival team who’s somehow snuck or charmed her way into this meeting to sabotage or cut us where we’re weak.

      But then there’s the other side. There’s the side that smells that scent of her hair, and feels the heat of the bare skin of her shoulder a mere two inches away from my body, and instantly remembers the way she felt when I claimed her. It’s the side of me that sends the blood roaring directly to my cock as I’m forcibly reminded of the way she smelled, and of the way she tasted.

      Of the way she came.

      Two primal urges locked in a deadlocked battle inside.

      I hear words like “non-responsiveness” and “estate”, but I already know what’s been going on with Sam.

      “Two individuals listed in his will. That would be you, Landon, as well as Ms. Roth here.”

      The memory of that night shatters at Robert’s words, and I suddenly see clearly.

      It’s like a horrible realization as I realize with perfect clarity where this is going, even if I can’t for the life of me fathom it.

      “Until such a time when he can be brought to responsive consciousness, full control of Samuel Horn’s wealth and assets lies with the two of you. And that does include his ownership and majority stakeholder share in the Rattlesnakes, of course.”

      Of course.

      Of course, it means my career, my boardroom, and Sam’s entire legacy now belong to-

      “I’m sorry, what exactly does that mea-”

      “It means you own half my fucking team.”

      The words drop like lead from my mouth. She turns back to me, and I hold those big green eyes of her with my own.

      “It means we’re fucking teammates now.”
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        Four Weeks Ago:

      

      At long last, the beer bottle on the sticky bar top in front of me is naked. It’s taken four grungy rock songs on the old jukebox in the corner, yesterday’s manicure ruined on three nails, and I probably couldn’t even count how many sidelong glances from strangers to do it, but there it is. The just about empty beer is finally bare, the label peeled in shreds and tatters on the cocktail napkin beneath it.

      I have no idea why I do this, but it seems to be my go-to move for scowling, pensive moments in bars like this.

      What I should be pissed about is the Tinder date that’s just stood me up at the new Japanese restaurant down the street. Tinder. I got stood up by a dating app whose entire purpose is basically a “sure thing.” And just to rub a little salt in that wound, it’s my first time using it.

      I wish I could accurately convey how classic this is for me.

      But truth be told, I couldn’t really give less of a shit about “Jared” standing me up for sushi. It’s the backstory that’s got me here, shredding beer labels and I’m sure raising serial killer alarm bells with every person who has the misfortune of seeing it. It’s the story behind me even trying out trendy dating apps in the first place.

      No, it’s not Jared, whose interests apparently include a mind-bending mix of “radical anti-capitalism”, “dope BBQ food”, and “chilling with my bros.”

      Honestly, the day I get upset about missing that date is the day you can take me out to pasture and leave me there.

      Besides a mild annoyance of his lack of basic social graces in standing people up, I couldn’t actually care less about Jared.

      It’s David, of course. Specifically, posts David makes on Facebook of him, the girl he cheated on me with, and their fucking baby with the tagline “second time’s the charm #blessed.”

      Shoot me. Actually shoot me.

      I don’t know what possess me to ever bother looking him up and scrolling down through his posts which always seem to include pictures of the two of them looking like the world’s happiest fucking couple and the three of them looking like the happiest fucking family. But I do.

      Frequently.

      Because apparently this is me at twenty-seven. Single, buried in student loans, stood up by douchebags, and peeling the labels off beer bottles in dive bars while Guns N’ Roses rattles over the stereo system.

      If I could strike “Facebook stalking my ex-fiancé” off the list, it’d probably be a step in the right direction.

      At least I love dive bars like this. I might be way more than slightly overdressed, seeing as the dress code at Noru is a tad different than this place, but I’ve decided I don’t care.

      No one else seems to either, so at least there’s that.

      I finally kill the last semi-warm sips from the bottle, and I’m just about to nod at the bartender for another when the door across the horseshoe shaped bar top opens.

      And he walks in.

      Gorgeous and blonde in that Abercrombie way, his gaze steely as he scans the room before stepping inside. And if I thought I looked out of place in here, he takes the cake with that dark grey suit, that perfect hair, those model good looks.

      And I know him.

      Not really, but we’ve met, briefly, earlier in the day back at work.

      Landon Reece.

      He works for the Denver Rattlesnakes or something, and he came by our offices at the Bulls stadium earlier in the day to speak to my friend London about something business related.

      Actually, last time I heard, she was out to dinner with him right now.

      His hand comes up, a silver, heavy looking watch glinting on his wrist in the low neon lights. He pushes his fingers through his hair as he exhales, the marble-carved hollows of his cheeks shadowing as he blows air through his perfectly formed lips.

      He looks like a fucking magazine ad - like he’s been photoshopped or something, standing there looking absolutely gorgeous.

      The hand drops, and those eyes of his narrow in the dim light as he starts to move towards the bar.

      I duck my head, dropping my eyes back to my beer.

      I don’t know who this guy is, really, but I do know he plays for our rival team. Our rival team who my best friend London’s just stolen a star quarterback from for our team, I might add.

      I pick at one errant, offending bit of label still clinging to the neck of my beer before I chance another look.

      And our eyes lock.

      Facing me, across the weird horseshoe shaped bar, past the bartender, past the low light glinting off the shelves of liquor bottles, he’s looking right at me. He smiles curiously, a glass of something brown halfway to his lips.

      His grin widens as recognition spreads over his face.

      And then he’s moving, stalking towards me around the curved edge of the bar, neatly dodging two guys in leather jackets slamming each other on the back, until suddenly, he’s right there in front of me.

      “It’s Serena, right?”

      I nod, sucking on my teeth for a second as my eyes flit across his face. “Landon, from Denver, right?”

      “That’s me, Landon from Denver. It’s always a great ice-breaker. None of that boring ‘where are you from’ crap.”

      I grin in spite of the corniness.

      “I’d offer to buy you a drink, but, uh…” he raises a brow as he nods his squared, chiseled jaw at the bare bottle and the little serial killer pile of label next to it.

      I grin back, shrugging. “Kinda psycho, huh?”

      “I’ve seen worse.”

      “You sure about that?”

      He shrugs, moving closer and leaning against the bar top next to me. “Depends. Do you have a plastic-wrapped room somewhere and a collection of victims’ blood samples?”

      I nod contemplatively. “No, but I do turn into a werewolf at midnight.” I shrug. “Sorry.”

      Landon flashes a grin at me. “Guess we’ve got a little time then.”

      He turns to the bartender, seemingly effortlessly pulling his attention away from everyone else waiting for a drink.

      “Could we have another victim- I mean IPA over here, and one more of these?” he adds, tapping his glass.

      Okay, he’s smooth. He’s very smooth.

      He turns back, but this time, I’m studying him a little closer.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be out at dinner with my friend right now?”

      He grins and holds his hands up. “Not ‘out to dinner’ out to dinner. Just a business thing, actually.” He holds my eyes with his, and it’s then that I see that they’re green, like mine.

      The bartender slides our drinks in front of us. Landon passes me my beer, finishes his drink, and then reaches for his fresh one. He brings the glass of whiskey to his lips and takes a slow drink, before dropping it from his mouth and shrugging.

      “And in any case, your friend bailed.”

      I laugh and raise my beer. “Well, cheers to being stood up then.”

      “You too?”

      I make a face. “Tinder date, and yes.”

      He snorts and clinks his glass to mine.

      “Tinder, huh?”

      I roll my eyes. “My first time using it. My first date from a stupid phone app, and I get ditched. Nice, huh?”

      “Fucking technology.”

      I laugh. “I’ll drink to that.”

      I tilt the bottle back and take a swig, and out of the corner of my eye, I see the door to the place open again.

      Oh you’re kidding me.

      It’s Jared. Radical anti-capitalism, dope-BBQ loving, bro-chilling, Tinder-date-ditching Jared. Jared who also immediately notices me, freezes for a second, and then grins as he gives me a double thumbs up.

      Seriously?

      I groan, and Landon looks up, following my gaze to see Jared stumbling and pushing his way through the crowd towards us.

      “Friend of yours?”

      “Tinder date, actually,” I sigh.

      Landon snorts a laugh, just as Jared reaches us.

      “What up, Selene?”

      “It’s Serena.”

      Jared whips his head around and glares at Landon. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “I’m her date,” he says without missing a beat “Who are you?”

      Jared’s face scrunches up in confusion as he sways on his feet, clearly drunk.

      “N- no,” he says, still looking confused. “No, I’m her date.”

      Landon turns and winks at me as I hide my grin in a sip of beer. He turns back to Jared.

      “No, I’m quite sure I am.”

      “Bullshit,” Jared spits out. “I matched with her, man. I picked her.”

      “She’s not a carnival prize, pal.”

      This time I do snort a laugh.

      Jared’s mouth scrunches up, making him look even more childish.

      “Look, fuck off okay? You’re totally cock-blocking me, dude.”

      Landon smiles. “I’m not sure I can take credit for that.”

      “This is my date, dick.”

      “Your date.”

      Jared nods.

      “And yet, you’re late and drunk.”

      “And at the wrong place,” I throw in.

      “And at the wrong- wait, seriously?” Landon turns to me, cocking a brow.

      I nod.

      He whistles lowly as he turns back to Jared, shaking his head.

      “That’s pretty bad, buddy,” he says with a wince on his face. “What’s your name, by the way?”

      “Jared,” he huffs.

      “Well, Jared my friend-”

      “I’m not your friend, bro.”

      Landon nods, ignoring him as he puts an arm over his shoulders.

      “You’re right, Jared, I’m not your friend.” He sighs. “But you know what I am?”

      Jared shakes his head.

      The smile drops from Landon’s face like a rock, and his eyes narrow.

      “What I am, is ready to drag you out of here by the neck of your fucking t-shirt if you don’t leave my date alone. Cool?”

      Jared stiffens, his eyes going wide as he looks up at Landon as if suddenly realizing how big the other man is.

      “Fine,” he finally mutters. “Fine, whatever, bro.” He turns back to me and suddenly flutters his fingers in front of my face.

      “Unmatched, bitch.” He walks backwards away from us, still waving his hands. “Unmatch-”

      He’s cut off when he backs right into three biker-looking guys playing pool, who immediately shove him towards the door.

      I’m almost crying with laughter as Landon turns back, shaking his head and knocking back the rest of his drink.

      “Fucking, Tinder.”

      He turns to me, a grin on his face as he shakes his empty glass.

      “We should probably we get another round.”

      I wipe a tear from my eyes as I look up and just lose myself in his.

      “Absolutely.”

      

      
        Present:

      

      He’s not grinning at me anymore. The smooth talk, that charming, lady-killer grin from that night back in Houston are gone.

      And of course, I know exactly why.

      Landon Reece – former linebacker for the Rattlesnakes, and before that, college MVP, broken records, the whole nine yards.

      Yeah, I might have looked him up since that night.

      Now he’s in management, heading the board of directors for the team his uncle, Sam Horn, owns. This team and this field are a kingdom, and the man glaring at me is the next in line for the throne.

      Well, or was, I suppose. Until I got added to the mix.

      That’s why he’s not smiling anymore. That’s why those sharp, green eyes are narrowed at me; that chiseled jaw clenched tight as the pen he holds in his hand.

      We hold each other’s gaze, like stone sentinels, like this is a blinking contest and we’re kids, and the prize is this team.

      This is silly.

      I didn’t ask for this. Hell, I didn’t even know Sam Horn as anything more than an industry name until ten minutes ago. And yet, here I am about to take over ownership of a major league football team from Denver, Colorado. Despite the fact that I live in Houston. Despite the fact that I already work for a major league team. And it’s certainly despite the fact that my team, the Bulls, are pretty much rivals with Denver.

      I blink first, looking away. Like I said, this is silly. This isn’t a contest.

      “I’m sorry about your uncle,” I say quietly, hoping it calms this storm between us.

      “He’s not actually my uncle.”

      I frown. “Oh, I didn’t realize.”

      “No, he’s - look it doesn’t matter.”

      Landon’s eyes narrow at me again.

      “Forgive me, Ms. Roth,” he says icily. “But I’m finding it hard to understand how it is I never knew about you when Sam seems to have such high regard for you.”

      “Oh, you never knew about me?” I say flatly. “Interesting.”

      “In relation to Sam,” he says thinly.

      My face sours as I fold my arms across my chest. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “No,” I say crisply. I don’t need his attitude.

      “Do you even know Sam?”

      “Take a wild guess.”

      Landon’s mouth goes small as he shakes his head.

      “Robert, this is fucking ludicrous.”

      The attorney takes a deep breath. “Sam’s will is quite specific.”

      “Her?”

      “I’m standing right here.”

      “Believe, me, I noticed.”

      Asshole.

      He turns back to the lawyer.

      “Robert, this is lunacy.”

      “These are Sam’s wishes.”

      “His insane wishes.”

      Robert says nothing.

      “This can’t even be within league regulations. She works for a rival team.”

      Robert nods as he turns to me. “That will actually need to be cleared up immediately in order to move forward with this.”

      I frown. “I actually like my job.”

      “Tough,” Landon mutters.

      We lock eyes for another second, both of us clearly seething.

      After David, and the Facebook crap, and my failed attempt at phone app dating, he was the perfect escape and excuse with which to do it. Gorgeous, charming, just visiting from out of town.

      In short, completely unavailable for anything besides getting my clothes off, getting me in bed, and getting my mind off of shitty ex-fiancés and their shiny new “second chance” families.

      And yet, the whole point of a one-night thing is for it to be one night. The whole point of an escape like that was the ability to get a little wild, let go, and not worry about the consequences, because there are none. Because you’ll never see that charming, slightly arrogant, impossibly good looking man who works for your rival team ever again.

      So much for that idea.

      And he’s clearly thinking the same thing. Robert’s still rattling on about something to do with the specifics of the estate transfer, but it seems we’ve both basically tuned him out as we stand there staring at each other.

      Suddenly, Robert says something that seems to snap Landon’s attention back to him.

      “What?”

      Robert clears his throat. “I said, it’s a thirty-day probationary period, per Samuel’s wishes. In thirty days, your board will vote to either approve and move forward with the new ownership, or to liquidate and sell the team.”

      Landon swears, whirling and pushing a hand through his hair before balling it into a fist.

      “Wait, in thirty days, your organization is going to sell the team?” I shake my head. “The Rattlesnakes are one of the most popular, most profitable teams in the league, why on earth would the board sell out?”

      “Ah, well-”

      Landon whirls at the older man. “Robert.”

      The attorney gives him a look. “Landon, she’s signing an extremely comprehensive nondisclosure agreement.”

      Landon sighs before turning back to me. “The Rattlesnakes aren’t as financially solid as people think. There are more than a few shareholders who’d be more than happy to sell right now.”

      “Okay, so-”

      “So that’s not happening. Not under my watch.”

      He turns and paces towards the windows overlooking downtown Denver before he whirls back to me.

      “Do you have any idea what you’re doing?”

      “No,” I snap. “Happy?”

      “Not in the slightest.”

      “Yeah, well deal with it.”

      He holds my gaze, and we say nothing for a moment before I break.

      “Look, the answer is no, okay? No, I don’t know what I’m doing. I’ve never owned a fucking football team before.”

      “No kidding.”

      I glare at him.

      “But I do know football.”

      “Good for you. But you don’t know Sam Horn.”

      I go silent.

      “No.”

      “And you live in Texas.”

      “Yep.”

      “And you work for another football team.”

      I chew on my lip and nod.

      “Who suck.”

      I glare at him. “Hey-”

      “They’re terrible, Serena.”

      Okay, he’s right. The Bulls are the bottom of the league. But I’ve got loyalties, and loyalty means a lot to me. My best friend London, and her father Archie Jacobs have basically been my family since my dad passed – before that really, from when my mom died young.

      Houston, the Bulls, the Jacobs family – that’s all I’ve ever known.

      Until this.

      “For the record, this makes about as much sense to me as it does you.”

      Landon smiles thinly. “Wonderful, we do agree on something.”

      Robert stands. “If we could all sit and go over some of the details-”

      “Look I’m not some lost little girl, you know,” I spit at Landon.

      He rolls his eyes. “Yeah, you look right at home.”

      “Fuck you.” I shake my head as I turn and go for my bag.

      “You know what? Screw this, I’m out of here, I want nothing to do with any of this.”

      I have a job. I have a life back in Houston. And whatever this shit storm is that I’ve seemingly walked into, there’s no way it can be worth all this.

      “Ms. Roth!”

      I’ve started to turn for the door when Robert stops me.

      “Do you have any idea what a share in this team is worth?”

      “I’m not interest-”

      “One million dollars,” he says evenly. “A share.”

      I freeze. “What?”

      Landon swears and turns to the window again as Robert nods. “Each share in this football organization is currently valued at one million dollars. And you and Mr. Reece’s owner-control puts you at twenty-four and a half shares.”

      Holy shit-

      “Each,” Robert finishes.

      And that’s when the floor drops out.

      “Robert, can we have the room for a minute?”

      I’m still reeling as Landon’s voice cuts through the silence of the room. I look up to see his eyes glaring right into mine.

      Robert nods. “I’ll be in my office.”

      “Thanks.”

      The door to the conference room shuts with a click, and then I’m alone with him.

      “I assume this means you’ll be staying now.”

      I blink, nodding absently and trying to even process the number I’ve just heard.

      “Uh, yeah.”

      Landon nods, his mouth tight across his jaw.

      “Look,” he mutters, pulling my eyes up to his. “This might be happening whether I want it to or not, but if you think for a second that what happened in Houston is going to color our work relationship in any-”

      I bark out a mirthless laugh “Oh please, get over yourself.” I roll my eyes as I shake my head at him.

      His face doesn’t flinch. “I’m quite serious.”

      “So am I.”

      Landon moves closer to me. I take a step back and find myself bumping into the conference table, and I swallow thickly as I drag my eyes back to his face.

      “You’re in over your head here, Ms. Roth.”

      “Well yours is inflated enough for the both of us, so looks like I’ll be just fine.”

      His eyes narrow at me. “Last chance.” His eyes hold mine. “Last chance to walk away from this.”

      It’s the utter arrogance that finally does it for me. Maybe it’s also a little of that competitive spirit I inherited from my dad - my inability to say no to a challenge. And it’s certainly has more than a little to do with the insane amount of money on the table with this whole thing.

      But mostly, it’s Landon Reece’s arrogance.

      No, I will not be walking away from this, because walking away means he wins. And I will not let a smug, cocky prick like Landon win.

      “Got a pen?” I say, my voice suddenly sweet, my face neutral.

      Landon raises a brow at me. “For?”

      I force a smile to my face.

      “Oh, I just have some papers to sign.”

      Our eyes lock for one more second before he whirls, strides for the door, and storms out of the room.

      But though I may be the last one standing in this conference room, I know it’s not a win. Worse, deep down, I know he’s absolutely right.

      I am over my head here - way over my head.

      I’m over my head with him, but there’s no turning back.
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      The ringing in my ears finally goes quiet as I slam the door to my car shut with a satisfying chunk sound.

      What the fuck just happened.

      I let the air out through my lips in a thin stream. My fingers push through my hair as I glare out the windshield at the front door to the offices of Standish, Lehman, and Harris. She’s in there right now with Robert Lehman and probably Standish and Harris too at this point, signing whatever they need her to sign. Just nodding away, and taking what’s mine with a damn smile on her face.

      That was a goddamn ambush.

      I crank on the engine, jam the manual transmission into drive, and peel out of the parking lot.

      This isn’t me. This version of me right now isn’t who I am or how I act. I don’t get mad, or emotional, or thrown off like this. Not in years at least. I’m collected, I’m cool, and I am always in charge of the situation.

      But I got blindsided in there.

      I can’t think straight. I have no idea what the hell just happened, and I have no idea what in God’s name she’s doing here.

      Serena Roth.

      The enemy.

      My mind flashes back to that night in Houston as I roar through the streets of Denver back to my office at the stadium. Houston, the night of my failed attempt at poaching London Jacobs - the head talent scout from the Bulls. It was supposed to be retaliation. What better way to punish the Bulls for stealing our star quarterback right before the start of the season than by stealing their head talent scout and negotiator - the very one who poached our player - out from under them?

      Except it didn’t pan out. London Jacobs said no to my offer, leaving me sitting at the fanciest damn restaurant in Houston sipping champagne by myself.

      The dive bar next door seemed much more appropriate after that - a place where I could loosen my tie and lose myself in a sea of neon anonymity.

      Until, of course, I saw her.

      And then there were rounds after rounds of drinks, the weirdest non-date of all time, and staying up all night with the semi-cold champagne up on the balcony of my hotel room.

      There was watching her face as she came, just as the sun came up.

      Except that was all another place and another time. That was four weeks ago. That was a one-night thing that was supposed to stay a one-night thing.

      That wasn’t supposed to show up at Sam Horn’s estate hearing today receiving half of this damn team.

      The storm clouds follow me through the stadium parking lot, out of the elevator, and down the hall to my office.

      “Oh, Mr. Reece!”

      Lydia, my secretary, jumps from her desk as I come storming down into the waiting room.

      “I’m so sorry, but she-” Lydia bristles, drawing up her full five-foot and half inch frame and scowling over the marbled rims of her cat-eye glasses.

      “She would not take no for an answer, Mr. Reece,” she huffs.

      Goddamnit.

      This day keeps getting better.

      “I can call security if you-”

      “Thanks, Lydia, I’ve got it.” I barely stop to flash a quick ‘help me’ look at my secretary before I swing open the door to my office and stride inside.

      “Hey, tiger.”

      I growl low in my throat as I let the door shut behind me.

      “What are you doing here, Ashley.”

      Ashley Kemp gives me a pouty look, tossing her blonde hair over her shoulder as she slinks off the edge of my desk she’s been perched on. Her boots are tall, her skirt is short, and I know that shirt has more buttons than that.

      “Well that’s no way to say hello.”

      “Ash,” there’s a warning edge in my voice as I stay right where I am by the door and cross my arms over my chest. I am not in the mood for bullshit like this.

      “You never called last night,” she says coyly, bringing a finger up to her painted lips and letting her nail trace across them as she stalks towards me.

      I don’t do this. I don’t do dependency, and expectations. Those are relationship words, and I, Landon Reece, do not do relationships.

      This right here is a clear indication that things have officially gone too far with Ashley.

      “I was busy,” I say brusquely. My hand comes up to pinch the bridge of my nose. “Actually, I’m still busy,” I say, hoping she gets the hint and we can avoid the dramatics I’m all but positive are about to happen.

      “Awww, well it’s a good thing I’m here to get some of that tension out, hmm?” She purrs as she slinks towards me and puts a hand on my arm.

      Well, so much for hints.

      “I’m busy, Ash,” I say again, sharper this time as I push her hand away from me.

      Her mouth purses. Yeah, she’s getting it now.

      “Well you’re not very fun today.” That obnoxiously childish pout comes back to her face. “Are we still on for our Wednesday thing?”

      Our Wednesday thing.

      Yeah, alarm bells are ringing.

      Like I said, I don’t do this, and this is exactly why I don’t see women more than once. This is why I have rules. Clearly, breaking them by seeing Ashley twice now is coming back to bite me in the ass.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Ashley,” I say it evenly as I reach behind me and open the door to my office.

      Her jaw drops a little.

      “Are you serious right now?”

      “Quite.”

      “I left work early to come here, you know,” she snaps.

      “That was certainly your prerogative.”

      I made myself abundantly clear to Ashley the first time I slept with her. And I’ll admit at least half fault for letting her wear me down the second time, but there was nothing ambiguous about how clear I’d made myself after that. No, I’m not looking for anything, serious or otherwise. No, I can’t come to dinner on Tuesday. No, I won’t spend the night. Women like Ashley hear what I’m saying to them, but they’re not actually listening, because they want to pretend if they don’t, then it’s not true. Women like Ashley think they’re the exception.

      There are no exceptions. Not to my rules.

      She narrows her eyes at me.

      “You’re seriously kicking me out of your office?”

      “I’m not kicking you out,” I say evenly. “But I’m very busy, I have a lot of shit to do, and we’ve already been over what this is.”

      “This?” she says icily. She darts her finger between the two of us. “You mean this thing between you and me?”

      I shake my head. “There is no you and I, Ashley. You know that.”

      Yep, there’s the indignant rage building up like fire behind her eyes. There’s the realization that all those things I said about how I didn’t date, or that I was only looking for something extremely casual weren’t some sort of game or me ‘playing hard to get.’ This is her finally listening to me.

      “You’re an asshole,” she hisses.

      I shrug. “I’ve been completely upfront with you.”

      “You know what!” she snaps, her hands on her hips. “I came here today to fuck you, but you can go fuck yourself!”

      She storms past me, past Lydia fastidiously looking at something on her computer, and out the door to the waiting room, letting the door slam shut with a rattle behind her.

      I clear my throat and Lydia just shakes her head with her eyes still locked at whatever is so important on her screen.

      “I heard nothing.”

      A smile crosses my lips for a second.

      “Could you hold all calls for the next hour or so?”

      She nods.

      “Thank you.”

      With the door closed, I sink into my office chair with a heavy sigh.

      Jesus Christ, what a day.

      I almost reach for the bar cart by the window behind my desk, but I turn to my laptop instead. Forget Ashley Kemp, I need to find out exactly who the hell Serena Roth is.

      I do the standard internet stalking - Facebook, Google, Linkedin - and see exactly what I already know. Lives in Houston, works for the Houston Bulls as internal head of advertising and marketing, best friends with Bulls head scout and negotiator London Jacobs, who’s father, Archie, owns the team.

      How in the world did this happen?

      I scowl as I lean back in my chair and lace my hands behind my head.

      So I have to split this temporary ownership with someone else - fine. That I can handle. That I’m actually somewhat grateful for, to be perfectly honest, seeing as I still have my job as the board chairman for this team along with all the other responsibilities of my life. But sharing this with some rich clown or some other football guy who I could micromanage and show the ropes to would be doable.

      Her, though?

      How in the hell does Sam even know this girl? He’s never mentioned her, and the only remote connection I’m seeing through Google is that her dad was actually the late, great Billy Roth - probably one of the best defensive coaches in the league. But he worked for Houston, never Denver, and I’m fairly certain Sam doesn’t know him either.

      Sam, who I could almost look at as a father, but who’s somehow given control of half his legacy to a girl who works for a rival team, with zero management experience.

      I should go see him.

      Obviously, he’s still in his induced coma, but still. I should ask him these questions, even if I know he can’t respond. Except it’s getting late.

      Shit.

      I glance at my watch and swear as I jump from the desk. It’s not getting late, it is late.

      I’m late.

      I shove the laptop into my bag and grab my keys before running out the door.

      Forget Serena Roth and her mysterious appearance. Forget Ashley Kemp sitting on the edge of my desk like some cartoon lounge singer on a piano.

      I’ve got the main girl of my life waiting for me.

      And I’m already twenty minutes late.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You’re late.”

      Emily crosses her arms and glares at me, her bottom lip sticking out.

      “I know,” I nod solemnly. “I know, honey.”

      She sighs dramatically. “This is going to cost you.”

      I grin.

      “Yeah? What’s the price?”

      “We’re watching Frozen tonight.”

      I die a little inside.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yep.”

      “Not getting tired of that one, huh?”

      “Nope,” she says smugly as she marches past me towards the car.

      “Let’s go.”

      I shake my head, grinning.

      It’s hard to get mad when you’re getting chewed out by an eight-year-old.

      “Dad!”

      I glance back to see my daughter standing by the car.

      “Let’s go?”

      I turn back to Mrs. Dearborn, her second grade teacher.

      “Look, I’m sorry for being late.”

      “Oh!” Mrs. Dearborn laughs and waves a hand at me. “Don’t you worry about it, Mr. Reece. We did some reading, started a little homework, and went over some words for the spelling bee next week.”

      I nod. “Thank you, but you really shouldn’t have to wait here just because I-”

      “I’ve got plenty of things to do here after class ends, believe me,” she says with a smile. “Don’t you fret.”

      I nod at the older woman. “Thank you, really.”

      “I know it’s hard, Mr. Reece.”

      Her hand lands on my arm as her smile turns more into sympathy than anything else.

      God I hate that look.

      “When I lost my Albert, it took a long-”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Dearborn,” I say again quickly, pulling my arm back from her hand and smiling at her. “I’ll be sure to be on time in the future.”

      She looks like she’s about to say something else, but she only smiles and nods quietly as I turn back to the car.

      “Ready kiddo?”

      “Duh?”
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      I sit in the silence of the car for a minute, staring up at the Rattlesnakes logo emblazoned across the side of the stadium.

      What am I doing here?

      I dodged London’s texts and calls after my meeting yesterday, instead retreating to the hotel room mini bar and trying to make sense of this whole mess.

      I’ve been with the Bulls for my entire professional career. No, scratch that. I’ve basically been with the Houston Bulls since before I was born, back when my dad worked for Archie Jacobs as head defensive coach. And after he died, all I had was the Jacobs family - London and her dad Archie, who treated me like a sister and a daughter.

      And now there’s this, and this feels like treason. This - walking into the headquarters of the enemy for my meeting with Landon - feels like betrayal.

      Except as of yesterday, and my signature across about two-dozen documents, I now partially own the enemy.

      Twenty-four and a half percent of the enemy, to be specific. Somehow, through some surreal, fantasy-land mechanics, I now own twenty-four and a half percent of a voter share of the Denver Rattlesnakes.

      Voter share. For now, that means my opinion matters, but it doesn’t mean anything more than that until after a month when the board decides if this arrangement is working for the team. After that, my voting shares become holding share. And holding shares means money.

      Lots of money, apparently.

      More money than I’ve ever conceived of before.

      Now I just have to get through thirty days working with him - the man from my one night…whatever back in Houston. Which would be fine, if it didn’t turn out he was such an arrogant prick. Because past that grin, the polish, the manners, and the charm, that’s all he is. And I can’t believe I fell for it that night in Houston.

      But I have a rule about arrogant, demanding assholes like Landon Reece, and that rule is “avoid.” I’ve had enough of that type to last a lifetime, thank you very much.

      Like when I almost married one.

      The thought of David brings a flash of rage to my mind, as it always does, and I quickly shake the thought of him as I step out of the car and make my way into the Rattlesnakes administrative office.

      Whatever, I think, as the elevator doors close. I can get through this, and I can deal with Landon. Because however charming, however dangerously attractive, and however wildly out of character and mind-blowing our night in Houston was, it’s time to knuckle down and get serious about this.

      This goes beyond my utter confusion about the mystery surrounding Samuel Horn giving me half his team. This is beyond my own embarrassment at my off-the-rails, one-night stand being the man I now have to intimately work with. And this goes beyond dealing with said man’s cocky arrogance.

      This is now officially about money.

      An obscene amount of money.

      For twenty-four and a half million dollars I can definitely forget about our little thing and I can certainly put the awkwardness of having slept with Landon Reece out of my head.

      I step off the elevator into the empty waiting room, and move towards the door marked with his name and “Board Chairman.”

      Whatever our sordid, embarrassing back-story, there is no way I am going to let it remotely affect the job that I’ve been thrust into.

      I reach for the doorknob, turn it, and move to stride inside.

      Yeah, this’ll be fin-

      Oh.

      Landon is shirtless, sweating, and grunting through a sit-up on the floor of his expansive office.

      I suddenly find myself frozen in the doorway, swallowing quickly as the heat floods into my face.

      His body is as insanely perfect as I remember - hard, chiseled chest, broad, defined shoulders and arms, and a flawlessly grooved abdomen leading into the waist of his gym shorts. There’s the tattoo ink that you’d never imagine was under the expensive suit and the pressed white dress shirt if you met him in a board room.

      And for a second, every single dirty, filthy detail of that night comes rushing back, turning my face beet-red and sending a shiver through my body. Every demanding touch, every gasping moan, every thrust of his hips against mine.

      Landon looks up at the sound of the door, frowning as he sees me standing there staring at him like a weirdo.

      “Sorry,” I say quickly, forcing myself to drag my eyes away from him and look at the wall to the right of me.

      “No, it’s fine,” he says brusquely as he stands. “I lost track of time. My secretary is at lunch.”

      I clear my throat. “I can, uh, I can come back.”

      “I said it’s fine. Have a seat.”

      Well, looks like that attitude is still firmly in place.

      I scowl at him as he turns his bare, muscled back to me and grabs a towel from his chair. He wipes the sweat from his shoulders, the muscles beneath his skin rippling.

      I don’t realize I’m still staring again until he glances back to me and smirks.

      Shit.

      “So,” I say quickly, shaking my head as he slips a Rattlesnakes t-shirt over his head and sits back into his chair across the desk from me.

      “So what’s next?” I say brightly, trying to ignore the way the shirt molds to the contours of his chest and stretches tight across those broad shoulders.

      Smile. Be positive. Whatever happened before means nothing in the face of what’s at stake here. Enemies, rivals, strangers who’ve seen each other naked?

      Yeah, it’s time to put that all aside and make this work.

      But he says nothing, and just looks at me in a way that has me squirming in my seat, so I do what I always do.

      Keep talking.

      “Do we have some sort of a press conference or something? What’s the first order of business now that we’re both-”

      “Who are you?”

      His words catch me off guard, tripping mine up.

      “Excuse me?”

      He nods slowly, clasping his hands in front of him, his elbows on the desk. The mix of the “all business” stance while he’s sitting there dressed like a jock at a sports bar is almost funny. Almost, except for the intense look that’s halfway to “scowl” etched across his face.

      “Honestly, who are you to Sam.”

      Great, the attitude again.

      “I already told you, I have no idea. Honestly, your guess is as good as mine.”

      He narrows his eyes at me, his mouth pursing shut.

      Fuck this. I’m not going to keep playing this game with him.

      “Look, are you accusing me of something?” I say sharply, my brows knitting.

      “No, I’m not.” He sits back in the big leather chair. “I just find it interesting.”

      “Interesting. You find it interesting.”

      “You did sort of come out of nowhere.”

      “This came out of nowhere,” I say icily. “You’re acting as though it wasn’t a surprise to me to suddenly find out I owned half a football team from a man I’ve never met before.”

      His piercing gaze holds mine. “So you just got a call out of the blue and boom, you own half of the Rattlesnakes.”

      I spread my arms. “Yep.”

      “Really.”

      “Look are we going to be adults about this or are you going to spend the next thirty days being an asshole?”

      Landon barks out a laugh as he eases back in his chair. His eyes never leave mine.

      “Here’s the deal, Ms. Roth.”

      “Serena works just fine.”

      He pauses, his lips going tight as if mulling it over, his hands steeling in front of them.

      “Fine, Serena.” His eyes flash green flame at me.

      “I do rules. I do plans.”

      He leans forward.

      “You aren’t in those plans.”

      I smile thinly, holding those eyes of his for another second before I sigh.

      “Well, Mr. Reece,” I stand suddenly, shouldering my bag.

      “Landon works-”

      “I don’t care.”

      His brow perks at the sharpness in my words, and for a second, I almost think I see a grin in the corners of his lips.

      “Well, Landon, whether you like it or not, it sort of looks like I’m in those plans now, now doesn’t it.”

      His eyes narrow, and I smile.

      “How’s that work for your rules?”

      I flash another smile before I turn and stride across his office. I pause at the door and turn back to him.

      “When you’re ready to stop acting like a child, we can move forward with actually running this team instead of throwing sand at each other, okay?”

      There’s that almost hint of a smile again, but then it’s gone.

      “I’ll be in touch. Close the door on the way out, please.”

      I leave the door wide open when I turn and stride towards the elevators.
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      “Well holy shit.”

      London stares at me in shock over the counter in my kitchen. This was something I had to do in person, not over the phone from Denver.

      “Sam Horn,” she says incredulously.

      “Yeah.” I raise my brows as I shove the cork back into the top of the wine bottle and put it back onto the marble countertop. “Sam freaking Horn.”

      London bites her lip as she arches a brow at me. “Who you know…”

      I groan, slumping onto counter.

      “I have no fucking idea! We’ve been over this!” I slump against one propped up arm while I bring the giant glass of wine I’ve just poured for myself to my lips and take a huge sip.

      “This is bad prank, right? I’m being pranked for some stupid new T.V. show, right?”

      London makes a face. “Well, it wasn’t a Nigerian Prince, at least.”

      I snort a laugh before I remember that I’m freaking out and drop my face back to my hands.

      “This means you’re leaving, doesn’t it.”

      I look up somberly, not ready to answer that question.

      London smiles wryly. “It does, I know.”

      “London-”

      “Hey, it’s okay,” she says, reaching across the counter and grabbing my hand.

      “Look, I know it’s not like you’ve got a choice or anything. I get it.”

      “This sucks,” I mope, giving my best friend’s hand a squeeze. “This seriously sucks.”

      “Oh, yeah,” she laughs, rolling her eyes. “And exactly how many gazillion dollars are you worth now?”

      I snort.

      “Zero. I am worth zero gazillions. Actually, between my credit card debt and my student loans, I’m worth negative gazillions.”

      London grins. “Well, you will be worth all the money.”

      “Not if they don’t okay this whole thing.” I sigh before taking another big slug of Chardonnay. “If the Rattlesnakes board vetoes this, my ‘voter shares’ are worth diddly.”

      London makes a face as she nods and looks down.

      “I can’t believe you’re going to the Rattlesnakes.”

      “I know,” I grumble. “Your dad is going to lose it.”

      “He’ll understand the situation, believe me.” She laughs. “And besides, Archie’s ‘freak out’ card is already filled up with all of my shit.”

      I grin. “Oh you mean your shit like getting knocked up by his new star quarterback?”

      It’s a lot more than that, and I know it. London and Holden Cade, who she poached from the Rattlesnakes barely two months ago have a much more interwoven story than just her “getting knocked up.”

      I just like giving my best friend shit like this.

      She rolls her eyes, her cheeks going red before she looks down at her still totally non-showing belly.

      “How’re you feeling, by the way?”

      “Good,” she says with this broad, engulfing sort of smile I’ve never quite seen on her before. “I’m feeling really good.”

      She should be. The girl’s just managed to find her soulmate - someone who fits her like no other guy I could possible imagine.

      She shrugs. “Plus my dad isn’t threatening to blast my fiancé with a shotgun anymore, so there’s that.”

      I laugh, raising my glass. “Gonna miss you, Texas.”

      London snorts a laugh herself before her face falls again.

      “I seriously can’t believe you’re moving.”

      “Same,” I mutter.

      “And I can’t believe you’re going to be working with Landon.”

      I groan again. “Yeah, no shit.”

      She eyes me with a prying look.

      “You know, you never did come clean with me about what happened with you two. I know something went down the night he took me out for that job offer dinner.”

      I groan exasperatedly. “No, I did tell you. We got drunk, we stayed up super late, and we fell asleep on his balcony.”

      “Oh, is that what the kids are calling it these days?”

      I roll my eyes. “You’re impossible.”

      “And you’re keeping something from me.”

      “I’m really not!” I put the wine down and spread my arms wide.

      Again though, lying to my friend hurts. But even when it happened, I couldn’t tell her that I’d slept with the head of the board of our rival team. I can’t tell her about the deep discussions on the meaning of life and the universe - the type of deep discussions you can only have at five in the morning with a lukewarm bottle of champagne in your hand and the sun cresting over the city skyline.

      I can’t tell her about the part where I threw every rational thought away and gave in to the need for him.

      This time though, she seems satisfied with my answer, which only hurts worse.

      “Well, on the bright side, at least he’s cute.”

      I roll my eyes. “Do not call him that.”

      “Oh, please. I might kind of buy that you didn’t totally have sex with him that night, but do not even pretend to disagree that Landon Reece is a good looking guy.”

      “He’s an arrogant asshole,” I mutter.

      “Arrogant assholes have an obnoxious way of being pleasing to the eyes.”

      “Believe me, he’s just the first part.”

      “Well you seemed awfully chummy with him before, considering you didn’t sleep with him.”

      “Yeah, well that was before I really got to meet him. Because trust me, he’s a douchebag, and he’s acting like it’s my fault that a guy I’ve never met before is giving me half his team.”

      London makes a face. “I’d be pissed too, I guess. I mean, if I were him and found out a stranger was getting half of what I’d assumed was mine.”

      “Well, sure, but why the hell is he taking it out on me?”

      “Male PMS?”

      I snort.

      “Look, I’ve only got one night here before I have to head back to Denver. Can we go out tonight?”

      London arches a brow at me. “Uh, pregnant, remember?”

      I down the last of my wine and grimace before I shoot her a look. “Dancing is good for babies.”

      “Says?”

      “The internet. I read it.”

      She laughs. “Oh, well then.”

      “And I’ll buy you all the most expensive, extravagant, ridiculous mocktails you want.” I give her a pleading look. “Please. I’m moving away from my best friend to get locked up in the castle with the evil beast. Let me have this.”

      London grins. “Are you comparing you going to work with Landon in Denver to Beauty and the Beast?”

      “Yes.”

      She gives me one of her famous knowing looks.

      “You do remember how that one ends, right?”

      “Oh shut up.”
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      I groan as I gratefully sink into the couch in the dark of my living room. I let my head loll back as I kick my heels off and put them up on my coffee table. My TV remote and a few magazines go scattering, but I merely wave a hand at them dismissively as I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

      Apparently, going drink for drink with a pregnant lady who’s sucking down pineapple juice, lime and soda water like it’s going out of style was not my best plan for the evening. Especially when I’m the one drinking Mexican beers and shots of tequila.

      Yikes.

      But in a weird way, it feels like me moving to Denver and taking on this insane new adventure is keeping in fashion. After all, my friend is also moving on in a way, what with getting married, and having a baby and all that.

      Still, I’m going to miss this. Even if this ends up only being thirty days, I’m going to miss having her so close. I’m going to miss this city I know so well, and the people I call family.

      I rummage in my purse for my phone and start tapping out a message to her that I did indeed get home okay, when another text comes buzzing through.

      
        
        Did you get any of the emails I sent over?

        

      

      I roll my eyes. Landon, of course. Bossy, demanding, texting me about work stuff on my last free night in Houston Landon. The answer to his way after business hours text is of course, no. I mean, yes, I got his emails - all ten of them. But no, I haven’t looked at a single one past subject lines like: “Q3 Quarterly Accounts Rec.” and “Offensive Coaching Spending Analysis” and “Four Year Conjectures.”

      Please.

      I mean, I get it. I get that the job is going to be intense, I get that it’s way over my head, and I get that I’m not just going to be gifted this bizarre windfall on a silver platter. But like I said, it’s my last night in Houston with my best friend in the world.

      Landon and his four-year spending conjectures can take a hike until tomorrow.

      
        
        Roger roger.

        

      

      I groan and make a face as soon as the text goes through. Great, don’t mind me, just using dorky Airplane movie quotes to respond to my new hot, multi-million dollar football organization co-owner.

      No big deal.

      
        
        Yes, I mean. I got them. Will look at on the plane tomorrow.

        

      

      My phone instantly starts ringing with a call from him.

      Good Lord.

      “Hi.”

      There’s a beat.

      “Hi.”

      His voice comes deep and velvety over the phone.

      I immediately make a face at the words my mind has chosen to describe Landon Reece’s voice and clear my throat.

      “What’s up?”

      “Is there a reason you haven’t looked at those documents yet?”

      “Besides it being eleven o’clock at night?”

      “I sent them hours ago for you to at least look over.”

      “Well, I didn’t.”

      “Do.”

      I roll my eyes. “Are you always going to be this bossy?”

      “Yes.”

      There’s a hint of humor in his voice, but I can also tell he’s serious.

      “I went out,” I toss back.

      “Clearly.”

      “You’re big on the one word answers aren’t you?”

      He sighs, in a way where I can practically picture him pushing those large hands through his thick, blonde hair -  those perfect lips of his thin across his defined jaw.

      Again, my face sours again at my choice of words in describing him.

      “I get things done, Serena,” he says. He’s got one of those voices that gets even more pronounced over the phone, and his happens to be this head-swimming combination of stern, demanding, business boardroom and cavalier, cocky jock all at once.

      At the current moment, with tequila still flowing through my system, it’s making it very hard to concentrate on what he’s actually saying.

      “What?”

      He clears his throat.

      “I said, I get things done. And there is a lot to get done right now with this team, just so you know.”

      I frown. “And just so you know, you don’t have to talk to me like I’m a child. Trust me, I get the magnitude of this, okay? I get that this is a big deal.”

      “Which is, I’m assuming, why you went out and got drunk tonight instead of looking over the important business documents I sent over.”

      My eyes narrow. “One of us is moving away from their home for this, in case you’ve forgotten. I think it’s well within my rights to have a night to myself to say goodbye to special people in my life.”

      “Special people.”

      There’s an edge to his response that brings a slight grin to my lips.

      “Yep,” I say flatly. “Special people.”

      “So is your boyfriend okay with you moving to Denver for this job?”

      I mean special people like my best friend. I could correct him on my complete lack of any sort of romantic relationship in Houston, but there’s a strange part of me that wants to see where this is going.

      “I don’t see how my dating life is of any concern of yours,” I say primly.

      “Oh believe me, it’s not,” he tosses back with almost a laugh. “But I do need to know that your head is going to be centered and focused on this job and not still lingering on whatever you’re leaving behind.”

      “Not going to be a problem, but thanks for the concern,” I say with annoyance in my voice.

      Landon chuckles.

      “There’s no boyfriend is there.”

      I scowl as I tuck my knees up and hug them.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      He starts to laugh again.

      “What are you, still pouting that I never called you or something?”

      The line goes quiet at my response, and I grin.

      “I don’t pout, Serena,” he says with a hint of amusement in his voice that irks me. “And just so you know, I also don’t do second dates or repeats.”

      “Repeats?” I roll my eyes. “Believe me, it wasn’t that good.”

      It’s my second time lying this evening.

      “Serena.” His voice comes purring through the phone, instantly sending a shiver up my spine.

      He sighs. “Look, we need to stop this back and forth if we’re going to work together on this.”

      My scowl deepens.

      “I thought I was going to be gone in thirty days.”

      He sighs. “Yeah, well, if you’re gone, I’m gone, and neither of us gets a piece of the pie. So it looks like we’re in this together.”

      “Now was that so painful to admit?”

      Landon clears his throat. “Look, about what happened before-”

      “I think we’re both adults.”

      “Good,” he says firmly. “I don’t mix business and, well, that.”

      I grin. “Were you seriously just about to say ‘pleasure’?”

      “Look I can just tell there’s probably something lingering there, and I want you to know there has to be nothing but professionalism between us.”

      My jaw drops in the empty darkness of my living room.

      “Are you actually implying that I won’t be able to keep my hands to myself or something?”

      Asshole.

      “I’m just putting the cards on the table.”

      “Wow,” I whistle, shaking my head in disbelief. “You seriously need to get over yourself.”

      “There’s a lot at stake here, Serena, and I think it’s best if we both agree that-”

      “Goodnight, Landon.”

      I hang up.
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      The hospital is clinical and white in a sterile, chemical way. I can feel my jaw tightening, my fist clenching with every step as I make my way down the hall towards Sam’s room. The creep of something chilling slides up my spine and threatens to break into the little locked box in my mind of everything from that night.

      I fucking hate hospitals.

      I didn’t always. Hospitals used to make me think of the day Emily came into this world. They made me think of holding my newborn daughter in my hands, and for the first time ever in my life, truly understanding that there was more to this world than just me.

      I lost those memories the night of the crash. Those memories along with almost everything else in my life. After that night, hospitals make me think of unbearable loss, and wanting to fight against something there’s no fighting against. No amount of drive, or muscles, or rage could bring back what I lost that night.

      The night of the crash.

      The night one random, senseless act of selfishness by a stranger ended in shattered glass and broken steel and bones.

      The night I lost Sarah.

      The night I lost my wife.

      The drunk college kid who hit us that night died on impact, but not before he took away two of the biggest things in my life.

      I knew the first one instantly. I knew I wasn’t ever playing football again even when I was still trapped in that car, just by looking at my leg. Before the EMTs even got to us, still hanging upside-down in what used to be a car, holding her hand and telling her to hold on, I knew my career was over.

      That was a quick acceptance. That loss came fast, and I digested it, and moved on.

      It was the second one that cut infinitely deeper. It was losing Sarah two hours later in this very hospital that all but broke me.

      That was six years ago, and now I fucking hate this place.

      But I didn’t lose everything. Somehow, I got to keep one last piece of good in my life.

      Emily.

      Emily who a friend was watching that night when we went out to dinner. Fate, or God, or whatever you want to call it let me hold onto her, and that little girl became my entire reason for living.

      It still is.

      I grit my teeth, pausing at the door to Sam’s room before I turn the knob and step inside.

      It’s cold in here - the air filled with the same antiseptic chemicals as the rest of this place. He’s alone, laying propped up in his hospital bed connected to machines that breathe for him. His hair seems grayer, his skin sallow - a shadow of the man and the mentor who was the closest thing to a father I’ve ever had.

      I’ve called Sam Horn my “Uncle” for just about as long as I’ve known him - first as a hot-headed player for the Rattlesnakes, then management after the crash. The man saw something in me, I guess. Somehow, Sam saw through my wild, bullshit ways as a younger guy and decided I had promise. And I did, under his guidance.

      After the crash, when any other team owner in the world would’ve sent me a nice card, their condolences, and a “fuck off, you’ve been replaced”, Sam stuck me in management. And hell, if I thought I’d been good at marshaling meatheads on a football field, turns out I was a natural at cracking skulls in a boardroom. I made chairman six months into the job, and I’ve never looked back.

      I flop down in a chair next to Sam’s bed, frowning at the shell of a version of the man I know so well. Sam Horn: sixty-five years old and still the life of every party. Fast cars, young women, lavish nights out - perpetual bachelor extraordinaire. Sam saw promise in a wild, lawless young kid like me because he was that wild kid. Hell, he still is that kid, even if he learned to channel it better with business.

      Seeing him like this - broken and cold - just seems like such a fucking waste. Horrible timing too, if we’re being honest. There are a million questions I want to ask him right now - most if not all of them having to do with her.

      Serena.

      Make no mistake, I’m grateful for everything Sam’s given me in this life, and I have zero qualms about splitting up ownership of the team with someone else if that’s the direction he’s chosen.

      But her?

      Serena Roth came out of nowhere - first a month ago back in Houston, with a night that stands out in a sea of forgettable nights. And they’ve all been forgettable since Sarah.

      A hundred women, and every single one of them one-time, forgettable nights. Quite purposefully, I might add. Because I have time in my life and space in my heart for two things, and two things only: my daughter, and this job. There’s no room for anything else, and that’s the way I like it. Focused, unburdened, and armored.

      And yet I can’t stop thinking about that night with her. Her, the girl I never saw coming, and the one that won’t get out of my head. The girl I stayed up all night talking with - letting go with.

      I shake my head as I reach out, pat Sam’s hand, and then stand to leave.

      Love will only break you. Love will leave you cut open and empty, even when you do find it.

      So will unknown variables suddenly owning half of your mentor’s legacy.

      I’m calling the investigative team before I’m even out of the hospital. Kyle and Silas were referred to me by Austin, a one-time possible recruit for Denver who turned into a friend, and I’ve used them for a couple jobs now.

      Nothing like this though.

      Nothing this personal.

      Kyle picks up on the second ring.

      “Long time, bud. What’s going on?”

      “Got a job for you guys.”

      Part of this feels wrong. Part of this feels like it’s probably nothing I should be doing. But the other part is pretty plain and simple: I need to know everything there is on Serena Roth. I need to know who the hell she is, where the hell she came from, and how she got half this fucking team.

      And I need to know now.
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        Four Weeks Ago:

      

      “Jesus Christ it’s hotter out here than it was in there,” I groan as we stumble out of the dive bar and into the dry Houston heat.

      So much for coming out for a breath of fresh air.

      Serena laughs. “Yeah, well, welcome to Texas.”

      Three drinks later, and I’m quite possibly on the best date I’ve been on in years. Okay, not a date. A non-date. A chance encounter. A run in.

      With the enemy.

      I grin as I turn towards her, and for a second, there’s a moment. There’s a moment where we freeze like that, inches apart outside that shitty little bar. And I know what happens here. I know this is where I close that distance, slide my hand across her hip and another into her hair and pull her into me. This is the part where I kiss her hard and leave her breathless before asking her to come back to my hotel room.

      The perfect way to salvage a night that started with a possible corporate acquisition walking out of dinner with me.

      Except.

      I groan inside.

      Except I have somewhere to be. There’s function at a cigar club downtown here - this stuffy, old-money meet-up of team owners and investor-types that I’ve made promises to go to since I was going to be in Houston anyways.

      Serena raises a brow at the expression on my face.

      “Look, I have to go to this…thing.”

      “A thing, huh?” She nods emphatically. “I see. Well it sounds very...verb.”

      I grin. “It’s this after-dinner meet-up thing for football team owners and investors and board directors and all that, where everyone sits around congratulating each other on athletic feats accomplished by people they pay. It’s very boring, and-”

      “And you want to know if I can come with?” She makes a face like she’s thinking hard. “Yeah, okay, I guess I could come.”

      I grin.

      “It’s going to be stuffy.”

      She shrugs. “I can do stuffy.”

      “It’s going to be boring as hell.”

      “Talk to me about the drink situation.”

      “Free? Pretty much endless?”

      “I’m in.”

      I laugh and shake her suddenly outstretched hand.

      “I’m warning you though, this is basically a bunch of rich old guys talking about how rich and old they are while their trophy girlfriends, or mistresses, or escorts smile and try not to look bored.”

      Her hand flies to mouth as she gasps, her eyes twinkling with humor. “Escorts? Seriously?”

      “Oh, with this crowd? Totally.”

      “Wow, so you’re really asking me to come to a boring old rich guy thing and be your fake mistress? You sure do know how to pamper a girl.”

      “Look, I wouldn’t presume-”

      “Can I make up a fake name?”

      My brow wrinkles as I grin at her.

      “You are a strange creature, Serena Roth.”

      She shakes her head primly. “The name is now Ruby, thank you very much.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Ruby Tuesday, actually. Pleasure to make your acquaintance,” she says dramatically, that southern twang suddenly much more pronounced as she curtseys.

      “Well, Ruby, I think Mick Jagger was looking for you earlier.”

      She snorts a laugh before suddenly frowning. “Wait, honestly, am I dressed for this?”

      She steps back and twirls in her thigh-length, sleeveless, scoop-necked white dress.

      Jesus Christ, she’s gorgeous.

      “Uh, yeah,” I manage to mumble out. “Yeah you’re perfect.”

      She blushes.

      “Actually,” I stroke my chin as I glance up and down the street. “It needs one thing.”

      My eyes lock on the jewelry store halfway down the block.

      “C’mon.”

      I grab her hand before she can say anything and pull her running towards the store.

      “Landon, I think they’re closing.”

      “They’ll stay open.”

      They are, in fact closing, the outside lights shutting off just as we get to the door. That is, until I slap my Amex black card against the glass.

      Yeah, they open back up for that.

      Three minutes later, Serena’s shaking her head.

      “This is…” She blinks and looks up at me with those big green eyes.

      “I can’t wear this,” she says softly, her hand coming up to the silver chain around her neck.

      “You definitely can. And by the way, we’re a bit tight on time.” I tap my watch before glancing up at the beaming store clerk and passing her the credit card. “We’ll take it.”

      “Landon, I-” Serena turns, and my breath catches. The silver and pearl teardrop pendant hangs gleaming against her tan skin, the soft teal of the stone making her eyes pop even more.

      “I don’t know-”

      “You look fantastic, and we have to run.”

      

      
        Present:

      

      The guilt from calling my investigative guys is basically gone by the time I pull into the airport parking lot later and shut off the car. After all, at the heart of it, this is all just business. This is me protecting the legacy of a man who’s given me more than I ever deserved. Whatever I felt with Serena Roth that one bizarre night in Houston, it means nothing in comparison to that task.

      I have a job to do here, and it can’t and will not be thrown off by unseen variables like Serena. If digging up some dirt and getting to the bottom of this mystery allows me to do my job of protecting Sam’s team, then so be it.

      I pocket my keys and step out of the car, adjusting my tie and cuffs and straightening my jacket as I head for the arrivals terminal. I haven’t dressed to impress or anything, I’ve dressed for the job at hand. This is business, and I intend to keep it that way between the two of us.

      The arrivals terminal is stuffed with people - families and friends and lovers - all eagerly waiting to see each other again. I’ve got exactly one person in my life I care about like this, and she’s currently at school most likely practicing for a spelling bee. One person who I’ve got the capacity to love, or care this much about, and that suits me just fine.

      I’m off to the side, tapping out an email on my phone and ignoring the gushy greetings and high-pitched squeals of reunions when I hear my name.

      I look up.

      Shit.

      She looks good.

      She looks too good actually, standing there in the arrivals doorway in a sundress with a suitcase in her hand. And for a second, I have to remind myself of the pep talk I’ve just given myself about separating work and pleasure.

      The woman is gorgeous - effortlessly sexy; enticing without being overly done up. Toned legs under that flirty dress, a body that can’t not make something growl inside of me, a perfectly curved neck, polished cheekbones, pouty lips, thick lashes, and sharp green eyes.

      I shake my head, clearing my thoughts as she steps towards me.

      “You’re here.”

      You’re here?

      I could punch myself for my choice in opening lines.

      “Reporting for duty,” she says with a shrug. “Sorry for hanging up on you last night.”

      I nod. “There’s a chance I was a little out of line.”

      “Yeah, just a small one though.”

      She winks.

      “I looked at those documents you sent on the plane.”

      “Exciting stuff, isn’t it.”

      “Oh, thrilling. I’m probably going to need you to help me play catch up, if we’re being honest. Most of that stuff was a little out of my comfort zone.”

      “It’s what I’m here for, Serena,” I say, reaching down and taking her suitcase from her and nodding towards the exit. “If we’re going to be in this together, know that I’m here to help.”

      She flashes that killer smile at me again. “Thanks, Landon.”

      I grit my teeth and try to clear the thoughts of Serena Roth’s “killer smile” out of my head as we walk towards the car. And again, I remind myself that this partnership is nothing but professional. And in thirty days, we’ll see if I ever even see her again.

      In the meantime, if I could keep my eyes off Serena Roth’s legs, ass, and full, perfect lips, things might work a bit smoother.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Well, huh.”

      The test spot finishes on the laptop in front of us, and I watch as her face wrinkles.

      “Not great, is it.”

      She turns to me, her face scrunched up.

      “Not really. Not if you want to impress them.”

      ‘Them’ is the national soap company who happens to be based in Denver who we’ve been courting for sponsorship going into this season. The board wants a hail mary of a season? Well this is one way to give it to them - hooking in some big name corporate sponsors. And one way to do that, apparently, is to pitch “sponsor ads” to the companies - commercials that’ll play during half time on the big screens that show a team and product partnership.

      Think: your favorite baseball player taking a bite of a burger and gushing about how much he loves this local chain, or a soccer star kicking her feet up on a brand new tire and grinning as she casually mentions that “Johnson Tire and Body Shop is the first place I go for a new set of wheels!”

      Yeah, it’s that lame.

      It’s tacky, and it’s lowest common denominator advertising at its finest. But goddamn do sponsors eat it up, and sponsors clamoring to give you money is a very good thing when you’re about to start a season on a note like this: down a star quarterback, a wishy-washy board of directors, and an owner in a medically induced coma.

      Talk about a stacked deck.

      Except apparently what we have now sucks, if I can glean anything from that look on her face. And that’s not a good thing going into a season like this.

      “Well, shit,” I mutter, easing back in my chair and drumming my fingers on the armrest. “Any ideas? I mean, you are the marketing wiz here.”

      “Flattery will get you everywhere,” she winks at me. “Look, I can work on some ideas, but you need to do something for me first.”

      I arch my brow as I frown at her. “I wasn’t aware this was a negotiation.”

      “Well, it is now.”

      “Fine, what is it.”

      She turns to face me.

      “Lighten up.”

      I grin, and that impish smile comes back to her face. This is the same light back and forth we had back in Houston.

      I like this back and forth, even if I understand how dangerous it is.

      “See?” she says. “I knew I remembered that you were capable of smiling.”

      I chuckle in spite of myself, and my stomach grumbles. I glance at the time.

      “It’s late, let’s call it for the day. Do you-”

      Bad idea. Terrible idea.

      I ignore the voice inside my head. It’s completely fine for two work associates to go get a bite after a long day, and Emily’s at a friend’s for dinner tonight anyways.

      “Do you want to grab some food?”

      “Yes,” she groans. “I’m starving actually. Should we order in?”

      “Nah,” I stand, grabbing my jacket and jerking my head towards the door. “There’s a spot I know a few blocks from here.”

      “Perfect.”

      Serena flashes that grin at me again as she stands, slinging her bag over her shoulder. I open the office door for her before hitting the lights and following her towards the elevator.

      Nothing wrong with coworkers getting food.

      It would sound better even inside my own head if I wasn’t having flashbacks of that night in Houston the whole elevator ride, and the whole walk over, my cock actually throbbing slightly at the memory.

      Yeah, no, this isn’t just “two workplace friends getting something to eat,” this is more than that.

      This is me getting close.

      This is me getting closer than I should be.
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        Landon

      

    
    
      “Oh, hi Mr. Reece!”

      Lauren, the hostess at Tap & Vine, blushes flirtingly at me as we step through the doors. Instantly, I know it was a mistake coming here. Instantly, I have no idea why in a city full of places to eat and drink, I took Serena Roth here.

      Habit, I guess.

      Lauren bites her lip coyly. “Usual table?”

      “I- uh, sure,” I mutter.

      For the record, no, nothing has ever happened with Lauren. Not for lack of trying on her part, but there are some lines you don’t cross. Nineteen-year-old hostesses at your tried-and-true spot would be the definition of one of those lines.

      She leads us through the place, and I groan as two of the wait staff, the bartender, and one of the busboys greet me by name in the twelve whole steps it takes us to get to the low-lit booth in the corner.

      Over the years, Tap & Vine has sort of turned into my date spot. It’s the place I bring women who I’ll only know for one night, and it’s perfect for that. It’s classy but easy, expensive enough to impress, without being so fancy that it seems like an occasion. Low lights, fantastic wine, smooth music.

      Why the hell did I bring Serena Roth here.

      I need to think of her as a coworker - a rival even. Hell, anything but a date. Seriously, it’s downtown Denver, and there are about a hundred other bars and restaurants near work we could have gone to. Out of habit, I’ve walked us right into this place.

      She’s smirking by the time we take a seat.

      “Come here often?”

      “Often enough,” I say casually, glancing over the menu as if I don’t already know what’s on there by heart at this point. “It’s near work.”

      “Right, right.”

      She’s still grinning, but she seems to drop it as we put in an order.

      Workplace banter and me filling her in on some of the office politics gets put aside as the food comes. And when we come back to conversation, it somehow changes.

      “So, what’s your story?” she asked, popping a bite of plank-grilled salmon into her mouth.

      “My story?” I frown. “No story.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Master of secrets, huh? No girlfriend?”

      A strange part of me perks up at her asking about my status, but I push it aside.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “I’m just curious. You’re not wearing a ring.”

      Looks like I’m not the only one who looks.

      “Nope.”

      I leave it at that, turning and shooting a look at the sports highlights on the screen by the bar as I take a sip of beer. She’s quiet another second, and I’m wondering if she’s decided to drop it. But when I turn back, she’s still looking at me with this expectant look.

      Damn she looks cute with that look.

      I clear my throat.

      “I date.”

      “Not going to give me an inch on this are you?”

      I smile, putting my beer down and steepling my hands in front of me. “What about you?”

      “Is that the master boardroom negotiator coming out? Turning the tables on me?”

      I laugh. “Sure.”

      “Well, what do you want to know?”

      “Do you have a boyfriend?”

      She blushes at my directness, her cheeks going this adorable pink color as she drops her eyes to the table.

      Good.

      I like that my being direct trips her up. I like it, even though I know damn well I shouldn’t. I shouldn’t be playing these sort of games with her. These are date games. These are “let’s have one more drink and then go make some bad decisions” games.

      These aren’t Serena Roth games, and I know better.

      “No,” she finally says, this time looking up and holding my gaze. “There was someone, but, that’s done.”

      I nod. And it seems like that’s probably all I’m going to get before she frowns and opens her mouth again.

      “He told me-” she shakes her head and takes a big sip of her drink.

      “What?”

      She shrugs. “It’s nothing.”

      “I thought we were going to work on being a team here?” I shoot her a needling grin.

      “It was this whole thing with kids and me not…” She doesn’t finish, she just looks away.

      “You don’t like kids?”

      Her head jerks back. “Oh, no, I do, I just…” she trails off. “I think we just had different opinions on the subject. Anyways, he decided to cheat on me.”

      My brow furrows as I take a sip from my beer. “Sounds like a prize.”

      She snorts a laugh. “Oh, trust me, he was.” She arches her brow as she shakes her head. “He also immediately knocked the other girl up, so, opinions on kids aside, case closed.”

      She looks down into her drink as she laughs bitterly in this self-depreciating way, and before I know what the hell I’m doing, I’m sliding my hand across the table and putting it over hers.

      The contact is electric. She looks up sharply, and our eyes lock as the moment freezes in stone around us for one single second.

      “He sounds like a fucking idiot, Serena,” I say.

      And I mean it.

      And in another situation, with another girl, I’d probably make a move. In every other scenario where I’m in this place with a girl even half as gorgeous as her sitting across from me, a hand over hers leads to more. It leads to another on her jaw, which turns to pulling her forward across the table and claiming that mouth with mine. In the other version of this moment, I kiss her hard and crushingly, my hand tangling in her hair.

      In the version of this that sizzles through my mind in that frozen moment, she’s wrapped around my finger before I even lead her out the front door. And by the time I’m laying her across my bed with her ankles over my shoulders, she’s begging me with every fiber of her being.

      This is not that version though. This is not that moment, or that fantasy.

      This is reality, and this is Serena Roth.

      My co-worker.

      My co-owner and partner in possibly the most important task of my professional career.

      I have to remember that she’s the enemy here. She’s the outsider, somehow thrown into this whole thing and putting Sam’s legacy and my entire career in jeopardy. I have to ignore that spark that flashes in her eye. I have to ignore the gentle beat of her pulse, quick and hot beneath the soft skin of her hand. I have to ignore the fact that holding that gaze and feeling her skin beneath my fingers is getting me hard as stone beneath the table.

      I have to forget about how damn gorgeous she looks in the low light. I’ve had plenty of gorgeous women in my bed, and every single one of them are immediately forgettable. Women in my life fill a need, and then I’m moving on. Because with my career, and with raising Emily on my own, that’s all I’ve got time for.

      That’s all I’ve got the capacity for.

      And that’s why I take my hand back. That’s why I ignore every synapse in my brain and every base desire I have, sitting there losing myself in those big green eyes.

      I drag my eyes away from her and raise a hand to our waitress for the check.

      This can’t, and won’t, ever happen. Because whatever teasing thoughts and fantasies linger in this moment and in the space between us, that’s all they can ever be. And I have to make damn sure I keep things professional with her.

      She doesn’t need to know my story.

      She doesn’t need to know about Emily.

      She doesn’t need to be taking up space in my head like this.

      And I need to leave. Now.

      “Guess that’s a wrap then?” She arches a brow as the waitress brings the check to my waiting corporate card.

      I spread my hands. “I’ve got an early, busy day tomorrow.” I shrug. “We have an early, busy day tomorrow, actually.”

      “Right, yeah,” she nods, her eyes looking away now as she picks up her glass to finish her drink.

      The check comes back and I sign quickly, slipping my wallet back into my jacket pocket as I stand. She follows suit, and we both head for the door.

      Again, in the other version of this evening, there’s only one destination here, and only one outcome once we get there.

      And yet, again, this is not that version.

      “Until tomorrow then.”

      For a second, it looks like she’s about to say something, and standing there with her on the quiet, empty Denver street corner, I want her to. I want her to say something to shatter the whirlwind of confusion blurring though my head.

      But she smiles instead, her arm outstretching.

      A handshake.

      I could almost laugh.

      “Thank for dinner, Landon. See you at the office tomorrow.”

      Our hands linger for one final second.

      “See you tomorrow, Serena.”

      And then we’re parting, and walking in two different directions into the night.

      ‘Don’t fish off the company pier they say? Shit, boy, I say don’t even mention the sport on the company pier.’

      I used to grin whenever Sam dropped some little altruism or personal opinion concerning women.

      It’s never been more soberingly relevant than in this moment.
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        Serena

      

    
    
      
        Four Weeks Ago:

      

      “Well that was…interesting.”

      Landon laughs, the heat of the night and the drinks we’ve had bringing a redness to his face. He passes me the half-chilled bottle of champagne he bought at the bar down in the lobby of the hotel.

      His hotel.

      His hotel that somehow became our next destination after leaving the cocktail function Landon had to make an appearance at. The one I tagged along to. Rich cocktail parties with an insanely hot man I don’t know who bought me an obscenely expensive silver necklace specifically to wear to the event, and has now somehow gotten me up to his lavish hotel room balcony.

      This could not be further from my typical night, and part of me has no idea how and why I’m here. Well, no, I know why I’m here. He’s attractive, totally unavailable emotionally, and he lives halfway across the country.

      He’s ideal for a night of no-strings-attached fun, and for getting my mind off of David.

      Except I’m hesitating. Maybe because sleeping with strangers isn’t really my move.

      “I’d say Ruby Tuesday was a tremendous hit.”

      I snicker. “Did no one seriously get the reference? I think everyone but us in that room was like twenty when the Rolling Stones came out.”

      “Oh, they were, but they were twenty and living in a boardroom or a corner office, not listening to popular music and having fun.”

      “Booooor-ring.”

      “I second that.”

      I grin at him, my hand coming up to toy with the silver chain against my neck. “Look, I hope I didn’t embarrass you in there. No, seriously. I might have taken the character thing a little far.”

      He chuckles. “Do you mean the part where you’re the heiress to Lord Racington, the famous horse racing baron?”

      I almost snort champagne out through my nose.

      “I mean, Lord Racington?”

      “What, I thought it was pretty clever spur of the moment.”

      He grins. “Or did you mean the part where you told that group we were talking to that you’d lived in Kyoto for a year.”

      “Okay, that could have gone better, I’ll admit.”

      “You mean if that one guy hadn’t started speaking in Japanese to you?”

      “Right, that.”

      Landon laughs again. “Nah, I think it was all perfect. And no, Serena, you didn’t embarrass me.” He shrugs. “Also, I don’t actually care what anyone back there thinks.”

      “So why go at all?”

      He grins. “To show off the gorgeous woman I somehow managed to pull from the bar tonight.”

      My face tingles with the blush, my teeth raking over my lip. My eyes dart to him, seeing the mix of playful smirk and burning seriousness etched across his face.

      I take a quick drink from the bottle in my hands, the bubbles teasing and tickling over my lips and tongue. I pass the bottle back to him, watching as he brings it to his perfect, sculpted lips and takes a sip. He watches me as he swallows, saying nothing as he passes the bottle back.

      “I’m not, like, looking for anything,” I find myself saying.

      He smiles, those perfect teeth flashing in the light from the city spread out before us. “And neither am I, but I don’t think that should stop us from enjoying our evening.”

      “I could not agree more,” I say quietly.

      I swallow quickly as he steps closer. His hand moves to my hip, teasing its way to the small of my back and pulling me against him.

      “Of course, you are the enemy.” I drag my teeth over my lip as I look up at him.

      “Yeah but doesn’t that just make this more interesting?”

      “Only if no one I work for finds out.”

      “Our little secret?”

      I nod, swallowing quickly. “I can work with that.”

      “I leave in a few hours, you know,” he husks against my lips.

      “Perfect,” I murmur back, feeling my pulse pounding in my chest as I find myself molding my body to his.

      “You’ve got green eyes,” he says quietly.

      “So do you, what are the odd-”

      His lips crush against mine, stealing the words from them and the breath from my chest. I moan into his mouth as I fall into him, my hands pulling him closer as our tongues slip together.

      He spins us around, my back pressing into the balcony railing behind me, sending a shiver of danger teasing through me. He kisses me hard, and I’m melting for him. I’m on fire, wanting him and wanting this commitment-free release more than anything. I can feel the thick bulge in his pants pressing into my thigh, only heightening my need for him.

      His lips move to my neck, making me gasp as his hand slides between us. It teases over my belly, down over a thigh, and hooks at the hem of my dress.

      “Should we go inside?” I breath, gasping as he starts to pull my dress higher and higher.

      “We could,” he growls into my ear, his teeth nipping at the tender skin there. “Or we could just stay out here.”

      I whimper at what he’s suggesting - at doing what the pooling heat between my legs wants me to do with him out here.

      His hand moves to my back, fingers finding the zipper to my dress.

      “Wait, out-”

      I gasp as he pulls it down, the dress coming away from my body and the warm night air teasing over my bare back.

      “Take your dress off for me.”

      It’s a command.

      It’s an order.

      It’s the hottest six words I can remember hearing, ever.

      And I’m nodding, my eyes locked on his as I shrug the dress over my shoulders, slip my arms from it, and let it fall down to pool at my feet.

      His jaw tightens, his eyes flashing as his gaze trails over my body, standing there in just my bra, panties, heels, and the necklace. He moves back against me suddenly, and I gasp at the ferocity of his kiss. I’m moaning into his lips again, feeling myself let go and feeling myself melt against him.

      My hands pull at his tie, yanking it from his shirt before tearing at the buttons until I can shove the whole thing off his muscled shoulders. The tattoos I’m not expecting from the man in the suit like this, but I barely have time to take them in before we come crashing together again.

      I’m pulling at his belt as his fingers move over the front of my panties, feeling how damn wet I am for him. I whimper as he pulls them to the side, a single finger dragging over my slickness and teasing over my clit.

      But we both want this too much for teasing. The teasing comes later, but this round, it’s just raw primal need.

      My panties skim down my legs, and his pants and his boxers follow them to the floor. I moan as I reach for him, my pulse skipping a beat as I wrap my fingers around him and realize just how big he is. He’s tearing a foil packet open, kissing me as his hands bring the condom down and roll it over his length before centering himself against my opening.

      The thought of him taking me like this, right here out in the open on his hotel balcony has me so wet I’m practically dripping onto him. His hands drop to my ass, pulling one leg up to his waist as he starts to push inside. I moan, tossing my head back and wrapping my arms around his neck as he slowly buries that glorious cock of his inside.

      It’s hard and it’s sweet release that time. We move like one, rocking together, fucking under the night sky. His hips crash into mine, his fingers dig into my skin as he pulls me against him again and again. His mouth sears itself to mine, tasting my tongue, devouring my lips as his cock strokes in and out, hitting that perfect spot again and again.

      When the orgasm hits me, I scream out loud into the night, clutching at him as he rocks up into me and groans his own release.

      And then we’re spinning. Before I can even catch a breath, he’s picking me up, his cock still deep inside of me, and bringing us inside to the bedroom.

      That’s when we take our time.

      That’s when he makes me come so many times with his mouth, his fingers, and his cock that I literally lose track of them.

      That’s where we’re almost falling asleep in the early morning hours. Sunlight’s streaming in through the blinds when I finally slip from his bed - sore and loving it - dressing, and kissing him once.

      “Oh, wait, you need this,” I whisper at his doorway, him leaning against the doorframe totally naked as I stand in the hallway.

      I go for the necklace around my neck, which never managed to come off along with the rest of what I was wearing.

      “Keep it.”

      I shake my head. “No, it was way too-”

      “Trust me, it looks better on you than in a boring glass case in a store.”

      I hold his eyes, biting my lip. “Thanks for a great night,” I finally say.

      “It was nice knowing you, Ruby Tuesday.”

      

      
        Present:

      

      After another few days, I’m slowly getting into this.

      Slowly being the key word there.

      There is a ton of paperwork, and I’m still way over my head with everything, but if there’s one thing my father taught me, it’s not quitting. It’s not giving up and not saying, “it’s too hard” when it gets tough.

      So despite the complete lack of experience, the fact that up until a few days ago, I had no idea what an “equity accrual P&L” report even was, and the fact that Landon’s been cool to me ever since that dinner, I’m digging in and muscling through it all.

      The sudden change of temperature with him isn’t a mystery either. I know the look in his eye, and I know the one he saw in mine at dinner that night.

      A moment of pretending.

      A moment of forgetting who we are and what the stakes are here. A moment of me forgetting that Landon Reece is an entitled prick.

      But still, just for a second there in that restaurant, it felt like that night back in Houston. It felt like the night we pretended all bets were off - like we could just be us.

      A few days later though, and we’re right back to this.

      I’m sharing his office, but the only conversation we have is on the state of the team, and my mountain of questions concerning the things we’re going over. It’s not cold, it’s just very much not what it was in the restaurant, where we both opened up and lightened up a little.

      But for now, we’re co-workers. Definitely and un-confusingly coworkers. And for now, that seems to work.

      But on top of everything - on top of Landon’s sudden chill, and the entire new job I’m crash course learning, I’m also getting extremely tired of hotel life. I’ve been in one since I landed back in Denver, and it’s not the glamorous life you might think it is, believe me. Instead, I’ve just ended up feeling like some sort of vagabond - homeless in this strange new city.

      It might feel less like that if the one person I knew coming here wasn’t suddenly giving me the cold shoulder.

      I get it, in a way. I understand what he’s doing, but it’s completely unnecessary. This isn’t high school, and I’m not some delicate little flower of a girl who needs to be “reminded” that what happened with us before was a one time thing.

      Believe me, the feeling is mutual.

      I can’t imagine a woman looking at a man like Landon Reece and seeing “relationship material” there. Please. The man has lifelong bachelor written all over him. He’s also the type of man who’s gorgeous enough and knows it that it’s entirely gone to his head. The perfect hair, the sculpted body, the expensive clothes and shoes and watch, the sleek, modern, ultra-masculine office decor.

      All of it points to a man who’s in a relationship with exactly two things: his job, and being perpetually single. There might be girls out there who don’t see all that - girls who I’m sure are his target demographic - but I am not one of them. No, I see Landon for exactly who he is.

      Cocky, arrogant, self-righteous, self-involved, and self-fulfilling.

      And so, yes, I fully comprehend the ridiculousness of looking at a man like him and seeing “relationship”. But those same traits are exactly why he made the perfect one-night fling. Gorgeous, cocky, lives in another state and is completely unavailable emotionally.

      Perfect. The perfect man for some much needed no-strings-attached sex.

      Now, if he could only get over himself and stop thinking he has to go out of his way to “prove” to me how “aloof” and unavailable he is, we might just start getting along better.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Okay, fuck it, I can’t.”

      It’s barely lunch time when I jerk my head up from the papers strewn about my own makeshift desk. Landon tosses a pen across his and brings his hands to his face, rubbing his eyes and groaning.

      “My eyes are going to start bleeding here if I keep going over this shit.”

      I snort, raising a brow. “Thought this was your wheelhouse.”

      He gives me a look - an almost grin. “Are you kidding me? This is easily five times the shit I usually deal with.”

      I frown. “And here you were making me feel like I had to ‘catch up’ to your level?”

      He grins. “Mutual motivation.”

      “Dick.”

      He winks as he reaches for his desk phone. “I’m going to call in some lunch. You want anything?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      We push papers aside when his burger and my cobb salad come, and I dig in, not even realizing how starving I was until I do.

      “You mind if I catch the highlights?”

      Landon nods his chin at the TV on the shelf across the room.

      “Not at all.”

      Sports talk fills the room as I take another bite of my salad before pulling out my tablet and pulling up the listings website I was looking at the night before.

      I seriously need to move out of my stupid hotel. I need a permanent place to call home, even if it ends up being for only another few weeks.

      “What’s Washington Park like?”

      Landon looks up from the TV. “Fine, I guess? For what?”

      “For living,” I shrug, looking back at the website.

      “Jesus, you’re still in a hotel aren’t you.”

      I look back up and make a face, and his jaw tightens.

      “You know what, let’s go.”

      “Go?”

      “Yeah, I can’t look at this damn paperwork anymore today anyways or I’m going to lose my damn mind.”

      I grin, raising a brow as he takes a final bite of his burger and stands from his desk.

      “C’mon, I’ll be your chauffeur.”

      “For?”

      “For getting you out of a hotel like a shut-in and finding you an actual place. Besides,” he shrugs and grins, “you’re going to be one of the richest women in Denver in a few weeks, right? Seems we should get you a place befitting of that.”

      Ten minutes later, we’re driving through the city while Landon calls a real estate friend of his.

      It’s surreal, and kind of hilarious. A month ago, I was avoiding getting the mail for fear of student loan collections. But by three o’clock that afternoon, I’ve toured four different multi-million-dollar penthouse condos, discussing cash offer incentives.

      It’s weirdly domestic doing this with Landon. We’re looking at kitchen layouts, thinking though entertaining spaces and where a TV would go, and weighing south versus north facing balconies.

      As much as I’d never believe it, I’m having fun. Shockingly, Landon’s not so bad when he finally lightens up.

      “Well, huh.”

      We’re standing in the doorway to a master bathroom while Marcus, the realtor, calls ahead for another listing in the other room. A master bathroom with the world’s most ill-placed floor-to-ceiling, wall-width window.

      Landon shakes his head, scratching his chin. “Well, it’s a hell of a view.”

      I snort out a laugh. “For me, or for every single person on Market Street?”

      He grins as he turns to me, leaning back against the doorframe as that smile creeps across those perfect, tempting lips.

      “Certainly the latter.”

      My face grows warm suddenly as my eyes dart to his.

      They give nothing away.

      He looks at me coolly, face neutral, eyes holding mine easily, and just the faintest hint of a smile at the corners of his mouth. This is who he is - cool and calm, revealing nothing, giving nothing away.

      I’m sure my face is the exact opposite. As cool and collected as I’d like to pretend I am in that moment, I know it’s not true. I’m sure the flush on my face and the way my lip catches between my teeth gives everything away.

      Because that look is bringing everything back. That look is the same one from the street outside the bar that night in Houston. It’s that firm, iron gaze from later up on the roof of his hotel.

      It’s the look right before he pulled me against him and slid his hands over my ass.

      We’re close. Standing here in the doorway of the bathroom, we’re way too close together, and my breath is coming heavy, my heart pounding at a racing pace. My eyes land on his lips, his jaw, dragging up to those sharp green eyes of his.

      The look holds, both of us frozen as the tension mounts around us. I can feel my stomach tightening, my mouth going dry as I lose myself in that look as he moves a half-step closer.

      “Oh, yeah, that’s a weird feature isn’t it?”

      The moment shatters at the sound of Marcus’s voice as he steps around the corner from the master bedroom. Landon moves back, and I turn, quickly and fastidiously examining the hardware of the sink faucet.

      “You’d probably want some curtains there, else you’re going to give quite a show,” Marcus says with a chuckle. “Anyways, I just got off the phone with the owner of the Eleven Westlake place, and it’s free for viewing if we’d like to move locales?

      I turn back, shooting a quick, flashing glance at Landon before smiling at Marcus. “Lead the way!”

      I breeze past Landon as I follow the realtor back through the condo, ignoring the shiver that teases up my spine.

      Ignoring the fact that I can feel his eyes on me as I walk away.
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      “Wow,” I whistle as I glance over the preliminary player contract in my hands before looking back up at Landon. “Dalton Cole, huh?”

      “You know him?”

      I roll my eyes at the skeptical tone in Landon’s voice.

      “You know, I might not know what half the contractual terms in this binder mean, but you’re going to have to get used to the fact that I do actually know football pretty well.”

      Landon smirks, leaning back in his office chair and crossing his arms across his chest.

      “So you’re all read up on the best arm to come out of Notre Dame in two decades?”

      “Georgia,” I shoot back. “But nice try.”

      He grins.

      “He’s good,” I say with a slow nod, looking back over the quarterback contract in my hands. “That’s a pretty good pickup this late in the pre-season.”

      “Yeah, well, not as good as the quarterback we had,” Landon says thinly, his brow furrowing. “But it’s a start.”

      He’s talking about Holden Cade, the golden-armed QB that was employed by Denver until about a month ago when London stole him over to Houston.

      “Heard he and your friend London are a bit of an item now.”

      “That’s certainly one way of putting it. They’re engaged, you know.”

      “Hell of a contract,” Landon says with a chuckle. He holds my eye and grins at me. “What do you think about this Cole kid? Think we can promise him Serena Roth’s hand in marriage to sweeten the deal?”

      “Cute,” I say flatly as he grins and shakes his head. “Very cute.”

      “Oh you think he’s cute? That’s great, Serena. Thanks for being a team player about thi-”

      “Keep it up,” I mutter, bringing a laugh to his lips.

      I shake my head and bury it back into the contract in front of me to hide the grin.

      We’ve been fastidiously pretending the frozen moment in the condo showing the other day didn’t happen. We’ve been meticulously avoiding the subject of real estate altogether, actually.

      Which is fine, really. Because whatever that moment was, it’s a slip up. It’s a step in the wrong, the impossible, and very inappropriate direction, and that’s not a place either of us need to go.

      “Look, why don’t we call it a night.” Landon stands from his desk and stretches, his crisp white button-down stretching tautly over his hard chest and broad shoulders.

      “Should we grab some food?”

      I shrug. “Sure, but we’re not going to your skank spot again.”

      He raises a brow. “My skank spot?”

      “Yeah, that place we went before where you bring all your booty calls.”

      “Pardon?”

      I snort. The man is not nearly as opaque as he thinks he is.

      “Please, I saw right through that. The bartender knowing your drink? The hostess knowing your name? Your ‘usual table’ being the one in the corner with all the candles?”

      He frowns. “I go there a lot.”

      “Oh, all by yourself, huh?”

      Landon says nothing, and the grin spreads across my face.

      “Knew it.”

      “Knew what,” he says, grabbing his suit jacket from the back of his chair. He nods at the door, and I’m shouldering my bag and following him, without even really thinking about it.

      “Nothing, I just know a player when I see one,” I say as we step into the elevator.

      “I’m not a player.”

      “Oh?”

      “No. A player suggests someone who’s playing a game. There’s no games with me. I don’t have time for them.”

      “So it is the place you bring dates.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You didn’t deny it either.”

      His eyes flash with something hungry, and I feel a shiver run down my back. In the confined space of the elevator, the nearness of him and the subtle scent of his cologne wash over me. I swallow quickly, taking a shaky breath as I turn away from him towards the doors as we drop floor after floor.

      I can’t be thinking like this. I can’t be getting flustered around him, and thinking the way he looks at me is “hungry”, or thinking about how damn attractive he is.

      “Well maybe it is,” he says evenly.

      I blink quickly before turning back to him. “So why’d you bring me there?”

      His shoulders stiffen, and I grin. “I’m just teasing you, you know. You should lighten up a little bit.”

      He holds my eyes, the faintest hint of a smile on his face as the elevator doors open.

      “Anyways, I’ve changed my mind, I’m not having dinner with you again at your skank spot.”

      He smirks. “You’re kidding me.”

      “Nope, no thank you. I’m new in town, I don’t need that sort of reputation.”

      He grins.

      “I will have a drink with you though.”

      “At my skank spot.”

      “Three conditions.”

      What are you doing.

      Landon gets the door of the office front lobby for me, and we step onto the street.

      “A week on the job and you’re a contract wiz, huh?”

      I flip him off and he grins. “Fine, I’m all ears.”

      “One, we’re not sitting at that uber-romantic corner booth. We’re sitting at the bar.”

      He raises his brows. “Deal. What else.”

      “Two, we’re splitting the bill. I’m buying my own drinks, thank you very much.”

      “I was sort of hoping you’d pick up the whole tab, actually.”

      I grin.

      “Is there a third condition to what was just going to be a casual bite to eat?”

      I shake my head. “Nope, I guess that’s it; terms agreed upon. Lead the way.”

      “You drive a hard bargain you know,” he mutters as we round the corner to the bar.

      But there is a third condition, one that I’m not even saying out loud. The third condition is more for me, and it’s simple: I will be having exactly one drink, and then I’m going home.

      Because rules or not, with the way he looked at me in that elevator, I don’t trust myself with more than one drink.

      Even still, this is a terrible idea.
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      I sip the old fashioned in my hand, letting the subtle blend of whiskey and bitters and orange roll across my tongue. Casual drinks, a night out - this isn’t anything new for me. In fact, this is the usual for me with women.

      I shouldn’t be doing it with her, though. I shouldn’t be watching her over the low flicker of the candles on the bar, sipping drinks with her.

      This is tempting fate. This is playing with fire. I’m getting too close to her, letting too many of my guards down. And I’ve been excusing myself for it entirely too much. I have rules, and I live by those rules.

      And here I am, for all intents and purposes having a date with Serena Roth.

      “So, Sam Horn is not your uncle?”

      I shake my head as I swallow the whiskey. “No, not technically. It’s just easier to say that instead of ‘mentor figure’.”

      “Especially since we’re not living in a F. Scott Fitzgerald novel.”

      I grin. “Exactly. Sam took me in when I was a young hothead. I was cocky, I was arrogant.”

      She’s nodding with the world’s most sarcastic smile on her face.

      “What.”

      “Oh, nothing, I just like your use of the word ‘was’.”

      “Cute”

      “Oh, why thank you. It’s a new top.”

      A smirk draws across my face. “You done?”

      She grins. “Continue, please.”

      I shrug and take another sip of whiskey. “That’s basically it. No team wanted me out of college, but Sam took a long shot.”

      “No team wanted you? You had an insane college career.”

      I raise a brow. “Someone’s done their homework.”

      She says nothing, just a coy smile as she sips her wine.

      “I had some…” I shrug. “I was a little wild when I was younger.”

      “You? Wild?”

      “Like you wouldn’t believe.”

      She snorts. “You’re right, I wouldn’t. What’d you do, cross against the light? Wear blue socks with black dress pants?”

      I grin, letting her have that one. “I was a different guy back then, and Sam sort of became my benefactor. He gave me a team to play on, told me shape the hell up, and got me to get my act together. He basically gave me everything I have today.”

      “Jay Gatsby to your Nick Caraway.”

      I raise my glass. “Exactly.”

      “I know you still don’t believe me, but I honestly don’t know how he knows me.”

      I hold the sip of whiskey in my mouth for a moment, savoring it before the swallow. “No, I believe you, I’m just still mystified by it. You’re sure? No one your dad knew through the league?”

      She raises a brow. “You know who my dad was?”

      “I also did my homework. Billy Roth, huh?”

      She smiles. “The one and only.”

      “Hell of defensive strategist.”

      “Hell of a dad.” She toasts again. “Raised me by himself.”

      I freeze for a second. This is a storyline I’m more than familiar with.

      “Where was your mom?”

      “Drunk driver.”

      I tense up inside.

      “I’m sorry, Serena.”

      She shrugs. “I was pretty young, I don’t really remember her.”

      I frown. “You also must have been pretty young when your dad passed.”

      She nods. “Junior in high school. My aunt came and took care of me, but I basically moved in with the Jacobs.”

      “London?”

      “The London you tried to steal last month in Houston?” Her face instantly goes red at the mention of that night.

      I know why.

      She takes a big sip of wine and clears her throat. “He was a great guy though, my dad.”

      “Sounds like it. Raising you all by himself after that?”

      She nods, but her look definitely says, “what do you know”. That glance, those eyes lingering over my dress shirt and my watch, the hint of tattoo peeking out from my rolled up sleeve.

      She sees me as exactly who she thinks I am. The jock turned stuffy suit guy. The tough boardroom negotiator. The player.

      Single widower dad raising a kid alone? Yeah, she doesn’t see me for that, which is fine by me. But it also means I can relate to her story more than she even knows.

      “Well, cheers to your dad.”

      She clinks my glass with hers. “Thanks.”

      “Another drink?”

      She hesitates.

      “No, forget it. That’s probably a bad-”

      “Sure,” she says it quickly, and for a moment, I’m not sure if she’s trying to convince me or herself more.

      A second turns into a third, and with each drink comes a certain closeness. We’re opening up more, talking about family, and cracking jokes.

      Moving closer.

      And this is quickly moving further than it should. Way further. This is rapidly smashing past after work drinks and heading right for that same place we found together in Houston.

      The problem is, it comes easy with her. That comforting closeness, that ability to just sort of open up and just talk to her. The problem is, there’s no bullshit with this girl. That’s something I’m not used to. The women I usually date are full of bullshit, and drama, and hidden meanings, which is usually just fine with me, since I don’t need or want to know them.

      Not longer than a night, anyways.

      There’s something refreshing about Serena though, as much as I know it’s a problem.

      She laughs at something, her whole face lighting up as she leans and puts a hand on my arm.

      Fuck.

      It’s nothing intended, I know that. It’s just her laughing and having a good time. But it lingers for a second, blazing heat into the skin beneath her soft fingers. She moves back, still smiling and still seemingly oblivious to the effect she’s having on me - totally ignorant of the roaring storm of duty clashing with raw desire she’s shaking up inside of me.

      She pushes her hair back from her face, and for a moment, I smell the jasmine and orange of her shampoo. Her full lips pull back in a smile - and however innocent she means it, there’s nothing innocent about its effect on me.

      There’s nothing innocent about the way it gets my blood pumping and my cock throbbing within the confines of my suit pants.

      We’re laughing, and having fun, and joking around, but there is nothing joking about the way this evening has taken a very sudden turn towards something deeper and something darker.

      I want her.

      I can’t, and I shouldn’t, but it’s there, lingering beneath the surface. It’s a thirst, a hunger, a raw need - the need to taste her skin again, to feel her writhe under me, to feel her breath hot on my neck and her lips soft against my own.

      I blink, clenching my fist and shaking my head before quickly downing the rest of my drink.

      I need to get ahold of myself. I need to get ahold of this, because this isn’t me.

      ****

      “You really didn’t have to walk me here, you know.”

      We’re standing outside the door to the lobby of Serena’s hotel. I shrug. “It’s fine, your hotel is on the way back to my car anyways.”

      We stand like that, clearly neither of us knowing how to sign off from whatever this night was. Another non-date date.

      “So, that wasn’t so bad, huh?”

      I smile curiously at her. “What.”

      “Actually letting loose and having some fun.” She winks at me. “See, we can have fun together.”

      My pulse jumps.

      I know we can have fun together, that’s the problem. The problem is, I can’t stop thinking about the fun we had together back in Houston. The problem is, I can’t seem to get any work done with her sitting ten feet away from me in that office, like this fiery, blazing reminder of that night.

      The problem is “having fun” with Serena Roth is on my brain basically one hundred percent of the time I’m around her.

      Including right now.

      She looks up at me, blinking those big green eyes, and I’m falling before I know it. Before I can stop myself, I’m moving closer, my hand drifting to her hip.

      She doesn’t stop me. I can feel my pulse pounding in my ears as I pull her against me, her hands falling against my chest. She gasps, and the sound of that little soft intake of breath across her lips makes my cock throb. She tilts her head up, her chest rising and falling against me as her eyes lock on mine.

      This can’t happen.

      Yes, I want to come upstairs. Yes, I want to come up and drink the kisses from her lips, the sweat from her skin and that honey from between her legs. I want to pull her on top of me and hold her by the hips while she rides my cock like she did before.

      Except I don’t say any of that, because instead, reason takes over.

      Remembering that we have a job to do takes over.

      Remembering that making this complicated could seriously jeopardize everything I’ve worked for takes over.

      “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      She swallows. “What’s not?”

      “You know what.”

      “Maybe I don’t,” she whispers.

      “Serena-”

      I shake my head as I look down and hold her eyes with mine. In another situation, this could be just teasing. If she wasn’t who she was and I wasn’t me, and we weren’t involved in this bizarre situation with the team, I might even be tempted to break my own rules.

      But we are these people, and this is the situation. And this isn’t easy, flirty teasing, not when she’s this close and not when I’m this hard. Not when it’s taking everything in my power not to pull her against me and kiss her right here on the street.

      “I don’t do repeats. I’m not looking for anything, and I actually mean that.”

      She snorts out a laugh, stepping away from me.  “And you think I am? Landon I ended an engagement barely a year ago.” She drags her teeth over her lip, her arms crossing over her chest. “What are you so afraid of, anyways?”

      I stiffen. “I’m not afraid, Serena, I just know where this goes. I know where us doing what happened in Houston again goes.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Goodnight, Landon.”

      “I’m just telling you how it is, I’m not trying to be an asshole here,” I say evenly before she can whirl away from me.

      “Well, don’t worry, you’re succeeding anyways.” She shakes her head. “Besides, I don’t think I could handle sharing a bed with your ego anyways.”

      “You seemed to handle it just fine before.”

      Her eyes snap to mine, narrowing as her face goes pink. “That was different.”

      “True, there wasn’t actually a bed that time.”

      I’m pushing it. I’m seriously pushing it, but it’s hard not to with her.

      She swallows, her lips slightly curling at the soft pink corners, like she’s hiding a smile. “You’re awfully flirty for a guy who’s so adamant about not trying to sleep with me.”

      “You know we can’t do that again.”

      “I know we could, because we’re adults. And I believe there’s documented historical proof that both of us can be adults about something with no strings like this. But you’re right,” she snaps. “We are not doing that again even if you begged me.”

      She gasps as I suddenly move against her, one hand moving to her hip and skimming across it. My lips brush her ear, feeling the subtle feel of her body aching towards me.

      “I think you’ve got it all turned around, actually,” I growl into her ear.

      “Oh?” Her voice is shaky.

      “Yeah, it won’t be me coming to beg you.”

      My hand slides over her hip, and before I know what I’m doing, it’s moving down to cup her firmly by the ass. She gasps as I pull her against me, and I know she can feel how hard I am.

      “You’ll be the one asking me nicely.”

      She gasps again, the sound dripping into my ears like honey and sending a signal directly to my cock. She shifts against me, and I groan as I feel her fucking teeth graze my earlobe.

      “Please,” she husks.

      I groan.

      “Please,” she whimpers a second time, her lips brushing my ear again and making my cock throb hard against her thigh.

      And then suddenly, she pulls back, a devilish look on her face as her lips curl. “That’s the magic word, Landon.”

      Serena steps away from me and pulls out her hotel room key. She shrugs, looking at me innocently. “That’s all you’d have to say,” she says sweetly, batting her eyes at me before she turns and slips inside the door to the lobby.

      Then I’m alone, standing there on the sidewalk like a jackass with a look of shock on my face and my cock still pulsing rock-hard in my pants.

      And if I was worried about things going too far before?

      I think it’s safe to say we’re smashing past that benchmark now.
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      I’m shivering as I shut the hotel room door behind me.

      Damn.

      The feel of his hands on me and the sound of his voice in my ear lingers, making my pulse roar in my ears and making me weak in the knees. For all my bravado, and for all my sauntering away with the upper hand down there, he got to me.

      Landon Reece with the arrogantly smug grin, the stupidly good looks and the huge ego, got to me.

      Really, really got to me.

      I squeeze my legs together as I sag against the door, feeling the heat pool between them. I can feel my skin buzzing and tingling, my nipples hard and pressing against the inside of my bra as my heart pounds in my chest. Thoughts of Landon making me beg, like he did before, slip through my mind, making me moan quietly.

      Fingers move to the button of my pants, popping it and sliding the zipper down before I can even think. Hands slide across the soft skin of my belly and down under the lace edge of my panties. I gasp out loud as my fingers slip through the slickness there between my legs. I moan, my toes curling as the pad of my finger brushes over my aching clit.

      I’m thinking of him. I’m thinking of that steely confident grin, that hardened jaw. The way his eyes devour me. I’m thinking of his mouth sliding up my thigh that night - the way his tongue played me like an instrument. The way he yanked me into his lap.

      The way he felt filling me up like no one ever had before. The way I screamed, the way I clawed at his back like the way you read about in romance books but never actually happens in real life.

      I’m shoving my pants down, stepping out of one leg and using my foot to kick it off the other as I move to the bed. I lay back into the thick comforter, my hands sliding down my belly again as I spread my legs and-

      And my phone rings. Loudly.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, groaning at the shattered moment as I reach over and yank the phone to my ear.

      “Hello,” I say sharply.

      “Hey.”

      I swallow quickly, gulping in air and suddenly sitting up.

      David.

      “Hi,” I say icily, feeling my heart slamming against my chest.

      “So how’d Denv-”

      “What do you want, David.”

      What did you ever want?

      Someone else, that’s what. Someone and something else that I couldn’t give him - something he knew I couldn’t give him from the start.

      All I remember about that day is the pain.

      I was thirteen, in the seventh grade, and it’d been going on for a week. I’d assumed it was bad cramps, since I’d started getting my period the summer before. My dad thought the same thing, and while he’d always been amazing when it came to that stuff - buying me my first pads, calling the wife of a friend of his to talk me through tampons, never being weird about anything - there were just things he didn’t know about.

      I’d been in the middle of my American History class when the pain had come roaring up like a hot knife in my abdomen. I remember screaming, and doubling over in my chair as the tears came burning down my cheeks. I remember the school nurse taking one look at me and calling the ambulance.

      A ruptured appendix - not period cramps.

      I remember crying, and feeling terrified, even with my dad standing over me in my hospital gurney and stroking my hair, telling me he was so sorry and that it was all going be okay.

      And it was. Mostly.

      I was fine, but it was the gynecological specialist later that sat me down and told me in a quiet voice about something I’d never heard of called endometriosis - scarring of the fallopian tubes. And at first, I remember being excited that it meant I wouldn’t have to have my period anymore. Unfortunately, that was not the case.

      What I wouldn’t have, is children.

      Ever.

      That “something” David was looking for was a family, and he’s got one now.

      Without me.

      He sighs over the phone, pausing for a second before clearing his throat. “I just wanted to call and see how you’re doing, babe.”

      “Don’t call me that.” My voice catches in my throat. “Actually don’t call me anything. Don’t call at all, okay?”

      I start to pull the phone away from my ear.

      “Serena, wait, please.”

      I close my eyes tight, shaking my head and hating myself for bringing the phone back to my ear.

      “What do you want,” I say quietly.

      “I-” David sighs. “I miss you, honey.”

      Something crumples inside of me as I bring my knees up to my chest, feeling deflated but knowing the hook’s already in. This is me swallowing the line, like I always did after every fight, and after every time he walked out.

      The line I would have kept swallowing if he hadn’t flat out told me that night a year ago about Lisa. Lisa, his coworker. The Lisa who I’d met before. The Lisa who’d been to our house before.

      The Lisa who he was leaving me for, and the Lisa he now has a kid with.

      “No, you don’t,” I say through clenched teeth, still squeezing my eyes shut.

      “I do, or I wouldn’t be calling like this.”

      “Does she know you’re calling me?”

      There’s a long pause.

      “David-”

      “No. No, she doesn’t.”

      I can feel my stomach sinking as the familiar hook burrows deeper.

      “Things aren’t what I thought they’d be, Serena,” he says evenly. “This whole thing… I think I got caught up in something I wasn’t ready for. This whole thing spiraled way out-”

      “This whole thing was you leaving me for her, David!” I spit out.

      A deal breaker. That’s what he’d called my infertility. A deal breaker.

      “It’s not what I thought it’d be, babe,” he says quietly.

      I bark out a bitter laugh.

      “It should have been with you, Serena.”

      I choke out another laugh, blinking away the hot tears and staring at the hotel room wall.

      “Fuck you,” I whisper, shaking my head slowly. “Fuck you, David.”

      “I deserve that.”

      “Goddamn right you do.”

      “We were really great, weren’t we?”

      I’m spinning out as the hook slices deep, his poisonous words sinking in and taking hold of me like they always did - pulling me into his web of bullshit like it did for years.

      “I’m thinking about leaving Lisa, Serena.” His voice is so heavy with emotion, it’s almost moving until I realize what he’s saying.

      “What?”

      “For you, baby. This isn’t what I thought it would be, and I want to come back. I want to make things right with you.”

      He’s pulled too hard, too fast. The fishing line snaps and I slip free of the hook.

      “What?!” I hiss.

      “I said, I want to-”

      “I heard what you said, you- you…ugh!” I stand abruptly, one hand balling into a fist and the other tightening enough to practically shatter the phone.

      As much as I want to - and do - hate her, Lisa doesn’t deserve this. Whatever horrible mess of three people happened, the result was her having a child with him. However shitty it was for her to hook up with an engaged man in the first place, the situation is bigger than that now. He has a family with this woman, and very suddenly, I know I need to get off the phone or I’m going to put it and my fist through the window.

      “You’re disgusting, David.”

      “Baby-”

      “Don’t ever call me again.”

      “Serena-”

      I drop the phone down onto the bed so I won’t destroy it. Instead, it’s the minibar wine glass on my bedside table that gets my wrath, hurling across the room to shatter against the far wall. Wine drips like blood down the ubiquitous beige wallpaper. I slowly drop to the edge of the bed.

      Goddamnit.

      Goddamn him.

      I stand again, whirling and stalking back and forth across the room, my blood roaring in my ears. I want to destroy something more. I want to consume. I want to feel something other than this.

      I freeze.

      “You’ll be the one asking me nicely.”

      And suddenly, I know exactly what I need.

      I know exactly what I want.

      We’re adults, and there’s no reason we can’t do adult things. He’s gorgeous, he’s unavailable, and he’s clearly interested. Why the hell not?

      I let the thought mull over in my head as I stalk over to the minibar and grab another half bottle of wine. I fill up the second, un-smashed glass sitting on top of it and bring it to my lips.

      I want to tell myself that this is a terrible idea, but it just won’t go away. In fact, the longer I let it simmer in my head, the more the idea of walking right up to Landon’s front door and fucking his brains out - or rather, letting him fuck my brains out - seems like the best damn idea I’ve had in a long time.

      Live it up, as I always tell London.

      And I plan on it.

      The shower is hot and quick, and I let my fingers linger just enough over my skin to keep the fire going before I slip out and poke through my suitcases. I step into the sheer black panties and pull them up before reaching for the matching bra as well. I start to look for the perfect skirt and top combo to go with them when I stop.

      A wicked grin spreads over my face.

      No, screw it. Go big or go home, as they say. I toss the skirt away and dig deep in my suitcase for the black, thigh-high stockings, the black stilettos, and the black, mid-thigh length trench coat.

      Lydia, Landon’s secretary, answers on the third ring.

      “Serena?”

      “Hi, Lydia, I’m so sorry to buzz you at home like this, but I’ve got some papers for him to look over before work tomorrow. Do you have his home address?”
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* * *

      Deep breath.

      I pull the ties of the trench coat a little tighter as I pause outside the front door of Landon’s impressive house.

      Apparently, early player retirement and working for Sam’s board of directors hasn’t exactly put him in the poor-house.

      I’m lingering.

      Just do it.

      We’re adults after all, and we’re not doing bad here. It’s not like there’s any sort of clause in our contracts against this, and I sincerely doubt Sam Horn has anything in his will about us not hooking up. Risky? Possibly jeopardizing to our workplace relationship? Possibly. But I’m also fairly sure we’re both mature enough to get what this is, and what me showing up here tonight means.

      This is just sex.

      Very meaningless, very no-strings-attached, very necessary sex.

      The fact that it happens to be with someone I’ve slept with before just means I know what I’m getting into.

      I swallow, the shiver tingling up my back as the heat blooms deep inside of me.

      Yeah, I know exactly what I’m getting into, and it’s that very thought that’s had me on edge and wanting this the whole cab ride over. And he wants this as much as I do, there’s no denying that.

      I bring my hand up and rap loudly on the door.

      I can hear music playing faintly inside - something that might be Ella Fitzgerald. Over the sound of the music, I can hear a man laughing loudly at something.

      Landon.

      Maybe he’s watching a movie or something?

      I knock again, louder this time, and the music suddenly drops dramatically in volume. I hear footsteps coming closer, until suddenly, the door swings open.

      Landon’s eyes go wide.

      “Serena-”

      “Okay, okay,” I bite my lip as I grin at him. “You win, okay? Here I am.”

      He clears his throat, his hand gripping the door tightly as his eyes glance over me.

      “How did you get my address?”

      “Lydia. Can I come in?”

      His mouth tightens. “Now…” he sighs, “now isn’t a good time, actually.”

      I hear the sound of chair being pushed back from a table from behind him, and suddenly, my heart drops.

      He’s not alone.

      My stomach drops through the floor along with my pride.

      “Oh, wow, I-” I shake my head as I start to turn away from the door, feeling like the single biggest idiot in the world. “I think I totally misjudged-”

      “Serena, it’s not what you think.”

      I choke out a brittle, cringing laugh. “It is, Landon, and that’s fine. I’m an asshole for coming over like this, and I’m-”

      “Serena-”

      “Daddy, who’s there?”

      I freeze, my head suddenly jerking around to stare at him with wide eyes.

      Daddy?

      Landon’s jaw clenches as his brow furrows. “Why don’t you just come in.”
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      Well, shit.

      This is not how I wanted this to end up, and this is not how I wanted this to go.

      The teasing was one thing, but fuck, she’s actually here now. She’s actually standing in my front door dressed like that. And here I am in jeans and a ripped t-shirt covered in cookie dough baking powder, and one fingernail painted pink with sparkles.

      “You have a kid?” she hisses, her eyes wide and staring daggers at me.

      I frown. “Yes, I do,” I whisper harshly. “Was I supposed to fucking divulge that?”

      “No, it’s just…” Her eyes go wide before they narrow again. “You weren’t wearing a wedding ring!”

      “I’m not married,” I growl.

      “Dad, who’s at the door?”

      I hold Serena’s glare as I call back over my shoulder. “It’s a work friend, honey.” There’s the sound of Emily’s pattering feet coming down the hallway behind me and I sigh.

      “Look, just come in.”

      “What?” Serena says quickly, shaking her head. “No, I-”

      The door gets pulled open the rest of the way as Emily inserts herself at my hip.

      “Oh, hello.”

      Serena stops abruptly and smiles as she looks down and meets my daughter’s gaze. “Well hello there!”

      “I’m Emily.”

      “Hi, Emily, I’m Serena.”

      Emily’s eyes move slowly from the heels, to the elegant trench coat, to the long sable hair framing Serena’s face.

      “You’re very pretty,” she finally says, matter-of-factly.

      Serena smiles. “Thank you, so are you.”

      Emily beams. “Did you see my dad’s fingernail?”

      I make a face only Serena can see as my daughter giggles. “I’m giving him a makeover so he can be pretty too.”

      I shrug as I raise my hand and wiggle the painted finger.

      Serena grins.

      “Do you want a cookie?” Emily says eagerly. “They’re chocolate chip and M&M. We’re making them from scratch.”

      “Oh,” Serena’s face scrunches up as she shakes her head. “No, I-”

      “Have a cookie.”

      Fuck it. She’s here, and this might not exactly be how I envisioned having Serena “come to me”, but here we are.

      And she certainly seems to have Emily’s attention.

      “Landon, I should really just-”

      “In, now,” I say firmly. I grab her wrist and pull her inside. “Here let me-”

      She quickly pulls away from me as I move for her coat. “No, that’s okay.”

      I frown. “Serena it’s eighty degrees outside, let me just take your-”

      “No, that’s really okay.” Her eyes flash, like she’s trying to tell me something. She nods her chin meaningfully at Emily before glaring at me again.

      “Emily, honey, why don’t you go back to the TV room while I help Serena.”

      Emily spins on a socked-foot and bounds back down the hall. “I’ll save you a cookie, Serena!” she yells as she disappears around the corner.

      “What’s your deal?” I mutter after I hear the TV kick back on.

      “I thought you lived alone,” Serena says sharply.

      “Well, surprise.”

      “Yeah, well, I…” her face goes red as she swallows quickly. “I should go.”

      “Look you’re here, and there’s an eight-year-old that’s going to be pissed if I send you away before she can use you as an excuse to eat more cookies. Just take the fucking coat off and stay for a-”

      “I can’t take the coat off.”

      “Why the hell-” my mouth suddenly snaps shut as the realization hits me.

      The heels, the black stockings, the trench coat.

      I grin as my eyes move back to her bright pink cheeks. “You’re kidding me.”

      Her face darkens.

      “Please tell me this is what I think it is.”

      Serena’s face goes dark as she rolls her eyes. She shoots a quick look down the hallway before she swallows and peels open the neck of the coat, giving me just the quickest flash of sheer black lace bra.

      Fuck.

      I’m hard. Instantly.

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes,” she whispers quickly. “Yes seriously. And I seriously need to go.”

      I reach out and stop her with a hand on her arm as I chuckle. She turns, her eyes glinting as she looks up at me.

      “I’ve got an idea.”
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* * *

      “Would you like another cookie, Serena?”

      “I think that’s enough cookies for one night, kiddo.”

      Emily gives me one of those practiced, honed pouts that only especially cute eight-year-olds can pull off. “But Dad, I don’t think Serena got enough!”

      It’s scary how good my kid is at bullshit at this age.

      “You don’t think Serena got enough, or you don’t think you got enough.”

      Emily turns and grins conspiratorially at Serena.

      “You ask,” she whispers in a complete non-whisper.

      Serena looks up at me, wagging her brows and shrugging. “I mean, I could go for one more?”

      Emily grins triumphantly as she whirls back. “See?”

      Serena and I lock eyes over her head. “Nice,” I mutter, grinning at her. “Real nice.” She shrugs, grinning back at me as she pulls the plate of cookies towards her and Emily’s corner of the kitchen table.

      Her coat’s off now, as are the heels and the stockings, sadly. They’ve been replaced by an old Rattlesnakes t-shirt and a pair of sweats of mine.

      And she looks fucking fantastic.

      “Are you sleeping over?”

      Serena jerks her eyes away from me at Emily’s sudden question.

      “Oh, no,” she shakes her head and smiles at my daughter. “No, I’m not, Emily.

      “But you’re wearing pajamas!”

      “Emily-”

      “We rented a movie, you know.”

      Serena grins at her, her brows rising. “Oh yeah?”

      “Mhmm,” Emily nods before whirling eagerly to me. “Dad, can she stay and watch it?”

      “I think Serena has to go home,” I say quietly.

      Emily’s face falls. “Just the movie? Please?”  She turns a hopeful look to Serena, who looks up at me and smiles.

      “I could watch a movie.”

      “Yay!”
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      “Wow, you’ve got an awesome room!”

      “Thanks, I know,” Emily says matter-of-factly.

      The movie’s finished, and she’s insisted on showing me her room while Landon cleans up the cookie making debris downstairs. I turn my head, taking in the pink walls, the shelves of books and dolls, and the posters of various Disney characters. But the big-ticket item is clearly the kid’s bed that’s built to look like it’s part of a castle, complete with painted-on stonework, parapets at the corners, and flags with “Princess Emily” stenciled across them.

      “My dad made it,” Emily says, bounding across the room and quickly scaling the three-step ladder up to the raised bed.

      “Wow, really? That’s pretty awesome!” I say, genuinely impressed. "My bed isn’t nearly this cool.”

      She beams at me from her castle-bed before making the pout face I saw earlier. “Are you sure you can’t sleep over?”

      I freeze, my eyes darting back to her. “Oh, no. I wish I could, Emily, but I don’t think I can.”

      “It’s okay if you do, my mom isn’t here.”

      My brow furrows. The thought of Emily’s other parent has obviously crossed my mind over the course of the evening. But Landon didn’t offer any explanation beyond mention that he’s not married, and it’s certainly least of all my place to ask about his divorce.

      “Oh she’s not?”

      “Yeah, she died.”

      Her words hit me like a punch to the stomach, and my mouth falls open as I gasp for words.

      “That’s enough, Emily.”

      Landon’s voice comes from behind me. Steady, even.

      “Why don’t you go brush your teeth, honey,” he says quietly.

      “Fiiiiine.” Emily jumps out of bed and slips past me.

      I turn, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Landon I-”

      “Don’t,” he shakes his head.

      “I didn’t know.”

      “Of course you didn’t,” he says quietly. He shakes his head and looks away. “Look, it’s fine. It was a while ago.”

      I’m stepping forward before I know it, my hand rising to rest on his arm. And it’s not sexual, or flirty, or anything remotely like that. It’s just there as a comfort, because this is a story I know.

      Mom gone young, a dad left alone to raise his only daughter?

      Yeah, I think it’s fair to say I’ve heard this song before.

      “I’m so sorry, Landon.”

      He glances up, his eyes finding mine.

      Just then, Emily comes dashing back down the hall, pushing past the two of us as she darts across the room and hops back into her bed.

      “All ready for sleep, kiddo?”

      “Yep!”

      The smile that spreads across his face as he moves to his daughter’s bed simultaneously lifts me up and breaks my heart.

      “Goodnight, sweetheart.”

      “Goodnight Dad.” She looks past him. “Thanks for watching a movie with us, Serena.”

      “Anytime,” I say with a smile as Landon tucks the blankets around her. “Thanks for the delicious cookies!”

      She beams at me.
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* * *

      “It was a long time ago, she doesn’t remember it.”

      We’re standing in his kitchen later, after putting Emily to sleep. Landon pulls a bottle of beer from the fridge and twists the cap off before offering it my way. I nod, bringing it to my lips as he pulls out a second one for himself.

      “There was a crash.”

      I nod, chewing on my lip. My eyes follow him as he moves across the kitchen and leans against the kitchen counter beside me. He takes a big sip from his beer.

      “You don’t have to tell me.”

      He looks up, a wry smile on his face. “Nah it’s okay. It was just one of those shit things that happens. It was quick, she didn’t suffer. Emily was two, a friend of ours was watching her.” He sighs loudly, taking another big pull from his beer. “Things just happen, Serena. I lost my wife, and my career as a player. But I got Emily, and I got a job I love even more than I ever loved playing ball. He shrugs. “The world works in fucked-up mysterious ways, I guess.”

      “Believe me, you don’t have to tell me that.”

      He smiles at me, his eyes locked on me as he nods. “This is why I love the team and why I’ve been hard on you, just so you know. The team and Sam’s legacy is my family. It’s my everything right now, aside from Emily.”

      “I understand,” I say quietly. He looks up. “I mean, the whole single dad working in sports with a daughter thing. Believe me,” I shrug and take a sip of beer. “Been there.”

      Landon nods, taking a drink from the bottle in his hand.

      “Well, so there it is. There’s my deal. My dirty secret.”

      We stand in silence for another solid minute, just drinking quietly and letting the revelation sink in.

      “I can’t have children.”

      The words come out faster than I ever thought they would - so fast that I don’t have time to even consider whether or not I should be telling him this.

      Landon looks up sharply, and I swallow the lump in my throat as I nod, looking at the floor.

      “My secret.” I shrug before glancing up at him. “It’s why David left. He wanted a family, and so did I, but I can’t.”

      Landon’s brow crumbles as he slowly shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Serena.”

      “It’s fine.” I force a smile to my face as I meet his eye. “I wanted to adopt, but David was against raising a kid that ‘wasn’t his’. Then he left me for this girl he worked with, and now they’re married with a kid together.”

      A shadow crosses his face as his jaw tightens.

      “So, there’s mine.”

      He nods. “Guess we know each other’s secrets now.”

      “Looks that way.”

      We stand like that for a minute, side by side against the kitchen counter, looking at each other in the silence of the kitchen.

      His hand moves to mine.

      Neither of us speaks a word as our fingers slip together. His thumb brushes across the top of my hand, my fingers tighten within his. I swallow, feeling my breath come quicker as we hold each other’s eyes with that single point of contact between.

      Landon puts his beer down as he turns his body towards me, and I’m moving against him before I can stop myself. I set my own drink down as he moves in front of me, his other hand finding mine.

      I look up into his eyes. No words are spoken out loud, but there aren’t any needed.

      It’s the last thought that slips through my mind before he leans down, brings his lips to mine, and kisses me.
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      Landon’s kiss is punishing and demanding, his lips searing into mine as his tongue finds my own. A hand slides to my waist as he pushes me against the kitchen counter, and another slips up and into my hair.

      My hands move to his waist, pulling him into me before sliding up his chest. I’m searching for something to hold onto; wanting this. This is escape, and release, and a breaking of the storm that’s been building up to a frenzy inside both of us since that day in the lawyer’s office.

      “We- we shouldn’t,” I gasp quietly, pulling back. It’s a pathetic protest, meant mostly for myself. But my body ignores the warning as much as he does as he pulls me back against his lips, kissing me fiercely.

      “Terrible idea,” he murmurs, his hand sliding around my waist and pulling me tight to him.

      I moan as I slide my hands between us and grab at his belt. His hand slips under the t-shirt I’m wearing, finding bare skin and tracing over it with his fingers. His second hand joins the first, and I gasp as he starts to pull the cotton shirt up. I raise my arms, letting him tug it off of me before kissing him hotly. His hands move back to my bare back, teasing over my skin and leaving goosebumps in their wake as he traces over the lace edge of my bra.

      “I like your outfit”, he murmurs with a grin, pulling back and letting his fierce eyes sweep over me standing there in sweatpants and the sexy black lace bra.

      “Oh, yeah, sweats are always real sexy.”

      “Maybe we better take them off then,” he growls into my lips. I nod eagerly, my hands sliding up into his hair and yanking him hard against my mouth.

      His hands slip around the front of me, making me shiver as they tease over my belly. They push at the elastic waist of the sweats, pushing them down over my hips as his hands delve between my legs.

      I whimper.

      I’m so wet for him - so wet that I’m soaking through my panties, and I know he can feel it as he growls into my lips.

      The sweats drop to my ankles, and I’m stepping out of them and gasping as Landon’s hands move to my waist. He effortlessly picks me up and slips me up onto the counter, spreading my leg wide as he moves between them. My chest is rising and falling as I pant, pulling at his shirt as I feel his body mold against mine.

      His mouth drops to my jaw, and then to my neck - kissing, sucking, biting, demanding. I gasp as he moves lower, lips moving over the tops of my breasts as his fingers find the edge of my panties and start to pull.

      I gasp again and he moves back up to my lips. “Can you be quiet,” he growls. I gasp as his fingers push my panties to the side, feeling one thick digit drag over my opening.

      “Yes,” I practically whimper.

      “Very quiet,” he growls again.

      I nod quickly, my eyes closing as his thumb brushes against my clit.

      “Yes!” I husk out as he sears another bruising kiss against my mouth.

      His hands pull at my panties, and I’m raising my ass as he slips them off and down my legs before dropping to his knees between my legs.

      Strong hands push my legs wide, and I moan as quietly as I can when I feel his breath hot against my thigh. His tongue drags over my slit, and I literally bring a hand up to my mouth to muffle the sound. I groan and bite my hand, throwing my head back as I feel his wicked tongue push deep inside before dragging up through my folds. His lips fasten over my clit, his tongue swirling over it as my legs shake and my teeth dig sharply into my palm.

      I reach behind me and unclasp my bra, letting it drop onto the counter next to me as my breath pants jagged in my throat. My hands slide to my breasts, fingers finding my hard nipples and sending electric shocks through my body as I roll them under my thumbs.

      Landon’s tongue moves faster and faster, delving down against my opening and lapping deeply as he growls hungrily into me. He moves back to my clit, sucking it gently between his lips as he flicks it again and again with his tongue.

      My moans are coming faster, and louder, but there’s no way to stop it. Landon’s tongue curls around my clit again, and I cry out momentarily before snapping my mouth shut and whimpering into my clenched lips. Landon growls again, his hand sliding up my belly, fingers moving over my breasts and my nipples before pushing higher. He pushes my hand away from my mouth and covers it with his own, making my pulse spike and my pussy flood his tongue with wetness.

      He clamps his hand over my mouth as his tongue works faster and faster, and it’s so fucking hot that I start to feel myself fall apart. I moan as I open my lips and suck one of his fingers inside as I start to shatter, and my climax slams into me with no warning. My hips arch off the counter against his wicked mouth as I bite down hard on his fingers. His tongue is ceaseless, swirling over me again and again and pushing me right over that edge until I’m gasping and pulling him away from me.

      He stands and moves between my legs, his lips fastening on my neck.

      “Sorry about your hand,” I groan as his hands scoop me up against him, my legs fastening around his hips.

      “I didn’t need that finger anyways,” he growls as he carries me through the large house. He kicks open a door and strides through, his hands grabbing my ass as his lips move up to my jaw, making me moan. He throws me down onto his bed before he starts to peel his shirt off.

      “We can be slightly louder over here since it the other side of house from Emily’s room,” he growls as he reaches down to yank his jeans off.  “But not that much louder.”

      He slips his Jockeys down as he stalks towards the bed I’m sprawled across, and I swallow heavily as my eyes slide over every inch of his toned, muscled body.

      There’s nothing “boardroom suit” about this man without his clothes on. He’s got the body of freaking Greek god.

      Landon crawls over me, his mouth dropping to my lips as his hands move over my body. He pulls me into him, one hand sliding around to the hollow at my back to hold me close. My nipples pucker to points and graze electrically against his chest hair, my legs parting as he moves between them.

      He reaches for the side table drawer, his hand coming back holding a foil wrapper, which he tears open with his teeth. He sits back on his knees as he rolls the condom down the length of his impressive cock, stroking himself slowly as his eyes dance over me.

      I yank him back down, my hands sliding into his hair as our mouths crash together. Tongues slide against the other’s as my legs part, and I moan as I feel his thick head ease against my opening. He drives in with a single stroke, burying himself to the hilt as I cry out into his shoulder. My legs wrap around his grooved hips, my hands gripping at his back as he grinds into me, his breath hot in my ear.

      We start to move, my hands pulling at him, fingers stroking his skin and urging him on. It’s raw, and it’s urgent, and it’s sweet release as he fucks me with deep, deliberate strokes. His biceps flex as he holds himself against me, one hand moving down to grab my ass hard as he buries himself to the hilt. My fingers claw at his back, my legs pulling him in again and again as I feel the pressure start to mount and the wave start to crest over me.

      Landon drives his cock in deep once more, his pubic bone grinding against my clit, and I shatter.

      This time I bury the scream in his neck, biting at the skin hard enough to leave marks as the orgasm blasts through me. He groans, scooping me into his arms and driving deep inside me as I feel his cock throb with his own release. His body tenses and I lose myself with my forehead against his chest, gasping for air.
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* * *

      There’s just a sheet covering us later, me lying on top of him with my head in the crook of his shoulder.

      “Holy shit, it got late.”

      “Gee, I wonder how we lost track of time.”

      I turn back to see him grinning before his face grows serious. “Look, Serena, I’m not telling you to leave or kicking you out or anythin-”

      “No, I get it.” I smile as I lean back over and kiss him on the lips. “It’s complicated.”

      He shrugs. “Emily and all that. It’d just be confusing for her.”

      “To see me at breakfast?”

      “Basically.” He slinks out of bed and pulls on his boxers. “Hang on, I’ll grab your stuff from the kitchen.”

      His lips brush the back of my neck on his way out.

      I turn, my eyes moving over the masculine decor of the room - the dark wood, the sleek metal hardware on the closet drawers and bedside tables. There’s a fireplace I’m just noticing on the far side of the room, and my eyes drift over the framed photos arranged across the mantle. I slip from the bed and step closer, smiling at a picture of Landon and Emily laughing in a heap of snow, eyes shining and cheeks pink with cold. There’s one of a birthday party, with Emily blowing out candles and grinning a gap-toothed smile at the camera.

      I’m grinning as I move down the line of photos, watching as Emily gets younger and younger until I stop short at a picture that suddenly has more than just Landon and his daughter in them.

      It’s one of all three of them.

      I swallow, a hand coming to my mouth as I pick the picture off the mantle.

      She’s pretty. Dark blonde hair, a broad, warm smile, and an infant Emily in her arms.

      And I feel awful.

      “Her name was Sarah.”

      Landon’s voice startles me as I quickly put the picture back down and turn.

      “Sorry,” I say quickly, suddenly feeling even more naked than I actually am.

      “For what?”

      “I- I don’t know. For intruding.”

      “You’re not,” he says evenly, stepping towards me and handing me my clothes - well, his clothes - from earlier. I slip the sweatpants on and pull the t-shirt over my head.

      “Did you all live here?”

      I immediately wince and quickly look up at him. “I’m sorry,” I say quietly, pulling the shirt down over my breasts. “That’s really none of my business.”

      Landon shakes his head. “No, that’s fine.” His hand comes up to push the hair away from my face. “And no, Serena, this isn’t the house or the bed I shared with my wife.”

      I say nothing, biting my lip and looking away.

      “Was this okay?”

      He smiles. “Little late for that, don’t you think?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I do.” Landon nods. “Look, it was six years ago. I’m not over it, because I’m never going to be, but I’ve dealt with it.” He raises a brow as a grin teases the corners of his lips. “And don’t take this the wrong way, but it’s also not like I’ve been celibate for the last six years.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, you did take me to your skank-spot, remember?”

      He chuckles and reached for me, pulling me close. “This wasn’t wrong, you’re not intruding on anything, and I had a very good time tonight. All of it.”

      I give him a wry smile as I nod.

      Landon leads me back through the house, but his brow furrows as we reach the front door. “I’m really not trying to kick you out like this.”

      “Stop, I get it.” I shrug. “So, we’re good? For work I mean?”

      “Just two adults making adult choices, right?”

      “Exactly.”

      He nods, his eyes darting over my face. “Thanks for a great night.”

      “See you at the office.”

      I stand on my toes to kiss his cheek before I duck out the door, trench coat and sexy underwear in hand, and the smell of him still wrapped around me.
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      “So, how are things going?”

      Don leans back in his big office chair and brings a white Starbucks cup up to his lips.

      Technically, I outrank and out-vote Donald Olyov on the board. But if you want to get real, the man has thirty years of boardroom experience over me, and with that, a keen sense of being able to keep his finger on the pulse of the rest of the board. Since this whole thing with Sam, he’s stepped up to fill in on some of my duties.

      “Good,” I nod, crossing an ankle over one knee and glancing around the room at Robert Lehman, Michael Standish, and Albert Harris - also present for this meeting.

      “Actually, we’re doing really good.”

      “How are things going with that Dalton Cole kid?”

      I glance back up at Don, clearing my throat and my thoughts.

      “Done deal. Signed him this morning.”

      He beams. “That’s wonderful!”

      “The kid’s young, but he’s got an arm like a fucking scud missile. He’ll do good things here.”

      “That’s what we like to hear.” Sam’s lawyers nod approvingly, as if they have any idea how good our new quarterback is. Don sips at his coffee again. “How’s advertising?”

      I snort through my nose. “Jesus, we’re running through the whole list, huh?”

      “Landon.” Don looks at me sharply. “You know I’m in your camp, but you have to know the board is pretty split on this.”

      “Mutinous shits.”

      He chuckles. “You know how it is, and you know how investors are. It’s dicey right now, and people get jumpy when prices go down.”

      “They’ll go up, Don. You know that.”

      He sighs. “Well, let’s hope so. And how are we doing with Ms. Roth?”

      I nod. “She’s doing really well. The Dalton Cole deal was actually mostly her doing. She hammered down the final contracting stuff with his people.”

      Don nods approvingly.

      “She’s a fast learner, and she’s a pretty solid addition to this team.”

      The men in the room nod again as Don closes the file folder on his desk and stands. “Well! I guess we’re all done here then!” The rest of us get up and move towards the door to Don’s office before he stops me with a hand on my shoulder.

      “Hang back a sec, Landon.”

      “Sure.”

      I shut the door and lean against it as Don heads back to his desk and sits with a heavy, drawn-out sigh.

      “You alright, Don?”

      “You and Ms. Roth.” He arches a brow at me from behind his heavy desk.

      “Yes?”

      “Do I need to be worried?”

      I frown, crossing my arms over my chest. “Of course not.”

      Shit.

      “Landon, you know I’m the last one to have anything to say concerning looking for comfort after-”

      “I said it’s not a problem, Don,” I say coldly.

      He holds my eyes. “I know Sam taught you a lot, but don’t go mirroring him.”

      “Meaning.”

      “Meaning I love the guy too but his dick got him in more trouble than I’m betting any of us even know.” He arches a brow. “And we know a lot.”

      “I can assure you that my dick is none of your concern. Ms. Roth and I are strictly professionals in this,” I lie.

      “You two need to run this team, and no hanky panky bullshit and hurt feelings can get between that and-”

      “How many times would you like me to say it, Don?”

      He nods. “I’m just looking out for you, Landon.”

      “Thanks.” I glance at my watch. “Anything else? I gotta go grab Emily.”

      Don shakes his head.

      “Great.”

      There’s a cloud following me as I storm back through the stadium offices and down to the garage.

      I never should have let her in like I did. The night in Houston should have stayed just that: that one night in Houston, just like a terrible country song title.

      There are a lot of other girls out there I can go screw, and then wash my hands of. One and done, that’s my style and that’s how I keep going. It’s how I stay whole. No relationships, no dates, no bullshit. Anything more is drama, and drama like that pulls you under until you drown all over again.

      And I can’t drown. I need to breathe, if not for me, than for my daughter.

      That night a few days ago here in my house? I don’t let go like that. I fuck, I make them come like they’ve never come before, and that’s it. There’s no talking, no reminiscing about life. There’s sure as shit never been me talking about Sarah, and now I’m extra ticked off at myself for doing it. I’m pissed at myself for having her meet my damn kid - for bringing her into my life.

      The important thing here is the money. Sure, I keep telling myself and everyone around me that it’s the “legacy” that matters. And it does, but the money that comes with securing the team and Sam’s legacy secures a future for my daughter.

      And that’s all that matters.

      That’s all that can matter in my life, no matter how drawn I am to Serena.
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      “Your place looks amazing!”

      I snort, slugging back some of the wine I’m drinking out of a plastic cup. “Oh, yeah, it’s really something.”

      I’m sitting cross-legged on the floor of a completely empty condo. My brand new, completely unfurnished, Denver condo. Despite some of the ridiculously nice ones with the ginormous price-tags that Landon and I toured, I ended up going with a much more modest one on a quieter street away from downtown, with spectacular views of the mountains. Even with the more modest price, the entire thing was only made possible with an advance loan from the Rattlesnakes board that Landon badgered through on the grounds that it was insane that I was still living out of a hotel.

      Part of me wants to bitch about being able to handle things myself. The other part of me is really content with this awesome view and a nicer living space than I’ve had since I was still living with my dad.

      “I mean it has potential, smart-ass,” London laughs, grinning at me through my computer screen.

      Seriously, this is my Friday night as a single woman in a brand new city. Alone in a condo completely devoid of any furniture, sitting on the floor drinking wine from a to-go cup and Facetime-ing with my friend back in Houston.

      I’m pretty okay with it.

      It’s been a week since the time at Landon’s house - my disastrous attempt at “sexy trench coat” that turned into pajama movie night with his daughter. And then of course, everything that happened after.

      Crashing into each other.

      Ignoring the warning signs.

      Breaking our rules all over again.

      “Once you’ve got some furniture in there, that place is going to be gorgeous.”

      I wave my hand dismissively. “Oh, no, I’ve decided to go with this whole minimalist thing. Furniture is so material.”

      London rolls her eyes. “Nerd.”

      “Anyways, like I can afford any anyways. This whole condo is basically one giant IOU from the Rattlesnakes board.”

      “And when do these voting shares get turned into the millions of dollars you’re going to use to take the two of us on a fabulous vacation after this little one pops out?”

      She points her laptop screen lower so I can see her belly.

      “London, you’re like a month pregnant. There’s no bump.”

      “There is so.”

      “There’s not, but I can tell you want me to lie pretty to you. So, yeah, I see it.”

      She grins. “Thanks.”

      Suddenly, two big, masculine hands reach around and slide across her stomach.

      “Oh you mean this bump?”

      I smile. “Hi, Holden.”

      “What’s up, Serena?” London’s fiancé pokes his head over her shoulder and grins at me. “How’s working for the enemy?”

      “Wow, so the team you played for less than two months ago is now the enemy?”

      “Yep. Fuck those guys, go Houston.” He flashes that cocky smile he’s famous for. No, actually famous for. Besides one of the best quarterbacks in pro ball, he’s been in half a dozen commercials.

      “No, but for real, how’s everyone treating you over there?”

      “They’re all fine. I’m hitting the ground running, but it’s going well.”

      There’s a beeping sound and Holden’s face suddenly disappears from my screen.

      “Sorry, he had to go check on dinner.”

      I raise a brow. “Holden’s cooking?”

      “Yeah! He wanted to pick it up as part of his whole new health kick.”

      “And-”

      “Oh, he’s a natural,” London says loudly over her shoulder before turning back to me with a horrified look on her face and her tongue out.

      “Send delivery,” she whispers dramatically, making me giggle.

      “And how’s everything with Landon?”

      My eyes snap to her - her and that knowing, impish grin.

      “He’s fine,” I say quickly. “He’s helping me get my bearings with all this.”

      “Lots of late nights at the office, huh?”

      “Man, fuck Landon Reece,” Holden shouts from somewhere in the background. “That guy is a colossal douchebag.”

      “Oh, you’re just mad because he took me out that one night.”

      “It sure as shit doesn’t help my opinion of him.”

      She’s referring to that night in Houston. The night Landon took my friend out to try and head-hunt her away from the Houston Bulls - the night she ditched him to go see Holden, and the night he and I bumped into each other at the dive bar.

      Yeah, that night in Houston.

      Holden reappears on my screen. “Sorry you’ve gotta work with that dick-wad. Just think of it as your trial by fire before your big payout.”

      I laugh. “He’s not that bad, Holden.”

      His eyes narrow. “No, believe me, he is.”

      “Aww, this sounds personal,” London coos, dramatically petting her fiancé’s cheek. “There there, Holden.”

      He frowns. “I’m serious. The guy thinks he’s a golden boy because Sam Horn treats him like a little prince.”

      “Well,” I shrug. “He’s good at what he does, I’ll say that. Still,” I sigh, looking at London. “This whole thing is way more complex than I thought it’d be.”

      “Too bad it didn’t end up being sex toys, huh?”

      “Well, Landon Reece is a dildo, so you’ve got that.”

      I snort a laugh at Holden as my friend turns and prods him in the arm.

      “Look, I’m sorry you don’t like him, Holden, but he’s been a huge help to me here.”

      “Because he’s trying to fuck you.”

      “Holden!”

      London glares at him but he just shrugs. “Sorry, not trying to be crude, Serena, but I’m not kidding.”

      “He’s not trying to fuck me, Holden,” I say with a forced roll of eyes.

      He’s successfully fucking me, actually, I want to add out loud.

      I deny that impulse.

      “That’s exactly the kind of guy he is. Everything about that fuckin’ suit is about chasing tail.”

      London snorts. “Right, cause you were a saint before we met.”

      Holden’s face reddens - not exactly a frequent occurrence with him. He turns back to me. “Look, just passing it on. The guy has a bit of a rep. Heard any talk around the office about Denise Owens?”

      I frown and take a quick sip of my wine, hoping it hides the bewilderingly angry flush on my cheeks at all this discussion about Landon and his apparent sexploits.

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “Holden, she just works with the guy,” London says dismissively. “Quit trying to sabotage her new-”

      “No, no, hang on,” I stop her, speaking too quickly. “What about Denise Owens.”

      Holden glances at London before shrugging. “She was this new contract rep we had last winter. I dunno the details, except that she and Landon had a little extracurricular thing going on, if you catch my drift.”

      “She’s not twelve, Holden, I think she gets the innuendo.” London rolls her eyes and punches his arm playfully.

      Yeah, I get the innuendo. I also get a creeping feeling climbing up inside of me that can really only be labeled one thing.

      Jealousy.

      Petty, stupid, bewildering, ridiculous, totally unfounded jealously.

      “And what exactly is so scandalous about two consenting adults having a good time?” London says sharply. “Nothing wrong with that, right Serena?”

      I blink quickly, snapping out of it as I drag my eyes back to hers through the camera. “Uh, nope.”

      And honestly, why am I getting so drawn in by this story? Why should I care about who Landon slept with so long ago? Not only is it none of my business, but it has nothing at all to do with-

      “Yeah, well, except Denise Owens was married.”

      Me.

      Fuck.

      Fuck me.

      “What?” I say quickly, my mouth growing dry and my eyes suddenly glaring a much angrier glare than they should.

      “Yep,” Holden shrugs. “Definitely had a husband. Ended up breaking up the marriage when the whole thing got out. Then she tried to get with Landon, but the guy suddenly wasn’t interested once there wasn’t any drama for him to stir up. Denise ended up quitting and going to work for like, Minnesota or some place.”

      The creeping feeling inside turns cold, chilling me to the core as the weight of what Holden’s just said sinks in.

      “You okay?”

      I shake myself out of it again, glancing up at him. “Oh, yeah! I just can’t believe that!”

      “Right? What kinda guy does that.”

      London sighs loudly. “You two are like my gossipy aunts, Jesus.”

      “Well excuse me for making sure your best friend knows to watch out for the resident creep at Rattlesnakes HQ, babe.” Holden grins at my friend before he turns back to me. “Just watch out for him, Serena.”
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      “What’s for dinner?”

      “What do you want?” I reach down and scoop Emily up, perching her up on the tall stools around the kitchen island.

      “McDonalds.”

      “Vetoed.”

      She makes a pouting face as I stick my tongue out at her. Historically, I’ve never let Emily eat crap like fast food. But a slightly less discriminating mom of a friend of hers the other week introduced her to Chicken McNuggets, and she’s been hounding me like an addict about them ever since.

      “Alright, I’ll meet you halfway.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      I grin as ease down my elbows across the island from her. “It means we’re negotiating.”

      Emily makes a face, and I laugh.

      “No McDonalds.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s not real food, that’s why.”

      “You can eat it, Dad. It’s food.”

      “You can eat dirt too, ya know.”

      She grins.

      “No McDonalds, but how about pizza?”

      Emily crows out a cheer.

      “But, there’s one condition.”

      I get the skeptical eye.

      “We’re going to make it.”

      My eight-year-old’s eyes go wide. “For real?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      “You know how to make pizza?” There’s a certain reverence and awe in her face that makes me grin, as if I’ve just admitted that I am in fact, a costumed superhero with the ability to fly and fight crime.

      “Your dad is full of surprises, you know.”

      Except thirty minutes later, up to our elbows in tomato sauce and flour, there’s one little surprise about myself that I can’t stop lingering on.

      Serena.

      The surprise I never saw coming, and the one that keeps pulling at something inside of me.

      The one I can’t get out of my damn head.

      And this is me we’re talking about. I’ve spent years cultivating one very straight and narrow modus operandi when it comes to women: I do not get involved. I don’t linger, I don’t ruminate. I don’t stay awake at night replaying everyday conversations with them, or remembering the way their eyes crinkled at the corners when they laughed at something I said after a particularly boring meeting with our coaching staff.

      Except now I do, apparently.

      Surprise.

      It’s been a week since Serena came to my house that night. And whatever worries I had that night after watching her drive away? Gone. Because for seven days now, we’ve been nothing but formal and strictly business at the office.

      It’s exactly what I could have hoped for.

      And yet, seven days and seven nights later, it’s not what I want, and that’s starting to get to me. The cordial familiarity, the sticking to business only conversations? The not once letting a single flirty look, smile, or line dance between us? If you’d asked me before, I’d have said that’s an ideal situation.

      That was before I slept with Serena again.

      That was before the lingering scent of her hair on my sheets and the lingering memory of that night with her got in deep under my skin.

      Now? Now I’ve spent the last week looking for ways to change the subject from goddamn quarterly expenditure accounts to something we can banter about, or looking for an opening to see if she wants to get a drink after work or something.

      Nothing.

      It’s like sleeping together again zeroed out all the issues and tension between us.

      And it sucks.

      “Is Serena coming over tonight?”

      I glance up from the cutting board littered with the mushrooms. It’s the third time Emily’s asked me this since the other night.

      “I don’t think so, honey.”

      “Why not?”

      “I think she’s busy.”

      “Oh.” She looks back to the carefully arranged smiley face of pepperoni she’s been crafting on the tomato sauce.

      “I like her.”

      I wipe my hands off before and move around the side of the island, leaning over Emily to kiss the top of her head. “I know you do, kiddo.”
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      “Hey, I got those reports over to Don. Seemed like he was pretty happy with the numbers.”

      Landon glances up from his desk, his look neutral. “Great thanks.” He looks back down immediately; conversation done.

      I frown slightly.

      This is what I didn’t want to happen. We’ve been slowly growing cooler and cooler since that night at his house. And again, I wasn’t looking for anything with him - the opposite actually. Really, the whole point of going over there was a guaranteed escape. No-strings sex with a completely unavailable man who I knew could take my mind off of life for a while.

      Empty, easy, purely physical sex.

      Of course, that was before I met his daughter. That was before I entered into his personal life, and that was before we threw way more cards on the table than I think we ever expected to.

      Way more than I ever planned on sharing, that’s for sure.

      But just the same, I sure as hell wasn’t looking for anything more than sex with him then, and I’m not now. I’ve been down this road. I’ve peeked at the last page of this story before, and looking for something real or something substantial with a man like Landon?

      Yeah, not a chance.

      Then of course there’s the recent insight into his own inter-workplace drama, courtesy of Holden’s story. I don’t want to give a shit about things from his past like that, but there’s something about infidelity that digs at me more than it might normally.

      Events of the past year involving my former fiancé and his coworker might have something to do with that.

      And the whole cooling thing is starting to bother me. We were actually working well together before that night, and we need to keep working together well if we want to make sure this team stays where it is. And heck, we definitely need to keep working well together if we want this to turn into money.

      I can try and ignore the bad taste in my mouth knowing about his indiscretions with a married woman, but this freeze out is the last thing I wanted to happen as a result of that night.

      “Hey.” I step into his office and shut the door. Landon looks up at me again, annoyance on his face.

      I ignore it.

      “Do you want to grab a drink after work?”

      He frowns. “Is there anything on the week’s to-do breakdown we need to discuss?”

      I shrug. “No, I just thought-”

      “Serena.”

      My mouth snaps shut as he sighs, leaning back in his chair.

      “What?”

      “I thought we were both on the same page about this,” he says quietly.

      I roll my eyes. “It’s just a drink, Landon. Relax. I just feel like we’ve been-”

      “Like we’ve been what?” His jaw tightens. “Like we’ve been what, ‘pulling apart’?” He air quotes sarcastically. “Cooling off?”

      I scowl. “Look, did I do something wrong? I’ve been busting my ass to get on top of all this stuff. The paperwork for that Cole kid is filed with the league, and I had a pretty fucking great idea for that commercial spot.”

      “Nothing’s wrong,” he mutters, avoiding my gaze.

      “Oh, are you sure? Because you’re acting like a sulking child.”

      “This is work, Serena,” he growls, standing. “What happened the other night-”

      “Oh my God, Landon, we’re on the same page, believe me. I’m not that girl, and trust me, I get it.”

      “Do you?”

      He steps around his desk and leans against it. I stand my ground by the door, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “This whole ‘trying to freeze me out’ act you’ve been pulling all week? Do us both a fucking favor and drop it, alright? I already told you, I’m not looking for anything either. What happened the other night is just sex, Landon. You’re an adult, I’m an adult, we both have plenty of shit and baggage.”

      I glare at him, thinking of Holden’s words from the other night suddenly and hating that I am. I don’t care what he does in his time, and it’s none of my damn business who he’s slept with before.

      But then it tumbles out anyways. “Apparently some of us have more baggage than the usual.”

      He frowns. “Excuse me?”

      “Nothing, forget it.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Speak.”

      “I’m not a puppy, you know.”

      A grin teases his lips before it fades. “You don’t want me to freeze you out? Fine, then don’t keep things from me.”

      “You seriously want to go here?”

      “I wouldn’t be asking.”

      I purse my lips, arching a brow at him. “I just think it’s funny that you’ve got all these rules of yours, when this is hardly the first workplace thing you’ve had practice with.”

      He holds my eyes with his, the gears whirring inside his head as he measures me up. “You talked to Holden.”

      I bristle at the freakish way he’s cut right to the heart of it. “No,” I say quickly.

      He smirks, and for some reason, the look gets my blood boiling.

      “Well you don’t have to be so arrogant about it. I wouldn’t exactly go smugging around the office about breaking up someone’s marriage.”

      His look instantly cools. “That is not the story.”

      “Oh? Enlighten me how you sleeping with a married woman didn’t break up a perfectly good marriage?”

      “Are you at all curious to hear the story, or are you quite content up there in your moral castle throwing blind accusations.”

      My mouth snaps shut. “Fine.”

      “I didn’t know she was married, first of all. I had too much to drink at an office thing, and I went home with the very forward new contracts representative from our in-house legal team. Whatever torrid affair Holden’s dreamed up in his head, I can promise you, it was not. I saw her once, and I didn’t find out that she had a husband until a week later when she cornered me in the damn cafeteria and told me she was leaving him, for me.”

      His face is stony as he levels his eyes at me. “Suffice to say, I wanted no part in being lied to or used like that. I told her we were not a thing, and to go to marriage counseling. What happened after that would have happened whether it was me or any other guy, believe me. Oh, but nice job assuming it was a ‘perfectly happy marriage’, by the way. Thanks for the benefit of the doubt.”

      This is stupid. There’s no reason we should be even going here, and I shouldn’t care about any of this crap. What I do need to care about is getting through the next few weeks and making this work.

      “So, we done here?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “No, actually. You know you don’t have to shut down like this and act like an asshole just because I won’t fall all over you and beg and whine for you to sleep with me again like every other girl you go through.”

      He smirks. “What?”

      “That’s really what the problem is here, isn’t it? That’s your thing, right? It’s just not as good unless the girl throws a fit about your whole ‘one-time only’ rule and humiliates herself trying to get you again, right? That’s your little power trip?”

      His eyes narrow. “Okay, take it easy.”

      “Or what, Landon?” I hiss.

      I’m tired of this bullshit between us. I’m tired of walking on eggshells and playing these stupid games after we both agreed that the other night was just sex.

      “Look, if you’re waiting for me to act like whatever other women you’re used to and throw some little temper tantrum and beg you to sleep with me again like some sort of desperate charity case, I can promise you, it’s not going to happen.”

      “Watch it,” he growls, standing tall, his jaw tightening.

      I take a step towards him and jab a finger at his chest. “Yeah? Or what? You going to fire me?”

      “It’s crossed my mind.”

      I snort. “The hell it has. You need me and you know it, so cut the bullshit.” I poke my finger against his chest.

      His very sculpted, very muscled chest.

      “And stop acting like I’m was some sort of pathetic pity fuck, because you know damn well you needed it the other night as much as I did!”

      My mouth snaps shut.

      Okay, that went further than intended.

      Landon steps against me. “So you needed the other night, huh?”

      “Don’t be an asshole, you know what I meant.”

      “You’re dodging the question.”

      “You’re being a prick.”

      He moves closer - so close that I can feel the heat of his body, and so close that I could lean forward and melt into him.

      “You trying to push me?”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I whisper back. I drag my eyes up his broad chest, over his sculpted chin, those perfectly tempting lips, and up to those gorgeous eyes and the sinful way they’re burning right into me.

      Damnit.

      My pulse thuds in my ear as I dart my tongue out to wet my lips, meeting his gaze unflinchingly. “I’m just saying, if you can’t handle being around me in the office after what-”

      I gasp as his hands suddenly grab me as he spins us around. My back presses into the side of his desk as one of those strong hands firmly grasps my hip and the other slides up my back until his fingers tangle in my hair. He tugs it back just hard enough to make me gasp, and when his mouth dips to my bare, exposed neck, I shiver against him.

      “Let’s get one thing straight,” he growls into my ear. “I have rules for a reason, Serena.” His hand moving down to cup my ass, and I moan.

      “Yeah, well let’s get another thing straight then,” I hiss out, spreading my legs as he pushes me back onto the edge of his desk and moves between them. My skirt rides high around my hips and I shiver as I feel the thick bulge at the front of his suit pants pressing hot against my panties. His lips trace over the side of my neck as my hands slide up his chest. “I am not like those other girls,” I husk into his ear.

      “Believe me, I’ve noticed.”

      The hand in my hair suddenly yanks me back again, and just as I cry out, his lips crush against mine.

      I moan as my hands tighten on his shirt, feeling him grind against me as our mouths part and tongues find the other’s. My hands tear at the buttons of his shirt. I push it off his shoulders, running my hands down over his bare skin as he shrugs one arm and then the other off, coming right back to cup my jaw and mash his lips against mine again.

      Hands push my skirt up to my hips, and I moan as I feel his hand delve between my legs. I kiss him harder as I feel his fingers push over the soaking wet front of my panties, rubbing me through them. He pushes them deftly to the side, and I groan into his kiss as one thick finger slides deep inside of me. His thumb brushes across my clit, making me rock my hips into him as he curls that finger inside, like he’s beckoning me.

      His other hand moves up to the front of my blouse, popping one button after the other, his lips never leaving mine. I drop my own hands to his belt, tugging it off and then hastily dropping his zipper. I push them off his hips, reaching down to slip his briefs over his cock. I groan into his mouth as I feel him hot and heavy in my hands, my fingers curling around his length as I stroke him.

      Landon growls into the kiss, pushing forward until I’m stroking him bare right against my thigh as his fingers strum over my clit. He reaches across his desk with his free hand, knocking over neatly organized file folders and sending a cup of silver, monogramed pens scattering across the mahogany surface. He yanks open a side drawer and comes back with a foil wrapper.

      I groan as he withdraws his hand from between my thighs, but he’s tearing the wrapper open and then rolling the condom down his length in seconds. He pushes the thick head against my opening, panties still pulled to the side, and my breath suddenly catches as he buries himself to the hilt in one stroke.

      My fingers claw at his biceps, leaving scratch marks as he grinds deep inside.

      Fuck he feels amazing.

      His hands grab me by the waist as he starts to rock in and out - slick, hot, and fast as I pull my lips from his mouth to moan loudly. Landon reaches behind me, the neat order of his desktop going crashing to the floor as he clears it with a sweep of his arm. He lays me back, my shirt open, my skirt pushed up, and my panties to the side as he starts to fuck me with deep, rhythmic strokes.

      His hands grab my thighs, skimming up to my knees and bringing my legs up to his shoulders. I moan wildly, dropping my head back onto his desk and running my fingers through my hair as his cock pumps in and out of me. He brings one hand down to cup my ass, grabbing me possessively. The other slides across my belly and under my bra, pushing it up as strong fingers find my soft breast and hard nipples.

      Landon starts to move faster and faster, and I’m raising my hips to meet his every thrust. Harder, faster, wetter, and moving towards a frantic pace and a toe-curling inevitability as we both gasp and moan.

      He pushes me back as he climbs up onto the desk with me without ever pulling out. His abs ripple and his biceps flex as he moves over me, my legs splayed and my ankles over his shoulder as he starts to slide in deep. I’m gasping for breath, clawing at the edges of my sanity and feeling that wave start to crest over me as his lips move to my ear.

      “One more rule,” he growls, his cock pushing deep inside as I go to pieces under him.

      “You’re going to come for me, all over my big cock, and you’re going to come for me right fucking now.”

      I scream into his shoulder as the orgasm goes crashing through me. Every muscle in my body tenses as my lips close tight on his skin, my fingers digging into his skin. Landon groans as he buries himself inside me, his body tensing along with mine as he goes tumbling over the edge with me.
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      We lay like that for a minute, panting, sweating, and moaning as the aftershocks roll through us. Slowly, he pulls out of me and eases off the desk, helping me up and kissing me before he ducks into the bathroom off his office.

      Water runs and stops, and he comes back out, groaning as he moves between my legs again. His hand comes down to my chin, nudging it up until our eyes lock and we grin. He leans down to kiss me, letting those lips sear across mine before he moves away again reaching for his clothes.

      I take a deep breath, letting my pulse slow before I slide off the wreck of his desk and start to try and rearrange my clothes as best as I can.

      “Shit.”

      I look up sharply. “Everything okay?”

      He swears under his breath again as he glances at his watch. “Yeah, I just- fuck. I’m late.” He looks up at me as he fastens his belt and picks his dress shirt off the ground. “I’m going to be late grabbing Emily from school.”

      “Oh, yeah, of course,” I nod quickly as I finish buttoning my blouse back up. “Yeah, go ahead.”

      He holds my eyes for a second, a shadow of a grin dancing across his face as “You were saying something about an idea for the sponsor commercial earlier, right?”

      I shrug as I smooth my skirt down. “Yeah, but it can wait.”

      “Feel like taking a drive?”

      I freeze, my eyes darting to his as I bite my lip.

      Slowly, I nod.

      “Yeah, sure.”

      He smiles.

      [image: ]
* * *

      In the car later, I can still feel the throb of him between my legs. The delicious soreness, the sweet ache of him. I’m still flushed red, and trying to fix my hair in the car mirror as we drive, and still thinking about what just happened.

      The way he took me. The way he demanded the orgasm from me.

      The way I lost myself again with him.

      The man sitting behind the wheel of the car next to me is a man I met for the first time as a clear and decidedly one-night stand. Now we work together. Now we’ve slept together three times.

      So much for rules.

      But I know what this is, despite the way we keep breaking them. This is just release. This is stress management.

      Just sex.

      “So what’s this big commercial idea?”

      I glance up, blinking away the flush on my face.

      “Oh, yeah. So, you know how Rocky Mountain Soap just had that huge national ad campaign about empowering girls?”

      Landon nods. “Right, the ‘love the body you’re in’ thing, right?”

      “Yeah, exactly. Well, this is a football organization, which isn’t always the most woman-friendly place.”

      He frowns. “Hey-”

      “No, c’mon, you know what I mean. I grew up in it, remember? It’s super macho, hyper-masculine, and believe it or not, it’s not always the most welcoming environment for girls.”

      “Fair enough. So what’s the idea for our spot?”

      “Has Emily ever acted?”

      Landon shakes his head, his brow furrowing as he pulls into the school parking lot and parks alongside the curb. A bell rings inside the big building, and the front doors suddenly open as teachers and kids start pouring out for the waiting cars and busses.

      And suddenly, I’m acutely aware of how, well, maybe inappropriate it is for me to be here. Me being here while Landon picks his daughter up from school suddenly seems really….

      Girlfriend-y.

      It seems relationship-y, and perhaps a tad more serious than the whole “casual it’s just sex” thing we’ve been building up.

      A familiar face breaks away from a gaggle of other kids and beams at our car.

      Emily.

      She seems to spot me as her grin widens. She turns to a teacher and waves before running down the sidewalk towards the car.

      I shake my head as I turn back to Landon. “Look, you know what, I can fill you in tomorrow.” I start to open the door. “’I’ll just grab an Uber or something from here. I should let you-”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      I glance back to see him roll his eyes. “Look, do you…” He frowns. “I think it might just make Emily’s month if you came and had dinner with us.”

      I can feel my heart beat a quicker tempo as I swallow.

      “You’ve sort of made an impression.”

      I grin before biting my lip worriedly. “Look, seriously, if this is too…”

      “Non casual?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “You like tacos?”

      “I’m from Texas, remember?”

      Landon chuckles. “Believe me, tacos with this animal are as casual as it gets.” He opens the door and starts to step out before he turns back. “Come have dinner with us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          23

        

        Landon

      

    
    
      “The trick is, you have to use two different kinds of cheese,” Emily says with all the authority of an eight-year-old taco aficionado. “My friend Alicia’s mom makes tacos sometimes, but she only uses one kind of cheese.”

      My daughter makes a face conveying just how sacrilegious Alicia’s mom’s cheese choice faux-pas is. Serena nods seriously.

      “I totally know what you mean. Who only uses one cheese?”

      Emily’s brows shoot up. “You use two also?”

      “Oh, totally. It’s the only way to have tacos.”

      My daughter beams at her.

      “So what else are we putting on these?”

      I watch from my amused spectator seat leaning against the fridge with a beer in my hand as Emily half climbs over the kitchen island to grab the supplies.

      “Cheese, duh.”

      “Well, duh,” Serena shrugs.

      “Aaaaand tomatoes, and the hamburger, and the lettuce, and the sour cream.”

      “How about some guacamole?”

      Emily’s face sours as she shakes her head. She’s decided long ago that avocados are entirely too close to a green vegetable for her to touch. Honestly, lettuce is a damn battle.

      “Eww, no way.”

      Serena laughs at the look on her face. “Really? Have you ever tried it?”

      Emily shakes her head.

      “Oh, it’s delicious. People eat it all the time down in Texas.”

      My daughter’s ears prick up. “They do?”

      Serena nods. “Oh yeah, it’s the best.”

      “Do you eat it?”

      “Oh my God, I love guacamole.”

      Emily taps her chin like she’s thinking it over before she glances at me and then Serena. “Okay, I want guac then.”

      No fucking way.

      My brow shoots up in surprise as Serena glances at me.

      “Dad, do we have any guacamole?”

      I chuckle as I shake my head. “No, because you refuse to eat it, remember? I thought you hated guac?”

      Emily shoots me a look. “No, I love guacamole, Dad.”

      Serena grins at me over my daughter’s head. “I can make some if you’ve got some avocados?”

      Ten minutes later, Emily’s kneeling on a stool, shoulder-to-shoulder with Serena and unable to keep her hands out of the bowl as Serena mashes avocados and lime juice and onions together. I still haven’t moved from my spot against the fridge, watching this whole thing with bemused amusement as I sip my beer.

      Well this is interesting. I have never once introduced a woman I was sleeping with to Emily. Not once. In my head, they’ve always been separate lives that I love concurrently, but with the edges never remotely touching or blurring.

      There’s my dating life - my sex life. And then there’s my home life, away from all that. I’ve never even been remotely tempted to introduce my daughter to a woman I was seeing, or sleeping with, because it’d just be confusing. Hell, none of them were going to stick around - I made sure of that, and it’d just be jarring to her when they left just as quickly as she met them.

      And then there’s the other reason - the one I almost can’t even admit to myself. Emily was barely a toddler when I lost Sarah, and I don’t know how people actually remember from when they were two - I sure don’t remember much - but I want whatever she does remember about her mom to stick. I don’t want it watered down with anyone new. I don’t want those memories to be diluted with some random girl I’m going to take out, fuck once, and never see again.

      So, suffice it to say, this is new.

      This is unexplored territory.

      And this would be terrifying if it wasn’t so damn easy to watch, the two of them clicking like two peas in a pod. I watch my daughter giggling away with Serena, helping to add ingredients, and even taking a turn at mashing, always looking eagerly up at Serena for approval.

      “Like this?”

      “Just like that. Oh man, this is going to be the best guac ever.”

      Emily’s smile could not actually get bigger as she turns and beams at me.
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* * *

      Another fifteen minutes of guac-perfecting later, we’re sitting at the table shoving tacos in our mouths and cracking up. And I’m still the third wheel here, just watching with the same bemusement from earlier as Emily chatters non-stop to Serena about something her teacher said at school, and then something gross one of the other kids did at lunch.

      Serena occasionally glances up and winks at me as she catches my eye, but besides that, it’s just the two of them, with me just chuckling as the onlooker.

      And it’s kind of amazing to watch. It’s easy, and it’s familiar despite how new this is for both Emily and myself.

      I shake my head as I watch the two of them try and see who can fit more olives in their mouths, grinning at the way Serena just knows how to interact with her. How she instinctively helps her spoon hamburger meat onto her plate, how she laughs and grabs a napkin to wipe sour cream off her nose.

      My mind flashes to her admission from the other night, about her inability to have kids and her shitbag of an ex’s decision about not adopting with her.

      Moron.

      I shake the thought away as I watch Emily giggling up a storm as Serena’s taco explodes in her hands, sending hot sauce and guac down her chin and hands.

      Her idea for the commercial spot is pretty damn good, too - something she filled me in on while we were setting up for dinner prepping. She’s got this whole thing in her head about girls and sports for the spot, and something tells me Emily is going to freak out about being on TV - especially if her new best friend Serena is involved.

      Emily dissolves into giggles again as Serena gives her a goofy cross-eyed look, and I can’t help but laugh and shake my head, watching the two of them.

      This is pretty damn near perfect.

      My phone suddenly buzzes in my pocket, and I slip it out enough to be able to frown at the number.

      It’s Kyle, my investigative guy.

      “Dad! No phones at dinner!”

      “I know, I know,” I stand. “It’s work, I’ll be right back.”

      I duck out into the living room before I answer.

      “Hey, what’s up, man?”

      “Dude, this is getting a little weird,” Kyle says, his voice sounding tired.

      I look up, grinning through the doorway into the kitchen at Emily and Serena before I clear my throat. “What do you mean?”

      “Those accounts you gave us access to? There are holes, man. Lots of holes.”

      I frown. “How so?”

      I’ve given Kyle and Silas access to as many corporate and personal accounts of Sam’s as I can, given that I’m in charge of his estate for the time being - all in hopes of finding something that points to how he possible knew Serena.

      Kyle sighs heavily “Big, regular withdrawals. Extremely regular.”

      I glance up at Serena and my daughter again through the doorway. “What kind of withdrawals? Gambling?”

      “Could be, except for…” Kyle trails off. “Except for one thing, Landon.” His voice sounds tight, like he’s holding something back, and I scowl.

      “Kyle, if you’ve got something, just get to the point.”

      “They’re all going to the same place, Landon.”

      “Tell me.”

      There’s a frozen moment before he sighs heavily again. “They’re all going to an account opened in one woman’s name twenty-seven years ago.” Kyle clears his throat. “One Celia Roth.”

      The floor starts to drop out under my feet as what my buddy is saying slowly starts to sink in. I look up, my eyes locking on the woman sitting in my kitchen with my daughter.

      “Wait, what?”

      “Celia Roth, Landon. Otherwise known as Serena Roth’s mother.”
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      Serena helps me put Emily to bed later, and I’m trying the whole time to ignore what I know about her now.

      It was wrong to investigate her like this, and it feels like I’ve peeped behind a curtain I never should have.

      I don’t know what it means yet that Sam was sending her mom cash every month, but even thinking about it now feels invasive.

      Whatever protective shit I felt before about Sam’s legacy just feels like being a prying douchebag now that I had people look into her connection to him.

      That’s not my job. My job is to make this team work, and to make sure the board keeps their heads enough to keep things even.

      Except she was never part of that plan.

      She was never part of the agenda, was never in on my calendar.

      She wasn’t part of my rules.

      We step out of Emily’s room and close the door. Serena starts to turn to head back to the kitchen.

      “I should go.”

      I stop her with a hand on her wrist.

      “You could stay.”

      Fuck the rules.

      Fuck the agenda, and fuck the plan.

      She meets my eyes, her lip catching between her teeth.

      “If you wanted, I mean.”

      She wets her lips. “Is that a good idea?”

      I pull her against me, loving the way she just fits against me. Her hands go to my chest, her eyes dragging up to mine as my arms circle her. My hand moves to the small of her back, the other moving to her cheek.

      “Probably not,” I mutter.

      She grins, her eyes flashing as she moves against me there in the hallway.

      She nods.

      It’s wordless as I turn, taking her hand and pulling her down the hall towards my bedroom. I pull her inside, pulling her against me as I shut the door behind her. It’s still wordless as we stand there face to face in the moonlight and the darkness of the room, eyes flashing at each other.

      I reach for her shirt, pulling it out of her skirt and dragging it up her body. She raises her arms, letting me pull it off of her - her hair catching and falling back across her shoulders like a silken ribbon. She reaches back and unclips her bra, shrugging her shoulders and letting it fall to the floor before her hands move to my shirt. She looks up at me, my eyes locked onto hers as she starts to undo my shirt, one button at a time.

      I groan as my hands pull her against me, my eyes dropping to those perfect, full breasts, capped by those rosy nipples. My shirt falls open, her skin rubs against mine, her nipples dragging over my skin as she sighs.

      I lean in, and then I’m kissing her, deeply, hard, with more than I’m used to giving in a kiss. Her hands drop to my belt as I tug at the zipper on the side of her skirt.

      It pools at her feet as my pants drop. I take her hand again as I pull away from the kiss and pull her towards the bed. I spin her around and push her onto it, grinning as she shrieks quietly.

      I crawl after her, slipping my briefs off and crawling between her legs. Her panties skim down her legs, catching at her ankles before I toss them across the room. My hands push her legs wide as I move in.

      Her breath catches as I drag my tongue through her glistening honey. Hands slide into my hair as I grab her ass and pull her against my mouth. My tongue delves deep, tasting her and not able to get enough of it before I move up to her clit. My tongue swirls over it as she moans quietly and bucks her hips against me. I glance up, groaning at the way she’s biting her hand to keep quiet as I tease her further and further towards that sweet release.

      My tongue moves faster and faster, her hips bucking harder and harder against me before suddenly, her whole body goes rigid. Thighs clamp around my head, hands tighten in my hair, and her whole body arches off the bed in a silent scream. Her sweetness floods my lips and my tongue before she’s pulling me away, panting and gasping for air.

      Yeah, no, fuck the rules.

      I move up the bed, grinning as she pushes me over onto my back and looks at me with this wicked glint in her eyes. It’s primal, and raw.

      And sexy as fucking hell.

      She crawls up me until she’s straddling my hips. Her fingers reach down and curl around my cock, making me groan as she strokes me before pulling me against her lips. I reach for the bedside drawer, but she takes the condom from my hand, tearing the wrapper open and rolling it down my length in a slow, sensual movement.

      She lifts up, centering me against her opening, and sighs as she starts to sink down. I groan, throwing my head back as her heat slowly envelopes every single inch of me until I can feel my balls resting against her ass. Her hands drop to my chest as her eyes meet mine - hungry, eager.

      She starts to move up and down, slowly riding me as her eyes close and the moans hang on her lips. My hands move to her thighs, teasing her skin as she rides up and down my cock, her brow furrowing with pleasure as her fingers drag across my chest.

      I sit up, my mouth going to her neck and my hands move to grab her ass. Serena moans louder now, her arms going around my neck and her head lolling back as she starts to bounce up and down on my shaft faster and faster, taking me deep with every thrust of her hips. My fingers dig into her ass, the pure need for her building up inside until I know there’s no way to stop this train.

      She moves faster, her hips grinding against mine, her ass rising and falling in my hands and her nipples dragging over my chest. I can feel her clenching me tight inside, her hands clawing at my back and slipping into my hair as she clings to me.

      Muscles tense, breaths catch, light flashes, and the whole thing explodes around us.

      Serena clamps her lips to mine, pouring her release into my kiss as her body shatters in orgasm. I groan into her, feeling my cock throb and pulse deep inside of her as my own release thunders through me.

      She slowly continues to ride me, her lips never leaving mine as we slowly come to a stop, until all that we can hear is the thundering pulse of hearts against each other’s chests.
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      My heart is still pounding in the dark later as we lay in his bed. My head rests in the crook of his arm, his hand on my back and his breathing come rhythmically.

      Tonight was incredible. I mean, before the mind-blowing sex even, it was incredible. Dinner with the two of them, bouncing the commercial idea off of him and seeing him grin, laughing and just having one of the best dinners I’ve had in a long, long time.

      And yet, there’s a part of it that rubs funny with me - a notion that lingers.

      And I get it; I do. Tonight being in this house, with his daughter, and sharing a dinner with them was fantastic, but I am the stranger here. Landon’s had this thing with just him and Emily for so long, and I’m acutely aware of being the interloper here, even if Emily and I hit it off so well. My dad didn’t date much after my mom, but I do remember that feeling of someone new butting in on what we had. I remember the women who’d try and “mother me” - women who didn’t just want to date my dad, but wanted to be my mom.

      Yeah, no way.

      And after all, Landon and I are just, well, co-workers.

      That’s it.

      What happened earlier today and then again tonight should probably stop happening, but I somehow doubt either of us have the ability to make that happen. But we should. This should stop happening. In the long run, us getting together can’t be a good thing, and I think we both know that deep down.

      And so even with how well Emily and I get along, I’m acutely aware of the divide between us. No woman will ever be her mother - certainly not me. And so I get the worry Landon’s probably been harboring all night. I get the worry that a girl like her might look more into this more than she should. And I’m not that.

      I’m not her mom, and I won’t ever be her replacement.

      I can’t be.

      The glowing warmth from what we just did slowly dissipates as the cold, yet honest, thought creeps through me. I stir, pulling my head up from his chest and swallowing the lump in my throat.

      “I need to go,” I whisper in the dark.

      “You could honestly stay the night,” he murmurs, sitting up and meeting my eye. “There’s a guest room, and we could tell Emily-”

      “No, Landon.”

      He peers at me in the low glow of the moonlight coming in through the window, and I shake my head.

      “I’m not her,” I say quietly.

      He frowns. “Excuse me?”

      “I’m not her,” I barely whisper it this time, but his face goes dark as he understands what I’m saying.

      “I’m aware of that.”

      “Are you?” I sit up, pulling the sheet up over me. “I’m in your house, having dinner with your daughter, spending the night in your bed?”

      “Serena, I’m perfectly aware of what this is.”

      “Then enlighten me, because I don’t think either of us are aware of what this is!” I spit back.

      He sits up all the way, his eyes narrowing at me. “What do you want from me?”

      “Nothing, Landon. I thought that was the whole point. We’re here to secure the team, and turn those voter shares into holding shares. That’s what we need from each other.” I meet his gaze, neither of us saying a thing for a minute. I shake my head as I stand, slipping from the bed.

      “I shouldn’t be here.”

      “Then why are you here, Serena?” he growls.

      Because I wanted it to be real.

      Because deep down, part of me wants this to be real, as stupid and silly as that is. Deep down, I want something like this. A man like Landon, a little girl like Emily, a life like this.

      Like this, but not this life. Because this isn’t real. He and I will never be that life, and I know that. I know that Emily and I will never be more than taco-making buddies, and “this life” exists only in my head.

      Because we aren’t those people. We’re broken, and damaged, and right now?

      Right now we’re just fooling ourselves.

      “Great question.” I look away and reach for my clothes on the ground, slowly pulling them back on.

      Landon gets out of bed and steps towards me. “That’s not what I was implying, Serena,” he says, his voice softer now.

      “I know, but I need to go.”

      I stiffen for a second as his hands move to my arms, pulling me back against him. My eyes close, and for a second, I let myself melt back into him.

      “You really can stay.”

      I scrunch up my face as I pull away from him, shaking my head as I turn to meet his eyes. “No, I can’t.” I lean up and kiss his cheek before buttoning my shirt up the rest of the way.

      “I’ll see you at work, okay?”

      And then I’m leaving that room, walking back through that house and past those moments from earlier that don’t really belong to me, and stepping out the front door.
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      And we’re back.

      A few days go by after the taco dinner at my place, and Serena and I are right back to being strictly professionals. Well, chilly professionals. She actually sort of avoids me after that night, even going so far as to suggest she finally get her own office, which I grudgingly grant.

      She froze up that night, and it’s been like that ever since. A fucking fantastic night, where things just seemed to click with everything. A night that ended in us breaking down and crashing together again, like this inevitability that keeps happening. But after all that and after everything, something shook her. I felt it when she tensed against me in my bed. I felt it when she pulled back, when her smile faded, and when she walked away.

      I thought we understood each other.

      Guess I was wrong.

      Part of me feels like I should have told her about what Kyle told me, but it’s not my place. And besides that, I don’t even know what the revelation could mean. No sense in throwing that at her, she’s got enough going on right now.

      At least, that’s how I’ve rationalized not telling her, even now, a few days after.

      For now, I’m giving her the space I guess she needs. And I get it - I get that things may have moved a little past casual when I start inviting her to dinner with my daughter. That might not have been smart, but it felt easy.

      It felt natural.

      It felt like something I hadn’t felt in a while when we were all in that kitchen, laughing and making guacamole, or sitting at the table cracking jokes and scarfing down tacos. And it definitely felt like something I’ve forgotten about later that night, in my bed. There’ve been a hundred faceless women since Sarah. A hundred utterly forgettable, utterly single-purpose nights. I don’t “connect.” I don’t “feel that deeper feeling” people in scripted television or movies moan about.

      I fuck.

      I make them come.

      I leave.

      And I sure as shit don’t repeat the process.

      Somehow, Serena Roth is shattering my rules. She’s breaking down my walls without even trying. Hell, she’s doing it while actively running away from me.
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* * *

      “This is so cool!!” Emily shrieks as she bolts across the sound stage along with the three friends of hers from school who’ll be part of the commercial shoot today with her. It’s a fantastic idea Serena had - four eight-year-old girls playing tag football with the push being teamwork and empowering young girls to do whatever they want, regardless of it being a “guy thing” or not. Rocky Mountain Soap is going to eat it up, too, which is a huge win for us and for the board.

      She should be here for this.

      Serena begged off earlier with some flimsy excuse about looking over contract stuff back at the office, but I know it’s a bullshit excuse to try and distance herself from me.

      Fuck that.

      She should be here. She should be part of this thing she came up with, and my being here shouldn’t have any bearing on that. I know we went further than we should have. I know we flew a little too close to something we shouldn’t have the other night. But I need her to understand we’re on the same page about it. I need her to understand she can just be normal around me, even with the sex.

      Hell, I just need her here.

      “Hey,” she answers the phone brusquely.

      “You should really be here, you know.”

      “Oh, yeah, I’ve got a lot of-”

      “Leave it,” I say coolly. “What are you going to do, fire yourself?”

      I grin as I hear her snort a small laugh over the phone. “Look, just come down. Emily and the other girls are here, the rep from Rocky Mountain is on the way down, and you really should see this idea of yours come to life. It’s a win, Serena.”

      She sighs. “I don’t know.”

      “I do. Stop being stubborn and get your ass down here.”

      She laughs. “Yes sir.”

      She says it sarcastically, but I growl at the words coming from her lips.

      There’s a pause before she laughs quietly. “Don’t get used to me saying that, by the way.”

      “Too late. Get over here, now.”

      “Someone’s bossy today,” she says with just a hint of flirtation in her voice.

      “I have my moments.”

      “You certainly do.”

      There’s another pause, neither of us sure what to say next, before she sighs. “Okay, okay. I’m on my way.”
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* * *

      A win is putting it lightly. When we cut for the last shot of the day, I know one thing about the commercial pitch: it’s a home run. The girls had a blast doing it, Don loved it, and the ad rep from Rocky Mountain had freaking stars in her eyes watching it.

      We needed this win, and Serena delivered.

      “Not bad.”

      Serena jumps a little at the sound of my voice right behind her, turning to smile at me. “Yeah it was pretty good.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “We need to work on that, you know.”

      “Work on what?”

      “You taking credit for things you should take credit for. You honestly killed it with this one. Own it.”

      Her lips curl at the corners. “A little free lesson in boardroom power moves?”

      “Free? No, I’ll be billing you.”

      She grins.

      “Serena!” We both turn at the sound of Emily’s voice. She comes running over, beaming and still wearing her peewee league shoulder pads and Rocky Mountain Soap jersey as she comes crashing into Serena, flinging her arms around her.

      “Hi!”

      Serena flashes me a grin before leaning down and giving my daughter a squeeze. “Hey, Emily!”

      “Hi Dad, so great to see you,” I say flatly, raising a brow at Emily. She gives me a look before turning back to Serena with a conspiratorial eye roll.

      “Hey, you looked great up there!”

      Emily beams at the compliment from Serena before turning back to me.

      “Dad, can I sleep over at Jasmine’s house tonight? She said it was okay.”

      “Is it okay with Jasmine’s mom?”

      “Um, yeah.”

      Serena tries to hide her grin as I pull the parent card. “Why don’t you check first, honey.”

      Emily scampers away, and I give Serena a look as she lets the laugh out.

      “Just so you know, it’s not all fun taco nights,” I mutter. “I get to play bad cop too.”

      “Hey, I think you’re great with her.”

      I shrug. “So are you, you know. I’ve had Don over for dinner before and she wants to eat in her room or in front of the TV.”

      “Well maybe Don should learn to make better Texas-style guacamole.”

      I laugh.

      “Landon! Hi!”

      We both turn at the sound of the woman’s voice - Erika, Jasmine’s mom, with Jasmine and Emily in tow.

      I smile warmly. “Hi, Erika.”

      “Hey there. So, the girls were thinking of having a movie night tonight to celebrate their rising Hollywood stars.” She wags her brows knowingly as the two girls gush about “Hollywood!” behind her. “That okay with you?”

      “Absolutely.” I smile. “I’m fine with it if you are.”

      Emily and Jasmine cheer before running off again to change out of their pint-sized football gear.

      “Well then, I don’t think we’ve met!” Erika smiles curiously at me and then at Serena. “Landon, I hadn’t heard you were seeing any-”

      “Oh, no,” Serena says quickly shaking her head and rolling her eyes. “We just work together.”

      Erika’s smile seems to grow wider as she turns back to me, her eyes doing a not-so-hidden drive-by up and down over me. “Oh,” she says, biting her lip. “Well, Landon, if you wanted to come on by tonight with Emily, maybe we could watch our own movie?” She smiles predatorily at me, wagging her brows. “I’m sure you and I could find a way to amuse ourselves.”

      Serena almost loses it behind her, actually clamping a hand across her mouth and turning away.

      I clear my throat, forcing myself to smile cordially at Erika. “Appreciate the offer, but I’ve got work to plow through tonight.”

      Erika pouts and making a clicking sound with her teeth. “Aww I think you work too hard.” She moves closer, her hand going to my arm through my shirt sleeve. Her lips curl again.

      “Landon, I don’t know how you have the time to keep in such great shape!”

      She turns to Serena, shaking her head. “My goodness, how do you even get any work done with this hunk walking around?”

      Serena smiles. “Oh, I mostly just let him have his way with me across his desk whenever he wants.”

      Erika hoots out a laugh, batting her hand at Serena’s arm as she shakes her head and wipes her eyes. “Well then, I suppose I should go find the girls.” She pouts at me. “You sure I can’t convince you take the night off?”

      “Maybe another time, Erika.”

      She shrugs and sighs. “Well fine then. Wonderful to meet you, Serena. Love that sense of humor.”

      Erika strolls off, and Serena turns back to me, a big, needling smirk on her face.

      “What.”

      She chuckles. “Has she been to Tap & Vine with you?”

      I roll my eyes. “No.”

      “You sure about that?”

      I arch a brow, peering into Serena’s face and grinning. “Why so curious?”

      “Morbid curiosity.”

      I snort. “No, definitely not.” I start to open my mouth to continue with that history, but I quickly shut it instead.

      Serena clearly catches it though, her brow shooting up. “Oh my God, gross!”

      “What!”

      She cracks up, shaking her head. “Jesus, Landon. Banging Emily’s friends’ moms? Ick.”

      I frown. “Okay, first of all, no, I’d never and never have touched Erika Marshalls, or any of my daughter’s friend’s moms. Jesus, what do you think I am?”

      “A man whore.”

      I snort. “Look, do you want to get a drink?”

      She bites her lip, and I’m almost sure this is a bad idea. I’m almost sure she’s going to say no, or come up with some fairly good reason why we shouldn’t go get a drink together.

      She nods. “Sure, but only if you swear to finish this story.”
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      “So, Jasmine’s mom.”

      Landon groans and takes a sip of his drink. “It’s seriously nothing.”

      “I’ll leave.” I grin at him, shaking my head. “Don’t think I won’t.”

      He smiles and shakes his head.

      “What I was going to say is that she got drunk at a neighborhood Christmas party a few years back and tried to drag me into the garage to…you know.”

      I grin at him, crossing my arms over my chest and shaking my head. “No, Landon, I don’t think I do know. But I would love to hear this story.”

      He visibly grits his teeth and mutters under his breath as I needle him, giggling at his discomfort.

      “She wanted to blow me.”

      I snort.

      “She kept trying to grab at my belt while I was pushing her hands away, and then she…” he stop and shakes his head. “Look, it was a while ago, and-”

      “Oh my God you are not leaving me hanging on this doozy of a story.”

      “She puked on me.”

      I throw my head back and laugh. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Nope,” he chuckles. “Right on the crotch of my pants.”

      I laugh deeply again as I bring a hand up to wipe away a tear.

      “It’s worse. She and her husband Terry weren’t divorced yet, and I had to help her inside, come up with some reason why his wife threw up in my damn lap, and then borrow a pair of pants from him.”

      The laughter just keeps tumbling out of me, my eyes tracing over the only half-serious scowl on his face.

      “Jeez, I can’t believe I’ve slept with you.” I wink before making a dramatically prudish face. “I feel so dirty now.”

      “No you don’t.”

      My eyes snap back to his - less jokey and much more sharp this time. But suddenly, I’m not listening to what he says. And I’m not looking at him.

      I’m looking past him.

      At David.

      David, sitting at the bar grinning and leaning close to a girl. David with his hand on her thigh, the other one tracing over her lips as she blushes at something he says, batting a hand at him flirtatiously.

      A girl who most certainly isn’t Lisa.

      I can feel something tightening inside of me -  a dull ache that starts somewhere in the pit of my stomach and spreads until I’m numb and cold.

      “Hey,” Landon leans in, his brow furrowed. “What’s-” He turns, his eyes following my gaze and landing on David and the girl at the bar before he glances back at me.

      “That’s not-” His eyes narrow. “Is that him? Your ex?”

      I nod dumbly, and his eyes flash.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah, fine,” I say flatly, unable to pull my eyes away.

      And then David looks up.

      Shit.

      He smiles curiously, as if surprised to see me here, in Denver, where he knows I live now. He whispers something to the pretty girl at the bar before he stands and moves towards our table.

      I tense.

      “Hi, Serena.” He flashes that grin at me that used to make me smile, until I realized how phony it was. That smile I might have once told myself I loved before I realized how bullshit a sentiment that is. I’m mute, merely blinking at him as he turns to Landon.

      “Hey, bud, David.”

      Landon holds his eyes with a steely look, ignoring his outstretched hand.

      “What are you doing here?” I finally blurt out, swallowing the lump in my throat as I stare at him. This was supposed to be one of the good points about moving away from Houston all the way to Denver - a zero percent chance of seeing my ex fiancé.

      “Work thing,” he shrugs. “There’s this conference going on here this weekend they wanted me at, so we decided to come a little early and make a mini-vacation out of it.”

      “We,” I say icily. I look past him, at the young-looking girl sipping a pink cocktail at the bar behind him. She looks up and waves cheerily.

      “That’s not Lisa.”

      David just spreads his hands with a shrug.

      “Same old, same old, huh, David?”

      “Don’t get high and mighty, Serena,” he shoots back. “Look I just wanted to come over and say hello, okay? No need to get all dramatic about-”

      “That’s enough.”

      Landon’s voice is like iron, his hand clenched into a fist on the tabletop

      David turns back to him. “Look, pal, why don’t…” he trails off as recognition suddenly dawns on his face. “Oh, shit! Aren’t you- I mean, didn’t you used to play ball?”

      “I used to.”

      David grins, his eyes darting back and forth between us. “So you seeing my girl here, now?”

      “She’s not your girl.”

      “She was.”

      “That’s wonderful for you.” I can see Landon’s arms tensing, his muscles bulging under his dress shirt as he narrows his eyes at David.

      “Well.” David glances back at me. “So, you’re dating retired football guys now huh? Guess Daddy would be proud.”

      “I think it’s time for you to leave now,” Landon says icily.

      David smirks. “Hey, you enjoy, pal.” He claps Landon on the shoulder.

      “Leave. Now.”

      David sizes the much bigger man up for a second, smirking. He turns and shoots me a dark look. “Just as a fair warning, buddy. Hope you’re not looking to get serious or start a family with this one.” He levels his eyes at me and shrugs.

      “Nice to see you, Serena.”

      I don’t realize how tightly I’m clenching my fists until he walks away - until I can finally feel the nails piercing the skin of my palms. I’m trembling, the horrible, tearing feeling like a knife twisting in my gut as I force myself not to cry.

      Don’t cry. Don’t you dare fucking cry.

      The sound of Landon’s chair sliding back across the floor brings my vision back into focus as I see him stand abruptly.

      “No, just…” I blink, willing the hot tears I can feel brimming at my eyes not to fall. “Just leave it.”

      He stops for a second, sucking his teeth, before he shakes his head.

      “Yeah, no, I don’t think so.”

      He whirls and strides across the bar to where David’s rejoined the girl. David who looks up in surprise as Landon yanks him around and jabs a finger against his chest.

      “You’re a real piece of shit, you know that?”

      “Excuse me?” David sputters.

      People at the bar start to turn at the commotion, craning their necks to see what’s going on.

      “I said you’re a real piece of shit. And a fucking idiot.”

      “Who the hell do you think you-”

      “You walked away from that?” Landon jabs a finger back towards where I’m sitting, his eyes burning holes into David. “What, because things got hard? Because life isn’t fucking perfect all the time?”

      David snorts and waves Landon off. “Listen, pal, you don’t know the first thing about it, okay?”

      “I don’t have to know shit to know a coward when I see one.”

      He turns, his face dark as he starts to walk back to our table.

      “Oh, says the washed-up has-been?” David snorts.

      Landon keeps walking.

      “Hey, buddy, have fun with my sloppy seconds, alright? Damaged goods, but hey, knock yourself out.”

      Landon freezes mid-step.

      There’s a beat, where he looks up and meets my eye, his flashing green fire before he quietly shakes his head and turns.

      David’s already turning back to the girl, the bar around him already turning back to their conversations, when Landon strides up, yanks him around, and punches him square in the face.

      “Learn some fucking manners,” he snarls as David half falls off his bar stool. He starts to turn when David launches himself at him, grabbing his shirt and swinging a fist into his side. The two of them go crashing to the ground as the bar collectively gasps in horror, scuffling before Landon growls and shoves the smaller man away. He gets to his feet, grabs David by the collar, and knocks him to the ground with one punch.

      The place goes dead silent, David sniveling on the ground holding his bleeding nose and Landon standing above him, his shoulders heaving. He steps back, his eyes darting around the silent room before he strides back to the table and takes my hand.

      “Let’s go,” he says quietly.

      I blink, still staring at my asshole of an ex kneeling on the ground with his “date” sort of hovering and not knowing what to do.

      Landon pulls me to my feet, drops some cash on the table, and pulls me through the stunned crowd and out the door.
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      “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      I grin at him as I dab at the cut on his temple.

      “No, I think you definitely should have done that.”

      He turns and flashes a quick grin at me before he hisses.

      “Sorry,” I murmur, making a face as I finish dabbing rubbing alcohol on the cut. We’re sitting on the couch in my still mostly-bare living room in my still mostly-bare condo.

      “Here, this’ll help.” I pass him the glass of whiskey I poured him when we walked in the door, and clink my tequila against it when he takes it.

      “Cheers,” he mutters, taking a sip and crunching on an ice cube. “Not exactly the drink out I was planning. Sorry about that.”

      “Don’t be. David’s an asshole.”

      “That’s putting it mildly.” He glances at me. “Look, Serena, what he said was way out of line.”

      “It’s fine, really,” I shrug, taking a sip of my drink. “He’s just a consummate dickhead is all.”

      “Yeah well, you didn’t deserve that.”

      “Thanks,” I say quietly. My face scrunches up. “God, I actually feel bad for Lisa. How fucked up is that?”

      “Very. I think we need another round.”

      I laugh as Landon starts to stand before he winces.

      My brow furrows. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, just…” He grumbles as he sits back down, gingerly rubbing his side. “That ex of yours has a meaner hook than you’d think.”

      “Let me take a look.”

      Landon raises a brow at me and I sigh. “Shirt. Off. Now.”

      “Me, Tarzan. You, Jane,” he says in a low, goofy voice.

      “Dork. C’mon, let me take a look.”

      Landon meets my eyes with his for a second before his hands move to his tie. He undoes it, pulling it from his collar before he reaches for his shirt buttons. He pops them one by one before pulling the shirt away from his grooved, inked torso and shrugging it off his shoulders. My eyes drop to the red and raw looking abrasion on the side of his ribs.

      “Oh, yeah, that’s going to bruise. Hang on.” I jump up from the couch and dart into the kitchen, grabbing an ice pack from the freezer before running back to sit next to him on the couch.

      “Here, let me.”

      Landon hisses as I place the frozen ice pack against his bare skin.

      “Don’t be a baby.”

      He chuckles, taking a sip of his drink and easing his head back.

      “I don’t normally do that, you know.”

      “What, defend the honor of damsels in distress?”

      “I was going to say start bar brawls.”

      I grin. “Yeah, well, feel free to defend my honor whenever you want. That was kind of awesome.”

      Landon snorts, immediately grimacing again as I shift the ice pack on his ribs. “Oh, yeah, awesome.”

      “Trust me, as a spectator, it was pretty hot watching you jump in to-”

      I freeze the second the words leave my lips and I quickly look down at the ice pack.

      “I meant to say cool. It was cool watching you knock his ass down.”

      I chance a glance back up and see that he’s looking at me, his eyes burning into mine.

      We’re close. We’re very close, our knees touching, inches away from each other, and he’s not wearing a shirt. Why is he not wearing a shirt right now?

      Because you told him to take it off, dummy.

      I look up at him, the heat palpably rising between us as I quickly swallow.

      “Serena.” His eyes narrow at me as his jaw tightens. My eyes land on the shadowed hollow of his cheekbone, resting there as I feel my pulse thudding through my veins.

      “We…this…” his head slowly shakes side to side.

      “I know.”

      “I don’t do this, I told you,” he growls, the words sounding more like he’s reminding himself over me. “I have rules.”

      “What sort of rules,” I say quietly, my eyes still dragging over those cheekbones, those perfectly formed lips, the cleft above them and the strong, defined jawline below.

      “Rules against this, and I keep breaking them,” he growls darkly.

      I glance up into his eyes, feeling my heart beating a mile a minute. The ice pack drops from my hand, and my fingers suddenly find themselves touching the coolness of his skin. “And it’s been so damn terrible letting go?” My eyes narrow at him. “Has it been that bad breaking one of your stupid rules here and there?”

      He moves closer to me, the heat and the scent of him enveloping me, his lips inches from mine. “Rules are a slippery slope. You break one, you break them all.”

      “Well we wouldn’t want that would we,” I say mockingly.

      I gasp as he suddenly pushes me back into the couch, his arms going to either side of me as he hovers over me. “Watch it,” he growls, his eyes flickering across mine. He’s between my legs, and I can feel how hard he’s pressing against my pussy through the fabric of my skirt.

      “I think some rules are meant to be broken,” I whisper out. “And I think you should-”

      My words drown in his lips as he mashes them against mine. I moan into his mouth, my hands wrapping around him as he growls, kissing me hot and kissing me fiercely. His hands slide into my hair, pulling me against him and demanding my lips.

      Hands move to my top, pushing it roughly up over my breasts as his hands slide over me. I moan, tugging at his belt before he pushes my hands above my head to slip the top off of me. I reach back for my bra, letting that come away and letting him strip that from me as well. He reaches for my skirt, pulling down the zipper at the back and yanking it down over my hips. I lift my legs as he strips it from me, his eyes dancing over me lying there in just my panties.

      “You think I should break some of my rules, hmm?” he growls as he crawls back over me, his eyes fierce.

      I nod breathlessly, feeling the raw desire pooling between my legs. He leans into me, his lips teasing over the hollow of my neck.

      “Well, maybe I should set some new ones instead,” he whispers gruffly into my ear.

      “You think you can just boss me around?”

      I gasp as his teeth nip at my earlobe, the ecstasy shivering down my spine.

      “Watch me,” he growls.

      I moan loudly, arching my hips against his and gasping as his lips trail down my neck.

      He stands, his eyes flashing raw heat at me. “Turn around, on your knees.”

      I shiver, my eyes going wide at his firm words.

      And yet, I nod.

      Slowly, biting my lip and feeling the heat pulsing through my skin, I turn over onto my knees, my elbows resting on the back of the couch.

      I can feel him move behind me, and suddenly he’s slipping something over my face

      His tie.

      “Landon-”

      “Trust me,” he whispers in my ear.

      I nod.

      The silk teases over my eyelids as I close my eyes, and I can feel him pull it around and tie it at the back of my head.

      “Spread your legs.”

      His voice is edged with something I haven’t heard before, something that makes me whimper and something that sends a throb of heat through my body.

      I do as I’m told, and I can hear him groan behind me.

      I shiver as I feel his hands on me, sliding up my thighs, over my ass and over the small of my back. I’m panting as they slide higher, up my back and into my hair, and when they tangle there and pull, I moan out loud.

      “Here’s a new rule,” he husks into my ear. “The new rule is, you’re going to do everything I tell you to.”

      I nod, panting as my pulse thunders through me. This is raw, and filthy, and like nothing I’ve ever experienced before.

      And I’ve never been more turned on.

      His hand slides back down, slowly teasing over my spine. His palms move over my ass, swatting it just enough to make me shiver and gasp and his hands move over me. His fingers slip into the waist of my thong panties, and he starts to pull them slightly over my ass. My breath comes heavy as he pulls them tight, then tighter still, until suddenly, his strong hands grip my panties and yank them hard. The thin fabric shreds, and I gasp out loud as Landon Reece literally tears my panties off.

      I can hear him growl behind me, his hands stroking over my skin as he tosses my ruined panties aside.

      “Give me your hand,” he says darkly.

      I nod, reaching back with one trembling hand. He slips it into his, fingers entwining with mine and squeezing before he pulls my hand back.

      Between my legs.

      I whimper as Landon presses my fingers against my own pussy, letting me feel how wet and slippery I am.

      “I want you to rub your clit.” His voice comes husking into my ear, his breath hot against my cheek. I moan as he rolls my fingers over my clit, the pleasure immediately melting through my core.

      Landon moves down, and suddenly I gasp as I feel his lips brush against my thigh. His lips trail up my skin, leaving goosebumps in their wake as he moves higher. Lips and teeth trail over my ass, biting, sucking, licking as I slowly rub my aching clit for him.

      His mouth moves in, centering on me, and when I feel that tongue tease over my lips, I cry out.

      “Play with your pussy for me,” he groans, and I whimper as I feel that tongue suddenly drag through my wetness. He pushes it deep, his hands grabbing my ass and spreading me wide as he laps at my slickness.

      I moan loudly, my fingers moving faster as his tongue starts to slide in and out of me, like he’s fucking me with it. His hands tighten on my ass, fingers kneading my skin, a palm occasionally swatting against me as the pleasure roars through me. I’m panting, my mouth hanging open and bracing myself with one hand against the back of the couch as Landon’s tongue drives me higher and higher.

      He gently pushes my hand away from my clit, his tongue swirling over it to take its place.

      “Reach back,” he growls. “Reach back and I want you to spread yourself for me while I make you come on my tongue.”

      I’m moaning incoherently now, babbling something as I reach back and grab my own ass. My face presses into the couch cushions as I feel his filthy mouth move over my pussy, his tongue swirling over my clit as I start to tremble under him. He keeps an even tempo, swirling, sucking, licking, teasing, until I’m going out of my mind. I can feel every muscle in my body start to tighten, my toes curling. My breath starts to hitch in my throat as the impending earth-shattering orgasm starts to build into an inferno inside me.

      He sucks my clit between his lips, and as his tongue goes into overdrive, I shatter.

      I cry out, screaming into the sofa as the orgasm rips through me - everything going white as my whole body launches into orbit. His tongue swirls over and over my clit, rocking me all the way through my climax before I collapse in a heap.

      “Fuck,” I whisper, panting and feeling like every cell in my body is on fire.

      Landon’s hands slide over my hips, pulling them up so that my ass is in the air. My cheek rests against the couch, my arms outstretched in front of me.

      I moan when I hear the tear of foil, a moment, and then the feel of his thick cock pressing against my opening. His hands move over my ass and grab my hips, and I cry out as he growls and buries every inch inside of me with one thrust.

      He pulls back before sliding deep inside again, his grooved hips resting against my ass. His hands dig into my waist, holding me tight as he starts to rock in and out with deep, powerful thrusts.

      I’ve never had sex like this before. No one’s ever dominated me like this. No one’s ever demanded the orgasms from my body and stolen it lick by lick and stroke by stroke.

      No one’s ever fucked me like this.

      I cry out as he rubs against that spot inside again and again with every thrust. My hands claw at the couch, my back arching as I thrust my ass back to meet his hips. His hand slides over the skin of my back, slipping into my hair again and making me gasp loudly. He tugs at the tie covering my eyes, pulling my head back slightly as his lips brush against my ears. I can feel his powerful arms surrounding me, owning me. His breath hot against my neck, teasing me and sending shivers through my body.

      His cock, driving in deeper, and harder, and bigger than anything I’ve ever felt.

      “You’re going to do one more thing for me,” he growls, his lips against my ear as his cock drives into me again and again.

      I can only whimper and moan in response as the roaring fire inside of me threatens to explode like a bomb at the slightest touch.

      “You’re going to come for me.”

      I moan loudly, the fire inside mounting and mounting until I’m sure it’ll consume.

      “You’re going to come on my cock, and you’re going to come now.”

      The bomb goes off.

      I scream my release out loud, not giving a single shit if I have neighbors who can hear me. The orgasm explodes through my body like hot flames, engulfing me, shattering me, and sending me reeling. Landon roars as he follows me over that edge, his cock lodging deep inside as he erupts.

      I’m dimly aware of him withdrawing, of him pulling me into his arms and pulling me against him as we sink into the cushions. He’s stroking my arm and kissing my face as he pulls the blindfold away.

      Our eyes lock, and the realization is instant.

      I’m not sure how to describe it, but it’s like we’ve pushed past some sort of boundary-line or crossed a border that I never knew about.

      I lean into him, kissing his lips as my heartbeat starts to move back to something resembling normal.

      I decide not to think about what that look I can’t describe means.

      At least for now.
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      Something happened last night.

      I grip the steering wheel, sipping my coffee with the other as I drive through mid-afternoon traffic to pick Emily up from her sleepover.

      Yeah, something happened last night, and I mean besides the mind-blowing, hottest, wildest sex I’ve ever had.

      Something after.

      Or maybe it was during, I’m not sure. All I know is, I pulled that blindfold away from her face, and we looked at each other as new people. That tie came away, I met those eyes, and there was something there I’d never seen before.

      Truth be told, it scared the hell out of me.

      Serena felt it too, and saw the same thing, I can tell. Except we both pushed it away. In the afterglow of sex that fucking good, we tucked it away, choosing instead to hold each other on that couch until her breathing started to get regular.

      That was my cue to leave. Crazy good sex or not, and despite the fact that Emily was at her friend’s house, of all nights, this was not the one to actually fall asleep together.

      Not after that look.

      The look I haven’t seen, or felt in a long goddamn time. The look that rips at something inside of you, and builds you up, makes you feel like you can walk on air. The kind of look that makes you invincible.

      I’ve never expected to find that look or that feeling again, and I damn sure never expected to find it in Serena Roth.

      And yet here I am, twelve hours later and it’s all I can think about. She’s all I can think about.

      I’m not sure what to make of that.

      I’m not sure what to make of the fact that calling her was the first thing I did when I got home last night. I’m not sure what to make of almost falling asleep with her doing the same on the other end of the line. The sleepy laugh, the pretending that a call like that, after what’d just happened, had anything at all to do with work.

      I’m not sure what to make of the fact that she was the first voice I wanted to hear when I woke up this morning, or that we’re meeting up later so she can come with Emily and I to the fair we’ve been planning to go to.

      Forget “no repeats”, I’m way past that.  This is new ground, and I’ve got no idea what the move is here.

      A call coming through the Bluetooth of my car shakes it from me. I glance at the dash screen and frown.

      It’s Kyle, my investigative guy - the investigative guy I’m paying to dig into Serena’s life.

      I instantly feel like an asshole.

      “Hey, what’s going-”

      “I found something.”

      He sounds out of breath, and my brow furrows. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s…” he sighs. “This is big, man. You need to hear this.”

      I frown again as I pull into the Marshalls’ driveway “Can I call you later? I’m actually just picking Emily up from a friend-”

      “He’s her father, Landon.”

      “Pardon?”

      “Her father - he’s her father,” Kyle’s says, his voice shaded in urgency.

      “Kyle, slow down, who’s-”

      “Landon, listen to me.”

      I freeze, a chill suddenly creeping through me.

      “Samuel Horn is Serena Roth’s father.”

      Oh shit.
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      My eyes flit across the computer screen. I blink, again, trying to process all the information Kyle’s just emailed over.

      This is huge. This is enormous. This is so big, it’s going to crush her.

      It’s going to be a huge fucking deal for the board, too. I’m looking at his mountain of dirty laundry, and I know exactly how this goes. Any of those guys on the board who’re worried about the team right now?

      Yeah, wait until they find out the mysterious woman Sam Horn deeded it to along with me is his abandoned daughter from an affair with well-loved Hall of Fame defensive coach. Wait until they put two and two together that he’s giving it to her out of some sort of late life and lately discovered guilt complex. It’ll destroy any shred of confidence we’ve spent the last few weeks building up with all the work we’ve done.

      Kyle’s done a damn good job, and the grizzly details of the whole thing are spilled out like bloodlines in front of me. Sam always was a womanizer and a cad, and always did have a certain way with women - usually much younger women. But this is a little beyond even the norm.

      Sam Horn is Serena Roth’s father.

      It’s the only possible reason for Serena’s mysterious attachment to this team and Sam’s will. I’m almost amazed I never saw it before now, when it’s so damn obvious. Maybe because I was too busy kissing her. Maybe because I was too busy feeling her body shatter and shiver for me. Maybe because I was too busy breaking every single goddamn rule I had to see how clear the answer was, right in front of my damn face.

      Glancing over the old files and the reports Kyle and Silas have put together, I can trace the whole thing back through the years of hidden drama. It looks like Sam probably linked up with Serena’s mother Celia back when Billy Roth was just starting to make his mark with the Bulls down in Houston. They probably met at some bullshit league conference or something, but however it is fate got them together, there was an affair. Knowing Sam, I doubt it lasted longer than a week.

      Long story short, Celia got knocked up, pretended it was her husband’s, and went ahead and had the baby. And for his entire life, Billy Roth thought Serena was his biological daughter.

      Jesus.

      But there’s damning evidence here that I’m sure Sam paid well to bury. Kyle and Silas are just that good, though. The paternity test I’m sure Celia demanded. The monthly transfers to a hidden account opened in her name. The single letter - handwritten - where she tells Sam the baby’s name, demands a monthly fee to keep quiet, and tells him she never wants her daughter to know who he is.

      I blow air through my lips as I drop my head into my hands.

      Fucking hell.

      I don’t know what the hell I was expecting to find looking into the past like this, but this is way bigger than anything I could have imagined.

      This is more than I ever wanted to know, and it sours inside of me as I sit in the silence of my home office.

      Sam Horn, the man who took me in and was more of a father to me than my real one? Well, turns out he was exactly like my actual father, who left his wife and his only kid to go off and do his own shit. The man I looked up to, and the man I modeled my adult life after was every bit the abandoning prick I never wanted to be, or be around.

      “Are you ready yet?”

      I glance up at Emily, sticking her freckle-faced head into my office.

      Scratch that. Not Emily - Lady Emily. Lady Emily, master swordsman and dragon-hunter with whom I’ve spent the better part of this week after work helping to turn plywood and silver paint into a shield and a sword. Because that fair Serena’s coming along with us to today? Yeah, it’s a renaissance fair.

      Find a time machine and go back to tell twenty-one year old, cockier than all hell, super-jock me that in ten years I’ll be going to freaking renaissance fairs and see how hard I laugh.

      I frown as I close the laptop and stand. “Yeah, are you?”

      “Duh?”

      Emily hefts her wooden sword, and I grin. “Hey, I got a surprise for you, by the way?”

      “What?”

      “Guess who’s coming with us.”

      Her brow furrows for a split second before her eyes suddenly fly open. “Serena?! Are you serious?”

      “Totally serious. We’re picking her up, so go throw your shoes on.”

      Emily whoops as she races back through the house, and I smile as I listen to her until my face falls again.

      Serena.

      I need to tell her about the shit I’ve just had dug up. I don’t know how, and I can’t even begin to image the ways it’s going to destroy her, but I need to. She deserves to know.

      I think.

      I grab my jacket before heading out to the car and hoisting Emily into the back seat.

      Does she deserve to know? Because knowing is going to come with a whole heaping dose of pain, betrayal, and heartbreak, and I’m just not sure I can sentence her to that.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “See? I told you that you should have dressed up.”

      “What? Hey, I dressed up!”

      Emily gives me a look. “Daaaad. I mean like them.”

      She points at the flocks of actually dressed-up renaissance fair-goers - jesters juggling fire, knights in legit suits of armor, serving wenches in bustiers with their tits practically falling out as they sling pints of beer.

      I’m in black jeans and a hoodie.

      “You really should have dressed up,” Serena grins, needling me.

      “For the record, I’m dressed as the famous knight Sir Weekend.”

      Serena snorts and Emily sighs.

      “Serena didn’t dress up either, and you’re not giving her a hard time.”

      “Hey, I didn’t know it was an awesome renaissance fair until the Lady Emily and Sir Weekend picked me up, or I would have ditched the shorts and t-shirt for my royal robes.”

      “Yeah, Dad. She has an excuse.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Oh, you could wear that!” Emily tugs on Serena’s arm and points to a stall selling flower garland festooned silver crowns.

      “I’m totally wearing that.”

      Emily giggles as she and Serena wander off to the stall and start trying on flower-adorned princess crowns.

      Fuck. How the hell am I going to go up to a woman that’s smiling like that, who’s having a perfectly great Saturday afternoon, and shatter her world. How the hell am I going to tell her that everything she knows is a lie, and that her real father is an asshole, abandoning philanderer currently lying in a coma.

      She looks over and catches my eye, doing a little curtsy with the garland of silver and white flowers perched on her head. I grin, nodding and giving a thumbs up from where I’m standing. She beams, her eyes lingering on me for another second before she turns back to help Emily with a crown of her own.

      Goddamn she’s beautiful. And I mean that beyond the obvious physical. Beyond the sable hair that falls like a ribbon across her shoulders, beyond the wide, gorgeous smile that lights up her whole face. Besides the soft curve of her neck, the sparkling emerald in her eyes, or the way every inch of her body makes me crave her like nothing I’ve ever felt, she’s just beautiful.

      She’s beautiful in the way she interacts with the world, or the way she stands her ground.

      She’s beautiful in a way that slays me, and in a way that has me questioning every absolute and every fucking rule I’ve lived by for the last six years.

      I watch as she scoops my daughter up, laughing as she sets her on a stool so she can see into the mirror. Emily beams at the dais on her head, bouncing up and down and giggling at something Serena says to her.

      And I’m smiling. I’m smiling like I haven’t in years, because this feels like...I don’t know.

      It feels like family.

      There was a time where I’d have felt guilt about thinking something like that. There was a time when looking at another woman sent a pang of something like betrayal slicing through me. But this isn’t like any of the other women I saw over the years and tried to bury my loss in. In fact, there’s nothing about Serena that’s like the others, and somehow, I know without a doubt that Sarah would approve.

      Somewhere, she’s laughing and pointing a finger at me and saying something like “about fucking time.”

      Mourning her for the rest of my life is the very last thing Sarah would have wanted, and somewhere, I know she’d be happy for me.

      For us.
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* * *

      “Where’s Serena?”

      It’s later, and we’re back at our house after the fair.

      All three of us.

      Me, wrapping up some stuff on my laptop in the living room, Emily getting ready for bed, and Serena using my shower to get the smashed blackberry pie off of her face, neck, hands, and arms.

      Casualties of the “ye olde pie-eating contest” she and Emily insisted on participating in.

      I’ve given up even trying to rationalize any of this anymore. I’m not just ignoring the warning bells about bringing a woman into my home and into my daughter’s life, I’ve flat out turned them off.

      I think I’m pretty okay with that decision.

      I glance up from my laptop at Emily, standing in her PJs in the living room doorway.

      “She’s taking a shower. Apparently she didn’t want to go to bed smelling like blackberries. Crazy, huh?”

      Emily rolls her eyes and grins impishly at me. “I told her it’d be delicious if she did.”

      I chuckle. “Yeah I bet it would. But a pain in the butt for the poor dad who has to wash your sheets and pillowcase though.”

      Emily giggles.

      “Will you tell her I said goodnight?”

      “Definitely. Do I get a goodnight too?”

      She smiles as she comes over and gives me a hug. “Night, Dad.”

      “Night, kiddo. Want me to tuck you in?”

      “No, that’s okay.”

      A wry grin crosses my face. Shit, she’s growing up.

      “You sure?”

      She nods, as she turns and heads out of the room, and I glance back at my laptop.

      “Are you and Serena in love?”

      My head jerks back up to see Emily still standing there in the doorway, and my heart does a flip at the question before I start to chuckle.

      Her brow wrinkles. “I’m not joking, Dad.”

      I wipe the smile from my face, clearing my throat seriously. “Right, right, no of course. I know you’re not.”

      “Well? Are you?”

      I nod pensively before answering. “We’re really good friends and I like her a lot. Is that what you mean?”

      “I guess. Is liking someone a lot the same thing as loving them?”

      I close the laptop and push it aside. “Man, that’s a tough question. Sometimes, I guess? What do you think?”

      “I’m not sure. But I like her a lot too.”

      “I know you do, kiddo.”

      She smiles at me before she turns and heads for the stairs again. “Goodnight, Dad.”

      “Night, Lady Emily.”
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      “Did I miss her?”

      Landon glances up and cracks a grin.

      “Nice outfit.”

      “Hey, it’s your robe, don’t knock it too hard.”

      His robe that I’m swimming in. The ensemble is topped off with the big fluffy towel my hair is wrapped up in, perched like a turban on my head. Landon’s sitting on the couch in sweats and an undershirt that on him somehow look criminally good instead of couch-potato-ish.

      “You did miss her, she went out like a light.”

      “Shoot. I tried to make it a quick shower.”

      “Hope I didn’t use up the hot water on you.”

      I shake my head.

      “She did say to tell you goodnight, and-”

      He stops, his mouth shutting as he shakes his head. “She said goodnight.” His eyes drag over me as a hungry look flits across his face. “I hope that’s all you’re wearing.”

      I wag my brows, doing a little sexy sashay as I step towards him, undo the tie, and dramatically yank open the robe.

      Landon sighs as I snort a laugh, gesturing down at the t-shirt and pair of his boxers I’m wearing. “Need I remind you that you live with an impressionable young girl who does not need me prancing around your house in just bathrobes?”

      He grins as he stands from the couch and moves towards me. “No, you don’t. But aforementioned impressionable offspring is currently way into dreamland.”

      He reaches out and snags the robe, pulling it and me along with it into him. I mold against him, my hands somehow landing on his hard, grooved stomach and slowly sliding over to his hips. He’s warm, and smells like soap and shampoo, his hair still slightly wet from the shower he took right before me. His arms circle around me, pulling me tight against him, molding my body to his.

      “Damn.”

      “What?”

      “You don’t smell like blackberries anymore.”

      I grin widely, before I shake my head. “I should go home,” I whisper, and I’m not sure who I’m trying to convince, but the argument is falling very, very flat.

      His hand slips under the robe and around to the small of my back, his touch firm and possessive in a way that has my pulse throbbing and my body arching against his.

      “I want you,” he husks, his eyes flashing. I can feel him start to harden against me under his sweats, and the idea of his cock growing for me like that sends a pulse of heat between my own legs.

      “Landon-”

      “No, no bullshit.” He shakes his head, a hand coming up to hold my chin as his eyes bore into mine. “No dancing around what this means or how this pertains to fucking work. I don’t care about any of that right now, I just want you. Period.”

      I’m pressing my lips to his before I even have time to respond.

      Clearly, the feeling is mutual.

      Hands pull me close, slipping behind me and down to my ass. I moan softly into his mouth as he lifts me, legs going around his grooved hips as he picks me up and carries me through the house and through his bedroom door.

      He closes the door with his foot as he moves us to the bed, setting me down. Clothes strip away, landing on the floor, tossed across the room, draped half inside-out across the bed.

      I move on top of him, kissing him, touching him, feeling him. Lips sear together, tongues tease the other, hands drift across skin. I pull my mouth from his and slowly start to tease my way down his chest, sucking and licking as I go. Landon groans as I move lower, kissing over his abs, wanting to trace my tongue across every single impossibly hard groove of that athletic stomach but pulling myself lower.

      I wrap my fingers around his thick cock, stroking him and wetting my lips hungrily as the soft, velvety skin rubs across the hot iron beneath. I lean forward and wrap my lips around him, taking him into my mouth. He gasps, hands cupping my cheek as I swallow him. I swirl my tongue at the silken underside of him as I bob my mouth up and down him, my eyes dragging up his body to watch him as he watches me with rapt lust.

      “Get up here,” he growls, groaning as he pulls me away from him. I leave him with a final kiss on his crown before I move back up. Landon starts to turn us, but I shake my head and push him back with a hand on his chest.

      “Shh, just lie back.”

      I reach between us, stroking his cock and bringing it to tease against my dripping wet opening. Landon growls again as he starts to stretch for the bedside drawer.

      “Leave it,” I say quietly.

      His eyes dart back to mine. “Serena-”

      I shrug quietly. “I mean; I’m not going to get pregnant or anything.” His eyes soften, but I shake my head and grin. “And I’m going to assume we’re both okay? I mean, I know I am.”

      He nods, his hand skimming over my thighs. “I’m a very careful guy.”

      “And I’m a very careful girl.”

      “Except for right now.”

      I nod. “Except for right now.” I lean down, my lips brushing against his as my hands slide into his hair. “I don’t want to be careful tonight. I don’t want to be careful with you.”

      He groans and lifts his hips against me, the thick head of his cock nestling against my opening.

      “Shit, Serena.”

      “I just want to feel you. I need to feel you right now.”

      And I do.

      I slowly sink back, and he slips inside as we both moan.

      I rock on his hips, kissing him, my hands entwined with his. The tempo climbs, and it’s a slow build, a glow that gets hotter and hotter. My breathing comes faster, my nipples grazing across his chest.

      My bottom lip, caught between his teeth, the way his large hands envelope mine.

      The way he pulses inside of me, and the way he fits in a most perfect way.

      When we come it’s like a slow wave crashing over us, pulling us under until we’re left gasping and panting.
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* * *

      “I should-”

      His hand catches me, pulling me back into him as I try and slide out of the bed.

      “No.”

      “Landon,” I smile as I turn to him. “I shouldn’t stay.”

      “You should, actually.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t. It’d be too confusing for her in the morning.”

      “She sleeps in like a log on Sundays.”

      I bite my lip, teeth raking across it.

      I shouldn’t be considering this. I should be listening to the logic, and the self-preservation that says staying here with him is opening me up to more than I think I could take.

      But then there’s the other side of me - the side that doesn’t want to leave his side, or his touch.

      Not now.

      I bring a hand to his face as I meet his eye and I nod, kissing him and slipping back into the sheets.

      “Stay, Serena,” he whispers, pulling me into him, his lips grazing over mine. “Just stay.”

      Done.
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      The coffee is strong and hot - my second cup - and I sip it as I glance at muted sports highlights on the TV.

      The season’s about to start, and I realize I haven’t even been thinking about the game and the plays leading up to it like I always do. The thing is, that’s not really my job. It hasn’t been my responsibility to think about players and the new offensive maneuvers, and how we stack up against rivals since I was a player. I mean, yeah, working on the board of a pro team, you should definitely give a shit, but it’s not like it’s the job. My job is to keep the organization itself going, the rest of it is for the players and the coaches.

      Except six years after retirement, it’s always the biggest thing on my mind, every damn year before the season starts.

      Except this one.

      I can hear Emily stomping around upstairs, letting me know she’s up. I’ve been up since seven a.m., when Serena slipped from my arms and from my bed, telling me she was stealing yet another pair of sweats and a t-shirt before she slipped away, presumably to a waiting cab outside.

      That’s another funny thing about the now me vs. the me from my youth. The me from back then was up at noon at the earliest. Too many late nights, too many drinks, too many women. Meeting Sarah changed part of that. Meeting Sam Horn changed the rest.

      The thought of bitter insights I now hold about him and Serena sit like bile on my tongue. I take a thick swallow of black coffee, letting it sear my mouth a little, but it’s not making the guilt of not telling her yesterday go away.

      I should have told her.

      Except it’s a fucked up scale. Not telling her is a shit move. Not telling someone something that big just isn’t right, and I already know it’s going to drive this wedge between…well, whatever the hell is going on with us. Because it sure as hell isn’t just “co-workers who sometimes have sex to blow off steam.”

      That would make this easier.

      Because then there’s the other option: telling her. But telling her breaks her. Telling her the truth I now know but wish I didn’t destroys everything she’s ever known about her life, her family, and her place in this world.

      And I’d get to watch her face shatter and her heart break when she finds out.

      You try to not shoot the messenger in that scenario.

      The sound of Emily coming bounding down the stairs pulls me away from my brooding, and I chuckle as she comes tearing around the corner.

      Jesus, I can’t even remember a time I was that animated before coffee.

      “I’m hungry!”

      “What’s up, hungry, I’m Dad.”

      Emily rolls her eyes.

      “Hey, you know where the cereal is.”

      This is a new part of our routine. Of course I feed my kid, and of course I fix her things to eat ninety-nine percent of the time. But sometimes, when it’s something like cereal on a Sunday morning, I let her take over.

      Self-reliance isn’t something I think a lot of people teach their kids these days.

      “What if I don’t want cereal?”

      “Well what do you want?”

      She hesitates, chewing on her lip. “Cereal,” she finally admits.

      I grin. “You want me to make it for you?”

      “No, I got it,” she says dramatically, making this elaborate stage show of slumping her way back into the kitchen as I try not to laugh out loud.

      My cell rattles in my pocket, and I furrow my brow at the office line on the caller ID.

      “Morning, Don.”

      “Landon, hey.” Don’s voice sounds tired.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Listen, I’m sorry to call you at home like this, but, well…” He sighs heavily. “We gotta talk, Landon.”

      I sit up a little bit on the sofa. “Sounds serious.”

      “Yeah.”

      Don doesn’t say anything else.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Not really, Landon,” he says awkwardly.

      Shit.

      “Okay, I’m coming in. Let me just call Serena and see if we can all meet-”

      “We can do this over the phone, actually.”

      I frown as I rise from the sofa, a cold feeling in my gut.

      “Tell me what’s going on, Don.”

      He sighs heavily. “I’ve looked at the projections the analysis guys drew up.”

      Oh shit.

      “Landon, I’m sorry, but I’m swinging the vote. We’re going to sell.”

      The room blurs around me as I whirl, my hand tightening so hard on the phone I wonder if I’ll crush it.

      “You can’t do that, Don,” I hiss through clenched teeth, shaking my head as I stare at the wall. “You can’t fucking do that.”

      “Son, I know you’ve been working at this, and I gotta say, you and Ms. Roth did a hell of a job with damage control. But there’s just so much up in the air! Sam in the hospital, the team not even knowing about it, this damn mystery about Ms. Roth, losing Holden Cade right before training started.”

      “We got a new quarterback, Don.”

      The house phone rings in the other room, but I ignore it.

      “I know, I know,” his voice sounds wearing, but he’s not breaking on this. “And he’s great, and you guys did a hell of a job on the bit for Rocky Mountain Soap.” He sighs once more. “But numbers are numbers, Landon.”

      The house line starts to ring a second time, pulling my attention for a second before I hear Emily answer it.

      “Goddamnit, Don!” I hiss. “We’ve known each other for too long for you to pull this.”

      “Landon, I’m doing you a favor, you know. With your board seats, you’re going to-”

      “Fuck the board seats, Don! This is about more than that and you damn well know it.”

      “Dad?”

      I whirl around to see my daughter standing in the doorway, wide-eyed and holding the house phone out to me.

      “It’s the hospital. They say Grampa Sam is awake.”
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      “Awake” is a relative term in hospital lingo. In this case, it means Sam showed enough brain activity that they partially brought him out of the medically induced coma, enough to see that things were looking good.

      “He’ll be out for a while still,” Sam’s neurologist had said over the phone. “He’s out of the coma, but he won’t be awake awake for some time yet.”

      “I’ll come down.”

      “Usually we like to hold off on family visits until we can be sure he’s in the clear. Coming out of something like this is traumatic, as you might imagine, and patients can be easily confused or rattled - sometimes even back into a coma, by too many new stimuli. We even keep a bare minimum of medical staff in the room during this process.”

      I’m in the car, roaring through Denver, but it’s not the hospital I’m heading towards. That’ll come later, with the neurologist promising to call me as soon as Sam was alert enough to see me.

      So for now, I’m headed for the stadium. I’ve made a slew of calls from my car after getting off the phone with the hospital, calling Don back along with every single one of the board members. And Serena, of course. So that’s what I’m headed into - a boardroom full of cowards about to check out early from a fight just because it’s hard. That’s not the legacy Sam built.

      In football, you know when it’s over, sometimes before it’s actually over. There are some score deficits you’re just never coming back from, some teams you’re just not going to beat - that rival quarterback that throws like a goddamn robot and that opposing receiver that’s untouchable. Point being, sometimes you just know.

      This feels like that.

      This feels like it’s the end, even if I’m about to barge in there ready for war. Because that’s also the game I love. You don’t just quit. You can be up against the toughest odds imaginable. You can have that feeling where everyone from the coach to the guy selling crackerjacks knows damn well that it’s over.

      But you do not quit, and I sure as hell am not about to go gently into that good night.

      Because I’ve got one ace up my sleeve. I’ve got one more hail mary of a throw I’m winding back on that just might save this team.

      The only problem is, it’s going to destroy her.
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      I almost run right into him as I dash around the corner of the hallway leading to the boardroom.

      “Oh!”

      My hands go up to his chest, stopping myself from literally crashing into him as I come to a stuttered start. “Hi,” I say with a small smile, the events of the previous night instantly going through my head like a slow-motion replay. I blush, staring up at the man who’s somehow gone from enemy, to one-night-fling, back to enemy, to a rival of sorts, to a friend, to….well, much more than that.

      It doesn’t take a genius to see that whatever this is, isn’t just sex anymore.

      Landon doesn’t smile back, nodding stiffly. “Hey.”

      My brow crumples. “They’re not really going to, are they? I mean this is insane.” He hasn’t filled me in much with the brief, gruff phone call about the board’s decision, but it’s enough.

      He shakes his head and looks away before stepping away from me, my hands dropping from his chest. “I don’t know, not if I can help it.”

      “Hey, we can do this.” I step towards him, but he moves back a hair.

      I frown. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      He brings a hand up, fingers pinching the bridge of his nose. “Sam’s out of the coma.”

      “What?”

      My hand flies to my mouth, my eyes going wide. “Oh my God, Landon, you should go!”

      “No,” he shakes his head. “He’s not awake yet anyways, and I still…” He glances at the boardroom door and then back at me. “I have to do this first.”

      “We,” I say with a small smile. “Hey, we have to do this.”

      “It might be better if you stayed out here, actually.”

      He swallows, his eyes flashing over mine - something or some pain being held back behind them.

      “What? Why?”

      “It just might be better.” His jaw tightens. “Please stay out here.”

      “Landon, no, this is on me too. Besides, I think a united front goes a lot better. They’re just scared, but whatever your plan is for getting them back in line, I want to be there.”

      “Serena-”

      “I’m coming inside, Landon,” I say sharply.

      His eyes narrow, but he nods before he turns for the door. I follow.

      The boardroom is silent and stony, and the faces of the men and women sitting at the table turn as we step inside.

      An older, silver-haired man stands and nods. “Landon.”

      “Don.”

      “Look, son.” Don spreads his arms. “Landon, we all understand how you’re feeling, and believe me, I get it.”

      “Do you?”

      “With all due respect, Landon, try and remember that I’ve been at this table since before you were playing peewee football.”

      Landon’s shoulders tighten under his suit jacket as he strides to the table and pounds a fist against it. “And yet, here we are! Sam’s awake, Don, you can’t possibly move forward with this now.”

      Don sighs, dropping his head as the room murmurs.  “He’s not in a coma, Landon, but no one knows what that means yet. We don’t know if he’ll really wake up. We don’t know if his mind will work. Hell, we don’t know if he’ll know what football is.”

      “This is absurd,” Landon hisses. “You all should be fucking ashamed of yourselves.”

      “You’ve both done a tremendous job, we all know that,” an older woman to Don’s left says, nodding around the table at the board.

      Don clears his throat. “Look, no one is closing the Rattlesnakes down or anything. This team isn’t going anywhere. But we’ve got interested parties, and we need to act on that interest.”

      “You’re talking about selling a legacy, Don! You’re talking about selling Sam’s legacy.”

      “We have to assume Sam’s out, Landon, you know that.”

      “And us?”

      Landon turns at the sound of my voice along with Don and the rest of the board.

      “I guess that means we’re out too.”

      “You’ll both be very well rewarded for the work you’ve done to plug the leaks, Ms. Roth, I can promise you.”

      “A reward that does not include twenty-four and a half owner shares, does it.” Landon’s voice is icy, and suddenly, what he’s saying starts to sink in.

      Holy shit.

      I know saying it was all about the money is a terrible thing to say, but it is how we got here. Whatever happened along the way, and whatever is going on with the man standing next to me, the goal when we started was one thing: money.

      Don looks down at his hands. “It hasn’t been thirty-days, Landon.”

      Landon swears as he pounds his fist against the table again, making everyone sitting at it jump in surprise. “And what happens to those owner shares, Donald.”

      Don looks at his hands uncomfortable again. “It’s all…well, it’s all a little complicated, Landon, what with you holding Sam’s shares, and yet them only being voting-”

      “What happens, Don,” he growls.

      “Redistribution,” the older woman says timidly.

      My jaw drops, and Landon whirls on her.

      “Are you fucking kidding me, Alice?”

      “Landon, it’s just-”

      “You people are fucking vultures!” Landon spits. He jabs a finger across at the table. “Nice fucking timing, Don.”

      “Landon, I assure you, this is nothing personal. It’s just numbers, and the numbers don’t lie here. And remember, you still have your board shares as well. You won’t come away from this empty-handed.”

      “What about her?”

      Don chances a look at me, smiling thinly. “We’ve, uh, we’ve prepared what we feel is a fair settlement for Ms. Roth in exchange for dissolving her involvement with this team.”

      I choke out a breath, shaking my head.

      “You can’t do this,” Landon says quietly.

      “Landon, it’s happening.”

      “You need to listen to me when I say you can’t sell Sam’s legacy out from under him.”

      “Landon,” Don sighs again, shaking his head. “Son, I’m so sorry that this is happening like this, but-”

      “Don.”

      There’s something tight in Landon’s voice that has me looking up from my twisting hands. He’s looking right at me, his face pained, that look of holding something back or wrestling with something that I saw before on his face.

      “I’m sorry,” he says quietly, right to me.

      I swallow, taking a half step towards him, but stopping when his head almost imperceptibly shakes.

      “I’m so sorry,” he whispers again, his eyes fierce, his jaw tense, and a pained look on his face.

      “What?”

      “You can’t sell the team.” Landon turns away from me, glowering over the boardroom table, his body tense.

      “Landon-”

      “You can’t sell the team because she’s his daughter.”

      The words hit me like a cold freeze, raking into me, chilling me, locking my feet to the floor and sending a sharp slice through my heart. My eyes blink in shock, trying to process what he’s just said, and my lips are moving, but now words come forth.

      “I- Landon, what-”

      He turns back to face me eye-to-eye, looking shattered and pained. “You can’t sell the team,” he says, quieter this time. “Because Serena is Sam Horn’s daughter.”

      I meet his eye, and something inside of me just rips.

      The ice shatters, the spell breaks, and the freeze snaps. My feet are working again, and without a word, I’m tearing my eyes from him and running from the room.
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        Twenty-One Years Ago:

      

      “How come I don’t have blue eyes?”

      My father grins at me, his baby blues twinkling. “Because you just don’t. Everyone has different eyes, you know.”

      “Well how did I get green? Melanie Dursting says they’re green like moss and it means I’ve got moss inside my head and that my brain is moldy.”

      My dad chuckles and picks me up onto his knee. “Do you think you’ve got mold inside your head.”

      “No,” I pout, scowling.

      “Good, me neither. I think you’re too smart a girl to have moldy brains.”

      “So why aren’t they blue, like yours?”

      He shrugs. “Well, sometimes you get your dad’s eyes, and sometimes, you get your mom’s.”

      “Mommy had blue eyes too.”

      My dad smiles quietly. “That’s right, she did.” He peers at me, tucking my hair back from my face. “Now how’d you get to be such a smart six-year-old?”

      “I’m six and a half, Dad.”

      “Don’t I know it,” he chuckles, his laugh rumbling through him.

      “So, if you have blue eyes, and Mommy had blue eyes, why are mine green?”

      “Well it sounds like we’ve got ourselves a mystery, doesn’t it?”
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* * *

      The words are digging deep into my chest, even as I’m running away from the room and the source of them. They’re still there, cutting me, twisting me, slicing me as I run out the side door and across the parking lot to my car.

      It’s not true.

      It’s not, because it can’t be. Because my father was my father. Of course he was my real father.

      And yet, the doubt is there, lingering and pulling me down like a weight. Why else would I be here? What other possible reason would there be for the multimillionaire owner of a pro football organization who I’ve never met to deed me his team?

      “Serena!”

      I whirl, seeing Landon bolting towards me across the lot.

      “Hang on!”

      “Don’t!” I spit out, holding a finger out and narrowing my eyes at him. “Don’t.”

      “Serena-”

      “Is it true?”

      He pauses, his mouth going tight.

      “Landon!”

      “Yes.” His shoulders slump. “Yes, it’s true.”

      I stagger back, catching myself against the side of my car.

      “How.”

      “I don’t think you should hear it like this.”

      “How!” I bark, fury boiling up inside of me.

      “They met at a league conference or something, I’m not sure. It was short - maybe a week. Your mom didn’t want him to have anything to do with it - with you.”

      I slump against the car, my heart hammering in my chest, the ground swimming beneath my feet. I glance up at him, my eyes suddenly falling on the manila envelope in his hand.

      “Is that it? That the evidence?”

      He nods and hands it to me. I almost don’t take it. I almost can’t even bring myself to touch it, and when I do, it feels cold against my fingers.

      “Serena, I don’t know why what happened back then happened, and I didn’t know Bill Roth, but I know he loved you. And no matter what it says in that envelope, he was your dad.”

      I bark out a bitter laugh. “Except he wasn’t, was he?”

      Landon is silent.

      “Was he?!”

      He shakes his head.

      “Did he know?”

      “No,” Landon says quietly. “Not that I can tell.”

      “How about you?” I say icily, my eyes narrowing at him.

      “What about me.”

      “When did you know?”

      His mouth tightens, his eyes darting over my face.

      “Don’t do this, Serena.”

      “When.”

      He holds my eyes with his before his lips open.

      “Yesterday.”

      A bitter, broken sound falls from my lips. “So, before the fair. Before I went out with you and your daughter.”

      He nods, and my eyes narrow at him.

      “Before you got to fuck me again.”

      His face darkens. “Serena-”

      “Oh! So, hey! Looks like you still get something from all this, huh?”

      His jaw tightens.

      “Still got an easy screw from the girl who you probably always knew wasn’t going to work out here, right?”

      His eyes flash as he steps towards me. “You know damn well that’s not true.”

      “And you still got your board shares, apparently. Hopefully you’ll be able to make due with the paltry, what, five million you’re going to make when they sell?”

      “I am going to figure something out,” he says tensely, taking another step towards me, but I shake my head and point a finger at him.

      “No, Landon. I don’t want you to fix this. I actually don’t want to have anything to do with you, or this fucking team anymore.”

      “Serena, they can’t leave you with nothing, I’m sure there’s a precedent somewhere we can-”

      “Landon!” I scream, almost throwing the envelope full of things I never wanted to know at him. “You’re not listening.” My voice is thin, like it might snap at any second.

      “I do not want anything to do with this place, or the board, or Sam Horn, or you, or the goddamn Rattlesnakes at all anymore. I am done.”

      I whirl and yank open my car door when he grabs my wrist, pulling me back around.

      “Look,” he growls, his eyes flashing at me. “I know I should have told you. Believe me, I know, I just didn’t know how.”

      “Landon-”

      “And you can hate the board, and this fucking team all you want, but at least think of yourself. If you walk away, you’re going to do it with nothing. If you stay, and if we fight, you can walk away with a lot of money. At least think about that.”

      My eyes snap to his.

      Money.

      It was money from this team and Sam Horn that bought my mom off. Hell, my dad did okay, but he was never a rich man. It was money that probably swept her away in the first place.

      I am through with money from Sam Horn.

      “Fuck the money,” I spit, yanking my wrist out of his grasp and sliding into the car.

      “Serena!”

      I close the door, and the sound of the engine starting drowns out whatever Landon says.

      Me pulling away insures that I don’t hear it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          36

        

        Landon

      

    
    
      I’m back at the hospital, the same sterile, chemical chill creeping down my spine. But I’m ignoring it this time. I’m too numb to feel it anyways.

      The neurologist called me when I was halfway back to picking Emily up at her friend’s house to let me know he was awake - really awake this time.

      And so I’m here.

      It’s different than the last time, when my heart broke for the man I knew lying desperate and sick and frail in a bed. Now, there’s a coldness inside for him - the truth of the liar and the fraud that he was still twisting in my side like a blade.

      “He’s been through a lot,” the nurse tells me sternly as we pause outside Sam’s room. She frowns at the harsh scowl on my face and the chip I’m sure she can see resting on my shoulder. “First meetings after something like this can be…emotional.”

      I almost want to laugh.

      “Thanks,” I say brusquely instead, stepping past her and reaching for the doorknob.

      The door closes behind me with a metallic click. Sam looks up from the newspaper in his hands.

      “Hey! There he is!” he starts to beam, but the grin quickly falls from his face at the look on mine.

      “I know.”

      His mouth closes. He nods solemnly. “About Serena?”

      My lip twitches at her name from his mouth.

      “I figured you’d figure it out.” He shrugs. “You’re a smart kid. You always were too smart for football.”

      “Don’t,” I growl, stepping towards his bed. “Don’t try and smooth this over.”

      “It was a different time, Landon.” His shoulders slump as he shakes his head. “I had my career, she had hers. Hell, she had her marriage.”

      I bark out a laugh. “So you slept with a guy’s wife, you knocked her up, and you paid her off.”

      “Yep.” Sam’s voice is even-keeled and firm, his eyes never leaving mine. “Yes I did.”

      “Fuck you,” I mutter, snarling at his arrogance.

      “Yeah, I paid her off, Landon. I paid her in cash and a little piece of my soul every goddamn month for eighteen years. Kept at it even after she was gone - like I might atone somehow.”

      “Cry me a fucking river, Sam.” I bark out a laugh, the sound brittle on my lips. “I used to want to be you, you know.”

      “I know.”

      “After Sarah, I wished I had what you had. Nothing holding you back, nothing to leave you hurt and shattered if it ever went away.”

      Sam snorts, waving an IV drip connected hand. “You want this? Being alone, being broken and getting older with no one there to help or love you? Yeah, it’s a fucking cakewalk kid.” He narrows his eyes at me. “And you’ve got Emily, thank God.”

      “Yeah, thank God, because I know that’s one way I’ll never be like you.”

      Sam nods. “Good. Keep it that way.” His eyes drop to the hands in his lap. “Does she know?” he asks quietly as he glances back up at me.

      I nod.

      “I was supposed to die, you know. That was my get out of jail free card. Wouldn’t have to ever face her, just leave her the team and fade away.”

      I shake my head disgustedly at him.

      “I wrote a letter, too,” he shrugs. “It was shit.”

      “Well, there’s no team, either.”

      “What!?” The heart monitor next to him beeps a warning light before calming back down.

      “Don’s convinced them they need to sell.”

      “Cocksuckers! They can’t!”

      “They can, Sam. With Don’s vote, that swings the board. You’re still technically incapacitated, and Serena and I only hold a combined forty-nine percent.”

      I look away.

      “I tried, you know. We both did. We busted our asses to make this fucking thing work, for you.”

      “Thank you,” Sam says quietly.

      “Yeah well, it’s game over now.”

      Sam looks down at his hands again. The consummate ladies’ man with the sharp clothes, the cool cars, and the command of every room he walked into is a shell version of that now. He looks empty, and it’s not just the neon hospital lights, the gown, and the fact that he’s just woken up from a three-week coma.

      It’s something deeper than that eating him from the inside out.

      It’s hard to feel sympathy. As a father myself, it’s hard for me to find a single fuck to give for this man and his remorse. I know Celia wanted him out of her life, but there’s no way I wouldn’t have fought tooth and nail for Emily, no matter the circumstances. This isn’t just Sam “trying to do what Celia wanted”, or “trying not to step where he shouldn’t.”

      Fuck that. He stepped where he shouldn’t have when he slept with another man’s wife and got her pregnant.

      No, Sam didn’t stay away from Serena because he didn’t want to intrude; he stayed away because he could. He stayed away because money afforded him an excuse, and he made the choice to have nothing to do with his daughter’s life.

      He stayed away for him.

      “I just wanted to leave her something, Landon.” He glances up at me, his face fallen. “You can understand that, can’t you? Wouldn’t you want Emily to have something if you were-”

      “Stop, no,” I growl. I jab a finger at him as I shake my head in disgust. “Don’t make us the same, Sam, because we’re not. And you know what the difference is? I’d never leave Emily. Not ever, and not for any reason, which means I’d never have to try and buy her love and respect later.”

      Sam looks away.

      “And it didn’t work anyways, because the team’s gone now. So guess what? You’ve left her with nothing now, you selfish prick.”

      Sam says nothing, looking quietly out the window on the far wall.

      I look at him one more time, this hollowed version of the hero and the mentor I once knew before I shake my head, turn, and walk away.
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      The condo is still empty.

      Except for a couch, a bed, a TV in the corner, and the bare minimum of cutlery, there’s nothing here. No food in the fridge, no books on the shelves, no posters or pictures on the wall.

      Nothing to make this is a home.

      In a way, that’s fitting. This whole experiment in something new couldn’t ever last, and I think somewhere inside I knew that. A city I don’t know, working for my rivals, and doing God knows what I thought I was doing with a man I never should have been doing them with.

      And now the whole thing’s crashing down.

      Shocking.

      I look at the array of papers and documents spread out across the floor in front of me - lies proven to be bitter truths by the contents of Landon’s envelope. Each signature, every photo - all of them a vicious, slicing cut to my heart.

      Every one of them saying my life was a lie.

      I’m trying to process what all of this means - in the scheme of life and what it means for me. In a way, a huge part of me doesn’t give a single shit what any of this says. My dad - that is, the man who loved me, and raised me, and taught me how to be who I am today? Yeah, that guy was my dad, no matter what it says on these documents. My father was the man who taught me to ride a bike, and then drive a car. He’s the man who read me stories and then college acceptance letters.

      The man these papers say is my “real” father doesn’t meet a single one of those criteria. He’s a stranger. A cowardly, home-wrecking stranger.

      And I want nothing to do with him, or his fucking legacy, and I want nothing to do with his guilt money.

      I slump against the side of my couch, dropping my head to my hands and pushing my fingers through my long hair.

      God, I wish it had been vibrators or a Nigerian prince. A mysterious inheritance from a dildo kingpin or a third world dictator would have been leagues easier than who and what this all turned out to be.

      Sam Horn. The Rattlesnakes. Denver.

      Landon.

      This whole thing spiraled into something I never saw coming, and something I’m still not sure how to get myself out of.

      “Just co-workers”, “just something casual”, “it’s just sex.”

      I said all of those things, many times. To him and to myself, and I thought I was doing a pretty good job of convincing myself they were true.

      It’s all bullshit.

      Because somehow, I fell for the man I was never supposed to. The enemy. The rival. The man I was never supposed to fall for. Somehow, something connected with us - something I’m not sure I’ve ever actually felt. But Landon is Sam. He is this team, and this whole experience, and I can’t do that.

      Part of me is furious he kept the truth from me. But as I sit here on my empty condo floor, the other half of me tries to piece together the how - how do you even tell someone something like that?

      And for a moment, I know he’s right. For a moment, I know he was being sensible, and for moment, I think about the decision he probably had to make concerning telling me and hurting me, and not and still hurting me.

      I want to hate him. I want to be furious, and I want to feel victimized and lied to.

      But in the end, there’s no anger there, only sadness.

      Defeat.

      In the end, I decide I’m just done, with all of it.

      I don’t care about the money, or whatever Landon and I had, because it’s all just too much now, and all I want is my old life. I want my old modest apartment. I want my old bed, my plants in my kitchen window. I want my debts, and my shitty car. I want my friend.

      I want the uncomplicated depression of being alone.

      I stand, glancing around the empty place that never was and was never going to be home. In silence, I move to the bedroom and pull my suitcase from the closet. I fold and pack in a quiet daze, only breaking the stony expression on my face once to smile as I hold up my ruined shirt from the renaissance fair.

      It stings, leaving the two of them. And there’s a part of me that hesitates, thinking of the what ifs, and the what might best. In the fantasy, I’m with Landon and Emily. In the fantasy, we’re a team - one big happy fam-

      I freeze, the fantasy shattering around me as I shake my head and remember that that’s exactly what it is. A fantasy. We’re not a family, and pretending I was ever going to be part of that unit was silly and unfair.

      I was never going to be Sarah. I was never going to be Emily’s mom.

      That one cuts deep, and I squeeze my eyes shut, my hands tightening on the ruined shirt as I take a shaky breath.

      It’s time to get out of here.

      It’s time to leave this fantasy behind and get on with my life in reality.

      I tuck the shirt under a pair of jeans and finish, zipping the suitcase when I’m done and hefting it off the bed and onto the floor. The elevator ride is quick, and in the building lobby, I quickly open my phone and call my friend London as the front desk guy hails me a cab.

      “Hey!” Her voice is her usual cheeriness until she hears the quiet sob I can’t keep back. “Oh, God, what’s wrong?”

      “I-”

      I found something I wasn’t looking for, in a place I never expected.

      I found something I think I always wanted, even if I thought it could never be mine.

      I fell in love with the one man I never should have - the man I’m all but positive can’t love me back.

      “I’m coming home,” I manage to whisper out as I nod at the doorman outside, a cab pulling up to the curb.

      “I need to come home.”
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      She’s gone.

      I went home that first night, after the board’s decision and gave her space.

      I knew she needed it.

      Hell, I can’t even imagine something like that being dropped on me. I try and picture someone telling me that Emily isn’t mine, and the idea of your reality and everything you know being shattered like that?

      Shit, I can’t even begin to comprehend what that does to you.

      So I gave her space.

      She didn’t pick up the next day. Didn’t show at the office - not that I blamed her.

      But now I know it was more than “needing space” or not wanting to answer her phone. I know that now - now that it’s too late.

      It’s been a week since Serena left Denver. Five days since I finally went to her condo to check on her and discovered the truth.

      “Oh, yeah, she left.”

      “Left? What the hell do you mean left?”

      “She left, bud. Suitcase and everything. I got her a cab to the airport.”

      There’s a song I used to know that says, “You don’t know what you’ve got ’til it’s gone,” but that’s crap. If it’s that good, you know damn well what you’ve got when you’ve got it. It’s just our own vanities, and baggage, and hang-ups, and bullshit that gets in the way of seeing it when it’s right in front of us.

      Yeah, you know what you’ve got, it just that sometimes, that thing leaving clears the room.

      And suddenly you realize how empty it all is without her here.

      I knew when I was crossing every line with her. I knew with every lingered look, every touch that lasted too long. I knew with every kiss, and every feel of her skin under my hands.

      I knew in words we never spoke, and in the words hidden between the ones we did.

      What’s my point here?

      Easy.

      I’ve been in love with Serena Roth for longer than I care to admit I have been, and it’s taken her leaving my life for me to see it.

      Put that in a song.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I re-read the email on my laptop screen a fourth time, blowing air over my lips as I rake my fingers through my hair.

      It’s been like this all week - the daze, the slow realization that she really isn’t going to respond to my calls. The dawning understanding that this really is over.

      And fuck does that suck.

      I scowl back at the screen, skimming over the words again. Don and the rest of the board met with a potential buyer today - some Russian media mogul who wants to add “American football team” to his portfolio of a Venezuelan baseball team, a Spanish soccer team, Fijian rugby, and three of the top five Russian swimmers.

      Sam’s legacy and the organization I’ve basically spent my entire adult life working for reduced to a footnote in a multinational conglomerate quarterly report.

      Wonderful.

      The upside - if you can even call it that - is that I’ll be keeping my job. I’ll even retain the chairman position. And Don’s not wrong - we’re all going to get rich on this. After everything shakes out, there’s going to be something to the tune of eight million for me in this.

      Eight fucking million dollars. Hell, between that and my residual contract money from playing, I could retire right now and never work again. Hell, Emily wouldn’t have to work again.

      And yet, it’s a sour victory. It feels like being paid to lose. It feels like taking a dive for cash.

      It’s a shitty feeling, and there’s a hit to your pride and your soul that won’t go away when you take an offer like that, no matter how good the payout.

      The doorbell chimes through the house, and I groan as I ease back from the laptop screen. The chime comes again as I stand.

      “Relax,” I mutter, stalking through the house for the front door.

      It goes off a third damn time just as I reach it.

      “Cool off!” I growl, unlocking the door and yanking it open. “I’m right fucking here-”

      I blink, staring at him before I remember to frown.

      “Good evening, sir, I’m selling Girl Scout cookies, and I was wondering if you-”

      “Shouldn’t you be in the fucking hospital?”

      Sam grins at me. He’s still pale, and frail looking - still a shell version of the man I know. But he’s on his feet, albeit with a cane. He’s got his usual sharp clothes on, his prized ’67 Porsche Coupe sitting in my driveway.

      “I told those assholes that if they stuck another needle in my arm or another catheter up my pecker, I’d sue ‘em for malpractice.”

      He grins at me. Normally, this is the banter - Sam’s over-reaching, larger-than-life persona. The crude jokes, the winks, the jostling back-and-forth.

      I’m not bantering with him. I’m not there yet.

      He sighs, the smile dropping from his face. “You’re still mad at me.”

      “I’m not mad at you, Sam, I just don’t feel much like having anything to do with you.”

      He nods, and however frail his appearance, I notice his eyes have their spark back as they glance over my face.

      “Think I could come inside? I uh,” he clears his throat, “I got something to say to you.”

      “Here works just fine for whatever it is you feel needs saying.”

      He nods slowly, his shoulders sagging a little, when I hear the footsteps running down the stairs back in the house.

      Shit.

      “Grampa Sam!"

      “Hey there, squirt!”

      Emily comes tearing down the stairs, pushing past me to throw her arms around Sam.

      Needless to say, I haven’t filled my eight-year-old in on the larger dramas involving her favorite older person and Serena.

      “You’re better!”

      Sam chuckles, putting an arm around her and patting her back. “Yep! Feeling right as rain!” He glances up at me. “You think I could come in for a sec?”

      I hold his eye for a second, mine narrowing. “Fine.” I step back and hold the door open for him as Emily leads him in.

      “So how’ve you been, little missy? School going okay?”

      She nods. “Yeah. And I made a new friend while you were sick.”

      Sam smiles. “Oh yeah? Replacing me, huh?”

      She smiles a toothy smile. “No, Grampa, but she’s really cool and I think you’d like her.”

      He chuckles. “Well I bet I would!”

      “Yeah! She’s awesome, and she’s really fun to hang out with. And we had so much fun at the renaissance fair!”

      I snap my head back to my daughter. “That’s enough, Emily,” I say quietly.

      “She comes over all the time to hang out with me and my dad. We make cookies, and watch movies, and she looks really funny when she wears my dad’s clothes!”

      Sam glances back at me, giving me an odd look before turning back to her.

      “Who’s this friend of yours, squirt?”

      “Oh, her name’s Serena.”

      Sam freezes before his head jerks up to stare at me.

      I stare right back.

      “Hey Emily, honey, why don’t you let me and Grampa Sam have some grown-up talk, alright?”

      “Fiiiine,” she grumbles before giving Sam another hug. “I’m glad you’re not sick anymore.”

      “Me too, kid, me too,” he smiles.

      His look hardens at me as soon as we hear her scamper back up the stairs.

      “She looks funny wearing your clothes, huh?” he says thinly, his eyes narrowing.

      I say nothing.

      “If you think I’m not going to ask what my daughter’s doing over here putting your clothes on, you got another thing com-”

      “Fuck you,” I spit at him. “You don’t get to call her that.”

      “Watch me.”

      I shake my head, standing and stepping towards him, towering over him as I square my shoulders. “Not a chance, Sam. You gave that up when you walked away.”

      “Wasn’t exactly my choice, Landon.”

      “Yes it was,” I growl. “It was your choice when you slept with another man’s wife. It was your choice when you put yourself over everyone else like you do, and it was your choice when you washed your hands of the whole mess and signed a check to her mother.” My voice is getting louder now, my teeth grinding together.

      “You want to talk about things not being your choice? You want to talk about loss outside your own control?” I hiss, shaking my head at him. “Trust me, Sam. Don’t go there with me. You had choices. You had lots of choices, and you fucking failed every single one of them. So don’t you dare come into my house and lecture me about spending time with Serena.”

      “Spending time with her,” he echoes, glaring right back at me. “I set it up for you two to run this damn team, not for you to put your damn hands on her!”

      “Watch it.”

      We both bristle, staring each other down.

      Sam sighs, looking away first. “I need a drink.”

      I snort. “You were just in a coma, you fucking lunatic. I’m not giving you booze.”

      “Gonna make me take it from you?”

      I crack a grin in spite of myself.

      “Scotch, if you’ve got it.”

      I hold his eye another second before I turn and jerk my head towards the kitchen. He follows, slower, taking a seat at the kitchen island as I pour us both a finger and slide a glass his way.

      “Cheers,” he mutters, taking a sip and sighing contentedly. I grab a seat across from him, and we both sit there drinking in silence for another minute.

      He finally looks up. “What’s she like? Serena, I mean.”

      “She’s smart.” I hold his look as I slowly finish swallowing the scotch in my mouth. “She’s really smart, actually. She sees the bigger picture, and she gets people, and there’s no bullshit around her.”

      Sam nods.

      “She’s her own person - strong and opinionated without being prideful or obnoxious. She speaks her mind, and she’s sure as hell not worried about what you might think about it.”

      He grins.

      “Honestly, you’d probably get along famously with her, Sam.” I say quietly. “She’s hilarious, she’s kind, she has Emily wrapped around her damn finger.”

      “Just Emily, huh?”

      “You really want to go there?”

      His eyes narrow for a second, but he nods. “To an extent.”

      I look away.

      “You like her, don’t you.”

      I bring the glass to my lips, taking a big swallow, saying nothing.

      “As little opinion as I think I’m probably allowed to have on the matter-”

      “Careful,” I snap.

      Sam shoots me a look. “Let me finish. What I was going to say is, if I were to have an opinion about her choice in men,” he shrugs and takes a quick sip. “I can think of worse guys for her to be slumming around with.”

      I half grin into my glass.

      “I’m guessing she didn’t take it too well when you let her know about what you found out.”

      “Consider the messenger shot.”

      He frowns, looking down. “I’m sorry, Landon. I mean that, truly. You deserve something and someone like this, you know,” he says quietly. “After Sarah, I mean. This whole swinging bachelor look you’ve been trying to pull of for the last six years? Take this how you want, but from a guy who’s been doing it for a whole lot longer, trust me when I say you’re not cut out for it.”

      “Thanks? I think?”

      “I mean it. You can jump from skirt to skirt all you want, kid, and you’ve put in a good effort over the last couple of years. But it eats at you, and I can see that. This whole not giving a shit thing? The big tough guy ‘one time only’ thing and all these damn rules of yours? They eat at you. Hell, I can see that, Landon.”

      I look up and meet his eyes, both of us nodding - both of us knowing he’s right.

      “I’d ask if there’s something I could do-”

      I bark out a laugh and he makes a face.

      “Sorry, but-“

      “Nah, I get it.” He nods.

      “Look, there’s something else you should know about.”

      He glances up. “I might not have been a part of her life, but don’t think for a minute that means I need to know the details, kid,” he says sharply.

      I grin. “Don’t worry, a gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell.”

      “Oh is that what you are?”

      “Something like that.”

      He grins, and I frown.

      “Look, Sam, the board-”

      “Oh, right.” He slaps the counter. “That was the other reason I came over here.” He taps the side of his head. “Damn meds got me all loopy.”

      “I’m sorry about the shares.”

      That’s another thing that’s happened this week. Even with Sam waking up, since a buy offer was already formally introduced while Serena and I were holding his vote shares, corporate bylines keep him from having a say, whether Don or the board want him to or not.

      Judging from the fact that they’re all still eagerly perusing the sale, I’d say that’s a “not.”

      “I think they found a buyer.”

      “So block ‘em.”

      I sigh. “You know I can’t do that. Not enough of a vote. And even if Serena was returning my calls - and trust me, she’s not - it wouldn’t be enough.”

      Sam frowns.

      “Serena and I only hold twenty-four and a half percent each, Sam. A combined forty-nine percent against the board’s unanimous majority. Game over.” I shake my head and finish my drink.

      There’s a second of silence before Sam starts to chuckle. I glance up at him, my eyes narrowing. “I’m not sure I understand what’s so funny.”

      He chuckles louder, shaking his head. “Once a lunkheaded player, always a lunkheaded player, huh?”

      I glare at him.

      “Math, you dumb jock. Damn, I thought I did okay putting you in charge of my board.”

      “If there’s a point to this, Sam, please get to it.”

      “You’re forgetting your board seat.”

      It’s like a light going on - a sudden, jarring realization as it all clicks into place.

      Sam nods. “Yeah, you’re getting it. Your board seat itself-”

      “Is a five percent voting share,” I say quietly, my jaw dropping.

      “Your twenty-four and a half percent share from me, plus Serena’s, plus that five percent?”

      “Is a majority vote,” I finish.

      He nods.

      Holy shit.

      “I think you need to get that girl on the phone, Landon.”
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      Before, when I was roaring through the streets to her building - before I knew she was gone - I didn’t stop to think. I didn’t for a second stop to think about the implications and the consequences to my own world and my own rules that chasing after a girl means.

      Because I didn’t care anymore.

      And I don’t.

      Even now, when she might hate me, and probably sees me for everything I am and not like what she sees. The messenger of bad news always gets shot, and I accept that. I accept that I should have told her earlier, if only to be the one to catch her when she fell. I didn’t and I have to live with that, no matter what happens here.

      Except she was gone.

      She’s still gone.

      I stare at the laptop sitting on my kitchen island - open, but black, like it’s been since I opened it and started staring at half an hour ago.

      The worst part is, I can’t even really blame her. She peeked behind the curtain. She saw the truth in the lies and dark clouds hovering over her own past and her memories, and she cut and run.

      I’m pretty sure I’d have done the same.

      “Dad?”

      I glance up to see Emily standing in the doorway to the kitchen in her PJs.

      “Hey, kiddo, what are you doing up?”

      “I can’t sleep,” she says glumly.

      I sigh, gripping the countertop. “Yeah, I hate when that happens. C’mere.” She shuffles over, and I lift her up onto one of the kitchen stools.

      “Daaaad, I can get up myself you know.”

      I grin, turning away to hide it. “I know, I know.”

      Damnit why do they have to grow up? Why does change have to happen at all? You get these moments that are just flawless, and it just seems unfair that they eventually have to move on and evolve.

      The fair, for instance - one perfect, still-frame memory of a day. Emily, Serena, and I - laughing, smiling, having the time of our lives, and not once thinking about what comes later. Because there is no later when you’re in a moment like that. A moment like that is past, present, and future all rolled into one freeze-frame snapshot of time.

      But fairs end. Perfect afternoons turn to evening. Daughters grow up and don’t want you picking them up anymore.

      The girl that meant more than you ever wanted to admit to yourself leaves you and your indecisions behind.

      “What are you doing awake?”

      I sigh. “Can’t sleep either.”

      “Oh.”

      I shake my head, clearing the melancholy. “You know what would help us both, I bet?”

      “What?”

      “Hot cocoa.”

      Emily beams and I chuckle.

      “Oh, too big to have your dad help you up into chairs, but not too old for some hot cocoa with him, huh?”

      “Nope!”

      I grin, ruffling her hair before I turn and grab the mix from the cupboard.
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* * *

      “How’s the temp?”

      “Perfect.”

      “Awesome.”

      Emily and I sit across the island from each other, the kitchen lights dimmed in my attempt to get her sleepy for bed.

      “You look sad.”

      I glance up, my brows raised. “Me? Nah.” I shake my head. “Just thinking about work stuff.”

      “And Serena?” she says teasingly.

      I grin wryly at her. “Anyone ever tell you you’re a smart-ass kid?”

      She giggles.

      The room goes back to silence as we sip our cocoa.

      “Dad?”

      I glance up. “Yeah, honey?”

      “You know I’m getting older, right?”

      “I am painfully aware of that, yes.”

      She nods and looks back at her mug again before she glances up at me.

      “And you know I’m old enough to know Mom’s not coming back, right?”

      The sting in my eyes and the tightness in my chest come fast, and I’m up and around the kitchen in seconds, wrapping my arms around her and scooping her against me.

      “I love you, kiddo.”

      “I love you too, Dad.” She hugs me back before I finally let her breathe. I pull back and she looks up at me. “And I know Serena isn’t going to be my mom, you know.” She looks down at her mug. “But I’d like it if she was my friend.”

      I smile as I reach out and stroke her hair. “Well, then I think she’s a very lucky woman.”

      Emily beams. “Dad, I think a movie would help me fall asleep.”

      I chuckle. “Yeah I bet staying up another two hours doing anything would put you to sleep.”

      “Can we call Serena and try it?”

      The smile drops from my lips as I swallow the sourness in my throat. “I don’t think that’s going to happen, kiddo.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s late, that’s why.”

      “What about tomorrow night?”

      I sigh and drop my eyes to the floor. “Probably not, honey.”

      “Why?”

      Because she’s gone. Because she peeked behind the curtain of my bullshit and saw the nothing she wanted to be a part of. Because I kept something from her I had no right keeping from her. Because I broke basically every single one of my rules with her, and now that she’s gone, I’m not even sure how to go about rebuilding.

      “Dad?”

      “Serena had to go home, honey.”

      Her face falls. “What?”

      “She had to go home, back to Houston.”

      “No! Why?” Emily’s bottom lip sticks out as her brow wrinkles.

      “I-” I shake my head. “I don’t know,” I lie.

      “But I thought she was going to be my friend!”

      “I know. I’m sorry kiddo.”

      Emily buries her face in my arms, as I pull her tight.

      “Hey, hey, it’s okay.” I stroke my daughter’s hair. “What if we started a movie. Think that might help?”

      She nods in my arms.
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* * *

      Twenty-minutes and two ensemble Disney songs later, she’s sound asleep next to me on the couch.

      I turn off the TV and scoop her up gently into my arms before I head upstairs to tuck her in.

      “Night, honey,” I whisper, kissing her forehead before tiptoeing out of her room and closing the door.

      Back downstairs, I sink into the couch again, the ache I’ve been trying to hold back for her sake finally tearing its way out.

      Fuck.

      I don’t know how this happened, but here it is, and there’s no pretending that the tightness in my chest isn’t there.

      This was good, for a while - this little bubble I had set up for myself. Emily and my job - that’s it. As long as I filled my time with just that, there was never any room for anything else.

      And yet somehow, I made room. Somehow, I rearranged. I adapted. I opened up and let in the girl I never saw coming. The girl I never wanted to see coming. And now that she’s gone, she’s the only thing I want to see.

      I broke the rules. I ignored the signs, and the warnings that I set up for myself long ago, and now I’m feeling what I never wanted to feel again.

      Loss.

      I push my fingers through my hair, letting my breath out.

      Except that’s bullshit. Breaking the rules, letting go, and letting her in didn’t lead to this pain. Shutting down did. Closing her back out did. Letting her in changed something in me, and brought something to light inside of me that I’d honestly decided was going to stay dark. She’s the good thing and the second chance I’d been running away from for years, and now that I finally wised up and stopped running, she’s blown right past me.

      I made my career and my name as a player by never backing down. No matter how hard the fight, not matter how bad the odds, you do not stop. You never quit. You never take a knee and let the clock run dry.

      You fight.

      You lay your heart out and spill your blood on that field.

      I did the same with the rest of my life. When I was shattered, my whole life breaking around me, that was the same mindset I cemented inside. Because I had to, for Emily. Never quit. Never lie down and let the world break you.

      I did it the first day I walked into that boardroom, every face in the room giving me a skeptical look and just waiting for me to fail, or waiting for me to be the dumb jock they all thought I’d be.

      Never say can’t. Never say “it’s too hard.” Never stop fighting.

      And I didn’t.

      Except somehow, I’ve let that go. Here I am, beat down but not beaten, but I’m letting myself be beat. Lamenting about the shit hand I’ve been dealt. Sitting here in the dark shaking my head at the mistakes I’ve made.

      Landon Reece, who the fuck are you?

      This is letting go.

      This is taking a knee.

      This is lying down and letting the world break me.

      And that ain’t me.

      I sit up sharply, my eyes alert, my heart pounding, and my hands clenching at my sides. No, this isn’t over, this is just bad odds. This is fourth quarter with a twenty-point deficit, but it’s not a loss.

      Not yet at least.

      Because I’ve got one play left. I’ve still got a pint of blood to bleed.

      This fight isn’t over.

      I’m standing, grabbing my phone and making the call before I can even bother thinking it through. I don’t have to. Not this time. This time, I’m done thinking about it, and sticking to my predefined lines, and staying inside my own little life that I’ve built.

      I’m done playing by the rules.

      “An hour? Perfect.”

      I shove the phone in my pocket as I take the stairs two at a time. I could call a sitter, or a neighbor, but I’m not going to.

      This isn’t just about me, after all.

      This is about us. All of us.

      “Daddy?” Emily frowns as I gently wake her, blinking and rubbing her eyes. “What’s going on?”

      “I have to go somewhere, honey.”

      She pouts. “Oh.”

      “I think you should come with me.”

      She perks up, blinking again and clearing the sleep from her eyes as looks at me curiously. “I can?”

      “Yep.” I stand and go to her closet, pulling a backpack out and shoving some of her clothes inside.

      “Where are we going?”

      I grin as I turn back to her. “Well, I’ve been dying for some good guacamole, and someone once told me that they make it really good in Houston.”

      It takes about half a second for her to understand what I’m saying, and her eyes suddenly go wide as her jaw drops.

      “Feel like coming?”

      “Yes!” She jumps out of bed and throws her arms around me.

      I might be out of practice, but it’s time to jump in, and I have to make this right with her.

      It’s time to cut the bullshit, break the rules, and tell Serena Roth exactly how I feel.

      It’s time to stop watching the game from the sidelines, and it’s time to win.
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        Serena

      

    
    
      “Did you really think I’d say no?”

      I smile as I look down, shaking my head.

      “You can, you know. I wouldn’t blame you,” I mumble.

      Archie Jacobs, London’s dad, chuckles that rumbling laugh I remember from growing up spending at least half my time at their house

      “Serena, of course you can have your job back. Hell, I’m begging you to take it back. The kid we got to replace you is a goddamn disaster.”

      “Archie, I know loyalty means a lot to you, and I know me running away-”

      “Stop, stop.” He sighs, waving his hand in tempo with the shaking of his head. “Knock it off, darlin’. I know and you know that you running off to Denver wasn’t any sort of backstabbing move. I get it.”

      I give him a wry smile, still feeling like I’m guilty of treason or something, even though it’s clear Archie doesn’t see me like that.

      “You want a drink? Let’s have a drink.”

      He pushes back from the big wooden desk of his office, rising and turning to the bar cart in the corner.

      “Archie.”

      He turns, giving me a grin. “Yeah?”

      “You know I can’t let you have a drink, not after the scare you gave us a month ago.”

      It’s barely been a month actually, since Archie’s heart attack that scared the hell out of all of us. Since then, London’s had her good ole’ boy of a Texan father on the straight and narrow to start being a little healthier in his habits, which means not having BBQ five times a week, no more fried food, no more donuts, no more cigars, and definitely no whiskey drinking at eleven o’clock in the morning.

      Or as Archie puts it: “no more fun.”

      He sucks at his teeth, eyeing me mischievously. “I won’t tell if you don’t.”

      “Tempting. But you know London would kill me if I did. And if something happens to that heart of yours, you know she’d throw me into the hole right after you.”

      Archie lets out a whooping laugh, holding his sides as he slides back into his seat. “Yeah, alright, fair enough, fair enough. Hell, at least I’d have some swell company up there if you came along for the ride.”

      I snort.

      “You know that fiancé of hers is trying to get me to start jogging with him?” He rolls his eyes and waves a hand dismissively.

      “Aww, Archie, I think it’s sweet. He’s just trying to bond with you.”

      “He’s tryin’ to damn well kill me with that goddamn cooking of his is what he’s doing.”

      This time I laugh.

      I have to laugh. If I don’t laugh, and if I don’t keep making the hurt inside with jokes, and empty banter, and familiar faces and smiles, I’ll lose it. It’s been a week since I left Denver. A week since I called London, took a cab directly to the airport, and came back.

      Back home.

      And I know I left things badly. I know I walked away from so many loose ends that there’s no way I won’t have to eventually go back and sort them out. But not now. I can’t face the music just yet.

      I can’t face him yet.

      Because I didn’t just run away from a failed experiment, and a board of phonies who jumped ship the first chance they got, and a mountain of lies surrounding my past, my family, and everything I thought about both.

      I ran away from the first man to truly see me in a very long time. Maybe ever. I ran away from something good, and it wasn’t until the wheels touched back down in Texas that it really hit home.

      I ran away from something I never thought my heart would feel again.

      From all our talk of boundaries, and “just casual”, and rules, I know now that we were both just kidding ourselves because we were too scared to see what was in front of our faces.

      Because after a week back here, away from him? I know one thing I did run away from.

      I ran away from love.

      And I could really go for that eleven a.m. whiskey right about now.

      “Listen,” Archie clasps his hands and leans forward on the desk, his eyes full of emotion. “I’m real sorry about what happened up there, Serena.” He sighs. “London told me, about Sam I mean.”

      I nod, looking down at the edge of his desk. “Surprise, huh?” I mumble glumly.

      “Well I just thought you should know it’s all bullshit.”

      I glance up at Archie, a serious look on his face. “All of it. Billy was one of the best men I ever knew, and damn near the best father, second to me of course.”

      I grin, shaking my head as he winks.

      “I don’t give a rat’s ass what any of that shit they dug up says, darlin’. The man we both knew and loved? The man who raised you all by himself into a hell of whipsmart, confident, poised young woman?” He points a finger at me across the desk. “That man was your father. Period. End of discussion.”

      I nod, my eyes dropping to the floor.

      “He was proud of you, you know. And he’d be damn proud of the woman you’ve become.” He stands. “Love matters more than blood, Serena; know that. And shit, I don’t know Sam Horn, but I did know Billy Roth. And I don’t give a crap about whatever the genetic tests and papers say, you are exactly like the man who raised you, and nothing like the coward that walked away. I can say that without a single doubt.”

      “Thanks, Archie,” I say softly as he comes around to lean against the front of his desk.

      “You know what my biggest regret is?”

      I look up at him mournfully, shaking my head.

      “That I didn’t have a son. ‘Cause man I’d have loved puttin’ the two of you together so I could have a second daughter just like you.”

      The sob wrenches from my throat as I stand and throw my arms around him, hugging him fiercely.

      “You’re my family no matter what, Archie.”

      We rock like that for a minute or two before I finally pull away and wipe the sappy tears from my eyes.

      “So you want the job or what?”

      I laugh, giggling as I wipe the tears and nod. “Yes. Please.”

      “Thank Christ. That kid at your desk right now is worse at email than I am, and that’s seriously saying somethin’.”

      I grin as he smiles at me.

      “Welcome back, Serena.”
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        Serena

      

    
    
      The smells of the farmer’s market waft over me - sweet corn, veggies so fresh the dirt’s still caked on them, the donut truck with the freshly made pastries cooling and dripping glaze in the window. The chicken farmers hawking eggs, with a few of their brood pecking at the dirt around their stall. The fancy, hipster, house-roasted, pour-over local coffee company brewing mouthwatering aromas across the market.

      Yeah, this I missed.

      This is familiar.

      I know I haven’t been gone long - not in the scheme of the bigger picture of things. But it feels like it’s been forever. Forever, where I lost myself somewhere up in Denver.

      Forever, when I lost myself in the last man I should have.

      That’s over now.

      I say it to myself for the thousandth time - the hundred-thousandth time, really - since I got into that cab back in Denver the night I left. But it has to be over, because here I am, back in my old life. My old job, my old friends, my old apartment, my old car.

      This is where I belong, I guess. If I didn’t, something would have worked out in Denver.

      It did.

      I close my eyes and take a breath, shaking that thought from my head.

      No, it didn’t. If it’d worked out, I’d still be there.

      With him.

      I swing by the donut shop first, frowning at the insane line and taking it as a sign as I detour for the tomato lady. She recognizes me, at least in a cursory way, smiling as I fill a bag with fresh vine-ripened beauties. Maybe I’ll make gazpacho for my dinner with London and Holden tonight.

      I make the rounds, filling the canvas shoulder bag I brought with vegetables, and cheese, and freshly baked bread, until I find myself at another stall, frozen in front of the display of avocados.

      And all of a sudden, the temporary feeling of being okay - the illusion that I’m fine - drops silently to grass at my feet.

      I’m not okay, and this isn’t fine.

      I ran when I should have stayed and fought. I got scared when I should have been brave, and I blinded myself when I should have just opened my eyes and seen what was in front of my face.

      My shoulders droop as I reach for one of the big green avocados, hefting it and smiling softly at the memory of taco night with Landon and Emily. The grin grows wider as the memories of that night come back to me - the laughter, the feeling of being part of something as fun and as wonderful as that two-person team of those two. I remember feeling warmth, the happiness, and the closeness of it all.

      The love.

      The smile fades from my face as I stare at the fruit in my hand, and I’m about to put it back when the voice comes from behind me.

      “Oh, yeah, don’t get that one.”

      I freeze.

      “That one’s no good. Not if you’re trying to make guacamole. Or at least, that’s what I hear.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat as I slowly turn slowly. The bag drops to my feet, scattering veggies and whole-wheat English muffins, and my hand flies to my mouth at the sight of them.

      Both of them.

      “Hi, Serena,” Emily says shyly, biting her lip and smiling at me from her dad’s side.

      “Hi, Emily.” I grin at her before dragging my eyes higher, until they lock on his.

      Landon.

      “We just flew here!” Emily chirps.

      Landon and I just lock eyes, not even blinking, and not saying a thing until I somehow start to open my mouth and make sounds.

      “What are you-”

      “Well, here’s the deal. We had this awesome taco night planned, but the guac situation was garbage. Right?”

      He nudges Emily, who quickly nods her head. “Oh, yeah, it was garbage,” she parrots.

      I glance back up at him, seeing that grin barely creeping at the corners of his lips, those eyes twinkling at me. “You know anywhere around here we could get some decent stuff? I hear Texas makes it pretty good.”

      He levels his eyes at me, and I’m instantly caught up in them.

      “Landon, what are you-”

      “I think we’ve been over this. Decent guac. Honestly, it’s terrible up there in Denver.” He nods at the avocado in my hand. “But like I was saying, you don’t want that one.”

      I raise a brow. “Oh?”

      “Yeah, no, that one’s no good.”

      I hold his eye, my cheeks pulling my lips into a half-smile as I cross my arms over my chest. “And why’s that?”

      “I just don’t think that avocado has what’s best for you in mind.”

      I laugh. “Oh really?”

      “Not at all. You see, that avocado just feels right at the moment, because it’s familiar. You’ve seen it at this farmer’s market a couple dozen times, and even though I know you know it’s not the one for you, I can tell you’re thinking about just playing it safe and going with it. Because it’s familiar.”

      “I see.” I heft the fruit in my hand, eyeing him. “And do you have a better one?”

      “Yeah, I do,” he says quietly, stepping closer to me. “See, I’ve got one for you that sees you for exactly who you are. I’ve got one that accepts every gorgeous smile and every graceful step, right along with every broken past and every scar. Mine is a little different, and it comes with its own baggage and history and scars, and it doesn’t actually live here.”

      I start to grin.

      “But my avocado really doesn’t want you to take off again without it. Mine really wants you to stay, and give it a second chance.” He sighs, his eyes searching my face.

      “Mine never saw you coming, Serena,” he says softly. His hand finds mine, fingers interlacing. “And I can promise you, it never wants to see you leave. Not ever.”

      I can feel my heart thumping in my chest, my breath coming quick and deep. My eyes dart over his face, finding his eyes and locking there.

      Green on green.

      Green like mine.

      Green that looks right into me and sees me.

      “You came a really long way to talk to me about avocados, you know.”

      “I have very strong opinions where they’re concerned,” he whispers as he yanks me close. I let the avocado in my hand drop.

      “Serena, I came here to tell you that I’m sorry. I came here to tell you that you’re like nothing I’ve ever known before, and even though I never saw you coming, now that you’re here, I literally can’t imagine a day without you in my life.” He glances down at Emily, her big brown eyes shining up at the two of us.

      “Both of our lives, actually,” he murmurs.

      “Landon-”

      “Look, I know you probably at least half hate me for keeping all that from you. And I know you probably want nothing to do with Denver, or me, or any of this, but the problem is, I don’t know how to quit. And I don’t know how to let you walk away without putting up a fight. Because somehow, you got through every single barricade I put up. You got past every single wall I built, and saw past every single excuse. You made me break every single rule I have.”

      “Landon, I never wanted you to-”

      “No, Serena.” He pulls me tight against him. “You make me want to break every single rule I have. You make me want to break them a hundred times, just so I can keep on breaking them for you.”

      His hand moves to my cheek, his eyes searching mine.

      “I’m tired of the rules, Serena. I’m tired of running from the light, and I am done pretending you’re not the best thing that’s happened to me - to us - in a very, very long time.”

      I blink, slowly shaking my head. My lips are moving, but no words are coming as I gape at his breath against my lips and his eyes burning into mine as I start to nod.

      “I made you break all your rules, huh?”

      “Well, almost.”

      I grin. “Anything I missed?”

      “Yeah, I love you. And you missed this.”

      I gasp as his lips sear like fire across my own, crushing mine, tasting me, dipping me slightly as he kisses the breath from my lungs. Beside us, Emily cheers, giggling and jumping around as I lose myself entirely in that kiss. Slowly, his lips pull from mine as he pulls me up.

      “That answer your question?” he asks as he grins down at his daughter.

      She beams, nodding her head up and down.

      “Oh, and there’s something else.”

      My brow shoots up, my cheeks still flush and my breath still gone from my lungs. “You’re going to top that?”

      “Oh, watch me.”

      He pulls an envelope from his back pocket and hands me the folded legal-looking document from inside of it.

      “What’s this?”

      “This is a formal vote with the full weight of your twenty-four and a half shares to block the sale of the Denver Rattlesnakes. All you need to do is sign it.”

      I blink up at him, my brow furrowing. “But what about the board?“

      “I retained my board shares. Which means your twenty-four and a half shares, and my twenty-four and a half shares, plus the extra five-”

      “Puts us at a majority,” I finish, suddenly more breathless than I was a second ago.

      Landon nods. “It means what we says goes, and it means…” he glances at the date on his wristwatch. “Huh.”

      “What?”

      “It means that in eight hours at midnight tonight, you’re going to be worth an obscene amount of money, Serena.”

      My hand flies to my mouth as I stare at him, shaking my head. “No, this is insane! I shouldn’t- I mean, I can’t-!”

      “No, you should, and you can. You’re just not used to good things happening to you even though you deserve every damn one of them.”

      “Dad. Swears?”

      “Sorry,” he grins at me before glancing at his daughter.

      “Are you coming back to Denver with us?” Emily says, her eyes darting to me.

      I bite my lip, looking down at her. “Well.” Her face falls, but I grin. “I do have this dinner tonight I’m supposed to go to at my friend’s house, and I think we’re having tacos.”

      “Oh, that sounds like fun,” she says slowly, eyeing me.

      “I could probably use some help with the guac.”

      She grins.

      Landon’s hand finds mine again. “Serena, I want to tell you that you can do what you want, and that you can stay here, and that we can figure this whole thing out apart.”

      His other hand moves to my cheek, cupping my jaw.

      “But that’s a lie,” he whispers, his eyes searching mine. “The truth is, I need you. The truth is, going home isn’t going to feel like it much if you aren’t there. Come back with me. Come back with us.”

      I could say there’s a moment of hesitation. I could say everything slows, and that there’s this slow dawning realization, and that a million thoughts go through my head.

      But that’s not at all what happens, and there’s only one thought in my head.

      I’m saying yes before he can even finish his sentence. I’m screaming it, actually, as I leap into his arms, throwing mine around his neck, and kiss him with everything I have.

      “Yes,” I whisper into his lips, kissing him again and again. Emily’s arms go around us both, and I reach down to hug her too.

      “Yes.”
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        Serena

      

    
    
      “Can you feel it?”

      Emily goes absolutely still, holding her breath. There’s a tender kick, barely a hiccup, but her eyes suddenly go wide as they dart up to mine.

      “I felt her!”

      I grin, wagging my brows at her. “Pretty cool, huh?”

      “Can she hear us?”

      “Maybe? Do you want to tell her something now, and then later after she’s born, we can ask her if she remembers?”

      Emily rolls her eyes. “Serena, that’s not how it works.”

      “Well excuse me, Miss know-it-all.” I stick my tongue out at her and she giggles.

      Sometimes things happen for a reason. Sometimes, we find things we were never looking for in places we never thought we’d find them. And sometimes - sometimes - the impossible becomes real.

      Me getting pregnant on our honeymoon would be a textbook example.

      At seven o’clock at night, on the day of the farmer’s market in Houston, I knocked on London’s door with Landon and Emily in tow.

      At seven-o-one, Landon and Holden locked eyes and had this big macho moment of glaring at each other and sizing each other up before my friend elbowed her fiancé in the ribs and told him to be good.

      By seven-o-nine, Landon and Holden were better friends than I think they’d ever have imagined.

      At seven-thirty, Emily helped me mash up avocados, limes, onions, and cilantro, and at seven forty-five, we all sat down for tacos.

      At midnight, with Emily asleep in the guest bed upstairs, we popped a bottle of champagne for Landon and I, cans of orange-ginger seltzer for my pregnant friend and her non-drinking beau, and cheered to Landon and I’s voting shares suddenly turning into owner shares.

      A combined fifty-four million dollars of owner shares, to be exact.

      At one in the morning, with Emily sleeping upstairs, London and Holden crashed in their own wing of the house, and with whispered shushes on our lips, Landon and I tore each other’s clothes off and made love twice on the living room floor.

      …And once more in the pool house.

      I did end up moving to Denver with them, because I had the same thought he’d had: home just isn’t home if it’s not with the family you’ve found. My adoptive friend-family in Houston understood, and honestly, it all made sense with the turning of the pages our lives were taking. London and Holden had their baby boy, and Archie started seeing a nice woman - way nicer than his first two wives - who’s twenty-one-year-old son was some sort of social marketing wiz-kid.

      The sit down with Archie about me leaving went about exactly as I could imagine it.

      “You’re fired.”

      London snorts, shooting Archie an admonishing look. “Dad!”

      He grins at me, and I grin right back. “She knows I’m kidding.” He frowns. “You do know I’m kidding, right?”

      “I know.”

      “Man, playing for the enemy, huh?”

      “Moving IN WITH the enemy, actually,” London ribs, wagging her brows at me.

      “We’re gonna miss you, kid.”

      “I’m going to be visiting so much, you’re going to wish you HAD fired me.”

      It was later at dinner that he took me aside and wiped a tear away, letting me know that his shotgun was always loaded, and that if “this pretty-boy character” laid a “mean hand” on me, he and his Remington would personally be coming to Denver to “blow his nuts to kingdom-come.”

      Believe me, that’s the highest form of sentimentality in Archie Jacobs’ lingo.

      Back in Houston, we cleaned house.

      Big time.

      The entire Rattlesnakes board got the boot, which may seem harsh, but any feelings of soreness on the subject went right out the window when certain emails were leaked by one of the departing board members - emails showing a pretty damning collusion between Don, a few of the other board seats, and the potential buyer.

      In the end, three of them were invited back. The organization is in the process of suing Don.

      More importantly though, we made peace with Sam. My father, I guess.

      Sam is not my dad, though. I’ve made that clear, and I’m pretty sure he understands. Instead, I’m choosing to look at him as a sort of distant uncle figure that I can slowly get to know on my own terms.

      We ended up reinstating him as an owning partner, too. For all his crap and all the reasons I should hate him, it is after all his team and the legacy he built that he’d wanted to give to the two of us when he thought he was done for.

      It’s not making up for everything, but it’s a start.

      We’ve talked, and more and more, I’m at least starting to see that he tried to have a place in my life, early on. It was my mother, guilted by her indiscretions that wanted him gone.

      But like I said, I’m getting to know him on my own terms.

      “He’s here!”

      The tumbling sound of Emily barreling down the stairs chases her into the kitchen where I’m sipping tea.

      “My dad’s home!”

      So, today at a checkup that Landon was furious for having to miss because of some sort of dust up in the coach’s office, I got a question I wasn’t quite ready to hear.

      “Do you want to know if it’s a boy or a girl?”

      I’d blinked, and Emily, who I’d brought along and was sitting in the swivel chair to the side of me, had gone wide-eyed.

      Part of me thought to wait, and come back for the news with my husband. But it was seeing that look of wonder on my stepdaughter’s face that’d brought the whole thing into clarity.

      This was, after all, her half-sibling. This was another new thing linking her to me.

      And this was important.

      “Yeah, we want to know.”

      “Do you think he’s going to be surprised?” Emily grins mischievously at me as we hear the sound of Landon’s car pulling up in the driveway.

      To find out he’s having another daughter and a house full of girls?

      I grin at Emily. “Oh yeah, he’s going to be surprised.” I smile at her as I stand. “Do you want to tell him?”

      Emily shakes her head. “You do it.”

      “What if we do it - together?”

      She nods, grinning widely. “That sounds good.”

      The front door opens.

      The man I love steps through.

      The words leave my mouth and hers at the same time, and the look on his face is one I’ll never forget.

      Love.

      A perfect moment.

      His arms go around us both - well, all three of us - pulling us into a hug.

      “I love you so damn much,” he whispers into my ear.

      “I love you, too.”

      Like I said, sometimes we find things we were never looking for in places we never thought we’d find them.

      First we were rivals.

      Then we were a one-night stand.

      Then we were strangers, and then enemies, and then friends of a sort, I guess.

      Then we were fooling ourselves, because after that, we fell in love.

      And now? Now after all those twists and turns and stops along the way?

      Now we’re a family.

      And nothing’s going to change that.

      The End
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      My job is to recruit him. Not have his baby…

      Holden Cade is the filthiest, wildest, most hard-partying quarterback in pro football. A crude, rude, arrogant jock, and the only thing bigger than his ego is his-

      Ugh, at least that’s what the tabloids say.

      I’d prefer to have nothing to do with a self-obsessed prick like that. But as a talent scout for my father’s football team, I’m about to have a LOT to do with him.

      But I’m the best there is in this biz. I don’t take crap from inflated egos like Holden Cade, and I am always in control.

      That is, until I hear that filthy voice right in my ear, and until I feel his hands on my skin.

      Until I let go for one night, and it ends up being the hottest one of my life.

      Technically, I’m his boss now. Technically, continuing this dirty little secret is a breach of both our contracts.

      Technically, there’s no way this could get more complicated.

      Well, that is, until I find out I’m carrying his baby...

      Whoops.

      Holden Cade thinks he can make me his.

      He might be right.
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      For my husband, as always. Thanks for coming along on this crazy adventure with me.

      

      To Roxie Noir, for keeping me sane.

      

      To The Iron Angels, for all of your feedback, love, and amazing words of encouragement. You guys are rockstars.
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        London

      

    
    
      “Hey girl, you work at a sandwich shop?”

      I turn and drag my eyes up the bare, muscled torso of the man standing behind me in the middle of the locker room. He’s wearing the exact smug, egotistical grin I’d expect to see on a million-dollar football player after an eye-rolling start to a line like that.

      “Cause you’re-”

      “Because I’m giving you a foot-long, right?”

      I sigh loudly, glancing down at the front of his towel before looking back up and holding his eye.

      “Aww, poor baby,” I coo. “Is that what you think a foot is?” I shake my head sympathetically. “I guess it’s no wonder your rushing yards were so abysmal last season.”

      The smug grin drops from his face as he suddenly glares at me.

      I smile right back.

      “I’m looking for Holden Cade.”

      He clears his throat and puffs his chest out, as if the macho move is a magical fix for my bruise to his ego.

      “Called it,” he grins.

      “Excuse me?”

      That smug look comes back as he places one hand on the tile wall behind me and leans in close. My eyes dart quickly over the swatch of terrible tattoos covering his torso, lingering for a second at the cursive “Trisha” inked over his heart.

      “Groupie chicks like you are always sneaking into the locker rooms like this lookin’ for the big-shot QB.” He wags his eyebrows at me. “Tryin’ to live out a little Friday Night Lights fantasy, babe?”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Yeah, you got me,” I say flatly, my eyes darting past the doofus in front of me to see if I can spot the man I actually came here for.

      “You know, I got a better idea.”  He winks at me. “What say you skip Holden, and me and you go out on an ATE,” he stresses the last word with a big, eager grin on his face.

      “And then later, I can give you-”

      “The D, right? You’re going to give me the D later?”

      He frowns as I steal his thunder of a line.

      “Heard that one before, tiger.”

      He clears his throat again, like he’s digging deep for one last attempt at smooth talking the pants off of me.

      “You know,” he grins, this time moving almost right against me.

      “Us halfbacks know how to take it deep, baby,” the almost naked, athletically perfect man purrs into my ear.

      I snort out a laugh, shaking my head.

      “Oh, now I wouldn’t exactly go bragging about that, given your playoffs performance.”

      He suddenly scowls at me as he pulls away.

      “You know who the fuck I am?”

      I smile sweetly.

      “You’re Jackson Collins. You went All-American at U-Pitt, but some might say it was your peak since you’ve been banking that for the last seven years in the pros. You ran a thoroughly underwhelming last two seasons, and the talk around the campfire is that you just don’t have it anymore.”

      He blinks and I keep going.

      “You favor your left knee entirely too often, and it’s becoming both predictable and a problem. You have a tendency to undershoot conversions, and my guess is that the shoulder surgery you had three years ago is starting to bother you.”

      I stop, crossing my arms across my chest and raising a brow at him.

      “Oh, and I know you didn’t ask, but it’s my professional opinion that you are wildly overpaid. So, you know, milk that for all it’s worth before you blow that knee in a season or two and go into forced retirement.”

      The cocky, self-aggrandizing smugness is gone from his face, replaced with a stunned look and an open mouth.

      “Feel like telling me where Holden Cade is? Cause I can keep going if you want.”

      Jackson scowls as he tightens the towel around his waist.

      “He’s in the PT room; out back.”

      “Thanks,” I say sweetly, tipping my hat and letting the Texas twang out that I usually keep held back.

      I reach up and pat him on the cheek.

      “Good luck with that shoulder, kiddo. And say hi to Trisha for me.”

      “We’re divorced,” he mutters lamely.

      “Shocking.”

      I turn on my booted heel and walk calmly towards the physical therapy room.

      “Bitch,” I hear him mutter, but it only makes me grin even wider.

      I march past the array of other half-naked or in some cases entirely naked male athletes, tuning out the cat-calls, ignoring the, uh, appendages, and really just doing what I do best.

      Owning the situation.

      And that’s why I’m here in the locker room of the Denver Rattlesnakes - to own it and win.

      I’m also here to see if the rumors are true concerning one of the biggest, hottest, and most talked-about quarterbacks in recent pro football history.

      Holden Cade.

      Born and raised in Denver, and everyone’s favorite hometown wild-child. Recklessly cocky on and off the field, and known just as well if not more so for his hard-partying and endless stream of high-profile sexual antics than his football skills. Honestly, if he weren’t so damn good at what he does, he’d just be another arrogant jock shaking his tail-feathers for the camera.

      Except, he is so damn good.

      Well, when he is, that is. Because Holden’s endless summer is finally catching up with him.

      A shitty end-of-season performance leading to the Rattlesnakes first championship loss in five years was bad enough. But after he garnered enough bad partying press during the off season to start raising some eyebrows in the Rattlesnakes’ upper management, the rumor mill has it that the hometown hero might be looking to bail.

      Loose lips sink ships, as they say, and I’m here for the kill.

      I pause outside the PT room door, removing the token cowboy hat I wear to every scouting meeting and running a hand through my auburn hair. The hat is my lucky charm of sorts when I’m on the beat like this, chasing down possible recruitment or trade leads - a little bit of Texas that I carry with me.

      I take a deep breath, focusing and centering myself before I slip the hat back on, twist the knob, and step into the physical therapy room to go toe-to-toe with Holden Cade.

      It’s empty.

      Of course.

      I roll my eyes at myself for taking the word of a world-class tool like Jackson Collins. I start to turn to head back into the locker room when I gasp at the feel of warm, muscled, bare skin at my back.

      “Hey, sugar.”

      I can feel my heart skip a beat and my whole body freeze at the sound of the deep, honeyed voice I’ve only heard on interviews. The voice of the big-sky boy with the golden arm.

      The cocky asshole jock I have to recruit.

      Holden Cade.

      The voice is like tobacco in my ear, and the hand that follows like warm heat as it traces up my bare arm.

      Suddenly, the hand drops from my arm and comes swatting firmly across my denim-covered ass, and I gasp out loud.

      “Now with an ass like that, how exactly have we not been introduced?”

      I swallow the heat that comes to my face as I start to turn towards him.

      “Mr. Cade-”

      “Oh so you know me, huh?” he chuckles into my ear.

      I turn and start to open my mouth, but suddenly the heat of the room and the masculine smell of him come crashing into my senses like some sort of perfect storm.

      I swallow quickly as my breath catches in my throat.

      He’s gorgeous. I mean I knew that, but he’s also standing there in just a towel, sweat glistening across the tattooed, hard-chiseled muscles of his chest and abs. My eyes dart to that sandy blonde hair, the chiseled chin and carved cheekbones, the perfectly formed lips, and those piercing, icy-blue eyes like a Colorado mountain stream.

      Well, at least that’s the way the Colorado beer company described them in that commercial.

      …They’re basically right.

      “Listen, sweetheart,” he growls. “I’m all dirty right now from the gym, but what say you and me go hop in the shower and you can wash behind my ears, yeah?”

      He doesn’t know who I am.

      I mean, of course he doesn’t. He doesn’t know who I am or what I’m doing here, or that I’m his ticket to a new team.

      He doesn’t know that I know he’s looking for a new team.

      Hell, he probably thinks I’m some sort of football-bunny groupie like Jackson did.

      He chuckles as he leans close, flashing that panty-melting grin at me as he hooks his thumbs into the already dangerously loose towel around his grooved hips.

      “I’ve got this big important meeting with this really big-deal scout in a sec here, sugar.” His hand moves to my waist, sliding over my hip. “But why don’t you go warm up the water for me and I’ll join you aft-”

      The door to the PT room suddenly starts to open as the sound of voices floods into the outside room. A portly man in a t-shirt and sport coat looks up at me and smiles as he steps through the door.

      “Ahh, Ms. Jacobs!”

      I can feel Holden freeze before suddenly and quickly dropping his hand from my waist.

      I turn back to him, and I’m grinning as his eyes go wide - staring at me with this sort of half-shocked, half amused look on his face.

      “Jacobs?”

      I smile widely as I put a hand out, my eyes locking on him. The power is reversed now. Or, I want to tell myself that as I gloat at him.

      Except he’s not really that embarrassed, or shy, or uncomfortable.

      In fact, he almost looks amused.

      “You’re LJ Jacobs?”

      “London works, too,” I smile, arching a brow at his bemused expression.

      The portly man in the sport coat who I now recognize as Holden Cade’s agent frowns before turning to me.

      “Shall we move to an office, Ms. Jacobs?”

      “Certainly.”

      He nods before turning and stepping through another door.

      I start to follow, but I just can’t resist turning back over my shoulder and winking at the gorgeous man in a towel still standing there looking half-confused.

      “Enjoy your shower,” I say sassily under my breath. “Better make it a cold one.”

      I flash him a smile, hoping to see him at least react to that little barb as I turn to follow his agent.

      But Holden just grins.
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      This is LJ Jacobs?

      No fucking way. LJ Jacobs, the talent scout with the golden eye, whose father Archie Jacobs is the owner of the Houston Bulls. LJ Jacobs the notorious whiskey drinker, shit talker, hardline negotiator.

      The LJ Jacobs in my head is a middle-aged balding guy with a paunch. The LJ Jacobs in my head wears suspenders, dabs his forehead with a sweaty handkerchief, and smells like old cigars.

      The chick standing in front of me is none of those things.

      “London Jacobs, Holden Cade,” Randy says, making the obvious introductions.

      “So, let’s get down to business, shall we?”

      London smirks again, eyeing me like maybe I should put a shirt on, and I wonder how the hell I didn’t know she was a chick.

      I’m definitely not putting a shirt on now. I’m having too much fun watching her try not to stare at my abs.

      “We weren’t expecting you until a little later,” Randy frowns, pulling at the cuffs of his jacket in that way he does when he gets flustered by something. Which is often, since dealing with me is his job.

      “This is just a trainer’s office, but I can try and find a free conference room for-”

      “Don’t bother,” London says.

      She flashes a smile at him, and he smiles back like she didn’t just totally cut him off.

      Shit, she’s good at this.

      London turns back to me, crossing one arm across her chest and letting the fingers of her other hand trace over the soft line of her jaw as she gives me a good, long up-and-down.

      We can both play that game. She’s ogleable as hell, auburn-haired, and pixie-small. Tight curves in all the right places, and oozing sex appeal even in jeans, a blouse, and stiletto boots straight off of Fifth Avenue.

      And of course, the cowboy hat, perched on her head at just the right angle to cast a little shadow across that smirk.

      Well, shit. No wonder my cock is jumping.

      She smiles this tight, smug grin at me, like she’s gotten me off my game or something by surprising me like this, but not today.

      I grin right back, crossing my arms over my chest and doing fuck-all to adjust my towel over my growing bulge.

      Fuck it. I don’t care what reputation “LJ Jacobs” has - I don’t get thrown off by chicks. Besides, I might not know much about negotiating, but I’m betting “cocky with a semi” is as good a tactic as any.

      I march into the office right after them, towel-clad in all my glory.

      “So, why do you want to leave the Rattlesnakes?” she asks.

      “I don’t,” I say, glaring over her shoulder at Randy.

      No one is supposed to know that except him. Hell, I haven’t even mentioned it to some of my closest teammates, let alone the management and coaches.

      London raises one eyebrow.

      “You don’t?” she says.

      “Nope,” I say, grinning like an asshole and lying through my teeth. “Not sure where you heard that, but I’m pretty damn happy here.”

      Randy sighs loudly.

      Dammit, Randy, I think.

      We’ve had this talk before. He wants me to stay here in Denver, but there’s not a fucking chance.

      There comes a point where home stops feeling like home - when the place you’re supposed to be becomes the place you can’t wait to leave. That’s me, right now with this town, and by proxy, this team.

      That’s pretty much the way it’s been since the accident.

      London smiles thinly.

      “Well then,” she says crisply. “I guess we’re done here,” she nods at me. “Good day, Mr. Cade.”

      This is stupid. We both know I do want to leave, or else why the fuck would she be here. But again, there’s something about the famous LJ Jacobs showing up in my locker room and being her that’s throwing me. I feel like I got fooled. Like someone pulled a fast one on me.

      Stop acting like a damn kid, I think.

      London turns to leave, her hand on the door.

      “Goddamn it, Holden,” Randy swears under his breath.

      He glares at me and I roll my eyes.

      “Alright alright. Settle down, sugar,” I say to London.

      Her eyes flare like blue fire for a second at the word, like she wants to slap me or cut me down for saying it. But she holsters that gun.

      I like the fire I see there for a second. And I’ve got another gun I want to holster between those fucking lips.

      We hold each other’s gaze for a full five seconds before she arches a brow expectantly.

      “Fine,” I finally say, sighing loudly and crossing my arms across my chest. “Maybe I need a change.”

      The “maybe” part is bullshit. I can’t keep seeing Brandon’s ghost everywhere I look in this place. And if I keep drinking and drowning the memory of that night in a bottle the way I’ve been doing the last few months, I know I’m not going to have a career left to tarnish.

      So, I’m out. Which is why I took this meeting when Randy mentioned it. Except this ain’t what I expected. She ain’t what I expected.

      She might be all business in that boardroom blouse, but I can tell those tits are to die for. The swell of that ass in those jeans and the fact that my hand still remembers the feel of it from that slap is just the icing on the cake.

      “‘Maybe’ really isn’t worth my time, Mr. Cade,” London says flatly.

      “Yeah? Well is me being the best fucking thing to ever happen to your team worth your time?” I growl, narrowing my eyes at this little firecracker who thinks she can bring me and my antics to heel.

      Her eyes twinkle, like she’s gotten a straight answer from me.

      “What makes you think the Bulls would be a good fit?” she asks.

      I frown.

      “I’m not the one auditioning here, sugar.”

      That makes her smile broadly, those soft pink lips parting across a flash of white teeth.

      “Oh yes, you are, Mr. Cade.”

      “Look, just call me Holden.”

      “Only if you stop calling me sugar.”

      I grin. I like this sass.

      “You’re auditioning, Holden,” she says, “Because I like to be sure of my prospects before entertaining a negotiation.”

      I snort.

      “Please, you know your team would be lucky to have me.”

      Randy sighs again. London raises a brow and subdues another grin.

      “I’m not sure any team would be lucky to have you after the end of last season,” she says.

      I bristle.

      “Look, I don’t know if you actually watch football, but we went to the playoffs, sugar,” I say pointedly.

      “Barely,” she says evenly, ignoring the first part of my jab. “You barely did. And I don’t think your behavior either on or off the field did you any favors.”

      “I had a lot of shit going on,” I say.

      Like Brandon.

      “Busy social life or not, you still played an awful season,” she shrugs, letting it hang there.

      “Fuck this.” I drop my arms and shake my head as I turn to walk away. “You know what, I don’t need this.”

      London laughs.

      “Yes, you do.”

      I whirl back and meet her bright blue eyes. She cocks her head to the side, and a loose strand of auburn hair falls across her lightly freckled cheek.

      Goddamn, this girl is a very confusing mix of confounding and sexy as sin, and I’m starting to see why she’s so fucking good at her job.

      “I know three things, Mr. Cade.”

      “Holden.”

      “Fine, Holden, I know three things. One, you’re the best quarterback in the league, hands down.”

      I grin, but she cuts me off and quickly holds two fingers up in the air.

      “Two, your last season was a disaster, and you’re one parking ticket away from being kicked off the team after you spent your off-season getting intimate with the Denver justice system.”

      I glare at her, trying to keep my eyes from dipping down to the swell of her full tits in that blouse.

      She waves a third finger in the air.

      “And three, we need you.”

      I chuckle.

      “Cards on the table, sugar?”

      “I told you, I’m up-front with prospects,” she says with a shrug.

      “That what I am?” I grin. “A prospect?”

      She doesn’t even blink at the innuendo.

      Color me intrigued.

      “For now, yes.”

      She bends her knee to pick her bag off the floor, sliding it over her shoulder as she starts to turn for the door.

      “Shall we make a time tomorrow to meet up on the field?”

      “For?”

      “I need to see you perform.”

      I grin like a wolf at her as I lace my hands behind my head and nod my chin at her.

      “I’ll perform for you any time, sugar.”

      She doesn’t say a thing, but this time, I watch those freckled cheeks of hers go bright red.

      Gotcha.

      “We’ll be running some drills, seeing what sort of form you’re in.”

      Randy finally interrupts again. Nice to know I pay him for something.

      “You’ve seen the tapes, Ms. Jacobs,” he says.

      “The tapes from the first half of last season when Holden was performing at his peak, yes,” she says, smiling benignly at my chubby manager. “You don’t really want a prospective new team scout watching the tapes from the second half, do you?”

      She follows Randy’s eyes as they dart to mine.

      I shake my head.

      She smiles as she turns back to me, her eyes only dropping for a second to the wide swath of abs and happy trail I’m very purposely showing her before she looks me right in the eye.

      “Tomorrow it is then.”

      “Yeah, fine. Tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Tomorrow at eight a.m.,” she says, still looking me right in the eye.

      I frown. “Why the hell so early?”

      The corners of her lips turn up. “Is eight early?”

      “Uh, yeah, it damn well-”

      “He’ll be there,” Randy says sharply.

      “See you then, Mr. Cade.”

      “Can’t wait, sugar.”

      I scowl as she leaves.

      Fuck this. I know this is my way out, but I don’t have to fucking like it. I might need her bullshit team and whatever offer she’s acting like she doesn’t already have drawn up somewhere. But I sure as hell don’t need her and her attitude.

      I decide right there that I couldn’t give less of a shit if I ever have anything to do with London Jacobs again.

      …It would be a whole lot easier to believe if my eyes weren’t glued to her ass when she walks out.
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        London

      

    
    
      Breathe, just breathe.

      Visions of Holden Cade’s easy, dangerous grin, tongue-trippingly gorgeous eyes, and perfectly sculpted cheekbones dance inappropriately through my head as I speed-walk down the hallways of the stadium complex.

      God, he’s attractive.

      I scowl at myself, hating the heat pulsing in my cheeks and the dirty, wildly unprofessional thoughts about Holden Cade swirling through my head.

      What the fuck is wrong with me? I am damn good at my job because I don’t let myself get caught up in the bullshit celebrity and macho-man crap of most pro football players. I’m literally surrounded by muscled, athletically perfect, cocky and juvenile men on the daily with the job I do for my father’s team, and I’ve never once been remotely tripped up or thrown off my game like I was back there.

      With him.

      My brow knits as I scurry through the underbelly of the Rattlesnake stadium, quickly reading signs to find my way back to the parking garage and my rental car.

      Seriously, what the hell was that back there? I’m not some fangirl groupie or star-fucker; not one of those pathetic women who goes ga-ga over big-muscled, emotionally stunted meatheads. Not even close, which is why it’s so confusing that I can’t seem to stop thinking about his broad, tattooed chest; that body carved out of ironwood. It’s worrisome that I can’t keep my mind from tracing over the dangerous grooves of his hips and that tantalizing trail of hair leading down to his…

      Stop it.

      I take in a deep lungful of air as I finally find and climb into my rental, slamming the door shut.

      No, this has nothing to do with the insufferable Holden Cade and his absurdly perfect body and wildly charming grin. And this certainly has nothing to do with his juvenile attempt at “getting to me” with his cheap lines and wicked tongue.

      This is about landing the most important prospect of my career. This is about a deal that will make or completely shatter the last vestige of my father’s legacy.

      “Please, you know your team would be lucky to have me.”

      As much as it made me want to smack that smug grin right off his face back in the locker room, Holden’s right. Our team is dying a slow, money-sucking, humiliating death, one awful game and one crushing season at a time. Attendance is down, the rumors are turning into media and internet jokes, and if we don’t pull some sort of a Hail Mary out of our asses, the team that’s been in my family since my dad was my age is going to go belly up within the year.

      And as much as I hate even admitting it to myself, Holden Cade might be that Hail Mary, which is entirely the reason I’m here in Denver testing the waters. Under normal circumstances, a player like Holden would be a player a team like the Houston Bulls would have no business even courting.

      Too good, too expensive.

      Too much of a diva, in my opinion.

      I’ve been doing this long enough to see the writing on the walls, and I know with the God-awful season he just had, and the recently acquired police and tabloid rap-sheets, Holden Cade is one spelling mistake away from the end of his career, or at least a considerable downsizing of his contract.

      And meeting him today was to affirm one thing: that for all his antics and bullshit, he’s not actually stupid enough not to know that.

      That works for me, and that works for the team I represent. Because Holden Cade is against the ropes, and I’m about to be his only lifeline.

      …So long as I can keep my damn mind out of the gutter and off those sculpted abs.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Back at the hotel, I skip even going to my room in favor of the hotel bar up on the roof. I order a double Blanton’s neat from a somewhat surprised older bartender, pay and thank him, and take it outside to the roof terrace with my phone to check in back home.

      “So, it’s true.”

      “Oh?” My dad’s voice perks up.

      This whole thing was a hunch. I’m the meticulous data analyzer, while Dad’s the master at hunches. I don’t do “hunches.” Hell, I thought this was a terrible idea.

      I still kind of do.

      But he’s the one that heard the back-room whispers of Holden Cade maybe wanting to leave Denver, and so here I am following up on it.

      That’s where my talent comes in, which is getting what I want. Because if it is true, it’s a chance of a lifetime. The sports world loves to use terms like “rebuilding year” when you’re having a struggling season. But when that keeps dragging on, you’re not “rebuilding”, you’re just a losing team.

      We need a win.

      And again, the truth of it is that we’d never be able to get a player like Holden. Not with his level of “it” factor on the field and his insane record. But it’s a perfect storm right now, in our favor. He’s fucked up one too many times. And for whatever reasons, he really wants out of Denver.

      The hometown hero actually is jumping ship, and it’s the perfect time to pounce.

      For a brief second, my mind flashes back to that chest, those arms, and those abs, and that wildly un-ignorable bulge under that towel. And for a second, I think of another thing I’d like to pounce on, before I scowl at myself and take a big sip of the whiskey to clear my head.

      “He played it off like you said he would, but he’s hungry.”

      “Good, good.” Dad clears his throat. “You didn’t let on how much we’re willing to off-”

      “Dad.”

      He chuckles. “Sorry.”

      I don’t have this job because I’m Archie Jacobs’s daughter. I’ve got this job because I’m really fucking good at it, and Dad knows it.

      “His manager has some preliminaries to try and sway him. That’s all they’ve got right now.”

      “So what’s next, hotshot?”

      I grin at the pet name my dad’s called me ever since I can remember.

      “I put him through the wringer tomorrow and see how he does under pressure. After the way the end of last season went, and with all his shenanigans over the off-season, I’m genuinely unsure how he’s actually going perform.”

      “I need to see you perform.”

      “You only gotta ask, sugar.”

      I can feel the heat rushing into my face again as I quickly take another big sip of my drink.

      “If he doesn’t totally blow it, I’ll drop an offer.”

      “An offer huh?” I can hear the frown and concern in Dad’s voice, and I grin.

      “A low offer.”

      He chuckles. “Think he’ll bite?”

      God I wonder if he bites.

      I wonder how his teeth feel against my skin, how his lips feel on mine. I wonder where those abs lead-

      I blink quickly, shaking the wicked and wildly inappropriate thoughts from my head.

      “Yeah, he’ll bite. He’s hungry.”

      Says the girl hungering for him like some sort of horny teenager.

      I take another pull of whiskey as I look out over the city and frown. “I still don't get it though. Holden Cade is the Rattlesnakes. He is Denver. He’s like LeBron and Cleveland, or DiMaggio and the Yankees.”

      “Beckham and Manchester.”

      “Right, exactly.” I frown again. “He's the hometown hero brought up from the poor part of the city. That's his whole shtick. Why would he leave that behind?"

      In a way, it feels disloyal to even think it, but the thought hits my mind like a flash: Holden is a winner, and the Bulls are, well, not.

      Dad clears his throat. “Money?”

      I chew on my lip before taking another sip of the Blantons.

      Dad and I have gone through this, many times, before I even stepped on a plane to Denver. But he’s got his “feelings” and his “hunches”. Me? I’ve got family loyalty, and an inability to not do the job that needs doing. So that’s why I’m here really: loyalty. Loyalty to my dad’s team - his cause, however hopeless, is why I’ve agreed to scout Holden Cade and meet him here in Denver.

      “In any case, London, we need to convince him to come over."

      “I’ll check in tomorrow, Dad.”

      “Go get ‘em, hotshot.”

      I slip the phone back into my bag as I down the rest of my whiskey.

      I’m good at what I do, and I’ve got zero apprehension about my rep and my abilities as a down and dirty negotiator to swing things in our favor. The name “LJ Jacobs” carries weight in the backrooms of clubhouses and in the banter of locker rooms - even if most of them are assuming someone who looks more like my dad than me before I show up.

      Which I definitely use in my favor, by the way.

      I will get Holden Cade signed to the Bulls, and I’m going to do it in spite of his juvenile bullshit. He might be used to everyone rolling out the red carpet for him, and he might be used to women going to mush and spreading their legs whenever he deigns to smile at them. But I resolve one thing right there on that rooftop patio.

      I will not get caught up in the Holden Cade show. I will not be getting all tongue-tied and gushy like some kind of teenaged pop-star fan, I will not be letting Holden “get” to me, and I will most certainly not be opening my legs.

      Certainly not, I say again quickly inside my own head as I head back into the bar for a refill.

      It’s not the last time I reaffirm it to myself as I sit on that patio through two more drinks, or even later once I take the elevator back to my room.

      In fact, I’m still repeating it, like a sort of mantra, as I crawl into bed later with visions of that chest and those abs and those sharp blue eyes dancing disturbingly through my head.
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      “C’mon, Randy, the fucking Bulls?”

      I glare at my manager as I yank a shirt on later after London Jacobs has breezed in and blown right back out of my locker room.

      “Why are we even having this discussion?”

      Randy scowls at me as he pushes his thinning hair over the massive bald spot above his forehead. I’ve told him just to shave it like a man but he insists on the terrible comb-over.

      “Holden, this is hardly the first time we’ve had this discussion.”

      I give my very much full head of hair another pat dry with my towel before fixing it in the mirror with my fingers.

      “About other teams,” I hiss under my breath as I turn back to him. “Other real teams, not the fucking Bulls.”

      Randy sighs heavily. “Define ‘real teams’.”

      “New York? Miami? New England? Hell, Randy, someone who’s fucking won a game at some point in the last five years?”

      He looks at me pointedly. “We’ve already been through that, buddy.”

      “Oh c’mon, man.” I roll my eyes as I stuff my shit back into my locker. “We did go to the playoffs last year.”

      Randy says nothing and I frown at him. “Oh, what.”

      “She’s right, Holden.” He shrugs. “LJ that is.”

      “London, Randy. Her name is fucking London. That LJ bullshit is just to get her in the door because no one would say yes to a fucking meeting if they knew she was just another spoiled daddy’s girl.”

      Yeah, I’m still pissed. I’m still pissed at the way I feel tricked into meeting her - still pissed that my usual full-bluster technique of commanding the room and owning the conversation fell flat like a bad pass.

      I’m still pissed that London Jacobs didn’t look at me, and bat her eyes at me, and get all gushy with me like literally every other woman I’ve ever met.

      Randy snorts. “Name aside, she knows her shit, pal.”

      I groan. ”You seriously want me to consider an offer from the Bulls? The fucking joke of the league.”

      All of my endorsements - well the one’s I think I still have at least - and all of my press centers on one thing: Holden Cade is a fucking winner. Shattered high school records, college MVP three years in a row, and a damn first-round pick my first year in the league. And I win off the field as much as I do on it. Fast cars, exclusive clubs, and more hot, eager chicks than I can bang in a lifetime.

      Yeah, I’m a winner, and the Bulls are nothing but losers.

      “Randy, there are internet memes about how bad they are.”

      He grins at me. “Well, think of what it'll do for your image if you can turn them around.” He shrugs. “You put some wins up for a team like that and people are going to talk.”

      “People talking about me and a team like that is what I’m afraid of,” I mutter as I stuff my phone and wallet into my pockets and head for the door with Randy in tow.

      “Look, they’ve already sent preliminaries over.”

      I arch a brow at him as we walk down the whitewashed hallways of the stadium towards the players’ parking lot.

      “And?”

      Randy shrugs. “It’s actually good.”

      I give him a look. “Don’t lie to me, man.”

      “It’s good, really.”

      I kick open the door to the parking lot.

      “More than I make here?”

      Randy laughs. I frown.

      “Well, fuck that noise, then.”

      “Holden, I’ve got a meeting next week with the owners.”

      My brow wrinkles. “Who, Denver?”

      He nods, swallowing slowly. “They just called me this morning to set it up.”

      “About?”

      “Take a guess.”

      I scowl as I pull out the keys to my Lamborghini and shake my head at him. “No fucking way.”

      “Yes fucking way. Holden, you know she’s right. The end of last season was a miracle, and after your off-season...” he trails off and pulls a face as he shrugs. “The shit with the police, your fighting, the drinking-”

      “Brandon died, Randy,” I growl through clenched teeth, feeling the rage and the burn of that memory come boiling up under my skin.

      He nods sympathetically. “I know, Holden. You know I understand that. But the guys at the top don’t care about that.”

      “So, what, they’re going to fire me?”

      He spreads his arms. “Doubtful, but a contract renegotiation was brought up.

      I swear fiercely.

      “So you want me to ditch teams and get paid less.”

      “It’s not that much less than you get paid now, and to be frank, it’s more than you’re going to get if they renegotiate how I think they probably will.”

      I swear again as I look down at the parking lot floor.

      “The Bulls are offering a ridiculous amount of money for what I know they’re working with. Seems like they're willing to bankrupt themselves to lure you away from Denver. Shit, it’s almost like it’s personal.”

      It is personal. The bitter thought of leaving my hometown dances through my head like it’s been doing for months - ever since I realized that leaving this place might actually be good for me. Still, leaving feels like a slap in the face to everyone who looked up to me here; to everyone who helped bring me up from nothing to the champ I am today.

      But I gotta look out for number one. And I might be going off the rails these days, but I’m not too far gone that I don’t know that if I stay here, I’m going to go down in flames. It’s just a matter of time.

      “Fine,” I mutter, unlocking my car.

      Randy claps me on the shoulder. “Just show up tomorrow, let her feel you out.”

      I turn to him and grin widely and his brow furrows.

      “Holden-”

      “What?”

      “I know that look, that’s what,” he says, eyeing me warily.

      “Randy, you’re the one that suggested I let her feel me out,” I grin, arching my eyebrows.

      He shakes his head. “Hard no. Hard, hard no.” He glares at me. “She’s not a cheerleader or some football groupie, Holden, she’s a recruiter. Her father owns the Bulls.”

      I shrug.

      “There are other girls for that, pal. There’s a fucking list of them last time I heard.”

      I smirk, feeling my ego swell inside my chest. “Oh, there’s a list.”

      He rolls his eyes. “So hands off the potential new boss’s daughter.”

      “Randy,” I sigh dramatically. “I’m not a savage you know.”

      He gives me a final warning look before he mutters under his breath and heads to his own car, leaving me chuckling to myself.

      But later, all I can think about is savaging her. All I can think about after I get home to my condo is fucking tearing that conservative office blouse off of her. All I want to do is yank those jeans down over those hips and that little bubble ass, shred her panties off, bend her over the foot of my bed, and bury my face between her thighs. I can feel my blood pumping like gasoline through my veins as I pour myself a drink from my bar, taking a huge gulp as I imagine little miss prim and proper Texas riding every thick inch of my cock with nothing on but those boots, that cowgirl hat, and a look of pure orgasmic bliss on her face.

      I wonder if her pussy is as tight as that attitude.

      And I know Randy’s right. I know the precipice I’ve been walking on the last few months is getting narrower by the day, and as much as I fucking hate the thought, the Goddamn Bulls might just be my ticket off that ledge. I also know that pretty much means hands-off when it comes to London Jacobs, and it definitely means I should probably stop thinking about her pussy and how tight it might be.

      Or how wet.

      Or how eager.

      Or how fucking hot she’d look with that tiny, rocking body bouncing up and down over my hips.

      I quickly pour myself a second, third, and then fourth drink to try and get myself to shut up and think of something else.

      It doesn’t work.
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      I’ve got this.

      “This” being “dealing with Holden Cade.” Because I’m better than the giggling, flirty little fangirls he’s used to dealing with. Dealing with me will not be the same as the football groupies and cheerleaders I’m sure he’s used to having falling all over him.

      Holden Cade is a prospect. An acquisition. A business transaction. And I won’t be taken in by a business transaction.

      Especially one that’s already a half hour late for our eight a.m. appointment on the Astroturf of the Denver stadium.

      I’m grinding my teeth, stuffing my laptop back in my bag, and muttering about my wasted time when he finally strolls onto the field at eight forty-five.

      He’s grinning that same cocky, supremely confident smile he was yesterday in the locker room as he strides across the sidelines towards me, all hip-rolling swagger.

      I swallow thickly, forcing myself to scowl at him - forcing myself to pull my eyes away and make a show of checking my watch.

      I will not be taken in by this overly-macho, sophomorically infantile man-child of a meathead. I keep to schedules, and my time is important, and that panty-melting grin I’m sure he’s had plenty of practice perfecting will not be winning him any points with me today.

      I make a show of checking my watch again and sighing loudly before sitting back down at the coaching table and pulling my laptop back out. I pull up my spreadsheets, forcing myself to analyze today’s benchmarks instead of the way Holden Cade’s bronzed, muscled, tattooed arms look in that sleeveless t-shirt, or the way that flop of his blonde hair looks so perfectly tousled, like he’s just woken up to me running my fingers through it.

      I swallow quickly, mentally chastising myself to get it together as I stare through the spreadsheet on my screen.

      This is just hormones, that’s it.

      I’ve been all work and no play for a so long, that’s all this can be - pent-up sexual tension after way too long of a dry spell.

      I force myself to actually focus on the spreadsheets on my laptop, and I instantly feel calmer.

      “Okay, I’m here.”

      “Finally,” I say with a thin smile as I turn to him.

      He looks bleary-eyed and a little rough around the edges. Stubbled chin, dark circles under his eyes, and a tightness in his jaw.

      I smirk. “Rough night?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m here, okay?”

      I arch my brows and turn back to my spreadsheets.

      “I hear you guys are ready to drop some serious cash on me.”

      I turn back to see him grinning at me even through his obviously hungover state. He brings a hand up, stretching like he just got out of bed as he runs a hand through his hair.

      “Guess you need me pretty bad.” He winks at the obvious double entendre, and I swallow the heat that threatens to bloom into my cheeks.

      I smile benignly at him. “We're putting a lot on the line to lure you, but I need to know you're putting something on the line yourself."

      Holden flashes that smug grin again, his hand dropping to hook a thumb suggestively into the waistband of his mesh shorts.

      “What do you need to see, sugar?"

      I roll my eyes, only this time, there’s no stopping the blush in my cheeks.

      Fuck you, body.

      “Let’s run some drills.”

      Holden groans. “Aww c’mon sugar, it’s the crack of fucking dawn.”

      “It’s almost nine, actually,” I say primly, frowning at him. “That’s a pretty normal time for normal people to meet for business.”

      “Yeah, boring people who don’t know how to have fun.”

      “Well maybe some people should have a little less fun on Tuesday nights before a morning drills run-through with a scout they’re trying to impress. And again, stop calling me sugar.”

      He grins. “You think I’m trying to impress you?”

      “I think you’d be stupid not to try and impress me.”

      He shrugs.

      “So, drills.”

      Holden sighs again, bringing a hand up to rake his nails across his stubbled, chiseled chin. “You’ve seen the tapes, darlin.”

      I sigh. “Your highlight reel, yes I've seen it. But I thought I made myself clear yesterday that I’m not interested in watching you perform for other people. I'm looking to see you perform for me."

      My face goes crimson the second I say it.

      Holden grins at me like a wolf who’s cornered his prey.

      “Oh you are, huh?”

      I tear my eyes back to my spreadsheets feeling the flush of embarrassment burn through me.

      Spreadsheets, not that cocky grin. Not those eyes, that scruff on his chin.

      “Let’s just run the drills, okay?”
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* * *

      Ten minutes in and Holden is fucking up wildly.

      I frown. He’s definitely not on point, and part of it is certainly that he’s clearly a hungover mess, but it’s more than that. I’ve seen his tapes two dozen times, where he’s focused and on his game.

      He’s neither of those things right now.

      I sigh heavily for the tenth time at the wildly off-target ball Holden throws in his passing coach’s general direction, when I look up and catch a quick flash of a grin from him.

      I frown. He’s not even really trying. In fact, he’s mostly just trying to show off to me, and not in the good way because he knows I’m a talent scout who wants him, but more in the way where I’m female and he just can’t seem to help himself.

      And that’s exactly what’s happening. He’s winking at me, tossing me a grin as he misses another pass entirely. He managed to get one connection to his coach before he waves him off and trots over to my table and grabs his water bottle.

      “So, what do you think?”

      I give him a look. “Really?”

      Holden grins and shrugs. “Hey, I told you I wasn’t a morning person. This is why games are at night.”

      “Practices can be in the mornings.”

      He squirts some water across his open mouth. “Yeah, I skip those ones.”

      I’m about to roll my eyes when he puts the bottle down and suddenly peels off his sleeveless t-shirt.

      I blink once, catching myself staring at that perfectly muscled chest and those perfectly carved abs before I scold myself inside and jerk my head back to my screen.

      “Man, it’s hot out here.”

      I know he’s trying to get a rise out of me, and it’s not going to work.

      “You can strip down too you know,” he says with a grin, nodding at the tennis shirt and running shorts I’m wearing.

      “I think I’m fine,” I say thinly, turning back to my screen.

      “I think you are too.”

      My eyes snap back to his. “Do you talk to all possible job offers like this?”

      He laughs, stretching again and letting those muscles ripple under that tanned, tattooed skin. “Only the hot ones.”

      I can feel my face getting warmer, and I know it’s not just the late morning sun.

      Holden’s trying to be bold to throw me off, and I know it. Except this isn’t exactly my first rodeo. I’ve dealt with cocky jocks who think they’re God’s gift to womankind my whole life, and Holden Cade is nothing new.

      Nothing special.

      Besides, I happen to know from experience that I can use that cockiness to my advantage.

      But the annoying thing here is that this exchange isn’t as one-sided as I want Holden to think it is. Sure, he needs us, and we need him, but this negotiation goes to shit if he realizes just how badly we need him.

      If any other player or prospect were fucking up like this, I’d have been out of here twenty minutes ago.

      But we need Holden.

      Damnit.

      “You know if you wore something a bit more appropriate for a professional practice session, you might be performing better.” I flash a saccharine smile at Holden.

      He eyes me. “Seems I’m off my game today.”

      “Oh it does seem that way.”

      He frowns as he holds my eyes with his.

      Good, he’s getting frustrated. Frustrated means I’m throwing him off, which means he’s more open to suggestions when it comes to negotiating him away from Denver and over to us.

      He’s clearly not used to losing like this, or messing up like this. I can see that in his eyes. Of course, maybe it’s also that he’s not used to a woman standing up to him and tossing his bullshit back in his face instead of taking her clothes off for him.

      His eyes narrow. “Look, it’s been a rough week.”

      “I think it’s been a rough longer than that, actually.”

      Time to play hardball.

      I start to stand. “You know what, Mr. Cade? I think we’re done here.”

      Holden rolls his eyes and blows air through his lips as he turns away from me. “Fine, whatever.”

      I slide my laptop back into my bag and sling it over my shoulder. Holden petulantly has his back to me, and I grin as I start to turn.

      I can play hardball too, and this is going exactly as I wanted it go.

      “Hang on.”

      I allow myself a wide grin with my back to him before I hide it away and turn around.

      “Yes?” I keep my face blank, keeping my eyes neutral as I watch him.

      “Look, I-” He holds my gaze as he takes a step towards me.

      His voice lowers. “Look, I need out of here, okay?”

      Knew it.

      “I’m off today, alright? I admit it. What if we try this again tomorrow.”

      “I’m flying out tomorrow morning.”

      The corners of his perfect lips turn up. “Then let me take you out tonight.”

      I swallow quickly, my brow shooting up. “Out?”

      “Yeah, out. Like, to dinner.”

      I recover myself quickly, clearing my throat as I plaster a smile on my face.

      “Oh, I don’t think so.”

      Horrible idea. Terrible.

      Holden shrugs; still shirtless. Still distractingly shirtless. He makes a clicking sound with his teeth “Shit, I thought the legendary LJ Jacobs would be a little more professional. You rebuff all your potential recruits like this?”

      “Only the cocky, smug ones who show up late to a meeting and then don’t seem to care much when they blow it.”

      “I haven’t blown a thing and we both know it.”

      My brow knits again as I hold his gaze, feeling the heat of those eyes piercing right into me.

      Holden flashes that smile again, only this time it looks a bit more genuine and little less smug.

      “Woodside Grill, seven thirty tonight.”

      “Seven thirty, or more like eight forty-five.”

      His grin spreads across his face, and I swallow the lump in my throat as I eye him, trying to figure out what his play is here.

      Hell, trying to figure out what mine is.

      “Fine.”

      He smirks.

      “It’s not a date, so don’t get your hopes up,” I say quickly.

      Too quickly.

      Holden chuckles. “I just want to explain this all to you; why I want to leave and all.” His eyes trail over mine.  “Just business.”

      There is nothing “just business” about the way those eyes look at me, or the way they linger on my lips. I take a quick breath, pushing a lock of hair behind my ears as I stand up a little straighter and clear my throat.

      “Just business sounds great. See you then,” I add primly, getting ready to turn on my heel and march away.

      “Oh, and London?”

      I almost gasp as Holden suddenly leans in close to me, so close that I can smell his masculine sweat. I shiver just slightly at his heat invading my senses like that.

      “You should probably wear something more appropriate for a nice dinner,” he eyes my running outfit with a smirk as my eyes narrow at him.  “It’s a classy place.”
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      There’s a serious moment of “smug” when the tight little scout walks off that field, after doing her damnedest to pretend she wasn’t doing everything in her power not to eye-fuck me.

      Let’s run some drills, shall we?

      Please. I’m not a trained little fucking monkey. I’m a fucking MVP. I’m a star. I’m not some groveling little bitch of a recruit begging for a job, and I don’t do crack-of-dawn practices.

      Especially after killing a bottle of bourbon last night. I mean, shit, a guy needs his recovery sleep.

      But all-in-all, it’s a short-lived feeling of glory. Because deep down, I know I’m not really buying my own bullshit here. I might not be some newbie little groveling no-name, but I do need a job.

      Bad.

      And I know deep down that I can complain and bitch and moan, and blame her for the debacle of a practice I just crashed though. But I’m not blind enough not to see that I was the one fucking up just now on that field.

      And a hangover isn’t the only thing to blame.

      I frown as I take another slug of sun-warmed water from my water bottle before grimacing and spitting it out.

      Fuck. Why can I play in front of forty thousand people no fucking problem - hungover, or even half-drunk like most of the games at the end of last season. But throwing a fucking ball around with this one stuck-up chick watching me has me all off my game.

      And she knew it too, which gets under my skin even more. I saw that little smirk on her face when I stole a glance at her after I fucked up that crossing-pass drill.  I saw that smirk and I wanted to wipe it right off her lips.

      Problem was, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to do that by impressing her here on the field, or by showing her the best damn time she’s ever had somewhere like my bedroom. She’d be doing a whole lot more than smirking if she let me take control and put my hands all over her.

      Or my mouth.

      I scowl and shake my head. I’ve had a thousand girls, and there’s a thousand more out there far more eager to take a ride on my cock than London Jacobs. Hell, there are a thousand chicks out there far more eager to be in the same room as me than her.

      I toss the warm water bottle aside as I grab my shirt off the table where I tossed it and start to yank it back on. This is just nerves is all; that’s what today was. This was letting the stakes at play here fuck with me; my desire to get the hell out of Denver and put the demons behind me screwing with my ability to see the road in front of me.

      That’s why I was fucking up today, not because some sassy-mouthed little cowgirl was watching me and judging me with those stupid little spreadsheets of hers.

      Nerd.

      Like I said, there are a thousand other pairs of tits out there, and I do not need to get my head turned around by some tight-ass little number cruncher.

      No fucking way.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m leaving the stadium later, still pissed, sweaty, and brooding, when Randy comes puffing up alongside me.

      “Well that was bullshit,” he curses loudly, shaking a fist at nothing in particular as he falls into step next to me.  “Utter fucking bullshit. She had no damn right to spring an early morning practice like that on you without giving you time to warm up or anything. I don’t know how they do things down in Houston, but I’ve got fucking standards for my clients, and that is the last time we’ll be entertaining a meeting with-”

      It’s not until he suddenly goes quiet that I stop and look up, realizing I haven’t actually been listening to anything he said.

      “Huh?”

      He makes a muttering sound.

      “Holden, I said fuck LJ Jacobs and the Bulls. She had no right springing that on-”

      “Randy.”

      He stops sputtering.

      “Dude, I’ve worked with you long enough to know what you’re doing.” I give him a lopsided grin. “And thanks, but you can stop.”

      He frowns.

      “Look, we both know I fucked up those drills this morning because I got drunk as fuck last night. And we both know last season sucked, for the same fucking reason.”

      “Last season did not suck, you just-”

      “I was just drunk, all the time, Randy.” I level a look at him. “You know it, I know it, and the whole upper management here does too, which is why we’re having discussions like this in the first place. So, look, you can stop stroking my ego alright?”

      He chews on it for a sec before he clears his throat and gives me a small grin. “Okay, okay; fine.”

      “I set up a dinner with London for tonight to hash shit out. Let’s move forward with whatever the Bulls have for a starting offer.”

      He raises a brow but nods. “Alright. So, at this little dinner tonight, we'll get her to dish a little more about the offer; see if we can get her to spill a little more about benefits, incentives, endorsements, and-”

      “Randy.”

      He looks up to see me shaking my head at him slowly.

      “There’s no ‘we’ tonight. It’s just me and her.”

      He instantly changes his tune.

      “Oh hell no! No. Holden-”

      I laugh. “Dude, it’s going to be fine. I’m a big boy; I can handle myself.”

      Randy dabs his forehead with a handkerchief as he pulls on his tie. “Yeah, I know exactly what you handle by yourself, pal. That’s what I’m fucking worried about.”

      I grin. “Hey, I can behave.”

      “No, you can’t.” Randy scowls as he shakes his head at me. “This is the worst idea I’ve ever heard.”

      “Look, it’s not a contract negotiation, it’s just an informal thing so I can feel her out.”

      Randy groans and I grin. “Dude, I can handle this. C’mon, you don’t trust me to say the right things?”

      “I don’t trust you not to sleep with your future boss’s daughter,” he mutters.

      I laugh and clap my manager on the back. “Randy, relax. At the end of the day, scout or not, she’s a chick.” I smirk. “And as much as she was trying to hide it, she was eye-fucking me just like every other chick does.”

      I grin wolfishly as I grab my junk through my shorts. “You know what I mean.”

      Randy drops his face into his hands and groans. “Jesus fucking Christ. Do you want this or not?”

      I snort. “Oh, I wan-”

      “The job, champ, not plowing Archie Jacobs’s daughter.”

      I laugh. “Plowing? Fuck, Randy, no wonder you’re failing at Tinder.”

      “Fuck you.” He glares at me. “Seriously though, losing team or not, Archie Jacobs holds serious clout in the league. Do not cross him like that and stay the fuck away from his daughter, alright?”

      I grin as I pop the door to my car and start to get in. “Relax, I’m just going to mess with her.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Holden, if you were my son, I’d have given you up for adoption.”

      I laugh as I shut the door and roar off home.
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      “Knob Creek, neat?”

      I thank the bartender for the drink and knock it back in two gulps. Normally, I’m a sip and savor type of gal, but right now, I need something to calm my nerves.

      Yeah, nerves; me.

      I catch the bartender’s eye and motion for a second, smiling and thank her again before I turn back to watch the front entryway to the Woodside Grill. This is a power move, arriving early. Even if the other party is exactly on time - which I sincerely doubt Holden will be - they’re instantly on the defensive since you’ve “beaten them” there.

      It sounds stupid, but it works.

      I sip slower on this one - this round meant more for something to be holding when he walks in as opposed to the medicinal, nerve-calming last one. I might not have picked up my dad’s sense of “hunches” and “gut feelings”, but everything else is all him - including my love affair with good whiskeys.

      That all said, this was a terrible idea. I shouldn’t be here, meeting Holden under these sort of conditions or in a place like this. I glance around the room with an approving look. He was right, this is a nice place. I’m suddenly more thankful than I thought I’d be of the cap-sleeved, thigh-length floral print Saint Laurent I packed at the last minute.

      But that’s irrelevant, because this meeting should be happening in a meeting room somewhere, or his manager’s office, or literally anywhere else but a low-lit, romantic, oak and brick interior restaurant serving fifty-dollar entrees.

      After the lingering looks, the lip-biting glances, and the forbiddingly hot little daydreams going through my head over the last two days since walking into Holden Cade’s physical therapy room?

      Yeah, this “meeting” is a terrible idea.

      I play with the hem of my skirt, nursing the whiskey and frowning as the minutes start to tick past seven-thirty.

      So much for my little power-play.

      Another minute goes by, then five more. At quarter till eight, just as I start to feel my blood boiling for being shockingly stood up by an arrogant prick like Holden, I feel a hand on my hip.

      “Sorry, sugar.”

      I whirl, ready to give him a thick serving of “nice knowing you”, but that’s when I stutter and just stop; my mouth going a little slack.

      Damn.

      Okay, he cleans up good.

      He cleans up really good.

      Holden Cade looked sinfully, deliciously, temptingly good in a towel. He looks downright irresistible in a dark blue suit and a crisp white shirt.

      Horribly, unfairly, inappropriately irresistible.

      He’s got the shirt open one button too many across his bare, inked chest, but instead of looking smarmy or Euro-trashy, it only serves to make him even more attractive. He’s clean-shaven, the dark hollows of his cheeks and the slightest hint of a cleft across that perfect chin smooth of the scruff he wore earlier. And he’s wearing…something that should be goddamn illegal because I’m sniffing at him like he’s wearing some sort of drug.

      His hand is still on my hip.

      “Uh, hi.”

      That’s literally what I say. Me, the power negotiator.

      So much for my grand intro.

      He grins at me, his eyes crinkling at the corners and those perfect lips parting across his pearl-white teeth like he’s completely aware of his effect on me. Like he’s amused at getting me tripping over my own tongue and off my game.

      I clear my throat and remember to breathe before I quickly push his hand away and frown at him.

      “Wow, surprise, you’re late.”

      He only grins wider. “I got stuck signing autographs outside.”

      I note that it’s an explanation, not an apology.

      “I’m sure.”

      He laughs. “You know, when you’re a winning team, people wanna be around you and wanna get your name written on posters or tits or whatever.” He winks at me. “You probably wouldn’t know that though, with the team you’ve got.”

      I roll my eyes. “Oh is that what you were busy doing? Signing tits?”

      “It’s not an easy move, you know. Requires a firm hand.”

      And now I get what we’re doing at this dinner. Holden Cade thinks he can out-play me.

      Game on, dick. Let the psychological warfare begin.

      I lean in, smiling sweetly at him.

      “Imagine what you could sign if you actually won a season?”

      The grin drops from his face as I turn back to the bartender with a smug look on my face.

      “We’ll take that table now.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You strike me as a modifications chick.”

      I arch a brow over the top of my menu across the table at Holden.

      “Excuse me?”

      He grins. “You know, modifications - to your order, I mean. You’re one of those girls who wants no onions, no gluten, baby kale salad instead of fries, dressing on the fucking side. Oh, and some sort of super sweet Chardonnay or a Bellini or something.”

      I give him a look as he wags his brows at me across the table. “I’m right, aren’t I.”

      “How on earth do you get dates when you act like this at dinner?”

      Holden laughs. “Thought this was a business dinner, not a date.”

      “Oh, it is,” I say, rolling my eyes into my water as I take a sip from the glass.

      “Thanks for clarifying.” He grins. “And anyways, my ‘dates’ tend to skip the dinner part and go straight for dessert.”

      I frown. “Why would you skip din- oh.”

      I can feel the heat flush through my cheeks as I quickly look down at my menu. Holden just chuckles across the table from me.

      A waitress appears, smiling at us both, and her eyes practically jumping out of her head as she’s realizes who’s sitting at the table.

      “Oh my God, Holden Cade?” Her jaw goes slack as her whole body turns to mush right in front of us.

      Oh calm down, he just throws a ball for a living, sweetheart, I mutter inside my head.

      “The one and only,” Holden says with an easy grin, resting with his elbows on the table and leaning casually towards her.

      “And what’s your name?”

      “Oh, who, me?” The waitress’s voice wavers as she starts to gush.

      I roll my eyes and desperately wish I still had a fresh drink in front of me.

      “I’m just Karen,” she giggles, biting her lip and completely ignoring the fact that I’m also sitting at the table.

      “My boyfriend loves you,” she gushes out, still blushing and stammering. “Oh, I mean, uh, we both do, of course.”

      Holden is just grinning at her stammering there in front of us like a fisherman might watch a fish flop on a line.

      “Yeah?” He grins wider at her. “Well where’s your boyfriend tonight, Just Karen?”

      She looks like she might actually die at the sound of her name from his lips.

      I might if I have to keep watching this.

      “Oh, he’s- he went out of town with some friends. They went to a casino for a bachelor party.”

      Holden makes a tsking sound. “And he left you here all alone?” He shakes his head. “His loss, huh?”

      Before Karen actually has an aneurysm right in front of our table, and before I gag myself with my salad fork, I loudly clear my throat.

      “We could, uh, order?” She turns to me abruptly as if just realizing there’s someone else at the table.

      “You know, if you think you’re going to be okay?”

      She blushes furiously, darting her eyes back to Holden for a second. He flashes her another dazzling smile and nods, as if giving her permission.

      “Oh, yeah! Sure!” Karen whirls back to me, all smiles with her cheeks still bright pink.

      Holden grins at me across the table. “She’s going to have some sort of really boring salad with literally every ingredient changed to something even more boring.”

      Karen raises an eyebrow at me. I only smile benignly, ignoring Holden.

      “I’ll have a porterhouse, medium rare, extra onion soubise, right on top.” I frown dramatically and tap my finger against my chin. “Oh, and what comes on the side of that?”

      “The chef serves it with a side of bistro fries, but we could always substitute a kale-”

      “Fries sound wonderful, thanks, Karen.”

      She nods quickly, writing down the order.

      “Anything to drink with that? We have a wine list I could show-”

      “You know, I think I saw a really nice looking bottle of the Pappy Van Winkle 23-year Special Reserve bourbon behind your bar earlier?”

      Both her and Holden’s brows shoot up.

      “Yes ma’am, we do?”

      I smile. “Wonderful. I’ll have one of those neat with little splash of water on the side.”

      Karen turns back to Holden, but he’s not grinning and mooning at her this time. He’s staring at me with what just might be a begrudgingly impressed look on his face.

      Take that.

      “Well, huh,” he says, still looking right at me with an intrigued look in his eyes. “So much for that theory.”

      He clears his throat and looks up at Karen. “I was going to do a salad, but I have a feeling I’ll regret ordering that now.”

      I resist the urge to laugh out loud.

      “I’ll do your salmon filet, light on the oil, with steamed vegetables on the side.”

      I stare at him.

      He avoids my eyes.

      “Anything to drink Mr. Cade?”

      Holden shakes his head. “Nah, just a bottle of sparkling water if you have it.”

      I wait until Karen walks away to snort loudly across the table.

      Holden shrugs. “What?”

      “What? Are you fucking kidding me?”

      He frowns. “What, it’s healthy.”

      “You’re unbelievable.” I shake my head at him.

      “Sparkling water?  You-”

      The word forms on my lips but I swallow it back.

      Holden bursts out laughing. “Were you seriously just about to call me a pussy?”

      I shrug. “Well, yeah, actually. After the shit you just gave me about salads and dressing on the side and Chardonnay? “

      “Whatever,” he says with a frown. “I’m being good. I’m supposed to be training right now.”

      I snort. “Oh, agreed, you definitely should be training after what I saw earlier.

      He arches a single eyebrow at me, looking half amused and half irked.

      I grin.

      “You know, I’ve heard stories about the famous ballbreaker LJ Jacobs.”

      Karen arrives with his Perrier and my stupidly expensive bourbon, and I raise my glass in a half-toast as I smile at him.

      “Living up to expectations?”

      “I thought you were a dude.”

      I swallow a luxurious sip of whiskey. “Sorry to disappoint.”

      “Believe me, you’re not.”

      The glass freezes against my lips for a second as my eyes dart up over the rim to lock with his. He holds them like that for a moment.

      “You know what, fuck it, we’re celebrating.”

      He turns and scans the room for Karen.

      “Oh are we?”

      Holden’s face breaks into a cheeseball grin as he sees her across the room and nods, pointing to my glass and holding a finger up.

      He turns back to me. “Sure, we’re celebrating me joining your little shit team.”

      I bristle, my jaw tightening.

      “I haven’t actually offered you the job yet, you know.”

      Holden winks at me. “You will.”

      “Keep it up.”

      He chuckles. “I’m just messing with you, you know.

      Karen returns with his drink and stammers something incredibly awkward about Holden’s “excellent choice in whiskey” when I realize that somehow, my glass is empty.

      “Oh, and I’ll take a refill, Karen.”

      She’s about to scurry away again when Holden stops her with a hand on her arm that she literally might not ever wash again.

      “Better make it two,” he says, his eyes never leaving mine.

      I raise a brow, smirking as Karen leaves again.

      “Trying to play catch up?”

      Holden shrugs, grinning at me. “Depends, how far back am I?”

      This is a dangerous game.

      This is a terrible game.

      Why am I even playing this game?

      “I’ve had a few.”

      No, idiot. Shut this down.

      I remind myself for the tenth time that this is a business dinner, not a date. And going toe-to-toe on drinks with him is hardly appropriate for a business dinner.

      He laughs. “That a fact, huh? A few?”

      Karen returns with two more glasses of the Pappy Van Winkle, and Holden turns to flash her a smile.

      “You know what, Karen?” He turns back to me, holding my gaze. “Just go ahead and bring the whole bottle of whatever we’re drinking.”

      Karen’s eyes go wide.

      So do mine.

      “Mr. Cade, that’s a Pappy Van Winkle 23-year Special Reserve.”

      Holden arches a brow at me, before he turns back to Karen.

      “Yeah, better bring the whole thing then.”

      Karen nods eagerly as she runs off.

      “Nice stuff we’re drinking, sugar.”

      I shrug casually. “It’s all we drink down in Bull country.”

      He cracks up. “Yeah, the land of milk and honey is it?”

      “Yep.” I resist the urge to grin as I sip on my drink.

      “That why you keep losing?”

      I stick my tongue out at him, which is pretty much the first indication that I should put the glass down instead of taking another quick sip like I do.

      “We’re rebuilding.”

      Karen returns to the table with our two-thousand-dollar bottle of bourbon, blushing as Holden thanks her with a wink. He pours a generous refill into both our glasses before raising his up.

      “Well, here’s to building, or rebuilding, or whatever.”

      We clink glasses, and I’m bringing mine to my lips again when he knocks his back in one gulp and reaches for the bottle again. He doesn’t look phased at all as he refills his glass.

      “So how far back am I?”

      I swallow the doubt that forms in my throat. “Uh, a few.”

      “I better keep going then.”

      He downs the second one right there, not once breaking eye contact with me and grinning right through the shot.

      Shit.

      Because somehow, in an absurd and juvenile show of bravado, I’ve decided to go toe-to-toe on drinks with notorious party-boy drinker Holden Cade.

      And something tells me I just bit off more than I can chew.

      Or more than I can drink.
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      Damn this girl can keep up. I mean, I can drink and this chick is right there with me.

      Not to mention, she’s about half my fucking size, which is insane.

      Tolerances aside, we’re both definitely feeling it. Both of us are getting silly - red faces, snorted jokes, loopy giggles and conversation that’s entirely too loud for a place like this.

      And I’m having a fucking blast. Hell, I’m having a better time than I have had in months, which is no small thing.

      I walked into this dinner with a chip on my shoulder. Hell, a battle plan, to wear this girl down and show her who’s really calling the shots here with this deal. After this morning’s little trained monkey show, I showed up here tonight ready to throw down.

      Not to mention, there’s the fact that little miss number-cruncher seems to be hell bent on letting me know she’s immune to my charms and my celebrity status, which I honestly don’t believe for a second.

      And even if I completely agree with Randy that anything happening with Archie Jacobs’s daughter is a terrible idea, it’s the principle of her acting like she’s “above” me that has my blood going. It’s the implication that she’s “immune” to me that gets the competitive instinct in me roaring like an animal.

      Which is why I’ve walked in here tonight ready to use every single charming trick and panty-melting line in the book to let her know she is definitely not immune to me.

      Except an hour in, it’s becoming pretty clear that I’ve woefully underestimated this girl. And for the first somewhat concerning moment in a long time, part of me wonders if she actually might be immune to my bullshit.

      Or she’s just really fucking good at playing this game right back.

      The bourbon is loosening her tongue though - well, if we’re being honest, it’s loosening both our tongues - and we’re starting to move way past “professional business dinner” and into personal territory.

      But hell, I’m game, and part of me still wants to see how far things can get pushed before the whole thing blows up.

      “So, any special someone you’ll have to say goodbye to if you move to Houston?”

      I snort. “Special someone?” I grin at her. “Well gee, 1956, are you asking about my main squeeze?”

      She rolls her eyes, her cheeks flushed from the bourbon. “I mean do you have a girlfriend, ass.”

      The question does kind of catch me off-guard, but I quickly shove that aside as I take another swig of my drink and grin at her.

      “You wanna know if I’m going steady with anyone?”

      She sighs exasperatedly. “You’re impossible, you know.”

      I laugh “I try.” I raise the glass as I shrug. “Which, you know, is probably the reason the answer is no; there’s no ‘special’ someone I’ll be leaving behind.” I smirk at her. “That is, unless my contract stipulates Randy staying behind, which I could probably be persuaded on.”

      London laughs loudly, and I realize I’m grinning right along with her, my eyes just locked on those soft pink lips and the musical sound of that laughter filling the low light between us.

      The food comes, and my stomach instantly gurgles at the sight of her steak.

      “I didn't realize my personal life would be of any interest to a scout.” I wink at her, loving the way that flush on her cheeks gets a little darker when I do.

      She hides it away though as she shrugs casually. “I just need to know you won't be as distracted on my field as you were on yours."

      I snort out a laugh, shaking my head.

      Damn, this girl can give as good as she gets. I lift my glass in her direction, still chuckling.

      “Touché.”

      I’ve been pretty fucking committed to building a serious booze tolerance over the last few months, but the bourbon is going straight to my head. On top of that, I’m sorely regretting my stupid pride and my choice of trying to make a healthy statement with dinner.

      What the fuck was I thinking with steamed vegetables?

      Across from me, London is slicing off tender looking pieces of perfectly seared steak. I watch with a silent groan as she brings the fork to her mouth, her lips closing delicately around it as her eyes close in pleasure.

      Goddamn, how does this girl make eating a fucking steak look sexy.

      Problem is, now there’s two hungers growling inside of me, watching her as she chews on her dinner. I’m ignoring my own plate as I watch her stab at another bite, her soft, plump lips closing again over the fork in this tantalizingly sensual way, and right then, I’m fucking dying for a bite of steak.

      I’m dying for a bite of her too.

      What the fuck am I thinking?

      I watch her like some sort of weirdo for another two bites before she glances up and pauses, the fork halfway to her mouth. She half-grins this amused smile at me, like she’s just caught me.

      “Aww, is someone regretting their choice in dinner?”

      She wags her brows at me as I feign disinterest.

      “Nope.” I quickly grab my fork and stab at my soggy broccoli.

      It tastes about as mediocre as I knew it would.

      London giggles through another bite, shaking her head.

      “How’s that pride taste?”

      I force myself to swallow the broccoli, which only serves to make her giggle again.

      “Alright, I can’t even watch you try and shove that down. Here.”

      London stabs a thick slice of steak with her fork and holds it out towards me with a grin.

      I glare at her with a grin on my own face and shake my head.

      “Nah, I’m good.”

      She rolls her eyes, swaying the fork back and forth seductively. Tempting me.

      “Aww, c’mon…” she coos, making a pouty face as she dangles the tasty morsel of steak in front of me. “Just try it.”

      Fuck it.

      I lean forward, and I can almost taste it when she suddenly yanks the fork away and pops the bite into her own mouth.

      “You’re fucking terrible.”

      She almost chokes as she giggles, her eyebrows dancing at me as she washes the bite down with a big swig of her bourbon. I sigh as I take a mediocre bite of my fish, watching as she forks another succulent piece of steak into her mouth. She catches me staring again and closes her eyes as she starts to make these exaggeratedly drawn out “mmmm” sounds.

      Damn.

      And just like that, I’m not even thinking about fucking food anymore. Because those sounds coming from her closed lips sound a whole lot like another kind of sound that I’d fucking love to hear coming out of her mouth.

      I put my fork down, grinning as I swirl the bourbon around my glass.

      “That good, huh?”

      She close-mouthed smiles at me, nodding before looking back to her plate.

      “You make those kind of noises for anything else?”

      She swallows as she looks up, frowning and shrugging. “Only when I’ve got a delicious piece of meat in my mouth.”

      I grin broadly and wickedly, watching her stop suddenly as the innuendo just hangs in the air.

      And I’m waiting for her to clam up or turn that adorable shade of pink again, but suddenly she starts laughing.

      A loud, snorting, uncontrollable case of the giggles, and it’s fucking contagious.

      She throws her head back, bringing a hand up to wipe the corners of her mouth as she shakes her head. “Oh God, sorry, I'm apparently in middle school."

      I just shake my head, still laughing.

      “Okay, sorry, here.” She forks another bite and holds it out to me again.

      I give her a look.

      “Seriously, I won’t pull it away this time, I promise.”

      “I’m walking away from this deal if you do.”

      She grins. “Heard loud and clear.”

      I lean in and take the bite, watching as she almost subconsciously gently opens and closes her mouth as she feeds it to me. And I’m still watching those lips as I pull way.

      The moment hangs in the air, before I close my eyes and chew.

      “Want another?" she asks playfully, quieter this time.

      I moan around the bite before I just shove my own plate away from me.

      “Hell yes.”

      She giggles as she holds another bite out for me, only this time slowly drawing it back away from me until I’m leaning halfway across the damn table. It’s only when I’m up with my palms on the table and my mouth inches from hers that she swallows quickly and lets me take the bite.

      Yeah, this is decidedly no longer anything resembling any business dinner I’ve ever heard of.

      I sit back, my eyes locked on hers as I chew. My head’s spinning from the booze, and the room feels warmer as the blood roars through my ears.

      I swallow, and we sit like that in silence, letting the moment throb in the air between us before it lifts like a veil.

      London swallows quickly and looks down into her glass.

      “Think we’re tied yet?”

      She grins as she looks back up, tucking a stray lock of auburn hair behind her ear, her cheeks flushed.

      “I lost track.”

      “I’ll cheers to that.”

      She snorts a laugh as we raise and clink our glasses, and I watch almost dumbfounded as she tosses back the contents like water.

      Where the hell does a girl like this come from and how have I never met one before?

      I splash more whiskey into both our glasses, feeling decidedly drunk and heading quickly down the road to “wasted.”

      Dessert comes at some point that I don’t quite remember even ordering. Because somehow, I’m having the best fucking dinner I’ve had in fucking years.

      I frown across the table.

      “Did you not get anything?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m good.”

      I shrug. “Suit yourself.”

      Time to turn the tables.

      I take an exaggerated bite, making wildly inappropriate and loud “mmmm” sounds like she did.

      London rolls her eyes and grins as she gives me the middle finger.

      I almost choke as I laugh around my bite of chocolate cake.

      “Here.”

      I hold out a bite on my fork, grinning wolfishly at her.

      London shakes her head again.

      “Seriously, I’m okay.”

      “You’re drooling for it.”

      She holds my eyes a second too long, the unspoken double meaning lingering like a blush before she quickly looks away.

      My cock fucking throbs in my pants.

      This is not good.

      There are a thousand other girls in this city I could go get hard over - girls I could actually do something about it with.

      London fucking Jacobs is not one of those girls. In fact, she’s the very last goddamn name on that list. This isn’t just some girl I’m out to dinner with. This is a scout; someone who’s got the power to get me a deal to get me out of this place. On top of that, I’m pretty sure with her stake in the Bulls team itself, she’ll basically be my boss if and when I do take this deal.

      Like I said, terrible idea. Now, if only my fucking dick would get on board with that sentiment, we’d be good.

      I’m still holding the bite of chocolate cake out to her, watching her as she quickly darts her tongue out to wet her lips in this unintentional but very much sensual way.

      “Okay, one bite.”

      She leans forward, and I pull the fork away.

      I start laughing.

      “God you’re the worst!”

      But she’s laughing right along with me; biting her lip, her eyes dancing across my face, and setting off every single warning bell inside my head.

      Bad idea. Fucking horrible idea. Walk away.

      Except I don’t.

      “Here, I’ll be good this time.”

      I hold the fork out again.

      But this time, when she leans in, somehow the fork falls out of the way, and without even really knowing how I got there, my lips are right against hers.

      Kissing her.

      Oh, shit.
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      Fuck, I’m kissing London Jacobs. I’m leaning across a fucking restaurant table like a chump, kissing a girl.

      A girl who happens to be my possible new boss’s daughter. Hell, a girl who happens to also be my possible new boss.

      There are a thousand different ways why this is a shit idea, and yet here I am, still lip to lip, my hand still reaching up on autopilot to cup her jaw as I start to open my mouth for hers.

      Because fuck it if she ain’t kissing me right back. Kissing me, not slapping me across the face. Her tongue darts past her parted lips, teasing against mine; the world’s softest moan falling from her lips.

      This is a mistake. This is a train-wreck in slow motion - a hot, sexy, sinful fucking train-wreck.

      And I can’t stop it from happening.

      But of course, it has to end at some point. She pulls away first, her face flushed, and her eyes fluttering open to look right into mine before she sits back in her seat. She looks down at the table in front of her, blinking quickly as a hand comes up to touch her lips, like she can’t quite comprehend what sin they just committed.

      And for the first time in, well, longer than I can actually remember, I don’t actually know what to say.

      I’m mulling over words that feel stupid, frowning slightly, when she simply reaches over, plucks the fork from my hand, and brings it to her lips. She chews the bite of cake as her eyes draw back to mine, never blinking, not looking away this time.

      I feel sober.

      Well, sort of.

      I feel like someone poured cold water on my head, bringing me momentarily out of that warm swimming drunk and sharply into the here and now.

      “We, uh-”

      She shakes her head. “That was-”

      “Drinking, right,” I mutter, clearing my throat and pushing the last of my glass of bourbon away from me. I look up to see the flush settling into her cheeks as she pushes her hair back from her face. She frowns slightly.

      “That- I mean, we-”

      “Loud and clear, darlin’,” I say quickly, nodding and trying to salvage whatever sense of “business dinner” this was supposed to be.

      You know, before this whole thing went off the fucking rails and somehow ended up with me kissing my would-be new team owner’s daughter.

      We sit in silence, through a busser clearing the table, and through Karen stammering and dropping the bill.

      London grabs it, making a big show of plucking it out of my reaching fingers and sticking a corporate looking card into the check presenter.

      “Oh, this is on us, of course,” she says primly, still avoiding my eyes.

      “Right, business dinner,” I say, almost on autopilot.

      She nods. “Right, that.”

      Karen brings the bill back over, but this time I’m not even hearing her gushing as I just stare at London with a mix of stunned confusion and amusement.

      She signs the check and stands, swaying slightly as she clears her throat.

      Good, she is drunk.

      And I don’t mean that in a creepy predator way, I mean “good” as in “good, thank God she’s drunk because I’m wasted, and if a girl that small wasn’t drunk by now, I’d be fucking worried.”

      She still hasn’t met my eyes since that first stunned look post kiss. Truth be told, I’m not even sure what the hell I’d do or say even if she did.

      I don’t kiss women - by which I mean, not in that goofy, over-the-candle-lit dinner table, Disney movie way.

      I fuck women. No romance, no strings, no goddamn candlelight fucking.

      This is new.

      London clears her throat as she wobbles a little bit on her heels. She slips her wallet back into her purse and slings it over her shoulder.

      “So, goodnight,” she says abruptly, all business, all ball-breaker LJ Jacobs.

      I rake my fingers across my jaw.

      “Yeah, goodnight.”

      “We’ll speak-” she breaks to hiccup once, her cheeks going bright pink as I grin.

      “We’ll speak tomorrow.”

      She’s talking in a daze, clearly as drunk as I am. Hell, probably more so, considering she’s half my size.

      “Yeah, sounds, uh, sounds good.”

      I’m stuttering, like I’ve never stuttered in front of a girl before.

      The fuck was in that bourbon.

      “Okay, so…” she trails off again, this time she looks up, her eyes catching mine for just a second before she looks away again.

      “See ya.”

      She turns, and I’m watching her walk away in a daze, letting the distance grow between us that I know has to grow between us after the shit that just happened. But it’s the jingle of her car keys that snaps me right out of that daze.

      Fuck, no.

      I know the last thing I should be doing after the crap I just pulled is chasing her, but she's wasted. She’s drunk as hell, and playing with car keys, and Brandon’s ghost sure as shit won’t let me let her walk away and get into a car.

      Not like this.

      I’m out the front door of the restaurant before I know it, jogging to where she’s walking on unsteady feet towards the parking lot.

      Her breath catches loudly as I grab her arm and pull her around. Her eyes go wide, and her hands jolt up to my chest as she looks up into my face.

      “I thought we said no more of that,” she says quickly, breathlessly.

      I swallow all the crazy shit I want to say and all the crazy shit I want to do in that moment, hiding it all with a token grin.

      “I actually came out to tell you you're in no shape to drive."

      She blinks, her mouth opening slightly in surprise before her brows knit together in a scowl.

      She suddenly pushes me back with her hands against my chest, stepping away from me.

      “I’m fine,” she says quickly, her face flushed as she takes a deep breath of air.

      “Yeah, no,” I shake my head as I shrug. “You’re not.”

      She glares at me. “Hey, maybe you can’t handle your whiskey, but I-”

      She hiccups the world’s most perfectly comically timed hiccup.

      “Goddamnit,” she mutters, her shoulders slumping before she looks back at me. “Okay, fine, you’re right.”

      “I know.”

      She half-smirks at me.

      “So,” I step towards her against every fucking warning bell in my head. “So what if we got you a cab home instead.”

      She sucks her bottom lip, raking her teeth across it as she eyes me, as if mulling it over.

      “Okay, fine.”

      “Atta girl, sugar.”

      “Don’t push it.” She arches a brow at me, swaying on my feet myself.

      I chuckle.

      “Where are you staying?”

      “The Delmar, downtown. You know it?

      I snort a laugh. “Yeah, I know it. Let’s go.”

      London bristles. “Uh, let’s go?”

      I’m already turning, raising a hand to the valet to hail a cab for us.

      “Yeah, let’s. I know the Delmar because it’s across the fucking street from my condo.”

      She blushes a little at what I know she thinks I was insinuating.

      “Plus I should make sure you don’t puke all over some poor guy’s cab.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I can hold my liquor just-”

      She hiccups again, and we both immediately start cracking up.

      A tiny little hatchback of a cab pulls up, and I open the door for her, my eyes lingering in spite of myself at the way her dress slides up high on her thigh as she climbs in. I slide into the backseat after her, swearing loudly at the stupidly small car as I immediately bang my knees against the seat in front of me. The cab guy immediately apologizes and slides it forward, but it’s still almost comical how much of the backseat my broad six-foot two-inch frame fills up.

      London giggles at the way I’m hunched over cartoonishly in the seat, my head pressing into the low ceiling.

      “You're a big guy," she says as if this is news to her.

      "Huge.”

      She blushes.

      We pull away from the restaurant, and London closes her eyes as we weave through the city streets. I turn towards her at a stoplight, my gaze trailing slowly across her face, from her closed eyes to those full, soft lips. Streetlights fade trails across her skin, her eyelids fluttering and cheeks still flushed red from the whiskey.

      Or maybe from me kissing her like that.

      And I know I’m on a collision path here, but I’m powerless to stop it. I know I should just get out at the next light and just walk from there or get another cab, regardless of how close her hotel is to my condo. Because every second I stay in this car with her, on the way to her hotel, is another step closer to the mistake I’m pretty sure I’m not going to be able to say no to.

      Because despite her being the most inappropriate girl on the planet for me to be thinking these sort of thoughts about - or maybe because she is - my cock is pulsing hard for her.

      The cab makes a sharp turn, and as her eyes flutter open at the sudden movement, she turns and locks them with mine.

      And she knows.

      She knows the way I’m looking at her, and she knows damn well the way she’s looking at me back.

      This might be a train wreck waiting to happen, but right there in that moment we both know we’re powerless to stop it, even if we wanted to.

      And I’m pretty sure we don’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          10

        

        London

      

    
    
      I close my eyes in the car because I know if I don’t, I won’t be able to keep them off of him. And I know there’s only one place that lingering looks in the dark and the unspoken friction of that backseat go. But I can still feel his gaze on me - I can feel it teasing and tingling across my skin like silk as I bite my lip and let the car take us into the night.

      I drank too much. I drank too much and revealed too much, and let the control I usually have on these types of things slip completely away.

      And it felt good.

      I know I should be screaming with regrets right now. I know I should be fleeing this cab and this man sitting next to me, and burying my face in my hands in the horrible shame of what just happened back there at the restaurant.

      But regret is the last thing I’m feeling right then. Instead, there’s only this teasing, sliding sensation creeping through my body. There’s a hunger inside - a wicked, inappropriate and yet undeniable hunger that comes roaring through me like a runaway train. It’s the whiskey floating through my veins, the heat of his gaze sensually moving over my skin, and the feeling that I never want this car ride to end.

      But it does, of course.

      The cab comes to a stop, but I keep my eyes closed, as if not quite ready to leave the fantasy of this ride. Holden says nothing, but I can hear his door opening, and a moment later, the one on my side gently opens.

      I open my eyes.

      “Mornin, darlin’.”

      I blink, not even caring how dopey the blush on my face probably looks at his words.

      Because I’ve already made up my mind.

      "Can you walk?" he asks.

      I nod, stepping out. Immediately, I stumble, and we both laugh, but as his hand slips around my waist, my laughter trails into something more resembling a gasp.

      God his hand feels good there hooked around my waist and resting on my hip.

      “It’s my heels,” I mumble.

      Holden grins. “Yeah it’s got nothing at all to do with the bottle of whiskey we just put down.”

      “Not in the slight-” I hiccup again, rolling my eyes at my own horrible timing as he laughs.

      I eye him with a half-cocked brow. “Okay, you can help me inside, but only if you admit I just drank your ass under the table.”

      Holden snorts, but I can see damn well how uneasy he is on his feet, and the way his cheeks are as red and flushed as mine.

      His eyes lock onto mine for a second, burning with something fierce and something not quite spoken yet.

      “Oh, I get to walk you inside, do I? Is that my reward, making sure you don’t fall on your face?”

      I grin at him. “Hey, take it or leave it, buddy.”

      He snorts again as his hand tightens tantalizingly on my hip for a second, making my stomach flip-flop.

      “Alright, let’s go, pipsqueak.”

      I turn and balk at him with mock indignation.

      “Did you just call me pipsqueak?”

      Holden grins, his arm never leaving my waist. “I’m like literally twice your size. So, yeah, I did.”

      I stick my tongue out at him, grinning drunkenly and feeling the flush of the moment and the booze flood through me.

      “I think we already established you’re a big guy.”

      “Not yet we haven’t.”

      I stiffen, swallowing quickly and blinking rapidly at his smirking, totally smug face. I bite my lip, dragging my teeth across it as my eyes search his.

      No. Bad. Stop thinking thoughts like that, you idiot.

      But it’s impossible not to think thoughts like that around a man like him on a night like this. Everything about him screams that he’s a terrible mistake waiting to happen, like a giant, flashing red no-smoking sign.

      And yet I can’t walk away. I know right there on the front steps of the hotel that there’s no scenario here where I slip away from his grasp and firmly tell him goodnight.

      Not a chance.

      And so instead, we find ourselves giggling and half-tripping our way up the three steps to the hotel lobby. Holden holds the door for us both, grandly gesturing me through.

      “So, this is you then.”

      I curtsy dramatically, doing my best not to giggle again as I stroll through the door into the lobby. I make it all of one step without his arm around my waist before my heel catches something and I start to sprawl forward.

      Strong arms catch me, pulling me up and tight against him.

      Shit.

      I can feel the raw power in those arms, and the pulsing heat of his skin against mine as we stand there, tight against each other with our eyes dancing over the other’s.

      He grins slowly. “Alright, you failed that test.”

      I gasp in mock indignation, and slap at his arm.

      It lingers, my fingers feeling an electric pull between us as they slide over the thick muscles of his arm beneath his shirt.

      “What floor are you?” he asks in that deep, velvet tone. “I’ll walk you up.”

      Yes, please.

      But I stop for a second, my lip catching between my teeth again and my eyes darting across his with the last shred of my self-control of the situation.

      “You’re not as smooth as you think you are, mister.”

      He leans forward suddenly, and my eyes flutter shut as I feel his breath hot against the crook of my neck.

      “Yes I am,” he growls into my ear.

      I melt.

      I absolutely melt against him as my knees go weak, my breath hitches in my chest, and my stomach jumps into my throat. His hands move around me, sliding over my body as his teeth graze across my earlobe.

      He’s right - he is.

      He’s exactly as smooth as he thinks he is, because it’s working. Because I want him. Because my body is on fire for this crude, cocky jock, even though I know it’s the worst idea ever.

      The elevator ride up is a blur, with neither of us saying a thing. The doors open on my floor and we both exit in silence.

      His arm never leaves my waist.

      We arrive at my door, and I know it’s my last chance to stop this. I’m barely holding on to my rationalization anymore, but it’s as if this is my last chance to get off this ride before it’s too late to do so.

      I look at the floor and take in a deep, slow breath of air before I force myself to look up at his face, as if it’s the last test of my will.

      I look up, and he’s looking at me with such heat in his gaze that I already know it’s over.

      Test failed, spectacularly.

      “So, thank you for getting me here safely," I say heavily, my breath coming quick as I start to lose myself in those dangerously alluring eyes. I slide my card into the key-lock and push the door open slightly before I turn back to him.

      His hand is still resting on my hip as I face him, feeling like I’m on the edge of a cliff. I blink once, feeling the floor sway beneath my feet as I glance over my shoulder at the room and then back to his face.

      “But I'm not completely safe yet. It's still a long walk to my bed."

      Holden’s jaw tightens, as does his hand on my hip, making me shiver deliciously.

      “Careful, sugar,” he growls. “Kissin’ me is one thing, but I’m not sure we-”

      “I’m a big girl,” I whisper, silencing whatever he was about to say.

      His eyes flash, and his other hand comes up to join the first at my waist. He pulls me into him, and I gasp quietly as my palms go against his rock-hard chest.

      “And I’m a big boy.”

      “I thought that was yet to be decided?”

      There’s exactly one more second of frozen silence before we crash together, hard.

      I’m moaning loudly right there in the open doorway of my hotel room, as if finally letting out what I’ve been bottling inside. Holden growls into my mouth, his tongue pushing past my parting lips to claim mine as his arms scoop me into him.

      I’m clinging to him, one hand up and around his neck as he bends down to kiss me. A hand slides from my waist down to my ass, his big hand cupping and kneading it before it suddenly tightens. I gasp into him as he lifts me up with one hand, pulling me up into him as he moves us into the room. My hands go around his neck, my legs tight around his waist as he slams the door shut and we tumble into the room.

      I moan when my back hits the wall behind me, crushing my lips to his even harder as he presses that muscled body to my small frame. He’s slipping my dress up over my ass, and his hand moves between my legs. I moan as his fingers find me soaking wet through my panties, and he strokes one of those large digits up my seam through the material.

      I groan and kiss him harder as he starts to tease me, rubbing me slowly through my panties as I pant into his mouth and move my hips against him. He finally moves to push them to the side, and I moan as one of those big, magical fingers slips easily inside.

      I’m still in his arms, still not even touching the floor with my legs spread around his hips and my arms clinging to his neck as he curls his finger deep inside. I’m small, but I’ve never been with a man this big - a man that can just pick me up like this as if I weighed nothing while he draws the pleasure from my body.

      Holden suddenly whirls, me still in his arms as he strides towards the bed in the middle of the room, and I gasp as he tosses me down on across it. My breath comes sharp, my hair wild and fanned out around me. I bite my lip, eyeing him as he peels his shirt off - that hard, perfect body of his coming into view as he moves onto the bed. He drops his pants, and my eyes lock onto the large bulge at the front of his jockey shorts.

      The very large bulge.

      He crawls up to me, his eyes locked on mine and that smug grin on his face. He kisses me again, his fingers slipping up into my hair and pressing his lips to mine hard as he growls, like he’s claiming me. I moan, throwing my legs around his body and throwing my head back as his lips move down over my jaw and my neck, leaving sweet bruises and bites in their wake.

      “This- this doesn’t change anything, you know,” I manage to get out as he lifts me, unzipping the dress and slipping it from body.

      His eyes flash.

      “Change anything like what?”

      “I mean I’m still going to drive a hard negotiations process, you know.” I moan as he slips my bra off my shoulders and moves his mouth to my breasts. His lips wrap around a soft pink nipple, teasing it with his tongue as I gasp and run my fingers into his hair.

      He chuckles darkly as he pulls my panties down over my hips and off my legs, before moving up to my neck again. I moan as his fingers slip between my lips and slide deep inside my dripping wet slit.

      “You think I’d sleep with you to try and get a better contract deal?” He arches a brow at me as he pulls away from my breast.

      “Now what would that make me, huh?” He growls, his lips brushing my neck. “I think I’m insulted.”

      “I doubt that,” I pant, biting my lip as his thumb works over my clit. “But just in case, I’m sorry for the insinuation - oh…”

      I moan, arching my hips as he curls his fingers deep inside my pussy.

      “Apology accepted,” he husks into my ear before sucking the lobe between his teeth. I can feel his cock throbbing hard against my thigh through his boxers.

      “But if you’re really that bent out of a shape about it, I can think of a way for you to make it up to my poor, damaged ego.”

      I close my eyes and grin as I bite my lip, feeling my chest rise and fall as the blood pounds through my ears.

      “Oh? And what might that be,” I groan as his lips and tongue work over my neck while his fingers stroke slowly in and out of me.

      He pauses, his lips hovering right by my ear.

      “You’re going to spread those legs wide,” he growls.

      You’re going to, not I want you to. There’s something about the demanding way he says it that has me melting for him. There’s something about the way he commands me to do it that pulls at something deep inside of me, shattering every normal response I should have to that.

      “You’re going to grab the backs of your knees.”

      His slips a second finger inside of me, curling it up and forward alongside the first, and I gasp as the pleasure shivers through me.

      “And then I’m going to lick that sweet pussy of yours with my tongue until you come all over my mouth.”

      I’m lost in it all, barely aware of nodding and doing what he says as he moves between my legs. His large hands push my legs up and wide, and I grab ahold of them like he tells me to do. And part of me still wants to give him a piece of my mind for being so damn bossy, but when that tongue of his drags over my slit, I go to pieces.

      And I’m undone.

      I’m falling, gasping for air and moaning wildly as his wicked tongue coaxes me higher and higher, until I’m sure I’ll float away. And when he wraps his lips around my clit and swirls his tongue across it, and sends me crashing into my climax, I’m sure I actually might.

      After that, he’s slipping his shorts down, and my eyes go wide at the thick cock that bobs into view. I’m moaning as I reach for him, pulling him into me as his lips crash against mine.

      He scoops me up in his arms as he flips us over, my legs going astride his grooved, muscled hips. I’m stroking him, feeling him hot and throbbing against my thigh as his hands move over my ass.

      The pulsing head of him is poised at my entrance when we freeze and glance up to lock eyes.

      I bite my lip. “Do you…?”

      “Fuck,” he growls, his jaw tightening before he shakes his head.

      And I don’t know what in the hell possesses me to say what I say next, but there it is, tumbling from my lips.

      “I’m on the pill.”

      His eyes flash as his cock pulses hot in my hand, right against my opening.

      “I’m clean,” he says as he sits up, his hand holding my ass as I slowly rock my hips against him.

      He must see the look on my face, because he shakes his head.

      “I never not use one,” he husks into my lips. “And I get tested all the damn time.”

      His body is so hard, and so ready, pressed against me like that. And I’m so wet, and so aching for this that I find myself nodding. I find myself throwing every ounce of caution I have to the wind and tossing sense, reason, and self-control right out the window as I nod.

      “You can’t stay, you know,” I say quickly.

      Holden grins as he arches a brow.

      “What, like stay the night?”

      I nod and he chuckles darkly.

      “I think we’re both adults enough to know what this is, sugar. Relax, I’m not gonna ask you to go steady with me or take you to the fucking prom.”

      I arch a brow at him, biting my lip.

      “I would have never gone to the prom with a guy like you.”

      His eyes flash darkly at me, and I suddenly whimper as the head of his cock slips against my opening.

      “Yeah, but you’re going to really wish you had after I’m done with you.”

      He pushes inside, and I moan loudly as my eyes start to roll back.

      “Anyone - uhh - anyone ever mention that you’ve got an over-sized ego?”

      He groans as he rocks his hips up, and we both cry out as he drives in deep, filling me to the hilt.

      “You tell me,” he growls. “How’s that oversized ego feel buried inside your tight pussy?”

      I moan loudly, the pleasure pulsing through me.

      “I think you need to shut up and fuck me,” I groan.

      And after that, it’s like the floodgates have opened. After that, it’s a blur of shuddering breaths and ecstasy as we come crashing together.

      We’re gasping as he plunges inside of me again and again, filling me to the hilt with every stroke as he rocks his body against mine. His strong, powerful arms hold me tight, pumping me up and down on his cock as I claw at his back and at the corners of my sanity.

      It’s so wrong. It’s against every professional boundary I have to be here, doing this with a prospect, and against every personal one to be doing this with an arrogant, smug jock like him.

      But there’s no holding back on this.

      This is pent up lust.

      This is sweet release.

      This is a one-time thing, and for the time being, my boundaries and my convictions can take the night off.

      I cry out when the orgasm finally slams into me, my whole body quaking and shivering as I bury my scream into his chest. Holden drives up into me again and again, fucking me hard and deep through my climax until I feel his muscles bunch and coil beneath my fingers. He gasps as he follows me over that cliff, holding me tightly and searing his lips across mine.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s barely dim with morning light outside when I startle myself awake. I blink, frowning at my surroundings until I remember who I’m with and what just happened.

      Whoa.

      He’s still asleep, still sprawled out on his stomach, and his arm is draped across my hip.

      I frown, my mouth tasting like a sock as I slip out from his arm and pad my way to the bathroom. I splash water on my face and gulp down two glasses of it along with three aspirin to stave off the hangover I know I’ll have tomorrow.

      So, that happened.

      I meet my eye in the mirror. And for a minute, I want to chastise myself, or cringe, or even just leave.

      But I stop myself.

      “I think we’re both adults enough to know what this is, sugar.”

      Of course we are. And what just happened doesn’t change a single thing.

      The glow creeps across my cheeks as the replays start to drift through my head.

      He wakes briefly as I stumble back into the bed.

      “Fuck, what time is it?”

      “Dunno,” I mumble, crawling back in with him.

      “I should go,” he mumbles back, his voice heavy with sleep.

      “Eh, don’t worry about it, we can just go back to sleep,” I murmur as I let my heavy lids start to close.

      I feel him flop back down on the bed behind me. His arms drifts back across my waist, hugging me close as I feel his breathing becoming regular again.

      This should be warning bells.

      This should be a big red “what did you just do” warning sign.

      But his arm around me like that feels too damn good to have anything else to say about it, and I’m too damn exhausted to do anything but close my eyes and ease my body back against his.

      I’m going to regret this.

      Probably.

      But for now, that part can wait.
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      I wake up with my face buried in a hotel pillow, blinking at the morning light.

      I blink again, frowning slightly at the unfamiliarity that comes with waking up in a new place before consciousness starts to filter into my head. There’s a dull ache in my head, but I’m not feeling nearly as hungover as I probably should be. I turn, realizing I’m alone in the bed before sitting up and running my hands over my face and through my hair.

      Shit, last night happened.

      I grin at the soreness in my muscles and the memory of her moans as she shattered to pieces for me. My cock swells slightly at the memory of her body bouncing up and down on top of me, of her brow creasing and her mouth going slack as she came.

      As I slowly become more of aware of my surroundings, I realize the sound I’m hearing is the shower running in the bathroom.

      I grin hungrily.

      Because my cock is now pulsing hard at the thought of London Jacobs all wet and soapy in the shower.

      Yeah, I could go for some seconds right about now.

      I swing my legs out of bed and stand shakily, my cock bobbing in the air in front of me as I stretch and then stalk towards the half-cracked bathroom door. I’ve woken up in unfamiliar beds a hundred times after charming my way into a hundred different unfamiliar hotel rooms. But there’s something about last night and the way I’m raring to go again this morning that has my dick leading me to the bathroom and the naked girl I can imagine standing within.

      Because last night was fucking awesome. Okay, all sex is awesome, especially when I’m sliding inside a new girl for the first time - watching the look of bliss on her face as she takes every inch of me. But there’s something standing out about last night that won’t get its hooks out of me. Maybe it’s the extra level of “wrong” in her being who she is, and who her father is. Maybe I’m a little impressed with the way a girl half my size met me drink-for-drink without blacking out at the restaurant.

      Or maybe it’s that the taste I had of her last night is possibly some of - if not the - greatest sex I’ve ever had.

      That’s bullshit.

      I shake the thought from my head as I pause outside the bathroom door. I’m skewing the memory of last night because it’s fresh - because it just happened. And I’m putting her and the mind-blowing fucking that went down last night on a pedestal because of my frustrating and wildly uncharacteristic dry spell of the last month before it.

      Being the life of the party gets you laid. Being a full-time, fall-down drunk does not.

      My mind drifts again to the memory of last night - to the visual still dancing through my head of her small body riding mine; to the feel of her hips eagerly rocking back and forth and of that tight, curvy ass bucking as she swallows every inch of my cock again and again until she’s exploding around me.

      And I am now hard as iron standing there outside the bathroom listening to the water cascade over her nude body. I’m suddenly wondering if this comes as part of the package with moving to Houston.

      Yeah, it’s time for round two.

      My hand is on the doorknob to the not-quite-closed door when the shower stops abruptly. I pause, frowning at the missed opportunity to get in there with her, when the door suddenly swings open.

      She’s wrapped in a towel, her wet hair cascading in a tangled mess over her shoulders and over the tops of her breasts tucked behind that towel. She looks surprised to see me standing there, and when her eyes drop to realize I’m nude and fully hard as well, that pink blush creeps into her cheeks as her mouth opens slightly.

      I grin as I step towards her, ready to pull that towel off and get another taste of her when she looks up sharply.

      “Do you need the shower next?" she asks, all business.

      She’s formal, looking me dead in the eye without a trace of the steam and heat from the night before.

      I shove the thought aside as I grin at her.

      "Yeah, I worked up a bit of a sweat last night,” I drawl, arching a brow at her and waiting for her to grin or blush or whatever.

      She doesn’t.

      She merely smiles professionally, like we’re making acquaintances in a board meeting, and steps aside.

      “Well, shower is free if you want it.”

      She brushes right past me, padding across the hotel room towards her suitcase lying open by the dresser.

      I frown, reaching up to scratch my head as I watch her start to paw through her clothes. She stops and glances over her shoulder at me.

      “Did you not want the shower? I need to get dressed, so if you don’t want it, I’ll just change in there.”

      I grin hungrily at her, crossing my arms over my chest and leaning against the bathroom doorframe with my cock still bobbing in front of me.

      “You can get changed right here if you want, sugar. Nothing I haven’t seen.”

      There’s the hint of a blush on her face, but London says nothing, her face betraying nothing.

      “Yes or no to the shower.”

      Okay, what the fuck. “Cocky and crude” was working just fine last night, but it’s like this morning she’s woken up back to being immune to my bullshit. Well, or at least making a very good play at pretending to be immune to it. But either way, the fact remains that ten minutes after waking up, I’m not making that sweet pussy come all over my cock as I fuck her against the wall of the shower.

      I’m just standing here like a douchebag with my cock out and a girl who clearly is not interested.

      I frown as I clear my throat.

      “I’ll just go grab that shower.”

      I wash off quickly, my cock deflating and a frown etching into my face at the fact that I’m in here alone like a tool. Stepping out, I grab a towel before peeking out of the half-open bathroom door.

      I grin.

      London has her back to me, standing in front of the bedroom mirror pulling a straightening iron through her hair.

      Huh, I had no idea it was curly.

      She’s also standing there in creamy white, lacy-if-not-formal-looking lingerie. She puts the iron aside as she reaches for her makeup bag, and I can feel the blood pulse through me again as she leans forward into the mirror with her eyeliner, her panties pulling tight and high across that perfectly curved ass.

      Goddamn, I want her again. I want to come up behind her and press right against the bureau. I want to pull those panties to the side, slip the head of my cock inside, and slowly fill her with every inch from behind.

      And I want to watch her face in that mirror when she comes for me.

      Except…

      Except judging from the coolness I got earlier, that shit is not happening. In fact, I’m one hundred percent sure that door’s been somehow shut this morning, given her attitude earlier.

      I slowly towel off, watching as she finishes her makeup, does another few touch-ups to her now straight hair with the iron, and then reaches for her clothes.

      I frown, watching the last of my morning fantasy slip away as she starts to hide that slammin’ little body behind a staid, stuffy, all-business blouse and knee-length office skirt. She bends to zip the side of the skirt, and when she looks back up, she suddenly catches my eye in the mirror and jumps a little before she turns to me.

      “What?”

      I slowly wrap the towel around my hips and lean against the bathroom doorframe again.

      “What?” I grin. “Well, first thing I'm gonna do with my new contract is buy you some clothes that don't have you looking like you work for the United Nations.”

      London flashes a quick smile before she hides it away. She finishes zipping her skirt before she steps barefoot across the room towards me. I grin as she steps right up to me.

      Finally.

      I lean down, ready to scoop her into my arms and claim that sassy little mouth all over again with my own, when she suddenly just reaches up and taps me on the nose.

      She fucking taps me on the nose, like a bad puppy or some shit.

      "What contract?"

      I frown, and she grins as she rolls her eyes.

      “I’m kidding.”

      Who IS this girl?

      She’s getting to me, and throwing me off my usual swagger, and generally fucking with my ability to keep my usual even keel.

      I shrug, playing it as cool as I can. “Yeah, the contract. Guess we never talked about that last night, huh.”

      London blushes crimson.

      Gotcha.

      She quickly brushes it off though, taking a deep breath to clear the heat from her cheeks.

      “Well, let’s discuss it.”

      “We could do other things.”

      This girl is not special. She is just like any of the other hundreds before her, and just like any of the God knows how many will come after her. And I’ll be damned if I let her think she’s got the upper hand here. I know how she moaned and how she begged for it harder and deeper and faster last night. She might have her business face on this morning, and doing her best to pretend she’s not still thinking about last night, but I know that’s all bullshit.

      And I’m determined to make sure she knows I know that.

      I move against her suddenly, grinning as her breath catches and as her eyes dart up to mine. Her lips part slowly, her tongue darting out to wet them. And for a moment, I’m about to tear those fucking business clothes right off and remind her exactly how bad she wants this.

      She takes a step back, shaking her head.

      “I think we should discuss your contract,” she says quickly, smoothing her skirt down. “Seeing as I’m leaving in-” she glances at her silver wristwatch, “twenty minutes.”

      I flash a cocky grin at her as I hook my thumbs into the edge of the towel, pulling it low towards the thickening bulge in the front of it.

      “There’s a lot we could do in twenty minutes, sugar,” I growl out, holding her eyes and letting mine burn right into her.

      London swallows thickly before she crosses her arms under her breasts and gives me a level look, shaking her head. “Let’s talk about your contract.”

      I sigh. “Fine, the contract.”

      “We can’t go higher.” She shrugs. “I’m just going to level with you. The preliminaries we already sent Randy are the highest it’s going to get, no matter how good your manager thinks he is.”

      I nod, mulling it over.

      Randy’s right, the offer is good, even if it’s a little lower than what I’m pulling in Denver. Especially since Randy’s also right about the re-negotiations here; after last season and the bullshit of the offseason, there’s no way I’m keeping the same figures I was getting last year.

      And to top it off, there’s that pressing need to run. There’s the undeniable feeling that I’ve stayed too long in a place I’ve called home all my life. And now, it just feels more like a commitment than a place I can call my own.

      I need to get out of this town, and this is exactly the opportunity I need.

      I stare at the sassy little spitfire of a girl standing in front of me - the one who blew my fucking mind last night with that rocking little body riding me senseless. I let my eyes wander over her, feeling the rush from last night coursing through my veins and my thoughts.

      I shake my head.

      Cool out, man.

      Because the “contract” we’re discussing and the move I’m considering is to go to Houston to play football, not for the prospect of fucking that tight, perfect pussy again.

      London clears her throat, dragging my eyes from the curve of her hip in that skirt back up to her face.

      “Randy needs to know that, before we start wasting each other’s time with the back and forth. The number in the preliminaries really are as high as we’ll go. I’m just being honest with you so we can skip the BS.”

      I nod. “I’ll make sure he knows.”

      London shrugs. “Still interesting in Houston, then?”

      Houston. Playing for the Bulls. NOT that hot ass, those perfect tits, those cock-throbbingly pouty lips.

      I clear my throat. “Yeah, still interested.”

      She holds my eyes for another second.

      “Well, okay then.” She smiles, still all business. “I’ll talk to my people, you talk to yours, and we’ll send some stuff later today.”

      She turns and starts zipping up her suitcase.

      “You want to make the announcement or should we?”

      I frown, grinding my teeth and feeling my heart sink at the thought of telling this town I’m leaving.

      “Me.”

      London turns and nods slowly. “Well, okay then. I guess we’re done?”

      It’s amazing to me that this formal, all business, all straight-laced, tough-negotiating “LJ Jacobs” is the same London Jacobs from last night. The businesswoman standing in front of me looking like she’s ready to head into a shareholder meeting is the same hot little cowgirl who rode my cock like a bull last night while she came like a hurricane.

      “Done?” I flash a grin at her as I step towards her once more, my palm going to the wall behind her.

      “We’ve still got fifteen minutes til you gotta leave, you know.”

      London’s cheeks flush as her eyes burn something fierce for a second. But then she’s only smiling as she reaches up and pats my cheek.

      “Oh, sugar,” she winks at me, “I think you’d need more than fifteen minutes with me.”

      And without another word, she grabs the handle of her suitcase, turns, and strolls towards the hotel room door.

      She turns with her hand on the knob.

      “Check-out is at eleven, but you’re welcome to stay here until then.”

      She places that cowgirl hat of hers atop her head as she turns. And then she’s gone, and I’m standing alone in a towel in her damn hotel room, watching the door click shut.

      Where the fuck did this girl come from, and what the fuck just happened?
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      Breathe.

      It’s not until I’m through security at the Denver airport that I remember to do so.

      I take a seat in the waiting area by my gate, feeling shaky, feeling electrified, and buzzing with the flushed thrill of the night before.

      What the HELL just happened?

      I’ve never been this unprofessional, not once. Hell, even before the hotel room, everything about my dealings with Holden Cade so far have been so wildly inappropriate that I don’t even know what to make of it. Talking about the contract and negotiating directly with a prospect? What was I even thinking? It should never have been Holden at that dinner last night to begin with, it should have been his manager and me discussing the terms.

      But there I went and said yes to dinner with him, and as much as I want to vehemently deny it, I know it’s because one look at those smoky eyes and one flash of that stupidly charming grin had me saying yes like some sort of trained puppy.

      Ugh.

      And then I doubled down on stupid decisions. Because apparently taking a one-on-one business dinner with a prospect that I was already having wildly inappropriate thoughts about wasn’t enough. I had to introduce alcohol to the mix.

      Nice job, girl. Well done.

      I groan as I slump in my chair, pulling my hat down low over my eyes and blowing a thin stream of air out through my lips. I want to tell myself that the whole thing was about the deal - about making damn sure we got the trade. That’s all.

      Except that’s not true, and I damn well know it. This was about not knowing how to, or even remotely wanting to say no to a man like Holden. This was seeing that train coming from a hundred miles away and standing firmly in the middle of the tracks.

      Because I’m insane, apparently, not to mention seemingly perfectly okay jeopardizing the formidable reputation I’ve built for myself over the years.

      Oh so you slept with him to make the deal?

      I groan as the thought hits me again. I don’t want to think about what that makes me.

      In any case, he’s interested. He’s going to make the move; I can feel it.

      …Either that or it’s just my traitorous body remembering how he felt. I can feel the warm creep of a forbidden, wicked feeling starting in my stomach and spreading through my body as my mind flashes back the events of the night before.

      His mouth, his fingers, moving over my skin and making it ache and burn for him.

      The size of him.

      How he felt. How his lips tasted.

      I shiver, blushing and re-crossing my legs at the sudden tingle of heat and wetness between them.

      That’s enough of that.

      I shake my head, sitting up straight now and taking a deep, shaky breath.

      Last night happened, but that doesn’t mean I can’t put it behind me and just move on. Holden wants this trade as much as we do, and the events of last night will in no way shape or form change that.

      Besides, I think with a shrug, straightening my hat and taking my phone out of my bag; I’m allowed to have some fun once in a while.

      I thumb my phone screen on, and I’m immediately greeted by a string of texts from my friend Serena I haven’t seen yet.

      Serena also works for the Bulls on the publicity side of things. She’s my literal opposite: model-tall where I’m short, envy-inducing long, silken dark hair where my frizzy auburn locks frustrate, and olive skin to my freckled tone. The woman should be in a magazine selling lingerie, not in an office managing ad space for a pro football team. But her dad was a defensive coach and a friend of my father, and Serena and I click so well because she’s another daddy’s girl turned tomboy football nut, just like me.

      I glance up to the board and notice my flight’s being slightly delayed in boarding, so I hit “call” instead of bothering to read all her late-night texts from when I was…occupied.

      “So how’d it go?”

      My face instantly flushes at the sound of her voice, however innocuous the question. Because as close as we are, I’m not breathing a word about what happened last night to her.

      I swallow thickly. “Oh, you know, fine.”

      Serena sighs. “I love how you can make taking a business dinner with a guy like Holden Cade sound boring.”

      I shrug. “It was just a preliminary business dinner,” I say quickly. “Nothing to write home about.”

      “Apparently, because you didn’t respond to a single one of my texts last night.”

      My stomach flip-flops a little as I feel the heat rush into my face.

      “Well,” Serena presses on, hopelessly ignoring my stuttered silence of an answer. “And how was the man himself?”

      I shrug again, as if she’s standing in front of me.

      “Oh, fine.”

      “Well, yeah, we know that,” Serena says with a snicker.

      I roll my eyes; suddenly thankful we’re having this conversation over the phone instead of face to face.

      “I think he’s going to make the move.”

      “Get out, seriously?”

      Serena’s whole tone changes from teasing to suddenly interested. This is why I love this girl; she actually gets excited about things like player licensing contracts and trade deals like I do.

      “Yeah, seriously.”

      Serena whistles. “Jesus, girl, what the hell did you offer him?”

      The blush comes roaring back to my face as my mind instantly flashes back to the night before.

      Everything. I offered him everything, and had the best sex of my life when he took it.

      “Okay, you just paused for way too long.”

      I blink out of my filthy flashbacks at Serena’s prying tone.

      “I did not,” I say primly, sitting up in my seat.

      She gasps dramatically. “Oh my God, is this why you never called me back last night?”

      “Serena-”

      “A preliminary business dinner, huh?”

      I can imagine the wide, grinning look on my friend’s face.

      “You’re delusional.”

      “No, just hopeful.” She chuckles. “You work too much, girl.”

      “Yeah, well…” I trail off and sigh, reaching up to rub the bridge of my nose as I try and will the heat from my face.

      “I’m about to work even more, because Holden Cade is about to become a Houston Bull.”

      “This is going to be a media shit-storm, you know,” Serena says, whistling lowly.

      Oh, if only you knew.

      The intercom at the gate buzzes to life, regretting to inform us that my flight back to Houston has been delayed again.

      I grumble into the phone.

      “I gotta let you go so I can go find a cup of coffee.”

      “Hey, London.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Congrats on getting the guy.” Serena giggles. “Take that either way you want.”

      I groan, the blush flashing back into my face. “Serena-”

      “Oh go find your coffee, I’m just teasing you.”

      Later, I find a new seat by the windows overlooking the runway with my overpriced, overly hot airport coffee.

      No matter what happens - no matter if Holden ends up taking the deal like I think he will - what happened cannot happen again. That was dumb, and even if we were both way too drunk and evidently not thinking clearly, it’s a mistake I can’t afford to make.

      Hands off the players, Jesus.

      I’ve worked too hard, and gone head-to-head with too many staunch old men who doubted my abilities and talents because of my gender to let my whole career go to shit because word gets out I slept with a man-whore of a prospect.

      …No matter how mind-blowingly good it was.

      I take a furtive sip of my coffee as I stare out at the runway, only to hear the intercom squawk again with another canned apology for yet another delay.

      Goddamnit.

      I don’t need to spend another second in Denver. I need to get home and get Holden Cade and the mistake of a lifetime out of my head.
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      I stop by my own place after leaving London’s hotel room just long enough to change into gym clothes before I head out the door.

      No, it’s not that I’ve suddenly decided to start actually showing up for my scheduled morning workout routines. But working out and lifting has always cleared my head, and shit do I need to wipe mine clean right now.

      The trainers and other guys on the team all give me odd, unbelieving looks when I actually show up at the training center before three pm for the first time in months. But I just nod, still too lost in my own head to say anything as I make my way to the weight room.

      I grin as I rack some weights and take a seat on the bench, thinking about the night before.

      Yeah, last night happened and it was fucking amazing.

      I shake my head as I lay back and grip the benching bar. I know I should have said no. Hell, I never should have even gone to dinner with her in the first place, let alone taking that cab with her under that ridiculous pretense of “making sure she got home okay.”

      I start to work my way through some reps, but I break early, puffing as I rack the weights.

      I frown, shaking my head to try and clear the thoughts of London Jacobs and the fucking mind-blowing way she rocked my damn world the night before from it. I try again, grunting through another set before I rack the bar again with an angry crash, sitting up and dropping my face into my hands.

      Shit, what the fuck is wrong with me? I mean, I’m no stranger to bad decisions, believe me, and especially when it comes to bad decisions and women. But crossing that line with London last night was a step too far, and I know it. I’ve done a lot of shit I’m not proud of when it comes to girls. I’ve stepped over plenty of lines before when it comes to putting my hands on the wrong women - a coach’s wife back in college; a second-string linebacker’s mom a few years back that I doubt he ever knew about before he got traded.

      Mistakes? Bad decisions? Yeah, I’ve made a fuck-ton of them. But I’ve always brushed myself off and just gone on being me afterwards. No sense in looking back, “the only way forward is forward” and all that sort of shit.

      This one’s different though, and I damn well know it.

      And it’s not just that she might be my new boss’s daughter, or even partly my new boss herself. If it were just that, this would be easy.

      It’s the fact that I can tell she’s not the kind of girl that does what happened last night. And in a way, there’s a strange sort of guilty feeling, like I’ve corrupted her somehow.

      I shake my head again, rolling my eyes at my own sentimental bullshit.

      I didn’t “corrupt” her. Hell, she practically dragged me into that room with her. And judging by how dripping wet she was for me, that wasn’t exactly a sudden decision on her part.

      Nah, no way. That girl knew exactly what she was doing, and she knew exactly what she wanted from me.

      I grin as I lay back on the bench ready to give my lifting another shot.

      Yeah, she knew what she wanted from me, and I damn well gave it to her.

      Twice.

      I bring my hands up to the bar again, gripping it tight as I frown.

      Still.

      Still, I’ve fucked plenty of inappropriate, off-limits girls and gone right on doing my own thing the next day. But her? I frown. Her I can’t seem to get out of head.

      Hell, she may have been the one to drag me into that room last night, but she was also the one that walked away from me this morning. I think of the way she patted my cheek before walking out that door, like no girl has ever done.

      Please. Your loss, babe.

      There’s a whole city’s worth of girls here ready to jump on my cock and thank me for it.

      I try one more round of reps before I just give up with a growl of frustration. I sit up and flip my phone out.

      It’s time to get some of the boys together and go out. It’s time to tear this town apart before I leave it in my rear view mirror.

      Because whatever weird funk London left me with, I’m going to fuck my way out of it.

      Hell, there’s gotta be a few girls who live here I haven’t slept with yet, right?
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      “So what’s this about, man?”

      To the untrained eye, Max looks like one scary motherfucker.

      For one, the guy’s a monstrous six-foot-four and probably three hundred twenty pounds of linebacker muscle. Throw in a thick black beard and tattoos all the way down both arms, and he basically looks like the bouncer from hell at the wildest heavy metal club in the world.

      If you know him though, you know that Max is actually one giant fucking teddy bear.

      Max is one of the good ones. That’s rare with big, rich, douchebag football guys, I can tell you. I used to always give him shit about being so damn faithful to the wife he married way too young in my opinion, especially when we were out on the road basically getting pussy thrown at us.

      But I’ll hand it to the guy, he never flinched, and he never stepped out on Hannah.

      Which is smart because for one, she’s model gorgeous - as in she’s literally a model that somehow a scary beast of a guy like Max charmed. And two, she’s smart as a whip – certainly smarter than Max, and genuinely a great, kind, and amazing person.

      Which leads to number three: honestly, in the grand scheme of the world, a guy like Max just does not deserve a girl like Hannah. Well, except he does, cause the guy is fucking awesome.

      I grin at him across the corner of the bar we’re sitting at.

      “What do you mean?”

      He sighs. “I mean what was so intense that I had to come out and meet you tonight?”

      I shrug, shoving a beer his way.

      “What, I can’t hang with my good buddy?”

      Max eyes the beer, but doesn’t take it. He raises his dark eyes to me, frowning slightly.

      “You sort of made it sound like it was important,” he says in his deep baritone voice.

      I grin. “Dude, it’s always important for us to hang. Anyways, I also just said it was so you’d actually come.”

      He groans, muttering under his breath.

      “You disappear all the time now, man!” I clap him on the arm. “How the fuck else am I supposed to get you to actually come out?”

      He chuckles. “Yeah well, life’s different now, dude. Things change.”

      The changes he’s talking are the twin girls he and Hannah had three years back. Max is fucking completely devoted to them. Shit, he’s come to practice with his toenails painted sparkly pink like five times now, and no one gives him a bit of shit about it.

      Well, I do, but that’s cause I’m an asshole - plus he knows I’m just messing with him.

      “So what, I gotta lie to you to get you to come out with me these days?”

      “Yeah, basically.” He glares at me. “I can’t believe you dragged me out here, you liar. Tonight was movie night.”

      I pull a face. “Sorry, dude. I just missed hanging with you.”

      He grins. “I’m just fucking with you.”

      He grabs the beer in front of him and takes a swig.

      “You asshole.”

      I turn and take a sip of my own beer before I take a deep breath.

      “Okay, actually…” I trail off and shrug.

      “There is something I need to talk to you about.”

      “You’re moving.”

      I choke mid-sip from my bottle. Max laughs.

      “Dude, you’re way less sneaky than you think you are.”

      Fuck.

      I stare at my beer, not sure what to say before Max chuckles and claps me on the shoulder.

      “Don’t worry, I’m the only one that has it figured out – by the way, thanks for confirming my hunch just now.”

      I mutter under my breath and look away.

      “Hey, I get it man.” Max nods slowly, stroking his beard before he takes another slug of beer.

      “Brandon, all the pressure of being the hometown boy,” he shrugs. “You could have an easy career here, you know.”

      “I know.”

      “But you want to be more than just a hometown boy though, I can tell.”

      I nod. “I need a change, man.”

      We sit in silence for another second, just drinking our beers before Max turns back to me.

      “Where?”

      I chew on it for a second before answering.

      “Houston.”

      He smirks, raising a questioning brow. “The Bulls?”

      “It’s a hell of an offer.”

      Max laughs. “Well, yeah, I’d hope so for being the worst fucking team in the league.”

      “Yeah no shit.”

      He laughs again, shaking his head before he turns back to me.

      “That said, you turn it around for them and you’re a god.”

      “The thought had occurred to me.” I grin at him. “Maybe I could get them to buy you too.”

      He snorts. “Yeah, Hannah would be thrilled.”

      He puts a heavy hand on my shoulder and nods as he raises his beer to me.

      “Well hey man, congrats.”

      I give him a wry look. “Really?”

      “Yeah, really. You think it’s the right move?”

      “I think it might be.”

      He nods. “Well then, fuck it. Long as you visit once in a while, you prick.”

      He turns back to his beer.

      “Not that often, though,” he says with a grin.

      “Dick.”

      I turn to the bartender and call out for a couple shots of whiskey, but Max frowns and shakes his head.

      “Nah, I’m good man. Only having the one.”

      I roll my eyes. “Oh c’mon! This is big, man! Hell, I thought you said movie night was bullshit.”

      “It is, but that doesn’t mean I can or want to get home late and drunk.”

      I thank the bartender for the shots and then shake my head at Max.

      “Live a little.”

      He shakes his head sternly.

      “Ugh, fine.”

      I take the first shot and then do the one I got him.

      Max’s mouth goes tight.

      “You’re not driving tonight, right?”

      My post-shot buzz instantly sours as I glare at him.

      “No, of course not.”

      “Good.”

      We’re silent a minute.

      “How you doing with that anyways,” he says quietly.

      “With what,” I snap.

      I know damn well what he’s talking about, it’s just nothing I seem to ever be able to have a straight discussion about.

      Brandon.

      My best friend.

      The one I let walk away from that party with his truck keys in his hand because I was too interested in getting a piece of ass to chase him down and tell him to call a fucking cab.

      I look away. “I’m fine, Max.”

      “Bro, you can talk about it, you know. That shit hit all of us pretty-”

      “I’m fine, man,” I snap again.

      Max backs off, nodding.

      “Sorry,” I mumble.

      “Don’t,” he says gruffly. “It’s fine to be angry man, just don’t be angry at yourself. And don’t you fucking dare end up like him,” he adds, jabbing a finger at me. “Get a fucking Uber or something.”

      “I know, I will.”

      Max sighs. “Well, fuck, this got morose fast.”

      “Seriously how do I bribe you to come get fucked up with me?”

      He snorts, shaking his head.

      “Come on, let’s hit up Soul Lounge and pick up some college chicks.”

      Max raises a single eyebrow at me and gives me the same look I remember from the road whenever I’d try and convince him there were other vaginas in the world than the one he was married to.

      It’s a look that says ‘shut up and back the fuck off right now’.

      I’ve missed that look.

      “Oh you know what I mean,” I say with a grin. “I’ll pick up college girls and you’ll be the kindly friend who graciously declines the obvious and inevitable invitation to get laid.”

      “And then pass her your way?”

      I give him two thumbs up.

      “Despite the fact that you’ll already most likely have three girls crawling all over you.”

      I nod eagerly. “Yeah that’s the general plan. The more the merrier, Max. I think everyone deserves a little love.”

      “You’re a nut, Holden.”

      “Yeah, nuts for hot college girls begging for it.” I sigh at him. “And you’re fucking insane for tying yourself to one woman.”

      He eyes me again as I grin at him and deflate a little.

      “Okay, no, you’re not insane. You actually just have the game figured out.”

      He claps me on the back. “You’re learning. I’m proud of you, buddy.”

      “So you’re really not going to come out with me and help me get laid.”

      “You don’t need help in that department last time I checked the papers.”

      I grin at him and he sighs dramatically.

      “Look, I’ll give you a fucking ride to Soul Lounge, okay?”

      I pump a fist in the air. “You’re the best, Max. Let me just get a shot for the road.”

      He frowns at me. “Take it easy, man.”

      “Nah,” I grin. “That’s your job, family man.”

      “It’ll happen to you, and you’ll get it.” Max stands as I signal the bartender for another shot.

      “You’ll find a girl and find out what I’m talking about.”

      London’s face pops into my head before I even know what hits me, and I freeze, the shot-glass halfway to my lips.

      What the fuck is that?

      Max is talking about goddamn soul mates and families and shit, and the girl I had a one-night drunken fling with pops in my head.

      Jesus, I need to get laid.

      It’s been roughly eight hours since London walked out of that hotel room, but damn do I need to get something strange to get that girl out of my head, for whatever reason she’s still there.

      I quickly take the shot of whiskey, grunting at the burn before I turn to Max and gesture dramatically.

      “Bring me to pussy, valet!”
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* * *

      The bravado is gone fifteen minutes after getting to the club.

      The scene is exactly what I thought and said it would be.  Me, drunk in a private booth with three girls fucking feeding me booze, stroking my body, and writhing on top of me.

      Yeah, in this town, I’m the fucking king. And yet here I am thinking about leaving it, like some sort of idiot.

      Two of the girls - a couple of blondes - start to make out over me, right in front of me. The third leans in and whispers in my ear that we should all head back to my place.

      All.

      My cock throbs. Fuck, I mean, of course it does. I’m a red blooded man after all.

      But then one face pops into my head, and the whole debaucherous fantasy comes crashing down.

      Fucking London’s face.

      Again.

      And then I’m not thinking about the hedonistic orgy that’s being offered to me. I’m not thinking about any of these vapid, giggling football groupies.

      I’m thinking of her.

      I’m thinking of that sass, or of how she threw it right back at me - how she made me work for it.

      I’m thinking about how she rode me, how she spread her legs and took me inside, clawing at my back and moving with me like no other girl ever has.

      The way she brushed me off this morning.

      I can’t do this.

      And at that point, I don’t even want to. The booze is coursing through me, the music’s too loud, and suddenly I just feel claustrophobic with these skanks crawling all over me.

      I need air.

      “I’ll be back in a sec, honey,” I say, pushing the third blonde off of me.

      She frowns. “Where are you going?”

      I stand and all three of them look at me like I’m fucking insane.

      And I really might be.

      “I just need some air.”

      She pouts in this thoroughly un-sexy, obnoxious way.

      “Coming back?”

      I nod. “Yeah, definitely.” I flash them a grin and the three of them start giggling.

      I’m not coming back.

      I stagger outside, just needing to be out of that fucking place and away from the crowds and the music and the meaningless groupies.

      I grab a cab back to the first bar down the street where I parked. I’m stumbling, and fishing for my keys, ignoring Max’s words. I get to my car, squinting at the door handle, when Brandon’s face comes scowling into my head.

      Fuck.

      What am I, an idiot?

      I stare at the keys in my hand; slowly shaking my head and feeling my shoulders droop.

      Not like this.

      I stuff the keys in my pocket instead, turning and shuffling back to the street to see if I can grab a new cab.
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* * *

      Back at my condo, I slump down onto my couch.

      I’m drunk, but I know that’s no excuse for why I’m still thinking about London Goddamn Jacobs. I stuff my hand in my pocket and pull my phone out, flipping through contacts until I land on her number.

      Jesus, what the fuck am I doing.

      No, I don’t call girls like this. I wait for them to call me, or just show up ready to suck my cock. Because that’s the guy I am.

      Crude? Misogynistic? Filthy?

      You fucking bet, and I’ve got zero complaints about it so far.

      And yet…

      I groan.

      And yet here I am hemming and hawing about calling London, like a total pussy.

      Fuck it. I’m not calling her.

      I’ll text her instead.
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        London

      

    
    
      Seven hours after I’m supposed to take off, I’m finally settled into my seat on the plane, finally at cruising altitude back home.

      Opening my laptop, I click onto the in-flight wifi before bringing up my email.

      Because I travel so much on planes without cell service, I have my phone set up so that text messages come through to my email, so I can actually communicate with people for work on flights.

      But I frown at the browser, because there, at the top of my inbox, is new text message from someone I do not need to be communicating with.

      Holden.

      
        
        “Talk to your people yet?”

        

      

      I click “Reply” and fire off a message back.

      
        
        “I’ve barely talked to a stewardess. Still on flight.”

        

      

      
        
        “Seriously? That sucks.”

        

      

      
        
        “Delayed.”

        

      

      And then as an afterthought, I follow it with another one.

      
        
        “Ps, you’re terrible at negotiating. You should wait for ME to get back to you.”

        

      

      A minute goes by, during which I turn and look out the window, thinking about the night before. That particular train of thought quickly brings a flush to my cheeks, and so I quickly think of something else - anything else - as I squirm in my seat.

      I turn back to my screen just as another message pops up.

      
        
        “Thanks for the hot negotiating tip, but what do you think last night was?”

        

      

      I bristle as I furiously hammer out a succinct reply.

      
        
        “Last night was just some fun. I think we’re both adult enough to know that.”

        

      

      A reply comes a few seconds later.

      
        
        “Totally. I was just hoping things hadn’t changed what with me giving you the fucking of your life.”

        

      

      My jaw drops at the sheer fucking nerve of this man. And I want to message him back and give him a serious piece of my mind, when cool, business rational takes control instead.

      I breathe before I smile a thin smile and type a response.

      
        
        “Hardly.”

        

      

      Followed by a winky face.

      Jesus I just sent a fucking winky face.

      A minute goes by with me just staring at my inbox waiting for a reply.

      Nothing.

      Of course nothing, because I sent a stupid emoji like some sort of giggling girlfriend.

      Another minute, followed by three more tick past before I finally roll my eyes at myself for hanging on his response like this. The stewardess comes by with a small bag of chips, which I open and slowly munch on as I turn to look back out the window.

      I can’t believe I slept with him.

      The fucking of your life.

      My cheeks burn bright red as I swallow the tightness in my throat, feeling my pulse race a little quicker in my ears. The memory of Holden Cade taking me like that the night before - his hands so strong and powerful as he held me like that and drove into me again and again. His tongue, so perfectly wicked and teasing over my clit.

      His cock - his jaw-droppingly perfect cock that filled me like no-one ever had before and made me come like no-

      I scowl and shake my head.

      No, Holden Cade did not give me the “fucking of my life.”

      Please.

      A new message appears in my inbox, and I click on it on instinct, still frowning.

      I gasp as I quickly slam the laptop shut; my eyes wide and my face bright red at what I just saw splashed in high definition across my fucking laptop screen.

      A picture of a dick.

      And not just any dick, his dick. His huge, thick, fully erect cock filling my entire laptop screen.

      I mean honestly, I’m on a fucking plane and he knows it.

      Of course he knows it, I think to myself. It’s exactly why the smug, cocky prick sent it.

      I take a shaky breath before I slowly crack open my laptop and turn it towards the window I’m sitting next to. I open it just enough to close the attachment before I gingerly open it the rest of the way, only breathing easy when I can see it’s been closed out of.

      That fucker.

      
        
        “What are you, twelve?”

        

      

      
        
        “9.5 actually.”

        

      

      My face goes flush again, and I’m debating closing the laptop for the rest of the flight when another message comes through.

      
        
        “Look, I’m in. The move that is. Randy’s on board, I’m on board. Send the papers and I’m yours.”

        

      

      My heart is still hammering after his previous comments, not to mention that fucking picture. I take a centering breath, focusing before I frown and re-read his last message twice more.

      Whoa, he’s really in?

      I blink, shaking my head as I reply.

      
        
        “I’ll send them when I land.”

        

      

      Shit. This is not in the budget. The number I “straight talked” with him last night from the preliminary stuff I’d sent to his manager was the very top limit of our spending.

      Maybe more than it.

      This contract is going to strain our team and organization to its absolute breaking point. But we need him, that’s a given.

      …It also means I’ll be seeing him again.

      The thought of what “seeing him again” might entail comes teasing into my head, and this time, I do shut the laptop for the rest of the flight.
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* * *

      I slump against the back of the front door of my apartment after finally stumbling in well past when I was supposed to.

      Home sweet home.

      I go through my usual post-travel routine - watering my plants, checking my house-line voicemail, and pawing through any mail that my neighbor slipped under my door. I meticulously unpack my suitcase, stowing it the back of my closet where it lives before I slowly strip the clothes from my body and pad into the bathroom to shower.

      Steam and water cascades over my travel-weary body, and I do everything in my power not to think about the gorgeous sex-god of a man that made my toes curl the night before. Because I can’t, because that chapter is done, especially now that he’s going to be coming to the Bulls.

      Later, after a late delivery dinner, I’m on the couch in my pajamas watching a movie.

      But whatever I’m watching, I’m sure as hell not concentrating on it. In fact, I’m not even sure what the heck I’m watching, because my mind is very much elsewhere.

      Elsewhere like Holden Cade.

      Because just like before on the plane, my mind is betraying me, and taking control of me. I’m thinking of the way he moved my body, and how the fact that all of him is so big that he made me feel like his plaything.

      His toy.

      And my body tingles as I realize just how much I liked that.

      I shift on the couch, squeezing my thighs together and biting my lip as I feel my nipple brush tantalizingly against the cotton of my sleep shirt.

      I frown, determined to let this pass and concentrate on the movie, but a deeper, darker, dirtier part of me has taken over at this point, and there’s no going back.

      I take a shaky breath as I sink back into the couch, one hand sliding under my shirt to slide up my torso. I let a lazy finger trail over my sensitive nipple, gasping at the contact as I let my head drop back.

      In my head, it’s his hands that slide down my body, over my soft belly to the waistband of my pajama pants. In my fantasy, it’s his fingers that hook inside, teasing down the crease where my inner thigh meets my pelvis. And when my fingers find my pussy slick and hot, I moan quietly into the dark of my living room, imagining that it’s Holden’s fingers sliding between my lips.

      I push my pajamas to my ankles, kicking them off as I peel the t-shirt from my body. I pull the blanket from the back of the sofa over my nude body, burrowing myself in the soft comfort and heat of it as my fingers move back between my legs.

      In the flickering glow from the TV screen, I let a finger push wetly inside, arching my hips and moaning as I feel myself tighten around it. I push my hips up, grinding my clit softly against the palm of my hand as I sink a second finger deep inside of me.

      In my head, I’m riding on top of him again, letting that thick cock fill me again and again as my fingers drag across his chest and as his eyes pierce into mine. I’m reliving every visceral, filthy detail of the night before.

      And when I come, I come with his name on my lips and my gasping moan buried in the couch cushions.

      This is not good.
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        Holden

      

    
    
      I toss the phone down on the couch next to me, groaning and blowing air out through my lips as I drop my head against the back of it. In the darkness of the living room, my head’s still swimming slightly with alcohol and the rush of pushing the boundaries of appropriate behavior with London. The room spins slightly as I grin lazily up at my ceiling, smirking to myself at my own shenanigans and the idea of London opening a big high-def picture of my dick in the middle of business class.

      I snicker as I glance down at my still throbbing-hard cock, out and proudly standing tall from my unzipped jeans.

      I’ve literally never had a problem getting hard before. But shit am I hard as fucking stone right now. And all it took in order to get the picture I wanted to send her was a quick flashback to the night before. All it took was picturing that tight little body riding me, the taste of her sweet pussy still on my tongue as I wrapped my lips around a puffy little pink nipple. The feeling of her supple, curvy and tight ass gripped tight in my large hands and her whimpering moans pouring like honey in my ears.

      I mean, fuck, that got me so hard in roughly one second that I couldn’t not take it out and snap a picture of it for her, however juvenile a move.

      And here I am, still hard as a fucking iron bar as I relive the night before in flashes. Part of me knows I need to let this shit go. I mean, I just told her I’m going to sign, which means London Jacobs is officially off-limits in a major way. Part of me rolls its eyes at the rest of me, knowing it was just a one-night thing like the hundreds I’ve had before.

      Nothing special, nothing groundbreaking. Just a willing girl, a bunch of drinks, and another notch on the bedpost.

      Nothing else.

      I frown in the darkness of my living room, mulling the thought over in my alcohol-fueled thoughts.

      Yeah, I’ve had plenty of one-night things with plenty of other girls. And it’s the same dance every time: drinks, me flashing that grin that’s dropped panties for me ever since I can remember, some more drinks, a lingering touch, a kiss or two, and bam - she’s on her back on my bed with her legs spread, begging me to fuck her however I want.

      This one played out different, and I think that’s why it’s sticking in my head. This time around, there was no slack-jawed, starry-eyed girl with her mouth practically hanging open for me.

      With London, shit was different, and I know it.

      She met me head-to-head with that whole back and forth dance. She gave the attitude and sass back as good as I laid it on her, and she didn’t take a bit of my bullshit. Sure, it ended the same way, with my cock driving inside her slick pussy, but it’s the lead-up that felt like nothing else.

      Hell, who am I kidding, it’s the everything that felt like nothing else.

      It was the perfect synchronicity, the ease in which we fit together, the knowing I’d had to work for it with her.

      Hell, it was the cold, all-business shoulder afterwards. It’s the fact that here I am hours later with my fucking dick out, texting her like a tool.

      And fuck-all if I can help it.

      I eye my still-hard cock, and before I know what I’m doing, I’m reaching down in the darkness and wrapping my hand around the base of it.

      Fuck yeah.

      I growl, hissing as I slowly bring my hand up and down the throbbing shaft, my lower ab muscles clenching as I stroke. And in my head, all I’m doing is replaying the previous night.

      And there’s no stopping this.

      Whipping my t-shirt off, I groan as I sink back on my couch, reaching down to hook my jeans a little further down and pull my balls from the confines of my boxers as well. I lay back on the couch, grunting as I stroke my cock with one hand and roll my balls in the other.

      “I’m not completely safe yet. It's still a long walk to my bed."

      I close my eyes, picturing the look on her face as I pulled the clothes from her tight little body. I groan as I stroke my dick, replaying her soft, gasping moans as my tongue found her center and as her hands clawed at my hair.

      I’m throbbing in my hands as I remember her perfect tits bouncing slightly as she rode me up and down, clinging and gripping to every inch of me as I fucked her deep.

      I can feel the blood roaring like fire in my ears as I remember the way her legs clamped around me, pulling me in, begging me to go harder and deeper and faster before shattering for me. I can feel my whole body tense, every muscle from my arms to my chest to my abs clenching as I remember her face when I emptied inside of her.

      Her face as she came, holding me like she might blow away.

      I loudly roar in the empty darkness of my living room as my balls jump and my cock throbs in my stroking hand. Every muscle clenches as the cum pumps from the tip, coating my hand and dripping hot across my abs.

      I gasp, finding my breath as I slow and then stop my stroking hand.

      What the fuck.

      I shake my head and groan out a chuckle as I let my head drop back to the sofa again.

      I just left three hot, willing girls to come home and jerk off alone in the darkness to the memory of a one-night-stand. To the memory of a girl I fucked once.

      …Who might be my new boss’s daughter.

      What the fuck is happening to me?
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        London

      

    
    
      “So, we got him.”

      My dad looks sharply up to see me standing in the doorway to his office.

      “Hey, hotshot!” He grins broadly, but as he jolts up from his desk, his face sours as he grimaces and suddenly grabs at his shoulder.

      “Whoa! Easy, Dad!” I’m across his office in a second, helping him ease back into his chair as he waves me off.

      “I’m fine, I’m fine, honey.”

      I scowl at him. “Are you taking your meds?”

      “Jeez, what are you, my damn nurse?”

      “Yeah, I am.”

      He grins and chuckles, shaking his head as he gestures to the chair across the desk from him.

      “Sit.”

      “Dad,” I furrow my brow at him. “Meds?”

      “Oh relax, I’m takin’ em!”

      He holds up an orange plastic prescription bottle from the desk and shakes it dramatically as he rolls his eyes. After a little scare and some stern words from his doctor concerning his cholesterol levels, Dad’s been on some new medication, which he hates.

      Of course, I think he hates the fact that his doctors cut him off from barbecue more than whatever pills he has to swallow.

      “Honey, I just stood up too fast after eating is all,” he mutters.

      “Yeah? What’d you eat, Dad?”

      Historically, my father’s office-breakfasts contain no less than three servings of bacon, an inhuman amount of cheese, and something fried.

      He makes a face. “Had one of them green smoothies you keep pushing on me.”

      I grin. “That’s good!”

      “Taste like a horse’s asshole.”

      I snort a laugh as my dad grins.

      “Or so I’ve heard,” he says with another grin. “So, what’s the update, hotshot?”

      I sit back in the chair across the desk from him as he steeples his fingers.

      “Well, we got him.”

      Dad’s eyebrows shoot up.

      “Signed?”

      I shake my head. “No, not yet. He’s going to though.”

      “How much?”

      I make a wincing face and my dad groans.

      “This is going to cost us a damn fortune, isn’t it.”

      I nod slowly, grabbing my coffee off his desk.

      “Yeah, well, we knew that.”

      Dad mutters, looking to his computer screen and clicking around before he swears under his breath.

      “Hell, London, I don’t know about this.”

      “Dad, I didn’t know about this, but you sent me after him.”

      To scout and recruit him, not sleep with him.

      I quickly sip my still-hot coffee to wash the blush from my face.

      “London, you gave him the very top limit of our budget.”

      I shrug, shaking my head. “Dad, that’s how we’re going to get him. That’s probably the only way we’re going to get him.”

      Not because I slept with him, I think quickly. No, that has no bearing on why he’s decided to come to the Bulls.

      “We didn’t get him yet; he hasn’t officially signed anything.”

      I wave my hand. “He’s in, trust me. He’ll sign. It’ll all work out.”

      Dad sits back in his chair and looks at me. “And how do you know that?”

      “I’ve got a good feeling.”

      Dad laughs heartily and I frown.

      “What?”

      He chuckles. “You’re not a feelings type of gal, London.” He eyes me. “You do facts and figures and you ignore those ‘little feelings’ you always make fun of me for having.”

      I start to protest but he shakes his head.

      “No-no, that’s why you’re so damn good at this job. You don’t let the ‘feelings’ get in the way of hard numbers.”

      I look at my coffee. “Well, this one’s different.”

      “London,” Dad sighs. “We can’t afford him.”

      “We can. It’s tight, but we can.”

      He shakes his head, wincing as he glances back at his computer screen.

      “I don’t know about this, honey.”

      He turns to look at me again, but a flicker of pain crosses his face.

      “Dad?!” I’m standing abruptly but he shakes his head, waving me off.

      “Nah, it’s okay, honey.” He opens a desk drawer and pulls out bottle of antacids. “This whole preseason is giving me a goddamn ulcer is all.” He looks up at me wryly.

      “Look, if you’re sure about this, I trust you. Let’s make it happen.”

      I stand and move behind his desk, wrapping my arms around his shoulders and kissing the top of his head.

      “I swear, this is going to work out, Dad. I’ve got it under control.”

      Like you had it under control when you let hormones and alcohol get the better of you and practically dragged Holden into your hotel room?

      My dad smiles and pats my arm. I glance up and furrow my brow at the myriad of news site windows open on his computer screen – most, if not all, of them plastered with Holden’s face and name.

      One in particular - a particularly gruesome news photo of a tricked-out pickup truck wrapped around a tree - catches my eye.

      “What’s that?”

      Dad shakes his head. “That’s the reason your golden boy went off the rails last season, if I were to bet.”

      I frown as I peer closer at the first few lines of the article beneath the horrible crash picture.

      “Brandon Mills,” Dad says. “Rattlesnakes wide receiver and a damn good one too.” He sighs.

      “He was out partying it up last season and decided to drive himself home.” He shakes his head at the pictures. “A goddamn waste of good talent.”

      I cringe a little more at the picture of shattered glass and twisted steel.

      “He and Holden were close, apparently. Actually, story is they were at the same party and our guy dodged a bullet by missing a ride home with Brandon here.”

      I’m suddenly remembering the things I said to him in that first meeting.

      “I had a lot of shit going on.”

      “Busy social life or not, you still played an awful season.”

      The thought makes me cringe at my own insensitivity, not to mention the fact that I should have known that walking in there.

      Dad clicks onto another window, and suddenly a whole new crop of pictures pop up with Holden all over them.

      Holden and a lot of different girls.

      “Oh.” Dad glances up and sees the frown on my face. He waves a hand at the screen. “And that’s our new boy’s track record.”

      He shakes his head. “He doesn’t come clean, that’s for damn sure.”

      “Yeah, well we know-” I trail off as I start to read the headlines and start seeing a dizzying array of pictures.

      Holden shirtless with bottles of booze in both hands, a grin on his face. Holden with girls hanging off his arms, or touching him, or laughing in bikinis on some yacht while he sprays champagne everywhere.

      The one with his arms around two girls, both kissing his cheeks with their hands dangerously low on his bare abs.

      I narrow my eyes, feeling my teeth clench and a fiery feeling rising in my stomach.

      Oh don’t be ridiculous. What are you, jealous?

      I growl to myself, thinking about what happened in Denver.

      Great, I’m just like every other star-fucking groupie trying to bang a famous football guy.

      “Anyway, if you think he’s worth it.”

      I’m trying to swallow the tightness in my throat when my dad’s words shake me from my thoughts.

      I scowl.

      “Well, he’s not that good,” I mutter.

      Dad chuckles. “Hey, you don’t have to play hard ball with me London, you already sold me on ‘im.”

      I glare at the screen again, trying not to feel like a silly little idiot for being jealous of the notorious man-whore I had a no-strings-attached one-night-fling with.

      Dad shrugs. “Well, let’s get him down here for a visit. We’ll show him around, seal it, and nail down this contract.”

      I say nothing as my dad pats my arm and turns back to his work.

      “He could be what this team needs, London.”

      Well he’s certainly not what I need…

      As I go about my work for the day, I say it again to myself about half a dozen times.

      Just to be sure.
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        Holden

      

    
    
      A week after my dinner with London, I’m touching down in Houston.

      After signing autographs for the whole cabin crew and both captains, Randy and I finally exit the plane.

      “Look, just play it cool, okay?”

      Randy’s fiddling with his suitcase handle as we make our way up the gangway to go meet Archie Jacobs.

      “He’s old school, Holden. ‘Yes sir’, ‘no sir’, and all that shit. Show a little respect, and this’ll go a lot smoother, alright?”

      I roll my eyes as I turn and stop him. “Randy, I’m not going to my first fucking prom here, alright? This isn’t a date.”

      I start to look away and continue on up the gangway but he scowls as he grabs my arm and pokes a finger at my chest.

      “Speaking of dates and of you being goddamn respectful…” He narrows his eyes at me. “You’ve been awfully fucking cagey about your little dinner date with Archie’s daughter, you know.”

      I cough and shrug as casually as I possibly can.

      “Cagey?” I roll my eyes again, patting Randy on the shoulder. “You’re dreaming shit up, man. It was just a dinner.”

      “It’s never just a dinner when it’s you and some chick.”

      I sigh, forcing the repeat daydreams I’ve been having for the last week of London Jacobs’s flawless, nude body riding my cock out of my head and hoping the semi in my pants goes away before I step foot out of the gangway.

      “Randy, buddy,” I shrug again. “Nothing happened. And besides, she’s not ‘some chick’, she’s my new boss, remember?”

      “Yeah, that would be my point,” Randy says pointedly, arching a brow at me. “I know you, Holden.”

      “Nothing happened, alright?” I turn before Randy can grill me anymore and make my way up the gangway.

      Time to face the music and see the girl I haven’t been able to get out of my fucking head for the last week.
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* * *

      There’s a whole welcoming committee waiting outside the arrivals gate for us. Out front is Archie Jacobs himself in a pinstripe, three-piece suit and a ten-gallon hat on his head - every inch the old-school Texan he’s supposed to be. Hell, if not for airport security kicking him out for it, he’d probably have a cigar in his mouth and a six-shooter tucked into his pants.

      Behind him is a whole gang of other guys in suits - most likely lawyers, team managers, and probably a board member or two.

      Hey, no pressure, right?

      But I’m only skimming over them before my eyes suddenly land on the blue-eyed, auburn-haired girl standing coolly and almost sullenly behind them all.

      Fuck, she looks good.

      I don’t want her to look good. I want her to have somehow gotten atrociously unattractive in the last week - maybe been afflicted by some sort of skin disorder or something.

      No such luck. Because London Jacobs looks fucking good.

      Archie is sticking his hand out, and I’m gripping it and shaking it, I think. But I’m hardly concentrating on what he’s saying, or even on the words coming out of my own mouth, because she’s right there, holding my gaze and commanding all of my goddamn attention.

      Shit, this isn’t good.

      That cowgirl hat is back on her head, and she's wearing a low-cut, V-neck blouse, tight black pants that make her ass look mouthwateringly good, and a huge, smug grin on her face.

      She dressed up for this; she dressed up for me.

      I like that.

      I like that she looks fucking good, and I like that she did it for me, even if it’s most likely just to tease.

      I’m going around the group, mechanically shaking hands and smiling at the more eager guys who’re “super stoked” I’m considering the Bulls. But then I get to London, and there’s a moment where we both just freeze - neither of us knowing how or when to put our hands out.

      Hell, the last time we touched, it was my teeth on her neck, my hands on her ass, and my cock balls deep in that sweet pussy as she came like a hurricane.

      …It’s a stark contrast to a shaken hand at a business introduction in the middle of an airport.

      She puts her hand out first, suddenly forcing a smile to her face. My hand slides into hers, and there’s one more frozen second where we both lock eyes - the lingering electricity from our previous encounter sizzling through that touch.

      But London only shakes my hand formally and quickly before she yanks her hand back, her fingers curling as the hand drops to her side.

      “Well, son,” Archie pats me on the shoulder, beaming that big Texan smile at me.

      “Let’s show you the stadium, shall we?”
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* * *

      We ride in different cars back to the stadium.

      I get the distinct impression that it’s no accident.

      On the way over, I chat with some of the suits, talking stats and records and season predictions. I’m usually great with “shop talk” like this, especially in a group of guys who’re all looking up at me like I’m the alpha dog in the room. Shit, I’m in my damn element in situations like that.

      This time though, I’m just distracted.

      Goddamnit.

      This isn’t me. This isn’t how I fucking act when it comes to chicks. Sure, the situation is more complicated than most, but if anything, I should be reveling in the awkwardness of this, not getting all introverted and weird like some sort of pussy.

      And so I make a pact with myself to change my damn tune right there in the car from the airport. No more pussyfooting around, and no more getting all tongue-tied around some chick I fucked once.

      Hell, that ain’t me, and it sure as shit ain’t gonna be me when it comes to London Jacobs.
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      Back at the Bulls stadium, there’s a whole big to-do and photo op with me, Archie and a bunch of the team board members.

      London pointedly stands to the side, checking her phone and making notes on a very official looking clipboard.

      They even get some shots of me giving a thumbs up as I sign a contract against Archie’s back - all staged, of course, but this shit will be all over ESPN by tomorrow. At this point, of course, I’ve already broken it to my Rattlesnakes teammates that I’m most likely going to be leaving.

      Definitely not some of the more fun conversations I’ve ever had.

      “So!” Archie claps his hands together, grinning at me after we’re done with the photos. “You probably want to get a look at the facilities, don’t you?”

      I only have time to nod before he’s turning towards his daughter, still posted to the side pretending I’m not here.

      “London, honey!”

      She looks up, and this time, I make good on my self-promise not to get all tripped up around her like some sort of teenager. This time, I wink at her salaciously over her dad’s shoulder when she glances up.

      She glares at me.

      “London, why don’t you show Holden around the place? Give him a once-over of the facilities?”

      I can see her mouth sour and her face stiffen.

      “Sir, I would love that,” I say eagerly, smirking at her.

      She glares daggers at me, and I can tell she wants to say something, but she holds it back and just shrugs.

      “Sure, Dad,” she says, smiling at her father.

      She moves past him and brushes past me, elbowing my arm sharply.

      “Let me show you the facilities, Mr. Cade,” she says brusquely.

      “Yes ma’am,” I say, tipping an imaginary hat before I fall into step behind her.

      I follow her as we make our way into the hallways of the lower-depths of the stadium, watching that tight ass of hers with every damn step. We stop at a door, and it’s not until she coughs loudly that I look up and grin, realizing she’s just caught me.

      She frowns. “Were you just staring at my ass?”

      “Yep.” I shrug casually, grinning at her.

      Her little scowl deepens. “Don’t.”

      “I’ll try.”

      London arches a brow. “You will?”

      I chuckle. “Not really.”

      She groans as she turns and yanks the door open.

      “Fine, whatever. These are the locker rooms.”

      They’re a piece of shit. Well, no, they’re a-state-of-the-art facility, but compared to Denver and the budget we had there, these are crap. But really, that's not at all what I’m thinking about once I follow her inside and let the door shut behind us.

      Because right now, I’m alone with London Jacobs, with every single filthy thought I’ve had about her over the last week roaring through my head as I drink her in with my eyes.

      Fuck, don’t do this.

      But I’m not listening to reason, not right now. There’s blood pounding in my ears, and something primal inside roaring at the nearness of her.

      “So, what do you-” She turns and stops short, seeing the fierce look in my eyes, her own going wide. She takes a shaky breath, swallowing thickly.

      “What do you think?” she asks quietly, gesturing around us at the locker room.

      “Don’t think you want to know what I think, sugar,” I say evenly.

      She arches a brow. “Oh?”

      “Nope.”

      She smirks and crosses her arms across that v-neck blouse, which only serves to push those perfect tits up a little more.

      “And why is that?”

      I grin wider at her. “It’d probably just fluster you.”

      She’s not drinking right now. We’re not a bottle deep in whiskey and she’s not letting her hair down now, like she did before. She’s all business in that blouse and those office-attire pants, her hair pulled up high and tight in a little bun.

      She’s not on her back right now with her legs wrapped around my thighs.

      She’s not moaning my name and saying the words “harder” and “faster”, scratching at my back while I give her every fucking inch.

      Her face is flushed red, but she swallows again and straightens herself up.

      “I don’t fluster easily,” she says icily.

      “Bullshit.”

      London rolls her eyes. “You really think I can do the work I do and work with the kind of people I work with if I got flustered anytime some cocky jock wanted to say something crude?”

      “Actually I was thinking I wanted to push you up against those lockers behind you, push those pants and your panties down to your knees, wrap your hair around my fist, and fuck you like I know you’ve been dying to be fucked ever since the other night.”

      The words come before I can stop them, but at that point, I doubt I could if I wanted to.

      London goes silent, her face goes crimson, and her soft lips form an o-shape.

      I smirk.

      “That’s what I was thinking.”

      She’s blinking quickly, and her tongue darts out to wet her lips.

      “So, not flustered, huh?”

      I grin as I take a step towards her.

      She quickly shakes her head side to side. “Nope.”

      I keep moving into her until she’s pressed up against the lockers behind her, her breath catching in her chest.

      “Still not?”

      She shakes her head. “Hardly.”

      My hands go to her waist, sliding up her blouse, and just trailing across the side-swell of her tits. She gasps slightly, but she doesn’t do or say anything. I move them back down her arms to her wrists, knocking the clipboard from her hands and shoving them up above her head as I lean in close.

      “How about now,” I growl into her ear.

      “Flustered?” She shrugs, but her eyes are wide and darting across my face. “Not in the slightest.”

      I move one hand down over her neck, over the swell of her breast, and over her stomach. Her chest is heaving, her breath panting. I walk my fingers down further to the waist of her pants, and that’s when she whimpers.

      “We’re not doing this,” she all but whimpers, her eyes darting across mine.

      “Cause you don’t want to?”

      “Because we shouldn’t.”

      “So you do want to,” I growl.

      “I didn’t say that,” she says quietly, her eyes flashing fire.

      “So say it.”

      She says nothing.

      “So you’re not flustered or anything at all right now, right?

      London swallows again, saying nothing and just shaking her head.

      “Cool as a fucking cucumber, huh?”

      She nods. “Mhmm. I told you, you can’t flust-”

      “Darlin’,” I lean down to her face, my lips inches away from hers, and my hands still pinning hers above her head.

      “I haven’t even started yet.”

      My lips brush just over hers, and then it’s like a damn ocean crashing down on us.

      London mashes her lips to mine, and then it’s all over. I growl as I mold my body against hers, pushing her back against the lockers. I let go of her hands, bringing mine down to grab her waist as her arms wrap around my neck. She moans as I cup her tight ass, my cock throbbing hard against her as she whimpers into my mouth.

      We’re writhing against each other, as I reach down and pull her shirt out from where it’s tucked into those business pants. My hand moves to her jaw, cupping it as I kiss her fiercely before sliding up into her hair. I’m twisting it and pulling it out of its neatly tied up little bun as she moans into my mouth, before suddenly she’s pulling away with a sharp gasp.

      “Stop.” She pulls away completely, her eyes flashing as she shakes her head. “No, we’re not doing this.”

      “We already did, sugar.” I grin, feeling my pulse roar with pure want for her.

      London shakes her head.

      “That was before.”

      “Before…what?” I raise a brow. “You got a rule against this down in Texas? Cause I gotta tell you that might be a deal break-”

      “Before you came down to sign onto my team, Holden!” she hisses.

      “I haven’t yet.”

      “You’re going to though.”

      I move against her. “I’m willing to put it off another hour,” I husk into her ear, hearing her breath catch.

      She swallows, blinking like she’s thinking about it. But then she frowns and shakes her head slowly.

      “There are a lot of girls in Houston, Holden.” She glares at me. “Pick one that isn’t your boss.”

      I snort. “Oh is that what you are?”

      “It’s what I will be.”

      I grin as I move against her again. “Well that makes things interesting, now doesn’t it?”

      She glares at me as she pushes me back. “It makes things impossible.”

      “Hey, I’m not looking to date you, sugar.”

      Her eyes narrow fiercely at me. “Oh fuck you,” she hisses. “I’d never date you.”

      I shrug. “Perfect. Hey, I’m ready to keep it as just fucking whenever you want.”

      I move my hips against her, letting her feel how fucking hard my cock is against her thigh. London’s eyes dart to mine as she rakes her teeth distractingly across her bottom lip.

      “I’m not some groupie slut you know.”

      I lean in close before she can stop me, and she gasps quietly and haltingly as I take her earlobe gently between my teeth, my breath hot against her neck.

      “Yeah,” I growl. “But I’m wondering just how bad you want me to make you my little slut,” I rasp into her ear.

      London fucking moans.

      Or, at least I think she does, because right after that, she slaps me.

      Fucking hard.

      Oops.

      “Watch your fucking mouth!” she hisses, jabbing a finger at my chest.

      Yeah, she’s pissed.

      London scowls at me once more before she pushes me aside and storms past me.

      “Tour’s over, asshole. Let’s go.”

      Well, there’s the line, and here I am about ten steps past it.

      …Story of my fucking life.
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      Well hell.

      How did I just let that happen again, exactly?

      I’m sucking in breaths of air as I furiously tuck my blouse back into my pants, feeling my face burning hot and a wicked, sinful pulse throb between my legs.

      How did I let that happen? Well, because he’s right, that’s how.

      Because that night and the man I spent it with is all I’ve been thinking about for the last week, usually at wildly inappropriate times.

      That’s why I let it happen.

      I run my fingers through my hair as I turn to see him still standing back by the row of lockers, his arms crossed over his chest and a grin on his face. Damnit, why does he look so fucking calm and not at all flustered like I’m sure I look?

      I glare at him, doing my best to fix my hair and tuck it back into its work-place bun.

      “Let’s go.”

      “Aww, no more tour?” Holden makes a fake pout face. “But I haven’t seen all the facilities.”

      “You’ve seen enough,” I mutter.

      “That’s debatable.” He grins. “But I can say I like what I’ve seen so far.”

      The heat blooms traitorously into my face before I remember that I’m angry at him and force myself to glare at him again.

      “My little slut.”

      Jesus fucking Christ, who the hell does this prick think he is? And who even talks to women like that? I turn away from him, finally fixing my hair up into a messier bun than I’d normally ever leave the house with, but it’ll have to do. I smooth the front of my blouse and making sure it’s tucked all the way back in before I take another breath.

      This isn’t me. I don’t go to pieces or get tongue tied like this. I’m in charge, always.

      …So how come I’m not around him, at all?

      “Tour is definitely over,” I say firmly, reaching down and snatching my clipboard off the floor from where it was knocked. I give Holden one last cold look before I turn, yank the door to the locker room open, and walk right into Serena.

      “Hi!” I blurt the word quickly, stumbling backwards and almost into Holden as he exits the locker room after me.

      “Hi yourself?” Serena raises a single eyebrow at me, a suspicious little grin creeping at the corners of her mouth as my face goes bright red. I quickly clear my throat, praying that the flush clears with it.

      “So what’s up?” I say, far too eagerly, nodding afterwards as though she’s already answered me, even though she’s still just smiling curiously.

      “Uh, nothing much.” Serena raises a brow again as she subtly nods at my hair. My face goes bright crimson again with heat as I meekly reach up and push at the bun.

      “Yeah, it’s so windy out today. It’s killing my hair.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Serena nods, a serious look on her face. “Here, try this.”

      She reaches into her bag and passes me a comb.

      “Real freaking windy in that locker room, huh?” she mutters under her breath as she passes it to me.

      I swallow thickly.

      “I was just showing Holden here the facilities.”

      Serena smiles, wagging her eyebrows at me as she looks past me.

      “Well of course you were.” She gives me another quick knowing look before she puts her hand out. “Welcome to the Bulls, Mr. Cade.”

      I glare at her.

      “Holden, this is my secretary, Serena.”

      She gives me a look and an eye-roll.

      “Actually, Serena handles publicity around here.”

      “Well, among other things,” Serena says in a purring tone, shooting Holden a look that gets my blood roaring.

      Ugh, WHY would I possibly care about that?

      I push those thoughts away as reach up to toy with my hair again.

      “Anyways, we’re just finishing up a tour of the place.”

      Serena nods. “Well, if you’re done, your dad and your agent,” she points at Holden, “wanted to see both of you up in the board room.”
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* * *

      I let Serena walk ahead with Holden, scowling at his back as we approach the board room.

      “Oh, sweetness!”

      I cringe at the grating sound of Joanne’s voice.

      “Hate” is a strong word, and so I don’t hate my dad’s second wife, I just don’t really like her much. She and my dad met about ten years ago, and while it’s great that he finally found someone to settle down with after the shitty way my mom left when I was little, there’s something to be said about his taste in women.

      Joanne’s got “gold-digger” practically written across her forehead. She’s only about eight years older than me, and as far as I can tell, has spent the majority of her life fretting over her looks and spending older men’s money. But, she makes my dad happy, so I basically decided a long time ago to just let it be.

      The “sweetness” crap is from our first introduction, when she decided I was “far too involved in masculine things”, what with always watching football and hanging out at a pro stadium. She also thought my plans to travel the country scouting prospective players was “tawdry and lewd.”

      She of course blamed it on my mother having left when I was so young, and decided I “needed a little feminine sweetness” in my life.

      Hence, the nickname.

      That, I do hate.

      “Hi, Joanne,” I say flatly, nodding at Serena to go on ahead with Holden.

      “Are you here for the big signing?”

      I don’t think Joanne has watched a game of football in her life, which is just one more bizarre facet of my dad, the football nut, being with her.

      “Oh, Lord no,” she says with an exaggerated eye roll and a wave of her hand. “I just stopped by to pick up a little walking around money from your father.”

      I suppress the urge to roll my eyes.

      “I’m on my way to Bermuda, actually,” she says, pulling a compact out of her purse and peering into it as she pokes at the corners of her eyes. “You know how it is, London, sometimes us girls just need to get away from all the stresses of the day-to-day, you know?”

      Joanne’s “stresses of the day-to-day” are, at worst, trying to figure out how to swap her esthetician appointment around so it won’t interfere with her life coaching session.

      I push back the urge to make a comment about her trip and change the subject instead.

      “Hey, Joanne, has my dad been taking his meds regularly? He was having some pain in his shoulder the other day and I just want to make sure he-”

      “Oh, honey, I’m not his nurse!” Joanne says with a shrill little laugh, closing her compact and giving me a look.

      I purse my lips together.

      “Right, but you’re his wife, so would you mind terribly just making sure he’s taking all four every day?”

      “London, your father is a grown man, you know.”

      I narrow my eyes at her.

      “Right, a grown man with high cholesterol and a history of heart issues, so could you please take five seconds out of your day to make sure he’s-”

      Joanne sighs dramatically. “Oh sweetness,” she says with another laugh.  “Still thinking about everyone else now aren’t we?”

      I grind my teeth.

      “And still single I take it?”

      I frown. “I’m dating.”

      “Sure you are, honey,” she smiles saccharinely at me. “Sure you are. Well don’t you fret, we’ll find a nice man for you yet!”

      I glare at her, trying not to take the obvious bait.

      “Thank you, Joanne, but I’m not worried about that.”

      “Apparently not.”

      The door to the conference room swings open as my dad pops his head out.

      “There’s my girls! London, you about ready?”

      I give Joanne one last glare.

      “Enjoy Bermuda, Joanne.”

      “Enjoy your boys club,” she says with a sigh.

      “Oh, and London?” Joanne raises a brow at me. “Honey we have got to do something about that hair of yours.”

      I swallow the heat from my face as I follow my dad into the conference room.
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* * *

      “So, what do you think, son?”

      Dad claps his hands together eagerly, beaming at Holden.

      This is why he’s got me working for him, because although my dad can be a tough negotiator, it’s times like this when he’s excited about something working out where his poker face leaves a little bit to be desired.

      Holden nods, that grin coming to his face.

      “You know what, I really liked what I saw,” he announces to the room before turning and looking directly at me.

      I scowl, clearing my throat.

      “We’ve been going over your extracurricular track record,” I say icily, meeting his stare right back. My mind flashes back to the myriad of sordid pictures and tabloid stories involving Holden and an endless stream of half-naked girls giggling all over him. The same confusing heat from before comes bubbling up inside, before I angrily shove it back down.

      Dad frowns. “Oh, I don’t think we need to get into that just yet, Lon-”

      “No, Dad, I think we do, actually,” I say pointedly.

      I’m going off-book here, and I know it. Holden might be the wildest, but it’s not like we’ve never recruited a pro football player that didn’t have some sort of party-boy history that needed some cleaning up.

      But here I am, hanging onto it and getting more and more ticked off by the idea of his shenanigans with all those stupid other girls.

      You are SO jealous…

      I frown again at the voice inside my head, taking a deep breath and trying to bury it deep. I am not “jealous”; please. I knew exactly who and what Holden Cade was going into all that, and I’ll be damned if I let myself feel used like one of his little groupie skanks.

      But, this also isn’t just some sort of personal bullshit. Holden behaving while on this team is my business.

      “As I was saying, Mr. Cade, we’ve been looking over your tabloid record.”

      Holden grins. “Oh yeah? Anything good?”

      Some of the other board members snort out laughter as he turns and grins at them all, but I am not having it.

      “Not really, no.” I shake my head tersely, keeping my eyes on his.

      “If you pull some of that crap here in Houston, we’re going to have a problem.”

      Dad puts a hand on my arm.

      “I think we can discuss team behavior later, London.”

      I scowl again, but this time, I drop it.

      Holden clears his throat.

      “To answer your question, Mr. Jacobs, yes sir, I’m interested.”

      Dad beams again as Randy pats his client on the shoulder.

      “Well then, should we break out the official paperwork then?”

      “Well, almost.”

      Every eye in the room turns to Holden’s grinning, smug face, including his manager, who looks like he wants to put duct tape over his mouth.

      Holden shrugs again, reaching up to push his fingers through his tussled blonde hair.

      “I mean, I’ve known Denver my whole life, sir,” he says, addressing my dad. “And I’m sure Houston is a great little town and all, but I just,” he looks down and kicks at the hardwood floor with his boot-heel in this absurd “aww shucks” way that probably gets me more annoyed than it should. “I just don’t think I can make a move like this until I see what there is to do to kick back and relax in a flashy place like this.”

      My men around the room chuckle. I just roll my eyes.

      The man is looking at an absurdly lucrative contract considering his recent record and conduct. And he’s worried about our nightlife?

      My dad shakes his head, still laughing as he steps up to Holden and claps him on the shoulder.

      “Fair enough, son! Fair enough!” He glances around the room.

      “So! Who’s takin’ our boy here out on the town?”

      I’m not at all surprised by the hand that shoots up first.

      Tom, of course. Tom’s one of the younger guys on the board – a smarmy business school, holier-than-thou asshole who’s tried to convince me to come out on a date with him on more than one occasion.

      Besides being bad with hints, he’s a world-class suck up.

      “I know a great cigar bar, buddy,” he says eagerly, stepping forward with a particularly opportunistic grin on his face, like he and Holden are old pals.

      “Not much of a cigar fan,” Holden shrugs, brushing him off.  “I’m really more of a whiskey guy.” He looks at me pointedly as he says it.

      I quickly look at my clipboard, as if there’s suddenly something extremely important I need to study on it.

      “I’m a whiskey man myself, actually,” Dad pipes up. “But I’m not much for goin’ out and painting the town red these days,” he says with a chuckle.

      He furrows his brow for a second before he turns and beams at me.

      Oh no.

      “You know, London is a pretty damn good whiskey aficionado herself, actually! Takes after her old man like that.”  Dad slings an arm over my shoulders. “Hell, she could take you!”

      A lump forms in my throat as Holden turns his gaze to me, the corners of his mouth curling in a wicked grin.

      “Oh yeah? You a big whiskey drinker?” he says pointedly, smirking at me like he’s enjoying watching me twist on the line like this.

      “Yep,” I say thinly.

      “Any place around town you know that might have Pappy Van Winkle 23 year?”

      Heat floods into my face as Holden’s eyes pierce right into me and sends a little warm shiver through my body.

      “A Pappy fan, huh?” Dad chuckles, waving a finger at Holden. “I think you and I are gonna get along just fine, son!”

      Holden grins. “Yes sir! I really enjoyed myself last time I had a few of those.”

      His gaze only seems to get more intense, and I quickly swallow the lump in my throat as that warm feeling starts to find its way to places that I certainly don’t need being made warm by Holden Cade.

      “That work out for you, honey?”

      I can tell my dad is looking at me expectantly, but I’m still just looking right at Holden, my gaze icy.

      “I’ve got work to do tonight.”

      “This is work,” Dad mutters under his breath, giving me a stern look.

      “Ms. Jacobs, I’d be delighted to have you show me around.”

      Holden’s still staring right at me, that supremely cocky grin plastered across his supremely perfect face.

      ‘I’m wondering just how bad you want me to make you my little slut.’

      I ignore the illicit little shiver that tingles down my back, along with the pulsing throb between my legs as he looks at me like that.

      “Fine,” I say flippantly.

      Holden licks his lips.

      “Well then, we’ll reconvene tomorrow after our boy here has had a chance to take in the town, shall we?”

      Dad and Randy shake hands and the room starts to break as the other board members begin to leave or talk amongst themselves.

      “See you tonight, sugar.” His voice is velvet in my ear, and I can feel my tingle before I whirl on him.

      “Just so we’re clear, this is just a business thing,” I hiss under my breath, jabbing a finger at his broad chest.

      “Perfect,” he purrs. “I’ve become a big fan of your ‘business’ things.”

      My face goes bright red as I whirl around. But Dad and Randy are halfway out the door of the conference room, and far out of earshot.

      “Watch it,” I hiss as I turn back to him. “I’m your boss now.”

      He shakes his head as he takes a step closer to me.

      “Not yet you’re not.”

      A hand goes to my waist, and I can feel the breath catch in my throat before I force myself to step away from the gravitational pull of him I keep seeming to get caught up in.

      “Not happening,” I say as coolly as I can, shaking my head.

      All I can think about are those stupid tabloid pictures of him and his army of football groupies. Giggling, touching him, letting him pour champagne all over them. There’s a long list of silly girls who’ve been wooed and used by Holden Cade, and here I am signing my name on the bottom of it.

      He leans down, his lips by my ear.

      “And if you wanted to go ahead and wear one of those cute little cowgirl hats again, I got a stallion you could ride on.”

      I shiver, feeling the flush bloom through my face. I rake my teeth across my lip, inhaling the scent of him and feeling dangerously close to falling right into him before I manage to center my head and pull away.

      I step back from him, quickly taking a breath.

      “Keep dreaming,” I say with a thin smile.

      “Oh, believe me, I will.”

      He steps close again, letting his fingertips trail over my hip.

      “I’ll keep dreaming of it until you’re moaning my name again with every inch of my cock inside that tight pussy of yours.”

      Oh, God.

      And this time, I know I’m going to fall. His crude, dirty words and that hot voice of his slipping inside my ear has me so damn hot and so wet. And I know if he asked, I’d let him take me right here and right now in the middle of the damn conference room.

      “Hey, dick-head, you ready? We got some financials to go over.”

      I gasp and jump away from Holden at the sound of Randy’s voice - pulling back like I’ve just touched a hot pan with my hand.

      I swallow quickly, my face positively beating with heat as I look up and momentarily lock eyes with the hot, consuming, prick of a jock grinning away at me.

      “See you tonight, sugar.” He winks as he turns. “Seriously though, wear the hat.”
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      Remind me why you said yes to this?

      I glare at my reflection in the full-length mirror in my bedroom.

      Duty, I guess. Duty to my dad and this team, and knowing that despite his infuriating arrogance and his cocky charm, we do need Holden Cade.

      I feel an illicit tingle run down my spine as I say it again, hoping to convince myself that agreeing to go out with Holden again is for “duty” and not because of any lingering forbidden urges I may have for him.

      I sigh and slump my shoulders at the outfit reflected back to me - the fourth one I’ve tried on. Because as much as I want to brush off what happened before with him as just a one-time thing, and as adamant as I am with myself that of course what happened before will never happen again, here I am preening for him.

      Ridiculous.

      But still, this last outfit with the jacket?

      Uh, yeah, no way.

      The apartment phone rings as I’m struggling with the quarter-sleeve blouse that looks better fit for teaching fourth grade math than it does going out on the town with the hottest man in professional football - however much it is not a date.

      “Ms. Jacobs?” It’s the building concierge downstairs. “There’s a package delivery for you down here.”

      My brow furrows in puzzlement considering the late hour.

      “Okay, thanks David, you can just send him up.”

      I’ve managed to rid myself of the schoolmarm blouse and slip back into a sweatshirt and jeans when there’s a knock at my door.

      “Evening ma’am. Sign here please.”

      I look at the garment bag in the delivery guy’s hands in puzzlement as I scrawl my name across a tablet screen.

      “Hey, who’s this from, by the way?”

      The guy pulls a delivery receipt out of his pocket and frowns.

      “It’s from a Mr. Pappy Winkle?”

      I roll my eyes.

      Of course it’s from him.

      The delivery guy smiles at me as he passes me the garment bag.

      “Have a good evening.”

      Back in my room with the garment bag draped across the bed, I rip open the small card that was taped to the zipper.

      
        “No uptight business suits tonight.”

      

      The corners of my lips pull back in a small grin before I can stop it as I pick up the package by the hanger and start to pull open the zipper.

      “Well, let’s see what you’d like me to wear instead, Mr. Ca-”

      I freeze as the garment bag drops away, and I can feel the heat bloom through my cheeks as I stare at quite possible the shortest, skimpiest little black dress in the world. I blink as the heat comes rushing into my face, staring at the scandalously teensy dress hanging off the hanger in my hand.

      No way.

      It’s not a cocktail party black dress. It’s not “flirty”, or “fun”. It’s what I’d wear if I were waitressing at a strip club, or dancing in an 80’s rock music video.

      Huffing, I almost throw the stupid thing across the room.

      Give me a break.

      It’s enough that I have to walk back into the lion’s den and take Holden out on the town again. But there’s not a snowball’s chance in hell that I’ll be doing it in this thing. I roll my eyes as I stand there staring at the dress, trying to even imagine the gall and the arrogance it would take to even send a woman something like this to wear. I bite my lip, running a hand over the soft silk, the delicate embroidery along the scandalous hemline, and the plunging neckline.

      And yet, as wildly inappropriate a gift and as porn-star racy as it is, it is a gorgeous dress.

      Oh screw it.

      I’m pulling off my clothes and slipping the skimpy thing down over my body before I know it, feeling a heady, naughty rush as the cool silk skims over my skin. I pull it down, my face only getting redder as I realize it is down as far as it goes. Taking a deep breath, I finally drag my eyes up to the mirror.

      Whoa.

      I look scandalous. I look like a senator’s mistress. I look like a femme fatale.

      …And I look hot.

      So, this is what Holden Cade likes his dates to go out in, huh?

      I roll my eyes at the thought. Briefly, I flash a flirty kiss-face in the mirror as I twirl, blushing again as the super short hemline teases up over my ass.

      I stop, breathing thickly and blinking.

      No. Good LORD no.

      I quickly pull the dress off and toss it on my bed, shivering as the silk leaves my body.

      I may not have to go out tonight to meet Holden Cade dressed like a math teacher, but I’m sure as hell not going as a call-girl either.

      [image: ]
* * *

      "You're not wearing what I asked.”

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes and scowl at him. I know exactly why the smug smiling jock standing in front of me sent me the dress he did, and it wasn’t because he legitimately thought I’d wear it.

      It’s to fluster me. And so far, he’s been doing a pretty great job of doing just that. So far, he’s managed to turn me into this blushing, huffing, eye-rolling and scowling version of myself that I’m frankly starting to get tired of.

      That ends tonight.

      Because tonight, though I may have to be out with him, I’m going to show him exactly what I consider him.

      A work thing.

      An acquisition.

      An ignorable, forgettable distraction.

      A one-time thing, and that time has passed.

      So instead of scowling, I only smile sweetly, tossing my hair over my shoulder.

      “Oh, did you want me to go with the washcloth you sent me?”

      Holden grins wolfishly as he nods.

      “Yup.”

      We’re standing outside and slightly away from the front door to some new hyped-up club downtown. Not my scene, but loud house music and trashy club girls seems like the sort of place Holden Cade would spend his nights, and the whole point of this is to convince him that Houston is the city for him.

      “Well, be honored, I hardly ever wear dresses.” I gesture down at the far demurer purple Herve Leger number I finally found in the back of my closet.

      “I seem to remember you wearing a dress for our date in Denver.”

      I almost falter in my plans to resist scowling at him before I catch myself and just smile.

      “Not a date, and like I said; a rare occurrence. You should feel lucky.”

      Holden grins. “You know, I do seem to remember getting lucky.”

      My mouth flies open as the blush blooms hot across my face, and I’m almost about to lose it and tell him where he can go shove it when he holds a finger up.

      “Bottle that up and use it as dancing fuel instead, okay?”

      I resist a scowl with everything I have.

      “I don’t really dance much.”

      “Well, tonight you do,” he says, holding an arm out.

      I chew on my lip for a second before I finally put my arm through his.

      I can feel the jealous stares of other women waiting in line as we breeze to the front. A bouncer recognizes Holden and quickly unclips the red rope across the door, ushering us inside.

      “No lines for big shot quarterbacks, hmm?” I say with a teasing tone.

      “Oh, I can get into all sorts of places, sugar,” he murmurs into my ear as we step into the bouncing pulsing darkness of the club.

      I shiver.

      Holden maneuvers us over to the bar, a nervous flutter in my stomach the whole way.

      “Double bourbon?”

      Terrible idea.

      And this time, I actually listen to that voice inside my head. Because if there’s one thing I’ve learned from years of negotiating and scouting, it’s this: learn from your mistakes. And drinking with Holden Cade is most assuredly a mistake.

      Because I know where that leads to, and I do not plan on repeating last time.

      …As much as the idea of doing so brings a shiver to my body.

      I quickly look back up at him, shaking my head.

      "Just a sparkling water.”

      Holden gives me a strange look before turning to the bartender, ordering our drinks.

      “Well, shit. There go my plans of getting you drunk and having my way with you," he says with a cocked eyebrow, handing me my plain sparkling water.

      I flash him a look. “Oh, I believe it was me having my way with you," I shoot back.

      He shakes his head. “I feel so dirty.”

      “Oh, you should,” I fire back with a sly grin, sipping my sparkling water. “But I highly doubt I’m the cause of that.”

      Holden laughs through a sip of whiskey. “Still stuck on these tabloid stories, huh?”

      I shrug. “Hey, I’m just worried about you causing problems for the team with your shenanigans.”

      “So, it’s not like you’re irrationally jealous or anything then, right?”

      My eyes dart to his to see him wagging his brows at me, smirking like he’s dying to get me to react the way he wants me to.

      I don’t.

      “Aww,” I put on a fake pouty face as I reach up and pat his perfect cheek. “You didn’t think that one night was good enough to get me to fall all over you, did you?” I sigh.

      Holden’s grin only widens.

      “Sure you want to go down this road, sugar?”

      “Oh,” I shake my head, still smiling sweetly at him as I dart a finger back and forth between us. “There is no road here, sugar.”

      Holden suddenly pulls me close, making my breath catch.

      “See, I look at an uptight girl like yourself, and I have zero doubts that the other night was the best sex of your whole damn life,” he growls into my ear.

      I swallow quickly, feeling the blood roaring through my ears and the scent of him filling my senses.

      I wet my lips as I look up at him.

      “I’ve had better.”

      “No you haven’t.”

      I shiver.

      Right there with his hand on my arm and his body hard against mine in the swirling masses of the club, I shiver.

      And he knows it.

      “Dance with me.”

      It’s a command, not a question. But instead of getting indignant or resisting, I only nod.

      I definitely nod.

      We leave our drinks behind as he pulls me into the pulsing crowd. His hands move to my hips, mine to his powerful arms as we move together, eyes locked. The music slides over us as he pulls me tighter against him, his hips rocking into me and mine responding in turn. I gasp as I feel the thickness in his pants pressing hotly and demandingly against my belly.

      I blink quickly as I stare up into his eyes.

      He knows I feel it.

      He wants me to feel it.

      We grind together as we dance, locking eyes and saying nothing as we rock with the music. Holden leans in and then pulls away, and God help me, all I want is for him to kiss me then.

      And I’m not even drinking.

      He does it again, leaning close and letting his breath tease over my neck. I whimper quietly and I can feel his deep chuckle rumbling through my body.

      He’s teasing me, and he knows it. He knows exactly how much of a puddle this is turning me into.

      But I also know how damn hard I’m making him, putting us at a sort of standoff wondering who’ll make the first move.

      The music slows into this deep, throbbing sexy beat as the lights dim even further. And this time, as he leans in to tease me again, it’s more than I can stand.

      I break.

      I moan when his lips sear against my own, moaning as I feel him growl and open his mouth to mine. Tongues slide together as his hands circle around my waist and down to my ass. He cups me tightly, making me moan more as he pulls me tight against the throbbing cock in his pants.

      But suddenly, I find my head. Suddenly, I can see clearly again if only for an instant.

      But it’s all I need.

      I gasp, yanking back from him and bringing a hand to my mouth as I shake my head.

      "Are you fucking crazy?" I hiss.

      Holden’s eyes flash. He reaches out and yanks me back to him.

      “Yeah, a little."

      And then I’m kissing him all over again, moaning into his mouth and letting my body press against his in the semi-anonymous darkness of the crowd.

      Crowd.

      Suddenly, all I can think about is someone noticing who he is and grabbing a picture or something. And then my mind drifts to the tabloid headlines of him doing exactly this sort of thing with however many other girls in however many other clubs.

      I pull back and push him away, shaking my head at him.

      No.

      I will not be one of Holden Cade’s little conquests, because I am not that girl.

      Holden’s face darkens as he moves towards me again. But this time, I’m shaking my head as I whirl and start to push my way through the crowd away from him.

      Because I have to get away from him, or I might lose myself all over again.

      Club music is pounding as a strong hand grabs my arm through the crowd, making me gasp sharply as it pulls me back. I whirl as he pulls me hard against him.

      “Holden-”

      “See, we’ve got a problem,” he growls, his eyes flashing into mine in the dim light of the club.

      “If someone sees-”

      “The problem is,” he murmurs darkly, “that the harder you try and pretend you don’t want this to happen again, the more I fucking want it to.”

      I swallow thickly as I shake my head.

      “I told you, that was a-”

      But Holden suddenly pushes us back, away from the crowds and into a dark alcove of the club by a door with a “no exit” sign on it.

      “Darlin’,” he growls, “I know damn well what you keep telling me with your mouth. But we both know that the rest of you is whistling a different tune.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yes you do,” he husks out, his hands moving to my hips as he pushes me against the wall in the shadows. His hands start to move lower over my hips, his large thumbs sliding down over the edge of my panties beneath the dress.

      I’m breathing heavily, feeling the blood running like hot oil through my veins as I start to lose myself completely.

      “We both know that if I were to put my hand under this dress of yours, I’d find your panties soaking wet,” Holden growls again into my ear, making me audibly moan.

      I shake my head.

      “You’re delusional,” I gasp, shivering as his hand suddenly slides right down the front of my dress. It slips beneath it and then traces right up the inside of my thigh, right to my panties.

      Which are, of course, soaked.

      Holden chuckles darkly into my ear as his huge hand cups my pussy through the flimsy material.

      “People could see-”

      “They won’t,” he growls into my ear.

      Suddenly, he pulls away, grabbing my arm and pulling me with him as he strides to the “do not enter” door.

      “Holden, we-”

      He kicks the door open, pulling me inside and pushing me against the wall of what appears to be a coat room of sorts, clearly not being used since it’s summer in Houston, Texas.

      Holden slams the door shut, leaving us in almost total darkness but for the glow of an exit sign across the room. The neon glow bathes us in red light as he takes my mouth again, growling as he presses his huge frame against mine.

      His hand moves back between my legs, his thick finger sliding between my cleft through my panties and stroking the growing wet spot.

      I’m panting for him, feeling him this close with his finger maddeningly stroking me like that.

      “We shouldn’t-”

      “But we can.”

      His fingers push my panties to the side, and I whimper as he strokes one across my bare seam.

      “Holden-”

      “Tell me to stop then.” He pauses, his finger just shy of brushing my aching clit on an upstroke.

      I shake my head, my own hands grabbing his wrist and pulling him closer.

      “Keep going.”

      He growls as he kisses me again, like he’s claiming my mouth with his. His thumb brushes across my clit as he swallows the moan it brings to my lips.

      “This- I mean,” I’m gasping, unable to say words as he suddenly sinks a thick finger deep inside.

      “Don’t go thinking that this is part of the contract or anything,” I manage to croak out. My hands are still clinging to his wrist, feeling the muscles there ripple as he slowly fingers me.

      He suddenly spins me around, and I can feel my body ache for him as my hands go flat against the wall. In an instant, he’s yanking my dress up over my ass, and before I can even register it, his palm comes down with a hot smack across my butt.

      I gasp sharply. Twice. Once at the spank, and once more at the aching, toe-curling desire it brings roaring up inside of me.

      “I think you should stop thinking about business, sugar,” he growls into my ear, his palm smoothing over the place it landed.

      “Did you just spank me?”

      “Did you like it?” His lips brush against my ear.

      I bite my lip, panting and feeling my blood running like fire through my body. I don’t trust myself to open my mouth.

      Holden chuckles darkly, his hand moving over my ass, pulling my thong down with it. He lets the panties slip down to my knees, as he pushes his hand down between my legs to stroke my pussy with a thick finger.

      “I think someone likes being a bad girl,” he murmurs into my ear.

      I moan.

      “Hold your skirt up for me.”

      God help me, I do it. I reach back and pull my dress up to my hips and push my ass out towards this cocky, demanding, undeniable man commanding me in the dark of that room.

      His palm comes down again on my bare ass, making me moan out loud.

      “That stung,” I gasp out, feeling my pussy absolutely leaking my desire.

      Holden’s hand moves over my skin again as he leans over my back, his lips brushing my ear.

      “Guess I should kiss it all better then.”

      “What-”

      He suddenly drops to his knees behind me, his hands sliding up to pull my hips back. I’m panting as I oblige him, arching my back and pushing my ass back as my fingers rake the wall in front of me.

      “Spread your legs.”

      And I do.

      I cry out when his tongue drags hot and wetly across my slit as his hands grip my ass. His tongue is wicked and insistent, teasing at my clit, dragging through my folds, and driving in deep.

      I moan as I feel him growl hungrily into me, his tongue burying deep inside as his strong, powerful hands grip my ass and spread me wide for him.

      “Goddamn you taste like fucking heaven,” he groans, pulling away for an instant and stroking me with a fingertip. He pushes two fingers deep inside of me, curling them forward and teasing that sweet spot inside as he moves in again with his mouth. His lips wrap gently around my throbbing clit as he swirls the tip of his tongue around it.

      He pushes me harder, and faster, coaxing the orgasm from my body with his tongue and his fingers, making my knees shake and my body start to quiver as the inevitable begins to roar inside of me.

      His hand comes down again, spanking the soft skin of my ass as his tongue dances circles around my clit.

      And it’s the last crack before I shatter.

      I cry out, burying my scream in my arm as I all but collapse against his face. The climax is sweet and all-consuming, making my head swim and my legs all but give out as he licks me through it.

      I start to sag against the wall when he stands and turns me, bringing me into him and letting me sink into his chest. His arms go around me, holding me tight - enveloping me in his strength as I pant.

      Holy. Fuck.

      Suddenly, there’s a pounding on the door to the coat room, and Holden just manages to get me behind him as it kicks in.

      The huge bouncer looms in the doorway.

      “Look, pal, you and your lady have to get the fuck out of-” he stops, and though I can’t see him, hidden behind Holden’s large frame, I can imagine the look on his face when he utters his next words.

      “Motherfuckin’ Holden Cade?”

      Holden shrugs, and I can just imagine that cocky, shit-eating grin spreading across his face.

      “Holy shit, man!” the bouncer hoots out. “Shit, I’m sorry to barge in like this on you and…” the guy chuckles. “My man! Holden Cade! Dude, you’re on my fantasy team! I’ve been a Rattlesnakes fan since forever! Tough being down here in Houston though with all these pussy Bulls fans, I’ll tell you.”

      Holden clears his throat. “Well, uh, listen…”

      “Oh, Dan.”

      Holden nods. “Right, Dan. Listen man, you think you could…”

      Dan swears.

      “Oh, shit, yeah, my bad, Mr. Cade.” He laughs. “Yeah you take all the time you need, buddy, and you have a good night.” He clears his throat. “Uh, you too, miss.”

      I cringe, feeling my face go nuclear.

      The door shuts, and Holden turns with the exact shit-eating grin I was imagining.

      “You know, I think I’m going to like this town, even if it is apparently full of pussy Bulls fan-”

      “Oh my God,” I cut him off as I step away, dropping my face to my hands and shaking my head.

      Holden laughs. “Don’t worry, he didn’t know it was-”

      “We shouldn’t have done that.”

      I can feel my blood pressure skyrocket as I start to breathe faster and faster. I’m blinking as I try and swallow the crushing tightness in my throat, shaking my head as I step away from him.

      “We really should not have done that. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      He frowns.

      “Jesus, London; chill.”

      I whip my head up, my eyes narrowing at him.

      “Don’t tell me to chill! Do you have any idea what would’ve happened if he knew who you were back here with? To my fucking career? To your fucking career?”

      He rolls his eyes.

      “Fine, don’t chill. But it’s fine.”

      I narrow my eyes at him, shaking my head.

      “No, it’s not fine, Holden. You can’t just do that!”

      His brow furrows into a scowl right back at me.

      “What’s your deal?”

      I sneer at him, hating how fucking cavalier he’s acting about what just happened.

      “My deal? My deal is you’re a player, for my team.”

      “So?”

      My face reddens, as I bend down and pull my panties back up, smoothing my skirt as the heat radiates through me.

      “So this is inappropriate.”

      His scowl melts into a wolfish smile.

      “I think that’s what we both like about it.”

      “Well, I don’t,” I hiss out. “Besides, I’m not one of your little groupies.”

      “I never said you were.”

      “Well, I’m acting like it!” I throw back.

      He sighs, pushing a hand through his hair.

      “Look, let’s go get a drink, okay?”

      “Is that your answer to everything? To have a drink?”

      Holden’s jaw tightens as he glares at me.

      “Yep.”

      “Maybe you should stop, or slow down.”

      “Well now where’s the fun in that?” he says evenly, still glaring at me.

      “Well you won’t end up with your car wrapped around a telephone pole like your friend, for one.”

      The room goes dead quiet, and suddenly a lump forms in my throat.

      Fuck. I just went over the line.

      I quickly shake my head. “Shit, I’m sorry.” I wince as I step towards him. “I didn’t mean-“

      “Nope, heard you loud and clear, sweetheart.” Holden’s eyes narrow. “So I’m a drunk.”

      “I didn’t say that, I just said to slow-”

      “Least I’m not lying to myself about being a little star fucker.”

      I hold his eye for one solid beat before I whirl, slam open the back exit door, and stalk off to find a cab.
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      Well, that went well.

      I kick open the minibar door back in my hotel suite, yanking a few nips of whiskey out and stomping onto my balcony.

      I’m pissed that she brought up Brandon, and pissed that she ending things like that when it was clear we were both into it. Because little miss “oh we can’t do this” was very into doing “this” when my tongue was curled around her clit and my fingers knuckle-deep in her pussy.

      Goddamnit, shoulda stayed in fucking Denver.

      I should have stayed in the land of milk and honey - by which I mean pussy; no-strings, no drama, no hot-and-cold, freaking out about it “being wrong”, pussy.

      I slam back one of the tiny hotel-room sized bottles of whiskey before I dump the other two into a glass, leaning against the railing and glowering out over this new city I’m going to call home.

      Mostly, I’m just pissed for acting like an asshole. Bringing up Brandon was a bitch move, but cutting into her like that where I knew it’d sting was worse, and I know it.

      I’m also furious that she’s still dancing through my damn head, like no girl ever has before. I’m pissed the fuck off that after she left the club, and after I dove back into the masses to be swarmed by fucking chicks all but begging to take care of the blue-balls London had left me with, I still left alone and without release. A whole gaggle of giggling, eager, and down for anything club chicks ready to let me do whatever I wanted to them, and I fucking leave like a totally pussy to come back to my hotel and drink alone.

      I restrain myself from jerking off though this time.

      I might be all tied up and tripping over this girl, but I’m not that much of a fucking pussy.
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* * *

      “You’re stalling.”

      Randy’s wolfing down waffles over late breakfast the next morning as he glares at me. I’m wolfing down black coffee and goddamn aspirin to kill the hangover I poured out of the hotel mini-bar last night.

      I wince as I frown.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know what I fucking mean.” He sighs and shakes his head as he dumps five whole sugars into his coffee before turning it off-white with cream.

      “Jesus Christ, Randy. You know you can just quit instead of giving yourself a heart condition, right?”

      Randy flips me off and I grin.

      “Look, you wanted this move, right?”

      I shrug. “Maybe.”

      “Hey, say the word and you’re back in Denver. But you’re the guy that needed the change.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I grumble into my coffee mug.

      Randy shrugs, wiping syrup from his mouth.

      “Look it’s a sweet deal, pal. And honestly, Denver isn’t going to give this much next season. That contract re-negotiation is real, by the way.”

      I stare into my coffee.

      “Look, Houston flew you down, they showed you the facilities; hell, they even got Archie’s hot little piece of a daughter to take your ass out on the town.”

      He peers across the table at me.

      “I’m presuming you’re not stupid enough to fuck around with that and kill this whole thing, right?”

      I shrug. “Of course.”

      I take a large gulp of scalding hot coffee.

      “So,” Randy puts his fork down. “We signing or not?”

      I should say no. I should head back to Denver before I get myself in trouble, big time. I do not need something like London Jacobs around me, like fucking kryptonite. I don’t need some chick clinging inside my head like no girl ever really has. It’s fucking with me, and it’s throwing me off.

      Hell, it’s worth the pay dip to stay where I am back in Denver and leave it be. Because there’s nothing but trouble waiting for me here with a girl like that.

      Nothing but bad news.

      Nothing but sweet, sweet bad news and delicious trouble.

      Fuck it.

      I finally put my coffee cup down and groan as I lean back in the booth, shoving my fingers through my hair.

      “Alright,” I sigh. “Let’s sign the fucking papers. I’m moving to Houston.”
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      “He’s signing?” I frown, staring out the windshield as I listen to my dad’s voice on the car speaker. “Seriously?”

      After last night? After our little meltdown? After I let my hormones and my body get the best of me and I did what I said I’d never do again?

      It was an asshole move, bringing up his friend like that, and I’ve been regretting it for the last twelve hours. Even if what happened in that coat closet shouldn’t have ever happened, it’s me I should be mad at for caving and giving in, not him for what I fully allowed to happen.

      “Quite serious, honey.” Dad chuckles. “Got the call from his manager ten minutes ago.”

      Shit.

      I think part of me never thought he’d ever actually sign; that he was just here in town to fuck around and play games.

      …Or just here for me.

      I roll my eyes at myself.

      It’s a stupid thought, but suddenly, I’m thinking very hard about what Holden Cade signing with the Bulls actually means in terms of what’s going on with us.

      “Are you on your way in? He’s coming down right now, and I’d like it if you were here for the signing.”

      I shake my head, focusing on the road as I pull off the freeway at the stadium exit.

      “Yeah, I’ll actually be there in five.”

      So, Holden’s going to be here.

      In Houston.

      Near me.

      Around me.

      For a while. Contractually.

      I can feel the salacious shiver run down my spine as I end the call and swallow the lump that forms in my throat.

      Wonderful. The cocky, arrogant man-whore who I need to have nothing to do with - the man I can’t seem to stay away from, and the man who does things to my body that I’ve never felt before - is going to be living in my city full time.

      I do my best to ignore the traitorous throb of heat between my legs at the thought as I pull into the stadium complex. But it’s still there as I park in the garage, and it only grows hotter and harder to ignore as I make my way down the hall to the conference room to watch the man who’s somehow slipped his way under my skin and commanded my thoughts become my employee.

      Fantastic.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Where’s Holden?”

      There are a number of people milling around the conference room, but the man of the hour seems to be missing from the equation.

      Randy looks pale, his brow shiny with sweat as he furiously twirls a pen in his fingers.

      “He’s here, he’s just taking a break; giving it one last thought.”

      Oh give me a fucking break.

      I glare at Randy.

      “What other ‘last thoughts’ can he possibly have? He gets the move he wants, he gets to be part of a rebuilding team, and he gets a pay grade he’d never get in a million years with any other team, including his current one!”

      Here I am worrying and fretting about what last night and our previous history means in terms of Holden joining the Bulls, and the drama-queen is off sulking somewhere.

      Dad looks relatively calm, but there’s a twitch in his eye that I recognize as his “tell” for when he’s nervous as he moves across the room to me.

      “London, would you mind going to find our boy and assuaging any last concerns of his?”

      The heat from earlier comes flushing back through me.

      “You’re good at this sort of thing, honey.” Dad says. “Just do what you can to work the kinks out with him, or we’re going to get spanked by the media for this.”

      I die a little inside, cringing at Dad’s choice of words.

      I nod quickly.

      “Yeah, I’ll see what I can do.”

      I check the locker rooms first, then the gym, the steam rooms, and the physical therapy offices, before I head out to the field. It’s empty, and only half-lit with the overhead stadium lights. And I’m about to give up and head back sans-Holden when something catches my eye.

      I look up and groan.

      It’s him -  sitting way up next to the box seats in the second tier stands.

      I sigh as I traipse across the thirty-yard line.

      “You’re late!” I yell through cupped hands.

      “You’re late!” he yells back. “I’ve been here for twenty minutes!”

      I roll my eyes.

      “For the signing!”

      “What?”

      I growl and yell it louder this time.

      “You’re late for the signing!”

      “What?!”

      As I get closer to the base of the stands he’s sitting in, I realize I can see he’s grinning at me; his feet kicked up on the seats in front of him and his hands behind his back.

      Goddamnit, he’s infuriating.

      I whip out my cell phone and call him instead.

      “You’re late for the signing, diva.”

      Holden chuckles. “You’re breaking up, sugar. Bad reception I think.”

      “The reception is fine,” I hiss into the phone. “Get down here.”

      “I- can’t- reception-”

      Holden takes the phone away from his ear and makes a big exaggerated shrugging motion before bringing it back.

      “If you make me walk all the way up there, so help me God…”

      “London, I really can’t hear-”

      The line goes dead.

      Fucker.

      I don’t walk all the way up there.

      I stomp - grumbling and muttering under my breath with every damn stop.

      Finally, I make it to the second level and glare at him as I move towards where he’s sprawled out in the seats next to the private boxes.

      “What, are we having second thoughts?”

      His brow cocks.

      “I really like you with that flush on your face you know.”

      I stop in front of him and give him a look.

      “Don’t flatter yourself, it’s from walking up two hundred stairs.”

      “Well, it looks really familiar.”

      “Don’t,” I say thinly.

      “Don’t what?”

      I sigh. “Look you’re going to be signed today. You’re going to get all the media attention I know you’re craving, and a whole bunch of money for your troubles. And all you need to do is make up your damn mind about it.”

      He shrugs. “Maybe I just need some persuading.”

      I roll my eyes. “Please.”

      “Begging now?”

      “Get over yourself,” I shoot back. “And if you think the fact that you screwed me is going to be some sort of bargaining chip towards your contract-”

      Holden stands abruptly from his seat, moving towards me and grinning down into my face.

      “See, I was thinking the opposite, actually.”

      “Excuse me?” I breathe icily.

      “I was thinking signing was a bargaining chip to getting to fuck you again.”

      Shit.

      There’s something about just how over-the-top crude he and his words are that trigger something deep inside me - something that suddenly burns hot and fierce. I shiver as my heart pounds in my breast, my skin feeling electrified and my breath catching on my lips.

      I swallow.

      “Not going to happen.”

      “You’re flushed again,” he murmurs.

      “I told you, it’s the stairs.”

      “I’m sure.”

      He moves against me, his hand moving to my hip and resting there easily, like it belongs there.

      Or maybe more like I belong in his hands.

      I bite my lip as I drag my eyes up to his.

      “What are you doing.”

      “Checking your pulse,” he says with sly grin on his face. “I’m worried about you.”

      I swallow quickly. “And is that where you check for a pulse?”

      “Nope,” he shakes his head, his eyes burning right into mine and not even blinking once.

      “I check here.”

      His lips move to the hollow of my neck, and I groan as he trails his lips and tongue over the sensitive skin there. His hands move down to cup my ass, and my pulse skips a beat as he suddenly lifts me up into him. My legs clamp around his waist on instinct, my hands clutching at his shirt as he whirls us around and strides towards the box seats behind us.

      I moan as my back comes up against the wall, feeling his body press against mine; his hands gripping my ass and his breath hot on my neck. My hands slide up to his thickly muscled shoulders, up the back of his neck and trailing my fingers through his hair.

      His mouth leaves my neck, trailing up over my jaw and my cheek until he finds my lips. I moan as his tongue demands mine, his growls vibrating through me as he kisses me against the side of the box seats.

      Fuck, what am I doing?

      Holden slips a hand out from behind me and yanks on the locked door to the box seats, muttering under his breath. “I assume you’ve got keys,” he growls into my lips.

      I murmur some sort of unintelligible response, still kissing him and clutching at his thick hair as I fumble for the keycard hanging around my neck.

      We stumble inside as the door opens with a click, my legs still around his waist and a complete inability to pry my lips from his.

      Finally, I gasp for air as I pull away, moaning as his lips and teeth find my neck again.

      “We- they need you for- oh, shit.” I whimper. “They need you for the contract signing,” I manage to gasp out, feeling his cock throbbing between my legs inside his jeans.

      “Guess we better be quick then,” he husks into my mouth.

      He sets me on the floor and spins me around, pushing me up against the huge glass wall of the private box that looks out over the field.

      “What are you- oh fuck-”

      His lips are at my collarbone again as his hands slide down to my skirt and yank it up over my ass.

      “All that talk you had about how you never wear dresses or skirts, huh?”

      I moan as his fingers trail over my skin, hooking into the waist of my panties and pulling them down off my ass.

      “I told you that you should feel lucky,” I murmur, biting my bottom lip between my teeth as I feel my panties drop down my legs.

      “Believe me, sugar,” he growls into my ear, making me shiver. “I do.”

      I cry out as I feel his fingers slip through the dewy wetness of my pussy, his thumb pushing deep inside as two of his fingers slide over my clit. His other hand goes to my hair, tangling it and pulling it hard enough to make my breath catch. I moan as his thumb start to pump in and out of my slick opening, his fingers working my clit.

      “We- we can’t-”

      His fingers roll over my clit, my brow crumbling and my mouth going slack as the pleasure rolls through me.

      I want him.

      I want him to tear my clothes off and fuck me right there against the glass overlooking the field. I want him to take me like he did that night back in Denver, and I want to feel that feeling I felt that night.

      Except I can’t, and deep down, I know that. Deep down, I know going down this path again with him is a terrible idea, which is why I say what I say next, despite what my body is craving.

      “We can’t do this,” I manage to choke out as his fingers drive me up the damn wall.

      “Can’t do what,” he murmurs into my ear, making my body shudder as his fingers roll across my clit again.

      “I- I can’t sleep with you again,” I say quickly, my eyes closed and my hands pawing at the glass. “Not when you’re going to be playing for the-” I cry out as his thumb pumps into me faster, curling against that spot just inside and making my legs want to give out completely.

      “And where does making this sweet pussy come on my fingers land on the ‘sleep with me again’ scale?” he growls into my ear, still stroking that magic spot inside.

      “I- it’s-” I whimper, my face pressing against the glass and my jaw going slack as he starts to fuck me slow and deep with those fingers. “I- I think it’s okay,” I whimper out, gasping as his fingers roll over my clit again and again.

      Holden chuckles deeply in my ear, the masculine roughness of it tingling through my body.

      “Just okay, hmm?” His other moves to the front of my blouse, slowly popping one button after another until it falls away from me. He moves his hand to my exposed bra, cupping my breasts and teasing over my nipples through the lace cup.

      He’s driving me crazy and he damn well knows it. And I think we both know how absurd it is for me to draw this arbitrary line where “fingers are okay” but “sex isn’t”, like I’m a shy teenager all over again.

      But silly self-imposed rules or not, he keeps on going, his fingers pushing me closer and closer to the edge.

      His lips suck at the soft exposed skin of my neck as he pulls the cups down on my bra, releasing my soft breasts into his hand. His thumb pumps into my slippery folds again and again, his fingers rubbing circles over my clit as I start to lose myself.

      “People could see us up here,” I manage to croak out as I claw at the glass in front of me.

      I can feel Holden move his mouth to my ear, his breath teasing me and sending a shiver through my body.

      “I guess you’d better come quickly then.”

      I moan loudly as his fingers start to move faster and faster, rolling over my clit again and again as his thumb curls deep inside of me. His hand moves from my breasts back to my hair - tangling in it, pulling my head back and exposing my neck. His teeth find the tender skin there, biting and sucking and driving me right over the edge as I feel his fingers work their magic.

      And I’m pressed right up against the glass while I teeter on the edge of my climax, my exposed nipples hard and aching as they press against the cool glass, my jaw slack, and my hands leaving streaks across the window as I claw at the last shred of my sanity.

      “Now be a good girl and come for me,” he growls into my ear.

      And I explode.

      My orgasm slams through me, shaking me to my core and almost buckling my knees as I rake my fingers down the glass. My eyes squeeze shut as my thighs clamp tight on his fingers, my cries coming staggered and stuttered on my lips as I crash into the abyss.

      Slowly, I become aware of my surroundings again as I feel him slide his fingers from between my legs. I turn, leaning against the glass and catching my breath as I lock eyes with the man who just shattered my world.

      Slowly, his eyes never leaving mine, he brings his fingers to his lips and sucks them into his mouth.

      It’s filthy.

      It’s so crude.

      …And it makes me want to jump on his cock right then and there.

      “Guess we better get to that signing I’m late for.”

      I blink, my eyes still focused on his lips as they clean the taste of my pussy off of them.

      I nod, still catching my breath as I bend to reach for my panties lying there on the floor.

      “Uh-uh.” Holden reaches down and plucks the lacy blue thong from the floor before I can. He stands, shaking his head at me as he grins that cocky, wolfish grin. He balls them up and slips them into his fucking pocket. “These are mine now.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      There’s a throbbing heat pulsing between my legs the whole way back to the conference room.

      It’s there that I make us pause just outside the door to the room in order to will the wild red flush from my cheeks and to pull my hair back into some semblance of a bun.

      And it’s there when we sweep inside, my heart still pounding a million miles an hour as Holden gives the thumbs up that he’s ready to take the jump.

      That damn throbbing feeling is still there as we sit around the conference table, still there as he signs the damn contracts, and still there while I try and ignore the fact that I’m not wearing any damn panties.

      The feeling remains, like this aching, lingering, dirty little itch, even after the whole thing is over, and I make the first excuse I can to go running from the room.
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      Holden is officially my employee.

      The man who does those things to my body and makes me feel so deliciously and sinfully filthy now works for me.

      It was dirty before; it’s just plain wrong now. Hell, it’s probably a breach of both our contracts now.

      And so, it’s a good thing I’ve decided in my head that it’s over, and never happening again. I’m getting my apparently raging and certifiably insane hormones in check, and I’m going to restrain myself from getting all turned around with this man.

      Because it’s not worth it - to either my career or my pride.

      I lock myself away in my office for the rest of the day, but not before I march back up to the box seats with Windex and a roll of paper towels and clean my fingerprints off the damn glass, my face throbbing with heat.

      Still without any panties, I might add.

      But after that, I bury myself in paperwork and researching some last-minute pre-season scouting - anything to get my mind off him and what we just did.

      It’s later that I jolt away from my computer screen at the sound of a knock at my door.

      Please don’t be him, please don’t be him.

      It can’t be Holden. Because as adamant as I want to say I am in my decision to nip this whole thing in the bud right now, I know if it’s him, alone with me in this office with a locked door, I won’t be able to stop myself.

      Thankfully, it’s Serena who pops her head in.

      “There you are.”  She sighs as she steps inside and plops down in a chair across the desk from me. “You skipped lunch.”

      Tuesdays are taco-Tuesdays for Serena and me at the Mexican food truck that parks down the street from the stadium, and I completely forgot today.

      I make a face.

      “Shit, I forgot,” I pout. “Sorry, I was up to my eyeballs in scouting homework.”

      She shrugs, pushing her enviously luxurious dark hair over one shoulder.

      “It’s cool, I figured you were busy. I skipped tacos in solidarity,” she says, dramatically holding a hand over her heart.

      I grin.

      “You’re the best.”

      “Right? Dude, I skipped taco-Tuesday for you. Remember that.”

      She flashes a smile at me as I crack up.

      “Anyways, the day is still young, and there’s still time for tacos. Pack your shit up and let’s go get Mexican for dinner to celebrate.”

      “Celebrate what?”

      Serena rolls her eyes.

      “Uh, you signing the biggest player in the league?”

      I do everything in my power to keep the flush from my cheeks as I shrug as casually as possible.

      “Oh, yeah.”

      Serena gives me a look, one eyebrow raised.

      “He is the biggest, isn’t he?”

      I lose the war of the red face. Instantly.

      “Excuse me?” I sputter.

      My friend grins wickedly, wagging her eyebrows.

      “You know what I’m talking about.”

      I quickly shake my head back and forth.

      “I do not.”

      “Oh, yeah, okay,” she says with a roll of her eyes.

      “Serena, that would be wildly unprofessional,” I force myself to frown. “And gross.”

      She snorts. “Right, gross. It’s gross to hook up with the hottest man in pro sports.” She waves a dismissive hand at me.

      “Serena, he’s a total whore.”

      She laughs. “Those are all just tabloid stories. And if anything, I’m sure he’s an amazing lay.”

      “Well, be my guest to find out,” I say quickly.

      Her brow raises. “Oh yeah?”

      I’m fairly positive that she knows me far too well for me to keep pretending that I’m fooling her at all, but I keep going.

      I shrug. “Why not?”

      A smile teases her lips. “So you wouldn’t have any trouble with me hooking up with Holden Cade.”

      “Nope.”

      “No problems at all with me getting him into bed and riding that big, thick-”

      I cringe, waving my hands in the air as I make a face.

      “Okay, okay, okay; stop. Gross.”

      Serena laughs and grins wickedly at me.

      “You’re not fooling me, by the way.”

      “You’re making things up.”

      She sighs heavily.

      “Whatever. Keep holding out on me with the juicy details if you want to.” She glances at her watch. “Well? C’mon! Tacos!”

      I’m suddenly reminded that I’m not wearing any underwear.

      Because they’re stuffed into Holden Cade’s pocket.

      “These are mine now.”

      My face instantly flushes at the myriad of filthy, wicked thoughts that flit into my head at what he could be doing with my underwear at this moment before I take a deep breath and clear my head.

      “I should go home first and-”

      “Oh, fuck that; no way. I actually skipped lunch entirely, and I’m starving.” She jumps up from her seat and nods with her head. “Tacos and margaritas beckon; let’s go!”

      Great.
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* * *

      I don’t realize how hungry I am too until I’m sitting in the booth of our favorite Mexican restaurant with the menu in front of me.

      No, not hungry; I’m starving.

      Both Serena and the waiter look at me like I’m insane as I order the “El Champion” burrito with extra everything, a side of chips and salsa, an ear of elote corn, and an avocado salad.

      The waiter finishes writing down my ludicrous order with a look the might just be “impressed” on his face.

      “And, anything to drink with that, Miss?”

      Serena snorts. “You want like a whole case of beer with that?”

      I roll my eyes at her and turn back to our waiter.

      “Just water, thanks.”

      “Aww what?” Serena throws her hands in the air. “What part of ‘celebrating’ did you not get?”

      I sigh. “Serena, I’ve had a long day, I’ve got another long one tomorrow, and I honestly just don’t feel like drinking.”

      “You’re insane. That’s a perfect reason to be drinking.” She turns to our poor waiter. “She’ll have a margarita, with salt.”

      “I’m not a child, you know, I can order for myself,” I mutter after he walks away.

      “For yourself and a family of four, apparently.”

      Serena busies herself with telling me about her day until our drinks come.

      “Cheers.”

      I clink my frosty glass to hers, but I only pretend to take a sip afterwards. I wasn’t kidding about having a ton of work still to do tonight, and besides that, there’s something about a salty-sweet margarita that just isn’t appealing to me at the moment anyway.

      “So, you’re not involved with Holden?”

      I roll my eyes. “Do you want it in writing?”

      She grins.

      “So, seeing him with another woman, or women, wouldn’t make you jealous at all.”

      I frown, swallowing what I want to say. Because the answer - as humiliating as it is to even admit to myself - is yes.

      I sure as hell won’t say that out loud, though.

      “Nope, not at all. He’s just a player, Serena.”

      “Oh, good.” Serena arches a brow. “Then it’s okay if you turn around.”

      What.

      I whirl, and instantly wish I hadn’t.

      Oh you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.

      Of all the fucking restaurants in Houston, he has to pick this one.

      Holden’s sitting at a high-top table in the bar with three gorgeous women. Three very flirty, very handsy, very giggling women. Randy is with him, along with a few other suits who work for my father, but Holden is without question the center of attention. One girl is feeding him shrimp cocktail with bedroom eyes, while another one traces a finger up his chest.

      I quickly turn back around, shrugging as stiffly as anyone has ever tried to casually shrug in the history of the world.

      “Yeah, so?”

      Serena rolls her eyes.

      “Ooookay, fine. Never mind. Just thought I’d mention it in case you wanted to leave.”

      “Girl, you are delusional. You’re chasing at nothing here.”

      “Oh, okay.” She gives me another prying look, and I quickly jump to a new subject.

      “You know what? Fuck it, let’s get something to celebrate. See if you can flag down our waiter and grab us something good.”

      “Like?”

      “Think they’ve got Pappy Van Winkle here?”

      Serena rolls her eyes. “You going to pretend to drink that too?”

      I ignore her as I glance around for our waiter. I also decide right then to completely ignore the fact that he’s here as well.

      Because Holden Cade is my employee, and nothing else. He was a fling - a purely physical if not poorly thought-through dalliance. He was a one-time thing, and he needs to stay there in the past as that one-night mistake. I’m a grown woman, and I will not let one man have this sort of control over-

      Serena coughs and kicks me under the table.

      “Well hey there.”

      Goddamnit.

      I turn from scanning the room for our waiter and look right up into Holden’s grinning, stupidly handsome face.

      “Oh, hi,” I say shortly.

      “We’re celebrating,” Serena says easily.

      “Oh?”

      He turns to look right at me, giving me the same smug, heated look he gave me in the private booth as he licked my pussy from his fingers.

      …And goddamnit if my body doesn’t respond. Traitorously, horribly, with rushing pulse and a catch of breath.

      Stupid body.

      I swallow that down though as I set my jaw.

      “Well what are we celebrating then?”

      “Bagging you,” Serena says quickly, a smug grin on her face.

      Holden just looks right at me with a raised eyebrow, and I can feel my cheeks go pink.

      “Now that’s something worth celebrating.”

      “Just another day at the office,” I say with forced brightness, smiling thinly at him.

      “Oh, definitely a fun day at the office,” he says, arching a brow at me suggestively.

      I feel my pulse thud in my ears.

      “You know,” he nods. “I really think I’m going to like it here.”

      “Well,” I shrug. “You did sign, so that’s good.”

      Holden only grins wider at me.

      “So how’d you like the stadium?” Serena interjects.

      “Oh, man. The view from the box seats?” he whistles slowly. “Priceless.”

      I sink into my seat, groaning.

      “Hoooolden!” One of the girls from his table in the bar is waving flirtatiously with fanned fingers. I roll my eyes.

      “You should get back.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I think I’d rather hang at this table to be honest,” he mutters. He stoops down, elbows on the head of our table. “It’s getting ridiculous over there.”

      “Yeah it must be hard choosing which groupie skank to bang tonight, huh?” I say thinly.

      He grins, and that look says it all even if he doesn’t say words.

      He knows he’s getting to me. He knows he’s under my skin.

      And that grin says he loves it, knowing that he is.

      “I honestly just want to settle into my new place and relax, truth be told,” he says with a shrug.

      “You know, kick back, watch some Sports Center, and figure out where I’m going to hang my trophies. I’ve got this new one I need to figure out what to do with.”

      I almost jump out of my seat at the feel of his hand on my leg. My eyes dart to his, only to see him wag his brows as he subtly gestures down. I follow his eyes, and then I’m just about to melt into the booth as I see what he’s holding in his hands under my side of the table where only I can see.

      My damn panties.

      “Figure out where I’m going to hang my trophies.”

      Oh my God he’s ridiculous.

      I’m debating how subtly I could reach down and snag them back when he twirls them once around a finger and then stuffs them back into his pocket.

      Asshole.

      “Got a lot of trophies do you?” I say icily.

      Serena kicks my leg under the table and shoots me a glaring look.

      “Some more fun than others,” Holden says with a flash of white teeth.

      “Holden!” Two of the bubbly girls from his table come giggling over.

      “C’mon! We’re going to the roof-deck pool at the Premier Hotel!”

      “Topless pool party, Holden!”

      Their hands are all over him, touching him, pulling at him.

      “Holden!” Randy hollers from the bar area. “Let’s go, pal!”

      Holden frowns as he stands. “I, uh, I gotta go.”

      “I’m sure you do,” I say with a thin smile.

      His eyes flash at me before he allows himself to be pulled away from our table. I look up to see Serena looking pointedly at me.

      “Oh, what,” I mutter.

      She shakes her head. “Nothing at all, hon. Nothing at all.”

      The food arrives at our table, but I’ve got zero appetite for it now. And I’m poking at my avocado salad with a fork when I hear one last giggling line from Holden’s table at the bar.

      “I didn’t even bring a swimsuit, Holden!” The girl squeals out, giggling shrilly.

      That’s it.

      It’s the last straw for me trying to pretend none of this is getting to me, as much as I hate that it is.

      Fuck this.

      Because I was wrong. I am jealous.

      Or, something.

      Whatever it is, I’m not sitting here and watching this display or thinking about him and his little harem frolicking around a pool later.

      I push my plate away.

      “I need to go.”

      Serena frowns. “The food just got here, dude. And we haven’t even ordered your fancy whiskey yet!”

      “I - yeah, I don’t want it.”

      “London,” she gives me a sympathetic look. “You know what he is don’t-”

      “Oh my God this has nothing to do with that tool, okay? I’m just feeling a little nauseous right now.”

      She gives me another look before nodding slowly. “Okay, okay.”

      I stand as I toss some money on the table.

      “Look, could you have them box this up and just bring it for lunch tomorrow or something?”

      She nods. “Call me if you want to, okay?” Serena raises a brow pointedly. “You know, if you want to talk about being sick or whatever.”

      There’s another bout of giggling from the bar as I storm out of the restaurant.
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      I’ve barely been home long enough to change into pj’s and fire up Netflix when there’s a pounding on my door.

      I frown, wondering who the hell that could be, when the apartment phone rings.

      “Ms. Jacobs?” David, the building concierge, sounds strained and worried.

      “Yes?”

      The knock comes sharp on my door again.

      “I’m so sorry, Ms. Jacobs, I asked him to wait while I called you, but he just pushed past me to the stairwell!”

      The knock comes three more times, but this time, I know exactly who it is.

      I sigh. “No, it’s okay, David. Thanks, I’ve got it.”

      I scowl as I hang up, looking down at my tank top and pajama shorts.

      Wonderful.

      Holden knocks again - insistently and demandingly and in a way that makes me think I’ll have my neighbors complaining before I have time to change. I manage to duck in front of the mirror in the entryway and make my hair look somewhat presentable before I finally yank the door open.

      “Okay, how the hell did you know where I live-”

      I’m cut off as he steps right inside, my breath catching in my throat as his hands go to my waist and pushes me back into the apartment. He kicks the door shut with his foot.

      “What are you-”

      “I’ve got time for one game, sugar,” he growls.

      I swallow thickly.

      “I play football,” he says with a burning urgency in his voice. “That’s it. I don’t play other games.”

      I shake my head.

      “Holden, why are you telling me-”

      “Because I’m done playing games with you, that’s why,” he says gruffly.

      I swallow again, my eyes darting across his.

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means,” he growls, suddenly spinning me around. I gasp as he pushes me up against the apartment door, his big hands still on my waist. My pulse pounds, my breath dragging and heavy - inhaling the scent of him.

      “It means I’m done with this little tiptoeing back and forth.”

      The hands on my waist start to slide up my torso as he moves against me, his huge frame enveloping me.

      “Holden-”

      “I’m done with the banter, and the quips, and trying to be funny, and you trying to make this big show of being strong,” he husks, his breath hot against my lips. “It’s all bullshit anyways.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I know you’re not strong when it comes to me.”

      My jaw drops.

      “Why you arrogant fucking-”

      “And I know that,” his hands slide further up, pushing my arms above my head and tracing up them until he’s got my hands pinned above my head. “I know that because it’s the same with me,” he says heatedly.

      He keeps my hands pinned with one of his, the other dropping down to cup my jaw. I can feel the blood pulsing through my body, my skin feeling alive as my chest rises and falls with my heaving breath.

      He moves right up against me, his hand cupping my jaw and tilting my face up to his.

      “I’m fucking weak around you,” he breathes into my lips. “I’m not strong with you. You shatter all that, somehow.”

      “Holden,” I shake my head. “I-”

      “All I know is that I fucking want you, and nothing but you,” he growls, his eyes flashing into mine as his hardened body molds to mine. “And it’s fucking with my head, and throwing me off the other game I need to play.”

      I swallow.

      “Oh, well excuse me for messing up your football game just because I won’t sleep with you agai-”

      “London.”

      I blink, my mouth snapping shut at the sound of my name. His eyes burn fiercely into mine.

      “Stop fucking talking.”

      And then he’s kissing me, devouring my mouth like a starving man, and I absolutely melt.

      I’m moaning into his mouth before I know it, whimpering as I feel the thick bulge between his legs throb against my stomach.

      His hands drop to my tank top, pulling at the hem and slipping it right up and over my bare breasts. He pulls it over my head and tosses it aside before his mouth drops to my jaw, my neck, and my collarbone, trailing hot kisses down my skin and making me writhe. He moves to my breast, sucking and nipping over the soft supple skin before his lips find a turgid, aching nipple. I gasp as he sucks it into his mouth, his tongue swirling over the little bud and sending electric shivers through my body.

      I moan as his strong hands wrap around my small body, pulling me into him and making me melt as he sucks and kisses at my breasts. My hands slide up his thickly muscled, inked arms, feeling the thrill rushing through me at the power I can feel in them. The fact that he could pick me up, toss me around, and have his way with me has me pressing hungrily against him, my panties absolutely soaking through at the thought.

      I can feel his cock pulsing thick, hard, and huge within his pants, throbbing against my belly as I clutch at him and roll my body into his.

      “No more games,” he growls into my lips, pulling away from my breasts. “No more teasing. We’re doing this right now.”

      “Oh, you think so, huh?” I moan into his mouth as he kisses me, reaching down to tear at his belt.

      “Think?” He pulls back and grins at me. “Not think, I know I’m about to fuck you, sugar.”

      “Why you cocky little prick,” I say hotly, kissing him fiercely as I yank the zipper down on his jeans and then eagerly push them off his hips. His cock springs out hot and heavy into my hands, and I moan.

      Little? Okay, poor choice of words.

      “Names, names, names,” he growls into my ear, his cock throbbing in my hands.

      “Call me whatever you want, darlin’, but we both know it’s true.”

      His hand drops to my pajama shorts, hooking a thumb into the elastic waist and pushing them easily over my hips and ass until they drop down my legs. His hand moves between my thighs, cupping the pulsing heat of my pussy and dragging a finger across my soaked panties.

      I whimper as I raise one hand to his hair and pull him down, crushing my lips to his.

      His hands suddenly slide to my ass, and I moan into his mouth as he picks me up. He holds my much smaller body like I’m weightless as he turns and carries me through my apartment to the bedroom.

      I shriek as he tosses me down on my bed. I love how he can move me around like this, how he’s so much bigger than me.

      Controlling, able to take me.

      And I want to lose myself and my control, and I want to lose it with him all over again.

      He stands at the foot of my bed and pulls the rest of his clothes off slowly, letting my eyes trace over the grooves of his muscles and the etched lines of his ink. I bite my lip as he moves onto the bed, crawling up towards me with a hungry look in his eyes until he reaches the waist of my panties. His eyes flash once more into mine before he leans down, bites the lace edge between his teeth, and starts to drag them slowly off my body.

      I raise my hips, panting as he pulls my panties off with his teeth. At my knees, he uses his hands to skim them the rest of the way off as he crawls back up between my legs. I shiver as his mouth breathes across my thigh, and I cry out when his tongue slowly licks through the slickness he finds between my legs.

      “You taste like fucking candy,” he growls, using his hands to push my legs wide as he moves back in. I moan loudly as his tongue slides deep, slipping inside of me and making my toes curl.

      His strong hands grip my thighs and push my legs back until my knees are up by my chest, opening me up for his eager tongue. His slides two thick fingers easily inside, his groan rumbling through me as he wraps his lips around my clit.

      Oh, God…

      I whimper and making mewling sounds as he tongues and sucks my clit and fingers my opening. His thumb slips down, and I gasp as he brushes it against my ass, my hips bucking up into his mouth at the electric feeling.

      Fuck that’s good.

      I want him; all of him.

      I want to taste him.

      I push his head away for a second before I suddenly spin around on the bed, my head hanging slightly off the edge of the end of it with his big cock hanging heavily above my waiting lips. I bring my hands up to his hips, pull him towards me, and moan hungrily as I wrap my lips around the thick head.

      Holden groans, throwing his head back and bending his knees slightly as I take more of him inside my mouth. He leans back to me, his muscled body rippling and coiling as his fingers and his mouth find my pussy again.

      I moan around his cock, stroking his shaft and cupping his balls as he slowly pumps shallowly in and out of my lips. His tongue swirls as his fingers curl inside of me - stroking me, teasing me, coaxing me towards the breaking point.

      His lips wrap tight around my clit as his tongue goes into overdrive, and I know I’m going to go crashing over that edge.

      I gasp as I pull my mouth from him.

      “Oh God, I’m going to- oh shit-”

      I come loudly, sucking him hungrily back inside and moaning around his pulsing cock - my eyes closed as his tongue sends me crashing into my orgasm.

      He pulls away from me, spinning me back around and enveloping me in his arms. He pushes us both back onto the bed, my legs spreading for him as he pushes my arms above my head. We don’t use hands, we just move our hips until I feel his pulsing head lodge against my dripping wet opening. His eyes blaze into mine as he slowly pushes in, and the breath catches on my lips as he slowly fills me with every inch.

      He’s so hot, and so thick as he fills me to the brim, before he leans forward and captures my mouth with his. I whimper into his mouth, my hands clutching at his shoulders as my legs wrap around his chiseled hips.

      He’s slowly pumping me, rocking so deep inside, his hands firmly holding my wrists above my head - taking me, and claiming me as his.

      His eyes never leave mine.

      We start to move faster and faster, urging each other on with our lips and our words and our gasping moans. I’m throwing my head back and begging him to fuck me harder, and faster, and deeper, and with everything he has.

      Because I want everything he wants to give me.

      I’m losing myself.

      I’ve completely lost control.

      And I love it.

      It’s everything I can do to keep my eyes locked on his as the wave crashes over me, and then I’m drowning in sweet delicious bliss as I come like a hurricane. Holden roars before burying his mouth in my neck, sucking hard at the skin there and sending me reeling as I feel him drive in deep and explode inside of me.
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      We’re lying there later, and there’s not a single thing I’d change in that moment.

      Shit, I don’t even know what this means, or where we go from here. But lying there, with that girl in my arms?

      I couldn’t give any less of a fuck what happens next, cause I feel perfect in that moment.

      She sighs as she’s pressed up against me, one knee up over my hip, one arm stretched across my chest, and her face buried in my shoulder. Her hair is half across my face, getting in my eyes and tickling at my nostrils.

      I don’t do a damn thing to move it away. In fact, I want her hair tousled across my face all the time.

      …Can’t say I’ve ever had that thought before.

      She stirs slightly, moving just enough that she can kiss my skin with her lips, and I grin. Yeah, this is all new. Because I’m still laying here. I’m not coming up with some empty line in order to get myself out the door. I’m not strategizing how fast I can get my pants on if she gets up to go to the bathroom. The words “listen, I had a great time” aren’t already forming on my lips.

      Because I can’t imagine leaving this right here. It’s weird, and it’s more than slightly freaking me out, but she feels way too good lying there in my arms for me to even want to consider the idea of getting up or walking out.

      “Told you I was going to fuck you.”

      She snorts out a laugh as I whisper the words in her ear, and I can feel my own lips pulling back in a grin.

      What the fuck is happening to me?

      London picks her head up and arches a brow at me.

      “You seem pretty proud of yourself.”

      “After watching you come like that? Yeah, I am.”

      She shrugs, trying to hide the blushing glow on her cheeks and the grin on her lips.

      “Yeah, I guess it was okay.”

      I grin.

      “Just ‘okay’, huh?”

      London gasps as I reach down with one hand and cup her ass, pulling her up on top of me with her legs astride me. My hand slides down between her legs, and her eyes close with a moan on her lips as I slip a finger up and down her pussy.

      She’s still wet.

      She’s still very wet.

      I growl as I lean up to capture her lips with mine, kissing her hungrily as my cock quickly thickens. I reach down with my other hand, wrap it around my shaft, and slowly tease the head against her tight opening.

      London whimpers, and my cock only gets harder.

      “I think we should do that again, then,” I growl into her lips. “To refresh your memory.”

      She moans and nods, her eyes closed as her hair tumbles across her face. I ease my cock against her pussy, and I’m about to slide deep inside when her phone rings on the nightstand.

      She groans. “Sorry, just ignore it.”

      “Gladly.”

      I drop my lips to her neck, tracing over her collarbone as I use the head of my cock to tease her clit. She whimpers, her hips undulating as her honey drips down my shaft.

      The phone rings again, and I can feel her tense on top of me.

      “You really can get it if you need to.”

      She groans, dropping her face to my chest as the phone stops ringing.

      “Do you mind? It might be work or some-”

      The phone goes off a third time and she groans loudly.

      I smile. “Just get it. I’m not going anywhere.”

      She lifts her head from my chest and grins back at me, leaning down to peck my lips before she rolls off of me and snatches the phone from the nightstand.

      “Yes?” she says sharply.

      And I’m reaching over to try and get my hand between her legs and tease her when her face suddenly goes white.

      Uh oh.

      “I’ll-” she swallows, her eyes wide as she nods quickly, “I’ll be right there.”

      The phone tumbles from her hand as she whirls, strides across the room, and almost robotically starts to pull clothes from a dresser.

      “Everything okay?”

      She just shakes her head, facing away from me as she yanks jeans on and pulls a t-shirt over her head.

      “London?” I frown as I sit up. “What’s going-”

      “My dad just had a heart attack.”

      Her words are cold like ice as she turns back to me, pulling her hair back with shaking hands.

      Oh, fuck.

      I’m up and out of the bed in seconds, pulling her into me.

      “He’s in intensive care,” she says mechanically. Her whole body is shaking; her arms limp at her sides.

      Suddenly she shakes her head and steps quickly out of my arms.

      “I have to go, right now.”

      I nod, grabbing my pants.

      “I’ll drive you.”

      “No, that’s-” she’s looking wildly around her room, pushing her fingers through her hair and sucking in air. “I can take care of myself,” she says quickly as she starts to pace the room and chew on her nails.

      Yeah, no way is she driving like this.

      “London,” I grab her by the shoulders after I pull my clothes back on. “I’m driving you, okay?”

      She just nods.
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* * *

      We roar through downtown Houston in silence. I glance over at her as I screech around another car and take a corner at twice the speed I should. She’s unfazed, staring out the window quietly with her hands in her lap and her lip between her teeth.

      I slam the car into park outside Herman Memorial Medical, yanking the keys out as I jump out of the car and run in after her.

      London fills out the front-desk forms with harried, frantic pen-strokes before they nod her through. She takes off running down the hallway, with me in tow, before she suddenly stops and whirls.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I was going to come in with-”

      “That’s not a good idea,” she says sharply, her eyes narrowing at me.

      I nod. “Yeah, okay. No problem. Look, I’ll just wait out here for when you-”

      She sighs loudly as she squeezes her eyes shut and pushes her fingers through her hair.

      “Now is really not the time for me to deal with whatever this bullshit is between us, okay?!”

      Silence hangs between us in the bleached-clean hospital hallway before I nod.

      “Yeah, got it.”

      London groans and looks down.

      “Shit, I’m- look, I just- I need to-”

      “London, go see your dad.”

      She looks up and gives me one last look, biting her lip like she’s afraid to say something more.

      But whatever it is never comes out before she turns and runs through the ER doors.
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      “Before we begin, London, I think I speak for the entire board when I say we’re all sending our good thoughts and prayers your dad’s way.”

      There’s a collective sound of murmuring and nodded heads around the boardroom in the upper offices at the stadium.

      I nod quietly at Richard, who I’ve known since I was a little girl and who’s been a solid member of the board for more than two decades.

      “I don’t think I’ve slept for two nights worrying about him, London.”

      I frown as I turn to see the more than slightly forced looking expression of worry on Tom’s face, sitting across the table from me.

      “If there’s anything you need, you’ve got my number.”

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes as I turn back to my father’s friend.

      “Thank you, Richard.”

      He nods as he looks down at me and puts a comforting hand on my shoulder.

      “And speaking at least personally, I can pretty damn confidently say that your old man is one tough son of a bitch, and I know he’s going to be just fine.”

      He smiles widely as he looks around the room.

      “Archie didn’t have a heart attack,” Louis, a portly, lovable sourpuss of a board member who’s been here so long he’s practically a part of the stadium says as he leans back in his chair.

      “The heart attack had a damn Archie attack.”

      I grin for the first time in what feels like forever as a chuckle rumbles through the room.

      Everyone’s trying to be funny and light, but the lucky truth of it is that my dad is going to be okay. It’s going to take time, and him basically restructuring his entire lifestyle, but they expect a full recovery if he does.

      Great, I just need to make sure my dad stays away from stress, high pressure situations, and unhealthy food. That eliminates every aspect of his job running things here at the club, and literally everything about his diet.

      No problem.

      The former though is why we’re all here. Dad can’t be here day-to-day dealing with the shit that needs dealing with when it comes to running a professional league organization, not unless he wants to have another freaking heart attack. So we’re here today reading over his wishes for succession. Today’s meeting is about bringing the person he thinks the highest of and trusts the most with running his team up to speed on where we stand as an organization.

      …Yeah, guess who that might be. One guess.

      “So, London, I suppose we should move onto signing the official papers to put you in charge of this team and this board.”

      Richard starts pulling legal documents out of a briefcase. I just stare at each one in turn with a feeling of doom hanging over me.

      Me. Dad wants me to be in charge of this entire football club. Sure, I’ve worked in this place my entire life, and the ins and outs of this job are everything I know. But actually being the one in charge and the one holding the reins is a terrifying thought.

      Richard’s in the middle of passing me the first heavy packet of contracts when the door to the boardroom swings wide and none other than my stepmother comes waltzing in.

      She cat-walks across the room in what I’m sure are nothing less than a five-thousand-dollar pair of Louboutin’s and some sort of billowing white silk cloak thing trailing behind her. She’s got a pair of Louis Vuitton sunglasses in one hand and her purse of the same brand dangling from the other, and I bristle as she dramatically hugs me.

      “Oh my sweet, sweet girl,” she says with a pouting sad face, air kissing me on both cheeks before sitting back on her teetering heels.

      “I came home as soon as I heard.” She drops her purse and shades on the boardroom table, seemingly oblivious of the ten other people in the room as she clutches at her heart.

      “I came right here for you, directly from the airport.”

      Her “sentiments” piss me off for two reasons. One, because “as soon as I heard” was over forty-eight hours ago, and I know damn well it doesn’t take that long to get back to Texas from Bermuda. Especially with Archie Jacobs’s credit card.

      Secondly, her whole thing about making sure I knew she came here first, as if I’d need her to come here rather than her ailing husband’s hospital room, is obnoxious.

      “Lovely to see you, Joanne,” Tom says warmly, standing and striding over to take her hand.

      She smiles at him, thanking him with some more air kisses before almost flirtingly waving him off like he’s some sort of suitor at a cocktail party.

      Richard’s face seems to mirror my own as he coughs stiffly.

      “We were just discussing your husband’s wishes for London to step forward as head of the club in his absence, Mrs. Jacobs.”

      Her smile fades as her eyebrows shoot up.

      “Oh?”

      Her mouth goes small as Richard nods.

      “I see.” She nods quietly, as if to herself, before she clasps her hands and looks plaintively around the room. “Well, I think we all want what’s best for the team.”

      “Which is LJ,” Louis says with a grumbling huff.

      Joanne smiles like a shark at him, laughing a lilting laugh and waving her hand again.

      “Oh, London does wonderful things for this team, of course,” she says with another light cocktail party laugh.

      She’s patronizing me.

      Big time.

      And suddenly, I’m very curious why she’s here.

      “Now, I’m not saying she shouldn’t be,” Joanne says, taking what was formerly Richard’s seat at the head of the table. “Of course I’m the first to agree with dear Archie’s decisions.”

      Bullshit.

      I narrow my eyes at my stepmother.

      “All I’m saying is that we should all just sit on it for a minute or two. We’re grieving right now, so-”

      “He’s not dead, Joanne,” I say icily.

      She turns and smiles widely at me.

      “Oh of course not, sweetness.” She picks at one long red fingernail.

      “Bereaved then. Worried about him. In any case, I say we wait and take a vote later, when cool heads can prevail.”

      Louis grunts from his side of the table, his bushy silver eyebrows furrowing.

      “Cool heads say LJ.”

      “Her name is London, dear,” Joanne says dismissively.

      “You know,” Tom stands, clearing his throat and adjusting his tie. “I’d also be interested in giving it some time.” He looks right at me. “All due respect, London.”

      A cold shiver runs through me.

      Something is going on here. I tear my scowl away from Tom and center it on Joanne, who’s still sitting at the head of the table picking at something under a nail.

      What the hell is her angle here?

      “Well, you all do what you need to do, it was just a suggestion,” she says flippantly, still picking at her nails.

      Richard glares at Tom with a stern look.

      “Thomas-”

      “Hey, hey,” Tom holds his hands up, chuckling. “I’m just saying let’s give it a day or two and see what we think, aright? Maybe Joanne has a point.”

      That’s it.

      I stand abruptly, shaking my head.

      “You know what, I don’t need a day or two.”

      I turn to Richard.

      “I’ll sign. I’m ready.”

      And it doesn’t matter if I’m not, because something’s going on here that’s setting off an alarm in my head. And what I need to do right now is protect my dad’s team.

      Richard sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose.

      “I’m afraid you can’t now, London.”

      “Excuse me?”

      He fixes me with a look.

      “The board has to be unanimous for you to sign over as head of the organization, and apparently-” he shoots a look at Tom. “Apparently, we’re not.”

      There’s a cold feeling in my gut as I blink and start to process what he’s just said. I look past him, and this time, Joanne’s not looking at her nails.

      She’s looking at me.

      And she’s smiling.

      I can feel the anger rushing through me as I start to stand abruptly, ready to give Joanne a piece of my mind. But Richard’s hand is there on my shoulder, calming me down a notch.

      “Why don’t we adjourn for now, and we’ll revisit this once all voting board members-” he looks sharply at Joanne, “Have had time to see clearly.” He directs the last part of his statement at Tom, his eyes narrowed at the younger man.

      Richard officially adjourns the meeting. Everyone starts to stand and collect their things, but Joanne just stays right in her seat at the head of the table, tapping through her phone.

      Smiling.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m out of that boardroom in a flash, my mind still trying to put together what the hell just happened, when there’s a hand on my arm. I whirl, jerking my arm back on instinct and narrow my eyes at Tom.

      “Look, London-”

      “What the hell was that in there, Tom?”

      I set my jaw, glaring at the man with the slicked-back hair and expensive suit.

      He’s smiling - just like Joanne was.

      “Listen, I just wanted to explain it all to you.”

      “Please do,” I mutter, folding my arms across my chest and scowling.

      “I think you should be in charge of this organization.”

      I bark out a thin laugh.

      “Great, we’re in agreement.”

      Tom nods slowly.

      “They’re a tricky bunch, that board. Old boys, you know?”  He makes a clicking sound with his teeth. “I mean, a girl in charge?” He shrugs. “Hey, you know I’m down with that feminism stuff, but they might not be.”

      I stare at Tom.

      “Feminism stuff?” I roll my eyes. “Tom, we’re talking about me temporarily running my dad’s team, not campaigning for suffrage or the right to wear pants in the office.”

      He chuckles as he shrugs again.

      “Hey, I’m just saying they might not be into the idea of you being in charge.”

      “They sure seemed into it.”

      “They might be persuaded otherwise.”

      A shiver runs down my spine as I narrow my eyes at the little shit in front of me.

      “Excuse me?”

      Tom laughs again, shaking his head.

      “C’mon London, let me take you out again. You know there’s chemistry here,” he says, wagging a finger between the two of us.

      “You can’t be serious.”

      I slowly shake my head at him, my jaw dropping as the pieces click together.

      “Are you seriously holding the board vote over my head so I’ll go out with you?” I can feel the heat rising inside as I glare daggers at Tom. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      He laughs, loudly, holding his hands up in front of him as he shakes his head.

      “Whoa! Whoa! That’s not what I said, baby.”

      “Don’t call me baby,” I hiss. “And you know damn well it’s what you’re implying.”

      “Well, I guess it’s one way of looking at things, isn’t it?”

      “Fuck you, Tom,” I spit out. “Who the hell do you think I am?”

      “Hey! I’m not implying anything.” He grins at me as he leans against the wall next to us, as if he actually thinks he’s smooth talking me here somehow.

      “Just a date. It’s just dinner, London. I’m not one of these Neanderthal football guys you work around. I’m not looking for a notch or whatever, just dinner.”

      “It’s not happening, Tom,” I say icily. “And if you try and hold up something like this in the boardroom because your lame attempt at blackmailing me into a date didn’t work, I’ll make sure they all know why, you little weasel.”

      The smirking grin drops from Tom’s face as his look sours.

      “You-” He narrows his eyes at me and he stops himself, his lips going tight like he’s holding something back. “One date, babe,” he finally says. “I don’t see what the big deal is.”

      “Get fucked, Tom.”

      And then I’m whirling and stomping away, throwing up a middle finger on my way around the corner.
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* * *

      The bravado lasts all of thirty seconds until I get around the corner, and then I’m running into the lady’s room. I barely make it to the stall before the remains of my lunch come back up in a horrible wave of nausea. I wince as I kneel by the toilet, tears stinging my eyes as my stomach heaves twice more. Finally, I sit back with a shaky breath.

      Shit, what am I doing?

      Even without Tom’s bullshit and whatever Joanne is up to, I’m not qualified for this. Well, maybe I am, but I don’t know if I’m ready for it. This is huge. This isn’t LJ Jacobs: shrewd scout and tough negotiator.  This is LJ Jacobs: head owner and board member of a professional league football team.

      And suddenly, I’m not so sure I’m actually up to that.

      Well, my stomach isn’t, that’s for sure.

      I finally stand on shaky legs and make my way to the sink to clean up. I splash cool water against my neck before digging though my purse for the spare toothbrush Serena always makes fun of me for carrying around.

      “Yeah, like you’re the type of girl who might need an overnight toothbrush handy in her purse.”

      I make a face at her. “You never know.”

      Serena laughs. “Oh, girl, believe me, I do know. And you are NOT the random sleepover kind of girl.”

      I frown. “Says who?”

      “Says the fact that you’re so tied up with analyzing every situation like it’s a trade deal or a passing record that you’re incapable of just going and getting laid.”

      I finish rinsing out my mouth before I glance back into the bathroom mirror and make a face at my hair. I pull the tie out from the messy, half undone bun, letting my auburn tangles cascade down my shoulders.

      I dig into my purse again, coming out this time with some eyeliner to re-apply and a touch of gloss for my lips.

      I straighten up, pulling my shoulders back before reaching up and undoing an extra button from my blouse.

      I bite my lip.

      Because Serena was right. I was incapable of just going out and getting laid.

      Was.

      I feel the throb of something hungry deep inside of me as I step from the women’s room and make my way to the parking garage.

      I don’t need to think about this. I don’t need to analyze what it means, or what it says about either of us, or what it might mean for the future.

      All I need to know is that I want him, and he wants me, and right now, that’s all I need.

      I need to lose myself in something, and losing myself in him and all the wicked things I know he can do to me sounds perfect right now.
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      I stare at the papers on my kitchen counter that Randy’s just dropped off.

      Shit, barely a week here and I’m already looking to bail.

      I re-read the title of the first pack of papers: “Dissolution of Contract and Forfeiture of Dues and Earnings”.

      I mean, fuck. Talk about heavy language.

      The wording on the second one isn’t as scary, but it’s the prospect behind it that’s worse: a contract for re-signing with the Rattlesnakes - at a fairly considerable pay drop, of course.

      I don’t actually know how the fuck Randy pulled it off after I left like that, but there it is. My old team would take me back. It might be a little less money, but hell, it’s my old life back. It’s the fame and groupies and being the king of it all that I was back in Denver. So they want to ding my paycheck as penance for running off like an asshole?

      Fine.

      I groan and wonder for the millionth time why I made this move to begin with. A pay dip, a losing team, a new city that doesn’t worship me like Denver did. I mean what the fuck was I thinking?

      Sure, Randy might be right about the renegotiations I was going to have to go through after last season, but still.

      What it comes down to is, I’m starting to think I made the wrong move. Which is why he and I pulled the trigger on looking at what it would take to leave Houston and head back home, as shitty a person as that might make me.

      Why the hell did I come here?

      Except, deep down - or really, not all that deep down if I’m being honest with myself - I know part of the reason I came here.

      Even if I don’t want to admit it myself.

      The short, opinionated, auburn-haired, sassy little spitfire of a talent scout. The girl that served me my bullshit right back to me. The one that wouldn’t back down, or worship me like every other girl I’ve ever met since becoming famous.

      The girl that stood out, and the one that got in deep.

      I roll my eyes at myself and how fucking stupid that sounds.

      Me, the guy who gets laid at the drop of a hat. Me, the guy who goes through women like days of the week.

      Right, like a guy like me would move from the place I had it so good just for a fucking girl. Sure, I needed the break. I needed to step back from Denver and the ghosts that haunted me there. Moving let me try something new, breathe some new air, and get away from the mistakes and regrets that hounded me.

      All that and London. Moving got me London again.

      You sound like a pussy.

      I frown as I stare at the bottle of whiskey on my kitchen counter - a housewarming present from the Bulls management team for my new condo here.

      I crack the top off and sniff.

      Damn that’s good.

      I glance at the label and age and raise a brow.

      Shit, that’s real good. I grab a glass and pour a splash in.

      This bottle is a release from the demons circling through may head. This drink is medicine for the aching regret from that night.

      The night I let Brandon walk out of that party and get into his damn car.

      I wasn’t his designated driver - I mean shit, we were both blasted. But best friends watch each other’s backs. Best friends don’t ignore their buddy when he drunkenly mentions he’s taking off, just because you’re too busy getting into the panties of the two cute little co-eds who’ve been dropping hints all night.

      The whiskey is sweet and smoky, and goes down way too fast.

      I pour another splash into the glass, turning it slowly on the butcher block counter and eyeing the amber liquid.

      This is release.

      Release from all of that still floating through my head. Release from the mountain of guilt still tied like a stone to my neck. The guilt that’s been there ever since I woke up in that strange bed to the last phone call I’d ever want anyone to get.

      I’m about to pour a third splash into the glass when reason finally sinks in.

      Because the whole point of this move - looking past London - was a change. This was to make me better and make me whole. This was to get me away from the shit that made my last season so terrible and my offseason a train-wreck.

      I stare at the glass in my hands.

      And if I start right into my old ways here, what was the point?

      Don’t say her name, I growl to myself inside my head.

      Don’t you say her fucking name, you big pussy.

      London.

      Shit, I almost do take another drink at that.

      I came here to change and get a fresh start, not just to get a piece of tail. I didn’t move my entire life and identity across the country just to get laid.

      But damn.

      I push my hands over my face, raking my fingers over the scruff of my chin and pushing them through my hair as I exhale slowly.

      I can’t figure out how and why this girl’s gotten in so deep with me, despite both of us being so fucking adamant about it being this whatever casual thing.

      Yeah, best laid plans.

      And it’s not just the sex, or the way she gets me harder and more roaring to go than any girl ever has, as weird as that is. It’s the way she makes me want her. She makes me want to work for it.

      Except I need to get over that.

      It’s just the emotions of having left Denver, and the newness of this all. I’ve had my vacation from my life, and now it’s time to go home. It’s time to go home and bury Brandon’s ghost alongside my own demons.

      It’s time to go home and jumpstart the season I know I have inside of me. And hell, if it takes fucking half the women in Denver to get London Jacobs out of my head?

      So be it.

      And I decide right there that I’m done with this girl. I’m done with the games and the back and forth and all that crap.

      Over it.

      The knock on my door has me jerking my head up to of my own stormy thoughts. I frown, wondering what the hell Randy forgot.

      The knock comes again, and I shake the cobwebs and emotions from my face as I walk over.

      “Alright, alright, I’m coming, I’m coming!”

      I yank the door open.

      “What the fuck did you forget-”

      I freeze.

      It’s not Randy.

      It’s London.

      London with a fire in her eyes and a flush on her cheeks.

      Her tongue darts out, wetting her lips as she looks right up into my eyes, her shoulders heaving like she’s just run up to the tenth floor.

      “This,” she says quietly. “I forgot this.”

      And then she’s leaning up on the tips of her toes, yanking me down by the collar of my t-shirt, and kissing me.

      And literally everything I was just thinking blows away.
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      No regrets.

      No thinking it through, no analyzing the situation and the outcomes and all the reasons why this is a bad idea.

      This is just me and the man who makes me feel things I’ve never felt before.

      Wicked, filthy, dirty things.

      And I just want more.

      This time it’s me who pushes him back, my lips locked to his and a fistful of the neck of his t-shirt in my hands as I push him back into his condo and kick the door shut behind me.

      There are no words, because we both crash together like we’ve been thinking of nothing else since the last time.

      We move into the kitchen, his tongue seeking mine and my hands pushing and pulling at his shirt to tear it off of him. Fingertips slide up his grooved abs, my pulse thudding with desire to feel and taste every inch of his body.

      I shove him back against the kitchen counter, stepping back with my eyes locked on his as I yank my blouse up and over my head and toss it aside. His eyes drink me in with a raw hunger as his hands move to his belt, tugging it off and unzipping his fly as I let my bra fall to the ground.

      He’s pushing at his jeans, but I’m back on him, my hands sliding over that delicious skin as my lips kiss down his chest. My hands push his away, fingertips teasing over the waist of his boxer briefs as I shove his pants down. I lean up and kiss him hungrily, letting our tongues dance together before I slowly drop to my knees in front of him.

      Hooking my fingers into the waist of his tight black boxer briefs, I slowly pull them down his muscled, grooved hips. My eyes follow the trail of hair down from his navel until suddenly he springs out.

      I moan.

      His cock is thick and pulsing, jutting out from his muscled abdomen, and before I know it, I’m leaning forward, opening my lips, and sucking him inside.

      Holden groans, his hands sliding down to gently tangle in my hair. I swirl my tongue around his thick head, teasing at the satin and steel feel of him and loving the way he moans and the way his hands tighten in my hair. I hollow my cheeks, sucking him inside as my hands reach up to his thighs and grab at his hips. I moan around his thick shaft, sucking at him and listening to his low growls and moans.

      I reach around and let my hands cup that perfectly sculpted ass, pulling him deeper inside as he hisses in pleasure.

      This doesn’t need analyzing. This doesn’t need a goddamn spreadsheet.

      This is just pure need and pure desire, and this time, I’m not going to overthink it.

      Holden reaches down, his hands cupping my jaw as he gasps. He slowly pulls me from his wet and throbbing cock.

      “Keep that up, sugar, and I’m going to lose it.”

      I grin wickedly at him, pushing his hands away and bobbing back down on his cock as he hisses.

      “Well maybe I want you to lose it.”

      Holden growls.

      “Not before I’m done with you.”

      I gasp as he reaches down and easily picks me up as if I weighed nothing at all. He scoops me up in his muscled arms, and I throw mine around his neck, kissing him eagerly as my legs wrap around his waist. I can feel him, pulsing thick and ready between my legs, and I whimper into his mouth as I feel his strong hands lift me up and center me above his cock.

      I shudder as I feel his head graze across my clit.

      “Please,” I pant into his lips, rocking my hips in a vain attempt to feeling him push inside.

      Holden grins.

      “I think I like hearing you ask nicely,” he growls, biting at my bottom lip. His hands cup my ass, and he rocks his hips up as his hands move me slowly up and down.

      Fuck, yes.

      He’s not pushing inside like I want him to, but instead, he’s letting his thick shaft slide between my lips, his head bumping over my clit on every teasing stroke.

      “You’re teasing me,” I pant into his lips, my fingers sliding into his hair as our mouths crash together.

      “Then you better beg me harder,” he husks.

      “Please,” I gasp again, my head spinning as his cock slowly grinds up and down against my pussy. I go to kiss him, but he only grins as he pulls back just shy of my lips, just as he bumps the head of his cock against my clit.

      I whimper.

      “Gonna have to do better than that, sugar,” he breathes into my lips.

      “Please fuck me,” I pant out, rolling my hips against his as he stands there with his arms effortlessly holding me up.

      He lifts me until the head of his cock lodges right against my slick opening.

      “I’m not sure I caught that,” he growls with a smug grin on his face.

      I groan, my blood roaring in my ears and my body aching for him.

      “You are such a cocky prick.”

      “And you love it.”

      We lock eyes as time just stops for one half-second.

      “Fuck me,” I whisper.

      And this time, he does.

      We both cry out as he pulls me down onto his length, sheathing himself in one thrust. My fingers claw at the back of his head, my mouth going slack as I moan in pleasure.

      Holden’s powerful hands grip my ass firmly, and he starts to slide me up and down, right there in the middle of the kitchen. He’s growling as he pumps me up and down, the muscles of his arms and shoulders rippling as he fills me again and again.

      I’m panting into his ear, my breasts pressed against his iron chest and my nipples dragging across his hot skin. My ankles lock around his waist as his hands grip me tight as he slides my dripping pussy up and down his cock.

      We’re moving then, me still clinging to him like a rag doll as he carries me into the living room. He slowly sits back into his couch, never pulling out of me as he settles me perched on his lap.

      I rake my teeth across my bottom lip as I settle myself down, tracing my fingers down his chest and locking my eyes with his. Slowly, I raise myself up, feeling him slowly slide out of me, before I drop back down. I groan at the fullness, feeling him pulse deep inside me.

      I smile wickedly as I grab his hands and put them above his head this time. He grins at me, cocking a brow and just nodding as he lets me hold his hands there. I start bucking up and down on him, rolling my hips and riding his cock as I just let myself go.

      I can feel every inch of him stroke inside, my clit rubbing deliciously against his shaft on each stroke as our moans collide. I drop my mouth to his, and bury my cries in his lips as his tongue eagerly finds mine.

      We start to move faster and faster, me riding him up and down and him raising his hips to meet mine on every thrust. Holden slips his hands from mine, one going to my hip and the other trailing down my soft belly to where we join. He leans forward and wraps his lips around a puckered, rosy nipple as his fingers find my clit and start to stroke.

      It’s all too much.

      It’s everything, and all consuming. It’s him demanding my orgasm, and he’s going to get it.

      I’m still whimpering when he brings his mouth away from my breast and lays back into the couch, his hands still on me and his eyes drinking me in as I ride him.

      “Now be a good girl and come for me.”

      I moan, my whole body shivering as I start to slide towards that edge.

      Holden growls.

      “You like when I call you that.”

      It’s a fact, not a question. I nod, my eyes half-closed and a small whimper dripping from my lips.

      “Or what if I call you my bad girl.”

      Oh fuck.

      I can feel myself start to fall - feel my body begin to shatter and blur at the edges.

      Holden suddenly sits up, his hand on my hip rocking me back and forth on his thick shaft as his fingers rub circles over my clit.

      “Now be a bad girl and come all over my cock,” he growls into my ear. “I want to feel that pussy come for me.”

      And that’s it.

      I shatter.

      The whole world goes dim as the orgasm rips through my body, screaming from my lips as I explode. Holden’s hands grip my hips hard enough to bruise as he growls ferociously into my ear as he erupts inside of me.

      It’s just a blur then as I feel his arms go around me and bring me into his chest. I’m still shaking, and gasping for air, and trying to see straight as his fingers trace up and down my back and his lips find mine.
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      We’re not done after the couch. Or after the shower, where he takes me up against the wall with his lips on my ear and his fingers teasing my clit.

      Actually, we’re not done after the bed either, where he drags it out - turning me into a quivering, whimpering puddle before we crash together one last time.

      After that, we sleep like the dead.

      It’s light out when I wake up in his bed, nestled in his arms. And for a moment, there’s a flashback to that time back at the hotel in Denver - the time I told myself this was a one-time thing, and to just enjoy it for the moment before it was done and just a memory.

      Yeah, so much for that idea.

      Here in his bed, he feels warm. He doesn’t feel like a scandal, or a conflict of interest, or a breach of contract.

      He just feels right.

      One of his arms lazily slides over me as he grunts in his sleep. The stubble of his chin rasps against my shoulder as he draws me close.

      I can feel his cock, half-hard against my ass, and I close my eyes as I ease back into it, feeling him pulse a little against me.

      God, who am I?

      It’s like he’s awoken some sort of sex goddess within me - apparently one with an insatiable appetite for him, because here I am after going three rounds last night and I still want more.

      And I want it now.

      I bite my lip as I reach back, my fingers circling around his cock. I stroke him softly, my pulse pounding in my ears as I feel him start to get harder and harder against me.

      Feeling the thrill pulse through me, I reach down between my legs with my other hand.

      I’m so wet.

      My finger slides easily between my lips, slipping through my slick heat and finding my clit. I rub myself slowly as I stroke him, until he’s throbbing hard in hand.

      And he’s still asleep.

      I shift in his arms, feeling my heart jump up in my throat as I arch my back and push my hips back. I use my fingers to spread myself, easing back until I can feel his head nestled against my pussy.

      I slowly push back.

      Oh, fuck.

      I close my eyes in sweet bliss as I slowly push back, taking a half inch at a time as I hold in the moan.

      There’s something hot about the fact that he’s still sleeping. Something so wicked and dirty thinking about him waking with his cock already inside me.

      Somehow, I don’t think he’ll be complaining.

      I only make it another inch though before I suddenly feel him shift behind me. There’s a grunt and then suddenly, his arms are tightening around me as his lips move against my ear.

      “Jesus Christ, you’re insatiable.”

      “Sorry,” I pant, finally letting the moan out.

      “Don’t be.”

      He rocks his hips forward, and I cry out as he buries the last of his cock inside of me.

      We start to move slowly, both of us on our sides as he slowly pumps in and out of my slick heat. His fingers move between my legs, rolling over my clit as he slowly rocks in time with my body, pumping in and out of me.

      Suddenly, he’s rolling us over.

      I moan as I find myself on my stomach with him on top of me, his weight on his arms on either side of me. He slides one hand down my spine and then pulls my ass back and up, my face still in the sheets as I feel him ease his cock into me again.

      He starts to fuck me like that, pumping deep and slowly. He’s hovering above me like that with both hands on either side of my shoulders - taking me, claiming me. I reach back with my hands, whimpering and playing with my clit as he pushes me further and further towards that edge.

      He rights himself into a kneeling position behind me as he starts to move faster. His hands grab my ass, holding me tight in his hands as he pumps in and out in perfect rhythm as I start to fall.

      My fingers dance over my clit as I feel myself start to slide, and when he growls and grabs my hips as he pumps in deep, I lose it completely.

      I come, crashing, gasping, and clawing at the sheets as I feel him throb as he empties his cum deep inside of me.

      We collapse onto the bed.

      “I’m not going to survive you,” he groans.

      I giggle, rolling on top of him and kissing him.

      “Just trying to keep you here.”

      He smirks.

      “Oh, right, it’s all for the team is it?”

      “Oh, totally. Why on earth else would I be sleeping with you,” I say with a grin, watching the corners of his mouth curl up.

      “Just going that extra mile, huh?”

      “Oh, always.”

      He perks a brow up. “So is this this how you keep all your players?”

      I punch his arm as he laughs.

      “No, actually,” I say, needling him with my finger as he laughs and kisses me. “Dick.”

      He wags his brows. “Hey, you know where to find it.”

      My cheeks go red. After having him take me every which way four times over the last ten hours or so, here I am blushing at one dirty comment of his.

      “Okay,” I sit up, letting my eyes trail over his impeccable body.

      “I need coffee.”

      He groans. “Absolutely.”

      He starts to sit up, but I push him back into the bed as I lean down to peck his cheek.

      “Sit tight, I’ll make it.”

      Holden laughs as I slip from his bed.

      “Okay now this is service. That’s it, I’m yours.”

      I roll my eyes. “Right, cause fucking you four times wasn’t enough?”

      He grins.

      “Gotta have my coffee.”

      I roll my eyes again as I pad nude through his condo, a huge grin across my face.

      And that smile stays there through grinding the beans, filling the filter, and setting the water. It’s still there as I listen to the burbling of the coffee streaming down into the pot, all the way until I glance over at the big butcher-block kitchen island.

      The one covered in paperwork.

      I frown as I step towards it, knowing I’m being nosey, but also knowing when I see a sports-related legal contract when I see one.

      And suddenly, the smile drops from my lips as my heart sinks.

      “Dissolution of Contract and Forfeiture of Dues and Earnings”

      I don’t have to read the one next to it with the Rattlesnakes logo on the top to know exactly what’s going on here.

      That asshole.

      That fucking asshole.

      My clothes are still strewn across the kitchen from last night, and I quickly put them on, my head reeling and my heart sinking through the floor.

      This was a mistake.

      All of it.

      This was me thinking with my heart and going with “feelings” instead of just doing what I do best and sticking to the hard numbers. And the numbers say getting mixed up with Holden Cade was exactly the big mistake I could have told myself it’d be.

      And yet I fell right into it.

      Fine, let him leave.

      I don’t say word as I slam the door to his apartment shut behind me.
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      After a week, I get the message.

      Believe me, I get it.

      A week after she storms out of my place, and a week after ignoring phone calls, texts, and even me being a total douche and knocking on her fucking office door, the message is pretty fucking clear.

      She’s pissed. I mean, of course she’s pissed, after bending over backwards to get me to sign, only to have me go ahead and look into skipping out. Hell, I only had Randy get those papers together because I was curious. But “just curious” still meant they were sitting out on my kitchen counter for London to walk right into.

      And the weird thing is, I’ve never felt bad about a girl leaving. In fact, it’s usually a good thing when one does. Hell, it’s usually exactly how I want things like this to end. Because the girl walking out leaves me feeling like the good guy, even if I’m the one that drove her away.

      Guys are fucking weird, what can I say.

      Except I don’t feel good right now.

      In fact, I don’t actually know what to feel right now.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “So, how’s Texas, you big asshole.”

      I hoot out a laugh as I pant, sucking in air after stopping mid-run to pick up the phone call from Max.

      “Fucking hot.”

      “You wearing cowboy hats and going line-dancing yet? Carrying a gun around in your pickup truck?”

      “Dude, it’s Houston. It’s not exactly the wild west out here.”

      Max chuckles his token rumbling laugh.

      “Well listen, cowboy, what are you up to this weekend?”

      “Eh, the usual I guess,” I lie.

      The usual would be getting shit-housed drunk and seeing which particularly eager club girl would let me fuck her and her friend in the VIP booth. The usual would be me waking up hungover and hurting in a stranger’s bed ready to do the whole thing all over again.

      Somehow, that’s changed recently.

      In fact, I haven’t gone out once the last week or so. Hell, I’ve barely been drinking at all either, which is strangely a healthy feeling.

      But it also means that in a brand new city, playing for a new team I haven’t met yet, and with the one person I do know basically wanting nothing to do with me now, I’ve just been bored.

      “Well, if your dick and your liver can take a break for a few days, we were thinking about maybe coming down to check on you.”

      I grin widely, my eyes lighting up.

      “We? As in you and Hannah and the girls?” I say eagerly, not even bothering to keep the excitement out of my voice.

      “Alright, Alright; simmer down,” Max mutters.

      “We’re coming down to see Hannah’s sister. You’re just the day-trip, so don’t let it go to your head.”

      I grin.

      “Hannah’s sister lives in Florida.”

      I know this, because I once tried to get her into bed at Max’s birthday party before Hannah promised me she’d cut my dick off if I touched her sister.

      …The woman can be extremely convincing when she wants to be.

      “Well, I- you know, she’s uh…”

      Max starts to stumble over words as I start to laugh.

      “Aww you big fucking softy. Did you miss me, buddy?”

      “No,” Max huffs.

      I chuckle as I grab a seat on a park bench.

      “It’s okay, Max, I won’t tell everyone what a big emotional teddy bear you are - missing your good buddy Holden and all.”

      Max growls. “It’s more to check in with you to make sure you’re not drinking yourself to death.”

      “Max, you can just say you miss me, it’s okay,” I say as earnestly as possible with the big grin on my face. “You know, it takes a big man to admit how much he loves another-”

      “I could always take the girls to Disneyworld instead, douchebag.”

      I laugh, shaking my head.

      “Dude, I’d love if you guys came. I’m fucking dying on the vine down here.”

      “You going to behave?”

      “My best behavior. Besides, Disneyworld is over-rated.”

      Max laughs.

      “Alright, we’ll see you Friday then. And Holden?”

      I can almost feel the glare through the phone.

      “Tone it down while we’re there, okay?”

      “My best behavior.”
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      “You’ve been sour the last week.”

      “No I haven’t.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      Serena rolls her eyes and looks back to her laptop.

      I sigh loudly, enough that she grins, still looking at her work.

      Both of our offices have decent views, but if we’re being honest, mine’s way better. Serena’s looks out on the city, which is certainly cool at night, but during working hours, mine has the luxury of looking out over the empty and usually fairly quiet stadium itself.

      Her bringing a laptop in here to do work is really nothing new.

      In any case, she’s right: I have been sour. For some reason, I also haven’t told anyone about the paperwork on Holden’s kitchen counter.

      Hell, I don’t even know how much reality there is to that either.

      He’d hardly be the first player to try and play a shiny new signed contract as a bargaining chip for something bigger or better. In fact, I’ve dealt with other players on this very team who got traded or head-hunted, only to come back to the Bulls with their new pay-grade and try and re-sign.

      I usually shut that down pretty quickly.

      So, it does happen. Hell, it’s a business, and I of all people know that you’ve got to take the “personal” out of things when you’re dealing with million-dollar contracts and assessing someone’s ability to play for more than the next two seasons.

      So why am I so pissed?

      I know why, though, and I know it’s got very little to do with Holden and his manager doing the usual contract dance that comes with professional athletes and multi-million dollar contracts. It’s the fact I didn’t know about it.

      And I’m not mad because he didn’t tell me - me, the co-owner of his current team and architect of his current contract. I’m mad because somewhere deep down, I’d want him to confide something like that in me.

      Which is ridiculous.

      Take the “personal” out of it.

      It’s ridiculous and I know it. It makes me feel like some sort of stupid puppy-love girl with a crush. Or like I’m his girlfriend or something.

      It’s an eye-rolling sentiment.

      Right, dating Holden Cade. Please.

      Because as incredible and mind-blowing as the other night with him was, that’s all there will ever be between me and a man like that. Pure sex. Pure unfiltered, raw, toe-curling, body-shaking, I-think-I-might-die-it’s-so-good sex.

      Not a relationship, no matter how comfortable it felt being in his arms like that.

      “Like puttin’ lipstick on a pig,” I think would be my dad’s Texas-flavored take on that idea.

      And yet here I am keeping Holden’s possible move a big secret, like he has confided it in me. I’m keeping it a big secret from my fucking team; information that the board should probably know, considering Holden is our ticket back into relevancy.

      Thinking of the board etches a scowl into my forehead.

      Ugh.

      In a few days, we’ll all reconvene for another vote, where I’ll see just how much “sway” Tom has, and whether I’ll be running my father’s organization or not. I’ve decided it’s best not to think about it for the sake of not losing my mind.

      Serena coughs loudly.

      “Hey, let’s go out tonight, you and me.”

      I blink away the last of my stressful thoughts on Holden and my future here as I turn back to her and make a face.

      “I’ve got work to-”

      “Nope, uh-uh.” She wags a finger at me. “You me, a bottle or two of wine, and dancing. Who knows, we might even go crazy and talk to some boys.”

      I grin.

      “And chill about the board thing. You’re London Jacobs, girl. Your family is Bulls football. They’d be fucking idiots not to have you running things.”

      “Yeah, well…” I trail off and turn to look out the window.

      “Seriously, forget about Tom’s shit, at least until the board meeting.”

      “It’s not just Tom you know.”

      Serena scowls. She knows who I’m talking about.

      “I’ve already told you, that woman’s had ‘scheming bitch’ written on her damn forehead since the first time I met her.”

      I grin as I turn back to her.

      It may be true, but something’s in the works here, and combined with the punch to the gut at Holden’s place a week before with those stupid contract papers, I’m barely hanging on.

      “Thanks,” I mutter. “You’re right, I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      It’s a lie. I’m not sure it’s going to be fine in the slightest bit.

      There’s a cough by my open office door, and I look up to a pair of smoky green eyes, perfectly coifed blond hair, and chiseled-from-marble jaw-line.

      “Ms. Jacobs?”

      I blink. “Yes?”

      The man grins an easy, practiced smile that looks like it’d be right at home in either a boardroom, on a yacht, or in a freaking magazine.

      “Landon Reece,” he steps into the room towards my desk, his hand outstretched.

      No, “steps” isn’t the right word.

      The man stalks; moving more like an athlete than a suit, despite the insanely expensive-looking one he’s wearing.

      I take his hand, feeling his strong grip as he shakes mine.

      He flashes that smile again before darting a look at Serena.

      “Uh, hi,” Serena smiles widely, biting her lip coyly as she takes his hand next.

      “Serena Roth.”

      “Pleasure, Ms. Roth,” Landon says, his voice like velvet before he turns back to me. “Is now a good time?”

      I furrow my brow.

      “I’m sorry, for?”

      He laughs easily. “I guess I skipped that part.” He glances at Serena once more before his eyes move back to mine. “Maybe this would be more appropriate outside your office?”

      I can feel the blush creep into my cheeks as Serena’s brows raise way up at me over his shoulder.

      “You know, I was just leaving, Mr. Reece.” She smiles at him as she grabs her laptop and heads for the door. She stops just outside it and pantomimes a phone to her ear while gesturing wildly at me with her eyebrows.

      I quickly turn my attention back to the blonde man in front of me.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Reece?”

      He smiles as he turns and closes my office door before facing me again.

      “I work for the Denver Rattlesnakes.”

      Oh.

      “I see,” I raise a brow at him. I smile thinly as I take a seat, the mystery of his visit dissipating in the room.

      Yeah, this has happened before too. Former teams of traded players looking to make an under-the-table deal to get them back.

      “Look, Mr. Reece,” I clasp my hands on my desk, instantly slipping into “all business LJ” mode, as Serena calls it. “I appreciate you coming all the way down here to talk, but honestly, we’re quite happy with Mr. Cade’s contract and we’re looking forward to seeing how he performs on the field this season.”

      Landon chuckles, taking a seat across from me and steeling his fingers under his chin.

      “I’m not actually here to talk about Holden Cade, Ms. Jacobs.” He leans back in his chair, his eyes twinkling as they pierce into mine. “I’m here to talk about you.”

      I raise a brow.

      “Pardon?”

      Landon grins at me, his whole body exuding confidence and poise.

      “As I said, maybe this would be best to discuss outside your office.”

      He stands suddenly, his body seemingly uncoiling from his seat in his smoky grey tailored suit. He takes a card from his breast pocket and places it on the desk in front of me.

      “Tonight, say, eight o’clock at Chez Toulouse?”

      My brow shoots up.

      Dinner?

      Landon grins broadly.

      “I think you’ll want to hear what I have to say.” He turns without another word and moves to the door. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Jacobs.”

      And then he’s gone, leaving me even more confused than I was earlier.

      I sit there another minute, fingering the edges of his business card and chewing on my lip, when the sound of faint laughter pulls me out of it.

      I furrow my brow as I turn towards the wall of windows overlooking the field.

      The unmistakable sound of children’s giggling comes again, and this time, I stand and move towards one of the half-open windows and look out curiously.

      The first thing I see are two little tow-headed blonde girls giggling out on the field. And though they’re far enough away that I can’t be sure, there’s something about the matching outfits, matching pigtails, and matching size that makes me think they’re twins.

      I furrow my brow, smiling as I see a gorgeous blonde woman who must be their mom come in after them.

      Maybe one of the player’s wives I don’t remember?

      But it’s a weird thought, because I know my team, and their families.

      The huge man with the black beard that follows them out though I definitely also know.

      Max Sheffield, of the Denver Rattlesnakes.

      First Landon Reece, now Max Sheffield?

      What, did they get a group rate down here or something?

      And right after Max, who else but Holden comes jogging out onto the empty field. I narrow my eye at him, thinking again about the papers, and then getting angry with myself all over again or even being angry about that.

      So, the player turned out to be a big player; shocker.

      What, did I think I was going to have a meaningful relationship with the most notorious, most arrogant jock of a guy in pro football?

      Of course not.

      What we had was casual - just sex between two consenting adults. Well, very hot, mind-blowing, I’m-not-sure-how-it-gets-better-than-that sex.

      I scowl, shaking my head.

      Out on the field, Holden roars as he starts chasing after the two little girls, who giggle and squeal as they run from him. He catches them, scooping them up in his big arms and laughing as they hug him, the sound of laughter echoing around the empty stadium.

      I have to smile at that.

      The big, tough, macho bad boy, reduced to a grinning doofus by two little girls. It pulls at something deep inside of me, and for a moment I suddenly feel like an asshole.

      Because here I am judging him based on who people say he is. It’s exactly what I hate when people do it to me - when they just assume I’m “Archie’s daughter” or “just a girl trying to play a man’s game.” It’s me having to come into situations like that and prove that I’m more than that.

      And maybe Holden’s the same way.

      Maybe’s he’s more than the reputation - more than the party animal, skirt-chasing jock that everyone says he is.

      Maybe he’s more than a player.

      Maybe he’s-

      I stop as out on the field, the cheer team comes out for their pre-season practice. Bouncing, perky young women in booty shorts and tight tank tops, who of course all go to mush when they see the legendary Holden Cade out there playing with those kids.

      Can’t say I blame them.

      But then I’m scowling as Holden sets the kids down and runs his hand through his hair. And even though I can’t see it from up here, I know damn well he’s flashing that stupid smile of his.

      Two of the cheer girls run up to him, giggling and throwing their arms around him. And then he’s scooping them up, twirling them around and roaring with laughter.

      Yeah, so much for that no judging thing.

      Because whatever I want him to be, this is what he actually is.

      A player.

      A man-whore.

      A self-aggrandizing, arrogant prick of a jock.

      …Exactly what I thought he was.

      I glare at him as I pick up my phone.

      “Hey,” I say as Serena answers the phone. “I gotta bail on our plans tonight.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah, I’ve got dinner with Landon Reece.”
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      We only have time for a quick tour of the field before it’s time to feed Max’s little monsters.

      Back at their hotel, we end up grabbing a table on the roof terrace restaurant overlooking downtown. I watch enviously as Cassie and Ginger scarf down chicken fingers, bread, and mac and cheese that has my pre-season diet stomach growling while I poke at the steamed vegetables on my own plate.

      “So, being good, Holden?” Hannah says with a grin over the lip of her wine glass.

      Max snorts.

      “Of course I am.”

      She raises a suspicious brow at me and I laugh.

      “Hannah, I’m being good. There’s this girl, actually, who’s keeping me-”

      I stop and frown immediately.

      Why the fuck did I say that? It just comes out though, despite being an absurd thing to say.

      Hell, I think it’s pretty clear that London isn’t “a girl” in that way - the way like “I’ve been seeing someone” or “there’s someone I’m dating.”

      No, fuck that.

      We’re not “seeing each other” and we’re sure as hell not “dating”.

      We’re fucking, from time to time.

      Really good, really hot, really casual, no strings attached, fucking.

      Max laughs deeply.

      “Wow, shocker; there’s a girl huh?”

      “Not like that, ass,” I mutter, out of earshot of Cassie and Ginger who’re now done with their dinner and doing a puzzle on the patio floor near our table.

      Max rolls his eyes.

      “Brother, I’ve known you a long time, and it’s always like that.”

      “Well maybe I’m getting better,” I say with a shrug.

      “Something in the Texas air, huh?” Hannah grins at me.

      “You guys are dicks.”

      They laugh, Hannah leaning into Max sitting next to her and snuggling into her husband.

      They look happy.

      They look genuine.

      They look like they’re in love.

      Hell, the idea of even hooking up with a girl more than three times terrifies me, let alone being with someone for seven fucking years. Or fuck, marrying them, and having kids with them.

      Kids, yikes.

      Cassandra and Ginger are goddamn adorable, and tons of fun to play with. But holy shit is having kids so much more than that. If all it took, were cartoons and games of hide and seek, then sure, sign me up.

      Maybe.

      But it’s a lot more than that, and I’ve known Max long enough to see that. They’re loud, they cry, they smell.

      They poop all the time.

      And yet, Max looks like he’s got the fucking world in his back pocket, with his arm around his wife and his eyes on his two little girls. He looks fucking untouchable, invincible, and like the rest of the shit in the world just doesn’t matter.

      And maybe it doesn’t when you’ve got a family like that, who knows.

      Not me, that’s for sure.

      Max turns back to me. “So, who’s the girl?”

      “Oh, interested now?”

      He laughs.  “Sure.”

      I scowl and look away.

      “It’s nothing, actually.”

      “Oh?” Hannah’s brow perks up.

      “Okay, it was maybe something but,” I trail off and wave my hand. “It’s nothing.”

      I look away, thinking about what I’m even saying.

      It was maybe something? Huh?

      No, it wasn’t. “It” was London and I having a lot of fun together, and the thrill of it being a secret fueling the sex.

      That’s it. Period.

      I look back up, but Max is still staring at me.

      “What.”

      He shrugs. “Nothing man, you just seem, I dunno, better.”

      “Better?”

      “Healthier, happier.”

      I shrug.

      “You didn’t drink with dinner.”

      “What?”

      He nods at the water glass next to my empty plate.

      “I noticed. You didn’t get a beer or anything.”

      I frown.

      “Dude I’m in training mode.”

      Hannah grins as she arches a brow at me.

      “Oh, that’s stopped you before has it?”

      I make a face at her as she laughs.

      “This got anything to do with this girl of yours?”

      I roll my eyes.

      “I told you, she’s not my girl.”

      Hannah rolls her eyes.

      “Well your possession of her notwithstanding, does your shaping up have anything to do with her?”

      I laugh, shaking my head and looking away.

      Except she’s hit a note, as much as I don’t want to follow that thought. She’s touched on something I’ve been purposefully not exploring - the idea that the “change” I needed and the fresh start I was looking for might not have anything to do with a football team or a new city.

      That it might be her.

      I quickly change the subject as I turn to Max.

      “Look, you still want to go back and check out the facilities back at the stadium or not.”

      “You guys got the same aquatic weight training system the Rattlesnakes just put in?”

      I scowl.

      “No.”

      Hannah laughs.

      “Oh let Holden show you his new stadium.”

      Max winks at me.

      “Alright, alright.”

      He stands and bends down to kiss his wife on the forehead.

      “You and the girls fine for bedtime?”

      She pulls him into a kiss.

      “Definitely. I promised them Little Mermaid.”

      Max chuckles.

      “Nice; I’m jealous.”

      I snort and he looks up at me and shrugs, his tough-guy face coming back.

      “Little Mermaid puts them to bed in like five minutes.”

      “Uh-huh,” I grin at him.

      “Alright, let’s go see your little peewee field.”

      “You really are a dick.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You know, this place ain’t that bad.”

      “I know, dude.”

      I take Max through the doors from the weight room into the physical therapy wing.

      “This place has good bones, and the team isn’t that bad, they just need a push.”

      “And that’s you?”

      I blow air through my lips as I glance up at the posters on the wall from the last Houston championship from seven years ago.

      “Apparently.”

      We continue on through our tour of the hallways of the stadium.

      “I think you’re going to do well here, buddy.”

      I sigh.

      “Let’s hope so, or this was one dumb move.”

      “Nah, I was just giving you shit before. I think the move did you good. You’re looking better, and you don’t look like you just crawled out of a bar.”

      I laugh and he looks at me.

      “What.”

      “So this is all football related then? Nothing to do with this girl?”

      I roll my eyes. “No way.”

      “Who is this chick anyways?”

      “She’s no-one, man.”

      We round the corner and walk right into London’s friend Serena.

      “Oh, hi!” she grins at me.

      “Hey there.”

      Serena’s eyes strangely linger on me. I cough.

      “Uh, this is Max Sheffield, of-”

      “Of the Denver Rattlesnakes - yeah, I know who he is.”

      She smiles and shakes Max’s hand before turning back to me and giving me a look.

      “I do work for a professional football team, Holden.” She grins at me again before turning back to him. “So, are we stealing you, too?”

      Max chuckles, but as Serena turns back to me, his eyebrows raise as he nods questioningly at her.

      I get that look instantly.

      He thinks she’s “the girl.”

      He could not be more wrong.

      “So, looking for London?”

      My eyes snap back to her, seeing the pointed look in her eyes.

      I pointedly ignore it.

      “Uh, nope, just showing Max around.”

      “Uh-huh,” she says, nodding but with her eyes never leaving mine.

      I clear my throat. “Why, is she around?”

      Serena shakes her head. “You just missed her.”

      “Ah, cool.” I cough as nonchalantly as I can as I turn back to a confused looking Max.

      “Well, let’s head out and see if-”

      “She’s out to dinner.”

      I freeze, feeling something tug at my gut - something hot and fierce and confusing.

      Something that I’m pretty fucking sure might be jealousy.

      “Oh?” I say as casually as possible.

      Serena’s brow cocks.

      “Mhmm. I think it’s business thing.”

      I breathe a little inside.

      Serena sighs.

      “Somehow, none of my business dinners end up being with good looking men at places like Chez Toulouse,” she whistles.

      “Chez Toulouse?”

      She gives me a look.

      “Uh, it’s only the most romantic restaurant in town.”

      What the fuck.

      That horrible, confusing, roaring feeling comes igniting back through me. The thought of London out with some fucking guy somehow driving me fucking insane. The thought of her being with some other dude has my blood searing through my veins like hot lead, the world sort of dimming around me. I tunnel-vision onto what she’s just said.

      “Holden?”

      I blink, shaking myself out of that little shroud as I realize they’re both staring at me.

      Serena’s brow furrows.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah…yeah.” I shake my head. “I was just supposed to talk to her about some contract shit, that’s all.”

      She nods, but her eyes still say “bullshit.”

      “Right, well, I’ll tell her you stopped by then.”

      “Cool, great,” I mumble out.

      “Nice to meet you, Max.”

      She smiles at him again and then gives me one last look before she steps past us and walks away.

      “Damn, brother.”

      I snap my eyes to him.

      “What?”

      He whistles lowly. “I thought that chick was “the girl” at first and was about to give you a big lesson about shitting where you eat.”

      “Well, relax, it’s not.”

      “Yeah, no shit.”

      He shakes his head at me. “It’s way fucking worse.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Leave it, man.”

      “London Jacobs?” He stares at me. “Are you fucking insane?”

      “Dude, forget it, it’s nothing.”

      “The hell it is.”

      I groan.

      “Look, it was just this stupid thing; it’s done.”

      “You hooked up with Archie Jacobs’s daughter. You know she partially owns the team, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, got it, thanks,” I hiss at him. “And we didn’t ‘hook up’, so relax.”

      Max scowls right back at me.

      “Look me dead in the eye and tell me you didn’t sleep with your boss’s daughter.”

      I look away and Max swears under his breath. “Well, shit.”

      I sigh as I turn back to him.

      “Dude, it’s nothing alright? Let’s go get a beer before Hannah makes you come back to the hotel.”

      “Don’t put this on me, dick,” he scowls, his voice rumbling.

      “So, London Jacob’s is her.”

      “She is not.”

      Max sighs and shakes his head as we start heading back down the hallway. He shakes his head as we step out onto the dark field, picking up an errant football and tossing it in his hands.

      “So, what’d you do, piss her off? Shove her away?”

      “Something like that.”

      “And now she’s out with some dude.”

      “I guess.”

      I catch the ball he tosses my way.

      “And here I was thinking this move was a new you.”

      I glare at him.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Max shrugs.

      “Figured you moved here to be a winner instead of passively taking second or third place.”

      I sigh.

      “I did.”

      Max looks up and grins at me.

      “Winners don’t sit here playing catch with their buddies while the girl they’re into is out with some fucking dipshit. Winners go out and get her.”
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      The maître d’ at Chez Toulouse greets me warmly, if not formally.

      “Right this way, Ms. Jacobs. Your party is already seated.”

      I’m led through the richly decorated, elegant dining room to a table in the back.

      Interesting choice for a business dinner.

      I blush, thinking of “business dinners” of recent history.

      Landon stands as I approach the table, nodding formally before we both take our seats. He’s dressed in a black suit this time, but he’s left it somewhat casual - sans tie and with a button undone at the top of his shirt. I’m suddenly thankful I got Serena’s help on a classy yet demure dress before coming out tonight, even if it did entail dealing with her “knowing looks” and little comments.

      “My, my, my, someone’s dance card has been VERY full recently.”

      “Cool your jets, it’s a business dinner.”

      She sticks her head back out of my closet and rolls her eyes.

      “Weird, I feel like I’ve been hearing that one a lot recently.”

      “Thanks for coming out, Ms. Jacobs.”

      I laugh quietly.

      “Well, you piqued my interest, Mr. Reece,”

      He smiles.

      “What if we tone the formality down, shall we? Just Landon will do fine, if you’re okay with London.”

      I smile, feeling some of the stiffness of the evening leaving my body.

      “I always feel as though, shall we call them off the record, business meetings like this work better if both parties feel a bit more casual.”

      I smile. “I think that works just fine for me.

      Landon nods as a waiter arrives.

      “Champagne?”

      I shake my head.

      “Maybe a bit too casual, and I still don’t actually know what this is about.”

      Landon chuckles.

      “One glass, please,” he says to the waiter before he turns his attention back to me, a smile on his face.

      “Well, well, the famous LJ Jacobs comes out. Sharp, to the point, and certainly not falling for my attempts at loosening things up.”

      I flash a smile as I shrug.

      “This isn’t my first rodeo, Landon.”

      He chuckles. “Well, since you’re every bit the negotiator I assume you are to have taken Holden Cade out from under us-”

      “Look, I told you before, I’m really not interested in talking contract status about-”

      “And I told you,” he says, raising a sharp brow at me. “That I’ve got zero interest in discussing Holden Cade or his contract.”

      His eyes bore right into mine as he leans back in his chair, and crosses his arms across his chest.

      “I’m actually more interested in talking about your contract.”

      I blink, my brow furrowing.

      “My contract?”

      I don’t actually have a contract, because it is, after all, my family’s team. I peer at Landon across the low-lit table, trying to figure out what he’s talking about.

      “Needless to say, London, we were very impressed with the way you managed to get Holden to sign on with the Bulls.” He eyes me. “Very impressed. You took a home-town hero who lived and breathed Denver football, and managed to get him to jump ship for a losing team - no offense - at less money.” He chuckles, shaking his head. “That is damn good negotiating, I must say.”

      I grin, basking in the compliment.

      “None taken. I do my research, I know what makes players tick, and I know what their leverage is. My job is just to put all that into practice and make it happen.”

      Landon nods. “Which is the job of every scout and contract negotiator. And yet, neither myself or anyone else in our organization has ever seen someone pull off something like this. Not even close.”

      His eyes lock onto mine again, the raw confidence and power exuding into mine.

      “It’s an impressive, and a formidable talent you’ve got. And a valuable one.” He clasps his hands on the table in front of him, looking at them before he glances up at me. “Which is why we’re prepared to offer you an impressive package to secure you as the new lead talent scout and negotiator for the Denver Rattlesnakes.”

      The floor drops out from under me.

      What.

      I blink, my mouth opening as if it’s got words to speak, even though I have no idea how to even respond.

      Landon grins widely at me.

      “It’s an immediate position, London. We want you on our team before the seasons starts.”

      Our team.

      I finally manage to shake off the stunned inability to speak as I look back up at him.

      “You do know that I’m more than just a talent scout for Houston, right? I mean, it’s my team; I’m a partial owner alongside my father.”

      Landon nods, his lips going thin.

      “It’s your team who hasn’t even come close to a playoff game in seven years.”  I start to scowl, but he puts his hands up, shaking his head. “Again, no offense. Just being honest. But even with that, London, we’re prepared to compensate you handsomely for your signing your share of the team back to your father in order to come to Denver.”

      He looks at me plaintively.

      “Handsomely,” he says again, rubbing his thumb across his fingers as if to demonstrate.

      This is insane.

      This is crazy, not to mention the fact that I feel like the world’s shittiest daughter even having this conversation with my dad in the hospital. He’s recovering from a damn heart attack, and depending on me to take over for him as head of his organization, and here I am talking deals with the enemy.

      I quickly shake my head as I start to stand.

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t think there’s anything left for us to discuss-”

      “I do my homework too, London,” Landon says quietly. “I know about your father’s recent medical scare, I know about his wishes to put you in charge of the Bulls, and I know that instead of voting in favor of those clear wishes, your board adjourned to ‘think it over’.”

      He shrugs his shoulders, making a tsking sound.

      “Still sure that’s ‘your team’, or even an environment that supports and values you? Do they have any idea that they’ve got the toughest, best, most focused contract negotiator in the league? Not to mention the sharpest talent scout anyone’s seen in decades?”

      I glare at him.

      “Uh, yeah, my father knows exactly what I’m capable of-”

      “Not your father, London,” he says. “I’m talking about the board - the one’s that didn’t jump at the chance to have you in charge of things.”

      My mouth goes small as I swallow the lump in my throat.

      Landon gestures to the chair I’ve just stood from.

      “Please, sit. Look, I get it; the family and team connections.” He smiles. “Samuel Horn is my uncle, actually.”

      My brows shoot up.

      “Your uncle is the owner of the Rattlesnakes?”

      He nods.

      “Have a seat, please. Just listen to my offer. No strings attached, and no pressure. Just hear me out.”

      I take a deep breath, the words “traitor” and “deserter” floating through my head.

      Landon seems to read my thoughts.

      “Believe me, no father would be upset with you for looking into what’s best for your own career and future. Just give me one dinner to tell you a little about our program and our plans for you, okay?”

      I swallow again, my finger tapping at the back of the chair for another second before finally, I give in.

      I sit.

      The waiter arrives back with Landon’s glass of champagne, and he raises it towards me.

      “Let me tell you what your future looks like, London.”
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      I don’t have any interest in leaving the Bulls, but I do have to hand it to Landon - the guy knows how to make me at least second guess my own convictions.

      And I’m actually having a good time. I’m talking shop with someone who gets the business, and someone who seems to understand the pressures involved when family and business overlap.

      And beyond that, he’s certainly charming.

      He listens when I tell him about my dad and growing up in the football biz, he asked smart, interesting questions, and smiles at me in a way that almost gets my mind off of Holden and all the drama surrounding that.

      Almost.

      But deep down, the longer I sit here, the more of a traitor I feel like. For two reasons.

      There’s the fact that I’m entertaining a job offer from a rival team. And even if I’m not actually entertaining the idea, just my being here would probably give my dad another heart attack.

      But past that, there’s another unspoken feeling of betrayal - the fact that I’m out to dinner with another man.

      It’s an absurd thought, considering the nature of my relationship with Holden - if you can even call it a “relationship.” Whatever we are, I certainly shouldn’t feel guilty for enjoying myself at a business dinner with a member of the male sex - even if that particular man is wildly charming, funny, and handsome.

      I’m smiling on the outside, but scowling inside as I think of the hypocrisy of me feeling like I should feel guilty about this, when that smug prick was all set to jump ship and head back to Denver, or how easily he slips right into Mr. Charming in the presence of cheer practice.

      And I hate that he’s in my head right now.

      Here I am, having a lovely time with a very cute, very cultured and charming man. And yet in spite of that, and in spite of this wonderful dinner and conversation, there he is again, right in the front of my mind.

      Holden.

      Smug, cocky, arrogant, consuming, filthy Holden.

      Holden who whispers crude things into my ear no man has ever said to me, and does toe-curling, dirty things to my body I’ve never imagined. Holden who kisses me like I’m his last drink of water. Holden who holds me like he wants to protect me from the whole world.

      Holden who fucks me like he owns my body.

      And Holden who just won’t get out of my head, no matter how hard I try.

      I excuse myself to the bathroom as the waiter clears our dinner plates, silently cursing myself for drinking so much damn water tonight since this is my third freaking trip back there.

      At least I said no to wine when it was offered. This is after all, a business dinner, and I make a point of not imbibing during business meetings.

      Well, except for that one time.

      I sigh as I wash my hands, looking up at my candle-lit reflection in the bathroom mirror.

      Why can’t I get him out of my head? Why can’t I move past what was clearly just a fun, purely physical thing with a man like that? It’s not like I didn’t know who and what he was before I let myself go with him. In fact, it’s probably why I did it at all.

      No strings. No attachments.

      Serena’s right, I’m not the go out and get laid type, because I’m so wrapped up in my job. And so an opportunity like Holden was easy to say yes to. Readily available, casual sex with a man like that.

      It’s an easy yes.

      And yet no strings attached, and “casual” generally mean just that. They don’t mean obsessing over it, and second guessing words spoken. In fact, I’m fairly certain it’s supposed to be the opposite.

      Simple, carefree.

      Easy to walk away from, because it’s all surface.

      …All surface doesn’t sit in your head like this, though.

      I dry my hands and reach for the door. And as I open it, I’m all ready to go and enjoy the rest of my evening and do my best to push Holden Cade right out of my head-

      Until I literally walk right into him.

      “Enjoying yourself?”

      I gasp, jumping a step back as my hands fly to my mouth. I catch my breath, feeling my heart race a I suddenly glare at him.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Oh, I heard this was one of the nicest spots in the city.”

      I swallow.

      “It is.”

      “Good for dates?”

      The corners of his mouth pull up slightly, and I glare at him.

      “What do you care?”

      Suddenly, he’s right against me, pushing me back into the candle-lit single occupancy bathroom.

      “What the fuck are you-”

      “A lot,” he growls.

      “What?”

      “I said ‘a lot’,” he husks, spinning us around until my back is against the door.

      “What a lot.”

      “You asked me what I care?”

      His eyes flare as he moves right against me, his lips millimeters from mine.

      “Well apparently, it’s a lot.”

      I can feel my heart thudding in my chest, my head swimming at the nearness of him here in this dark, small space.

      He lips barely brush against mine.

      “I-” my voice quavers. “I need to get back out there.”

      “Landon Reece can go fuck himself.”

      My eyes go wide.

      “You-“

      “I saw him when I walked in. The guy’s a fucking arrogant prick with loyalty only to himself.”

      I snort.

      “Look who’s talking.”

      He narrows his eyes.

      “You’re the guy ready to jump ship already and head back to Denver, if we’re talking about loyalty.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Well, we’ll see about that, won’t we.”

      “London.” His voice is commanding as his hand moves up to cup my jaw. “I’m not going fucking anywhere,” he growls out, and without another word, he’s kissing me.

      …And I kiss him right back.

      I’m moaning into his mouth, hungry for him as he molds his body to mine against the door. His tongue dances with mine, and my body comes alive under his touch.

      His mouth dips to my neck, kissing the skin there as his hands start to push up the hem of my skirt.

      “Wait,” I shake my head, pulling back and gasping for air, “I- not here, we-”

      His hands are still slipping under my dress, tracing up my thighs and making it hard to think.

      “My place,” he growls. “I’ll drive.”

      “Wait,” I swallow. “I need to go back out there first and say goodnight.”

      Holden scowls. “Fuck Landon Reece.”

      I arch a brow at him.

      “Jealous?”

      His eyes flash.

      “Maybe.”

      His other hand suddenly joins the first under my dress, pushing the material higher as he skims his hands across my thighs.

      “But then, I’m the one back here with you with your dress around your waist.”

      I blush, biting my lip as his hands move higher still.

      “I do have to actually tell him I’m leaving. I can’t just leave a business dinner.”

      “Fine.”

      His hand moves between my legs and traces across my panties, making me moan quietly.

      He stops.

      “You’re wearing panties,” he growls in my ear, making me shiver.

      “Uh-huh,” I moan.

      “Okay, go tell douchebag goodnight, but these,” I gasp as his fingers slip into the waist of my panties and suddenly, he’s tugging them down.

      “Holden-!”

      He pushes my panties all the way down my thighs and my calves, dipping down to pull them from one foot and then the other.

      “I think I already told you these are mine,” he says with a wicked glint in his eye.

      I swallow thickly, feeling my pulse race and feeling the hot, dirty thrill of being back here with him with nothing on beneath my dress. He slips my panties into his pocket, just like he did before, and leans down to brush my lips with his.

      “Do what you have to do to end your little date out there, and then meet me outside.”

      I nod quickly, wanting him so badly it hurts.

      “Think you can do it in two minutes?”

      “Why two minutes?”

      Holden kisses me hungrily, his tongue slipping between my lips as he dips me slightly. It’s a kiss that sears through me like wildfire, leaving me breathless when he pulls away.

      There’s a lingering glint in his eye.

      “Because after two minutes, I’m coming back in and carrying you out over my fucking shoulder.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I make it outside a minute and half later.

      After ducking by the table to apologize profusely to Landon and mumble something about having to go see my dad, I’m rushing out the front door to him.

      Him who triggers something fierce in me I’ve never felt.

      Him who’s filthy words and dirty games have me begging for more.

      Him who I’m so wet for as I run from the restaurant that it’s practically dripping down my legs.
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      She’s moaning as we drive through the city, her head tossed back in the passenger seat of my SUV and my name dripping from her lips.

      Why? Well, because my hand is right between her legs, my fingers deep inside of her dripping wet pussy as my thumb rolls across her clit.

      Yeah, that’s why.

      She’s panty-less, of course, since they’re still in my pocket. Her legs are spread, and her dress is pushed up high around her waist. Her hands are tight on the edge of her seat as I drive my fingers in and out of her heat again and again. She gasps, the sound like a fucking live-wire right to my cock. I mean the fucking sounds she makes gets me hard enough to bend steel inside my pants.

      My fingers curl inside her, my thumb brushing across her clit as I roar through the city streets back to my place. A million damn thoughts race through my head, wondering what the fuck I’m doing, why I can’t just let her be, and why there’s this primal and driving urge to make her mine.

      And I will make her mine.

      She’s getting closer, rocking her hips against my hand and making these sexy fucking mewling sounds as she whimpers in the seat.

      I grin.

      Perfect timing.

      “You better come quick.”

      “What?” she gasps.

      I turn and flash her a wicked grin before nodding ahead.

      “That’s my building.”

      “Fuck!”

      She jerks upright in her seat, grabbing my wrist and shoving my hand away from her. I know she’s so close - so close that I’m betting she can barely think right now with the need for me pulsing so hard between her thighs.

      She quickly pushes her skirt back down, covering herself just as I come to a stop outside the front door and the waiting valet.

      She’s blushing, her face bright red and her eyes wild as I thank the valet and open her door. I help her out, getting a glaring look from her as she takes a shaky breath.

      I slip an arm around her waist and lead her through the front doors of my luxury building, nodding at the two concierges. And even if I know it’s impossible, I can’t help but wonder if they can tell that the girl I’ve got my arm around is about one finger and five seconds away from coming like a hurricane.

      The elevator doors are barely closed before she’s all over me. She moans as I push her back against the elevator wall, and before she can even say a thing - if she even can speak yet - I drop to my knees, throw one of her legs over my shoulder, and devour her.

      London cries out, her hands in my hair, her whole body quivering and bucking against my lips as my tongue slides deep inside of her. I’m quick, sucking and lapping at her sweet honey and flicking my tongue over and over her clit. My hands grab her bare ass and pull her against my mouth, my tongue rolling over her aching clit and sucking it between my lips.

      There’s a sharp cry from her lips as she comes, her whole body shivering and her hands going painfully tight in my hair. I groan into her, hungrily drinking down the flood of wetness that drips across my lips and pushing my tongue deep again as she moans.

      The elevator dings, and I stand abruptly, pushing her skirt back down and leaning against the wall, managing to look casual as fucking ever as the door opens for a middle-aged couple.

      London looks like she could die right there.

      Her orgasm is still written large across her face - hell, she’s still fucking panting from her climax as I grab her hand and whisk her past the bug-eyed couple.

      She’s in my arms the second we step through the door to my condo, clawing at me, biting at my skin and running her hands over me. I scoop her up, loving the way she whimpers as her legs wrap around me while I carry her through the dark apartment to the living room. I’ve got my fingers under her ass the whole time, teasing across her exposed slit and making her writhe in my arms before I place her on my couch and step back.

      Our clothes come off in a violent fury, and I’m slipping my jockeys off my feet when I stand and suddenly groan hungrily.

      London’s on her knees on the couch, her elbows on the back of the sofa with her back arched and her ass pushed out towards me. I manage to drag my eyes away from that perfect pink wetness between her legs to her eyes. I see the hungry, fierce look there, and I’m moving to her without another word.

      I grasp my throbbing cock in my fist, pushing the head against her opening and teasing her for a second before I just slide right inside with one stroke. London moans wildly, tossing her head back as my fingers dig into the skin of her ass as I drive deep inside. My muscles ripple as I hold her like that, clutching that sweet perfect ass of hers as I fuck her with deep, deliberate strokes.

      My hand comes down with a smack across her ass, and she whimpers the word “again” in a way that almost makes me fucking lose it right there. I growl, gritting my teeth and spanking her ass again as I push my cock balls-deep inside that sweet pussy.

      I reach up and grab her hair, pulling her head back just enough to be able to lean forward and bite at the skin of her neck. She moans, thrusting back to meet me as I pump her full again and again. I lean forward, nipping at her earlobe with my teeth while my other hand slips beneath her and plays with her clit.

      “I think you love being a bad, dirty girl,” I growl lowly into her ear, feeling her body shiver at my words. Her pussy grips me tighter as she moans, nodding her head as her lips fall open.

      “Yes,” she whimpers.

      “I don’t think I heard you,” I husk into her ear, my fingers rolling across her clit as I rock my hips against her ass.

      “Fuck!” she moans, sucking in air.

      “I love being a bad girl,” she pants, shivering at her own words as soon as they fall from her lips.

      “Whose,” I grunt, gasping myself to keep from coming as her body ripples beneath me in sweet agony.

      “Yours,” London moans. She twists her head around, her hand going to my hair and pulling me in as she kisses me wildly.

      “I love being your dirty girl,” she whimpers into my lips, her tongue eagerly dancing with mine.

      I growl, my finger moving faster over her clit as I drive my cock in and out faster and faster.

      “Then be a good little bad girl and come for me,” I whisper into her lips.

      It’s like pulling a trigger.

      London shatters around me, crying out and quivering under me as she goes to absolute pieces as she comes. Her legs shake and her hands drop to the back to couch, fingers digging into it as she screams out her climax.

      This is release, this is passion.

      This is pure need for each other.

      I’m growling, still pumping in and out of that perfect body when she suddenly pulls off of me, spins around, and drops to her knees in front of me.

      Oh, fuck.

      She moans as she looks up, holds my eyes and wraps those full, pouty lips around my cock. I know she can taste herself on me, which only gets me throbbing even harder somehow as she slowly inhales me.

      Her eyes never leave mine.

      Her tongue teases the underside of me, her moans sending vibrations through my cock as she bobs her mouth up and down.

      “Fuck,” I groan, throwing my head back. “I’m going to-”

      “I want to taste you,” she murmurs, slipping her mouth from my cock and licking the head. She strokes me with her fist as she looks up at me and holds my gaze. “Come in my mouth.”

      I barely have time to stop myself from having a fucking heart attack as she wraps her lips around my shaft and sucks me deep inside.

      I stare in awe, my mouth hanging open and my hand gently tangling in her hair as she sucks my cock and moans. She reaches up and lets her fingertips tease across my balls, and I’m done.

      “Fuck, baby-” I roar, my cock throbbing between her lips as she moans right along with me. I swear I go cross-eyed, every muscle in my body tightening as my cock pulses in her mouth and my cum explodes across her tongue.

      Holy. Fucking. Shit.

      She pulls back with a coy grin on her face as she looks up and grins at me.

      I’m panting, wordless as I bend down and scoop her up in my arms. I carry her to my bedroom, my mouth on her neck as she throws her arms around me.

      “Oh is it time for bed? You tiring out on me already?” she says, pulling back and giving me a teasing smile.

      My eyes flash before I toss her squealing and giggling onto the bed and climb up after her.

      “Tiring?” I push her down into the blankets, my hands slipping up her thighs and pushing her legs up high and wide as I start to crawl between them. “Uh, no, sugar,” I growl, trailing my lips across her quivering thighs. “I’m just getting started with you.”
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      For the second time, I spend the night with Holden.

      I wake up with a stupid, silly grin on my face. And again, just like the first time back in Denver, I’m nestled in his arms, feeling his body hard and warm against mine.

      For a moment of panic, I check my phone, but it’s still early.

      Saturday or not, today’s the board meeting where I find out what the hell is happening to my team.

      And me.

      But there’s no word yet on when we’re meeting, so I toss the phone back down and slide back into his arms.

      I wake up an hour later, again, glancing at my phone. This time, there’s a message from Tom of all freaking people. I open it.

      
        
        “Board meeting postponed.”

        

      

      I’m about to text back or try calling Richard for some clarity, but my phone dies after not being plugged in all night.

      Whatever.

      And in one sense, it’s a relief knowing I’ve got the day. Hell, my dad’s right: I do work too hard.

      I grin, biting my lip as I feel Holden’s chest rising and falling against my back.

      Heck, I’ve earned this.

      But on the other side, it would be great to know what the hell is happening and what the board’s decision will be on what’s going on moving forward.

      I’m thinking of Serena’s words from yesterday and trying not to get panicky.

      “You’re London Jacobs, girl. Your family is Bulls football. They’d be fucking idiots not to have you running things.”

      Yeah, I’m not worried. Well, trying not to be. Because how can I be, when I’m right here where I am?

      I’m snuggling back into him and making the decision to go back to sleep when suddenly, something twists in my stomach. I feel a cold sweat and the horrible feeling of nausea rising up inside as I lurch from the bed and make a dash for his bathroom.

      I make it, barely, before whatever I ate the previous night comes back up.

      I grimace.

      That’s twice now I’ve eaten bad food, in not so long a period of time.

      Maybe I’ve developed an allergy or something.

      I’m still kneeling on his bathroom floor when the cold chill hits me.

      No.

      No way. It’s literally impossible; I’m on birth control.

      But for a moment, my high school health teacher pops into my head:

      “Now remember, no contraceptive is one-hundred percent!”

      I shiver there on the bathroom floor.

      No, it’s impossible.

      But I’m sneaking out of the bathroom and grabbing my pill case from my purse before I slink back in and shut the door. I count the circle of bubble-top pills, taking tally of the placebos and the real deals.

      The chill comes back, shivering up my spine as I sit there staring at the pillbox in my hand.

      Impossible

      Except, it’s not. Not really and not at all.

      I’m five days late, and I’ve never been late; not once since I started taking birth control ten years ago.

      I snap the pill case shut, standing and flushing the toilet before rinsing my mouth out in the sink.

      No, not a chance.

      Yeah, how many times exactly have you used a condom with Holden?

      I shake that thought from my head as I take a swig of his mouthwash and swish it around my mouth.

      It’s just stress is what it is. That’s all. I’m overworked, my dad just had a heart attack, and all this shit with the board and Joanne sticking her nose into things.

      Not to mention not knowing what the hell I’m doing with Holden.

      All of it though is just playing havoc on my body.

      That’s what this is.

      Because I’m not pregnant.

      [image: ]
* * *

      He’s awake when I slink back into bed.

      “You’re up?”

      He groans. “Yeah, just got call from the offensive coach. They want to kick start training with some play drills today.” He turns me in his arms and grins down at me. “I don’t suppose you can get me out of that can you?”

      I laugh.

      “What, you want a doctor’s note or something?”

      A grin spreads across his face.

      “You want to be my nurse?”

      He stands, slipping from the bed. And my momentary uncertainty and confusion slips away as I let my eyes roam over that perfectly sculpted ass of his.

      “Hey, eyes up here, perv.”

      I laugh again as I glance up to see him grinning at me.

      “You can stay here while I’m gone.” He frowns suddenly, as if catching himself. “You know, if you want to,” he finishes brusquely.

      I smile.

      He leans down and kisses me again, and something about this is so damn comforting and easy that it almost hurts when the thought comes back again.

      What if I’m pregnant?

      But I can’t be.

      I can’t be.
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      The board meeting was my only plan for the whole day, so after Holden leaves, I head directly home.

      Freaking out with every passing second.

      I know it’s just stress; of course it is. But…it’s a thought that won’t go away. And whatever, a test will settle my damn nerves.

      Because it’ll be negative, of course.

      I go through the drug store checkout line with a red face, like I’m a teenager buying condoms for the first time or something. And it just sits there in a plastic bag in the car seat next to me, the whole drive back to my apartment - this illicit thing.

      And what was a “oh I should do this” thought becomes a burning necessity as I drive home.

      I have to know.

      Right fucking now.

      I slam the door shut to my apartment and run to the bathroom, tearing the packaging, feeling my pulse race. I can feel my knees shake and the sweat break out on the small of my back as I sit.

      It’s fine, I tell myself.

      You’re not pregnant, obviously.

      This is just mental maintenance - shoring up my nerves.

      I finish and place the stick on the sink counter.

      I pace the bathroom, picking at my cuticles while I stare at the second hands on my watch.

      This is just reassuring myself that I’m not-

      Three minutes is up.

      I stop pacing.

      I suck in a deep breath, staring at my reflection in the mirror as I pick up the test stick. I steel myself, and I swallow.

      And then I glance down.

      Seconds tick by like hours as I stare at the little window.

      I drop the stick into the sink as I start to tear the packing off another test. The words “false” and “positive” reverberating through my head as I try and force myself to pee again.

      This time, after getting the same little plus sign, I sit on the floor after, holding my knees and drumming my fingers across them as I try not to hyperventilate.

      One test is a false positive. Two is bad luck, I tell myself.

      But after 15 minutes of me chugging water and trying two more tests, the odds are very much against me.

      Holy shit.

      [image: ]
* * *

      This can’t be happening.

      I’m sitting on my sofa later, shaking my head.

      I can’t be pregnant, with his baby.

      But that’s real.

      That’s happening.

      I’m pregnant.

      This isn’t in the plans. I don’t have metrics for this, or spreadsheets. I don’t have stats in front of me, only the unknown - a gut feeling.

      And that’s what got me here in the first place - here being wrapped up and involved with the hottest, most consuming, most notorious man in pro football.

      And now I’m carrying his baby.

      Holden is many things - incredible player, fantastic at making my body shatter and come in ways I’ve never even imagined it could.

      But father?

      I drop my head in my hands, knowing how shitty that even sounds to think, but knowing it’s true.

      This is the man who’s famous for throwing a ball harder, faster, and with more precision than really anyone in the history of the sport. But also, for sleeping with half the women in Denver. And their friends.

      Holden Cade is not known for his life skills or his ability to hold shit together.

      You know, essentials for becoming a parent.

      I sigh as I drop my head to my knees. In any case though, he needs to know. No one doesn’t deserve to know, that’s for sure, no matter how ill-equipped they are for the job.

      I go and grab my phone I’ve basically forgotten about since Tom’s text this morning from my bag. I glance down and frown: fifteen missed calls from both my office and Richard.

      Jesus, one day away from the office and you’d think the building was on fire.

      I decide to call Holden first.

      “Hi,” I say, my voice cold, scared.

      “Hey sugar,” he purrs. “Just finishing practice and was thinking about you and last nigh-”

      “Can we meet?” The words drop like rocks from my lips. “Later?”

      My voice is cracked as I push my finger through my hair.

      Holden clears his throat.

      “Uh, yeah?”

      I swallow the lump in my throat.

      “My place?”

      He chuckles darkly.

      “Guess someone didn’t get enough last night, huh?”

      I shake my head, squeezing my eyes shut.

      “Just come over later, whenever you’re done. Please.”

      There’s no flirtiness in my voice, no sass or smile.

      He must hear it, because his voice loses that charming drawl.

      “Yeah, I’ll be there. London, what’s-”

      My phone rings on the other line, and I glance down to see Richard’s number popping up.

      “I have to go, I’ll see you later.”

      “Yeah okay-”

      I click off quickly, dropping the phone in my lap.

      I can’t do this.

      I don’t know how to do this.

      I rock myself on the couch, chewing on my lip before I take a deep, shaky breath. I pick up the phone and call Richard back.

      “London.” Richard’s voice is strained sounding, and for a moment, I’m terrified that it’s something to do with my dad before I remind myself that I’d have certainly gotten a call from the hospital if that were the case.

      “What’s up, Richard?”

      “London, where were you?”

      A horrible sensation creeps through me.

      “What?” I croak out.

      “The meeting, London! The board meeting today!”

      I’m shaking my head, feeling the blood drain from my face.

      “No, Richard, it was postponed.”

      “It just happened, London.”

      I’m falling.

      I’m in total free-fall, and there’s no bottom in sight.

      “No, that’s impossible-”

      “London, I’ve been trying to reach you for over two hours!”

      “My phone…” I trail off, my voice sounding like it’s outside my body. “Richard, what-”

      “London, it’s Joanne; she’s taken control of the board, entirely.”

      What.

      I stand abruptly from the couch, feeling my head reel and the room sway.

      “That’s impossible.”

      “Not with the right votes it isn’t. She invoked your father’s position on the board as a forty percent voter.”

      “She can’t do that!” I yell in the emptiness of my apartment.

      “Yes, she can,” Richard says icily. “She’s automatically in a position to speak for him legally when he’s not well.”

      “He’s fine!” I’m screaming now.

      “But he’s in the hospital, which legally declares him ‘unfit’.”

      This isn’t happening.

      “This can’t be real! How could she-”

      “Tom,” Richard mutters under his breath. “Tom got to Hutchins and Peterson somehow and the three of them plus her forty percent vote swung things.”

      “Richard,” my voice is quieter now, but shaking. “What does that mean?”

      “It means your stepmother is now effectively running this organization.”

      “What? She can’t do that.”

      “She can, and she just did. And she’s using your dad’s current medical stuff as proof of his being “unfit” to run, including his wishes for succession.”

      This can’t be happening.

      “She could take the team, London.” Richard says with a heavy voice. “With a board majority, she could vote in a new president or even transfer ownership.”

      My head’s spinning as I try and focus on what he’s saying.

      “London, where were you?”

      Making mistakes.

      Making huge mistakes.

      Because suddenly, the rug’s being pulled out from under me.

      I’m losing the team.

      I’m failing my father’s legacy.

      And I’m pregnant with Holden Cade’s baby.
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      My dad still lives in the house I grew up in - outside the city limits out in the country. And I normally love visiting here. The memories of this place are of me and my dad - just the two of us against the world after my mom skipped out with her tennis instructor.

      And even after Joanne, who I’ve never really clicked with, coming home to this house always feels like I’m recharging a little.

      Not this time.

      I grit my teeth as I roar up the driveway at breakneck speed, my eyes narrowed and my mind set.

      I see Joanne’s silver BMW parked in the driveway turnaround as I slam the breaks on, screeching to a stop by the front door.

      There’s too many unknowns right now. Too many things happening all at once, and it feels like I might get sucked under and drown beneath it all.

      I’m pregnant.

      The words don’t seem real, even though there’s no denying it anymore. I’m pregnant, and the father is the most ineligible man I can imagine. But that one is so large I can’t even really process it right now.

      I should go to him right now.

      I should figure this out.

      But I can’t. It’s just too much; it’s too big.

      Instead, I’m going to knock down the door and see just what the fuck Joanne thinks she’s doing.

      She answers the door after me pounding on it for a minute straight.

      “Oh, hello sweetness,” she smiles a saccharine, painted smile at me, her heavy eye-shadow making her eyes glint even more than they usually do.

      “Do not call me that,” I hiss, stepping into the house and pushing her aside. “Where do you even get the fucking nerve to-”

      “That is just no way to talk to me young lady!” she snaps, one hand shaking a finger at me like she’s scolding a child.

      Oh hell no.

      “I will speak to you how I please, Joanne, you gold digging-”

      The slap comes sharp across my face. I gasp, staggering back as my hand flies to my cheek.

      “Are you fucking serious?”

      Joanne only rolls her eyes at me.

      “I can’t believe he raised you the way he did! Look at you, running around playing with the boys and pretending you know what’s best! You’ve got no respect no-”

      “You’re trying to take his team?”

      She stops, her eyes narrowing at me as her lips purse shut.

      “So it’s true, that’s your plan.”

      “London, London, London,” she sighs, shaking her head. “Honey you clearly don’t understand.”

      “Joanne, you hate sports. What the fuck do you want a pro football team for?”

      She smiles wickedly. “Oh, I don’t, sweetness.”

      I glare at her and she rolls her eyes.

      “Oh, c’mon, you’re just like your father with this nonsense! Holding a torch for this joke of a football team.”

      “It’s not a joke,” I hiss.

      “Oh it is.” She rolls her eyes.  “I don’t want the team, London, but the point is, if they keep losing, no one will want them, especially now that you’ve locked that disgusting Holden Cade into this bank-breaking contract. Not only is it a losing team now, it’s a losing team with a crippling payroll.”

      I blink, slowly shaking my head as I stare at her.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      “I’m going to sell the damn team, honey, is what’s going on,” Joanne snaps.

      What.

      “It’s still actually worth money for now, so it’s the right time.”

      I can feel my temper rising like fire inside of me as I shake my head at her.

      “My father-”

      “Your daddy never would because of his nostalgia for it. Believe me, he’ll thank me.”

      I bark out a laugh,

      “Will he thank you for screwing him over?”

      Joanne shrugs, tsk-ing at me.

      “Archie will get his cut, don’t you worry. Fifty-fifty, right down the middle. After all, there’s a prenup.”

      She grins wickedly.

      “You’re disgusting.”

      “Yeah well, deal with it, honey.”

      “I think a prenup goes out the window after I tell my dad and his lawyers about this,” I spit out.

      I start to turn, ready to storm away from all of this when Joanne’s voice stops me.

      “Oh, I don’t think that’d work out well for you, sweetness.”

      I turn back

      “Excuse me?” I hiss.

      Joanne smiles.

      “Misappropriation of funds to finance your own little fling?”

      What.

      My blood chills in my veins.

      “Have you ever even read the fine print in your employment contracts?” Joanne grins evilly at me. “Specifically the morality and conduct clauses?”

      Oh, God.

      Joanne goes to a side table by the door and picks up a manila envelope.

      “Do you know what business my first husband was in, honey?”

      I shake my head, feeling numb.

      “Insurance.” She smiles thinly, her heavy eye-shadowed eyes glinting at me as she hands me the folder.

      The black and white pictures almost fall from my hands as I take them out.

      Oh my God…

      They’re of me.

      Me and Holden.

      Hand in hand. Kissing outside the restaurant the other night. Entering his apartment together, his hand on my ass.

      “I’m leaving your father, London, I think you’d be happy about that,” Joanne says with smug smile. “We can do it the easy way, where he and I part, I take some of his money, and I end up making him a lot more when I sell this deadweight of a team. Or we can do it the hard way.”

      I’m shaking, feeling my stomach drop as my head reels.

      “The hard way?”

      “The hard way,” she says crisply, “is I still leave your father, I still take half of what’s mine, but I make sure you never work again. That famous LJ Jacobs persona of yours? Done, after word gets out about you screwing players like the trampy little slut I always knew you were.”

      “I- I-” I’m grappling at nothing, feeling like I’m in free fall.

      “If you make this difficult, I make it difficult. The first way is just easier, London,” she says, shrugging. “You played a game, I played it better, and you lost.”
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* * *

      I don’t remember driving home. It’s a daze of highways and then city, before suddenly I’m in my building’s parking garage and moving like a zombie for the elevator.

      Everything is shattering.

      Everything is coming down around me, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      I step off the elevator in a blur, staggering for my apartment. All I want is bed. All I want is to drown myself in the blankets and never come back up for air until-

      “Hey.”

      I look up sharply, and my heart almost breaks.

      Holden.

      Holden who I forget was coming over.

      Holden who’s baby I’m carrying.

      Holden who my being around might shatter anything I have left and rip my life apart even more.

      Holden who I can’t have anything to do with.

      No, not right now.

      “I- I can’t.” It’s all I manage to croak out as I push past him, grabbing for my keys.

      “Hey, hang on.”

      There’s a hand on my shoulder - warm, comforting.

      No

      I can’t.

      I shake him off.

      “Please,” I whisper hoarsely as I turn, my face stricken as I shake my head. “Not now.”

      His dark eyes narrow with concern.

      “London, talk to me.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Look, will you just-”

      “This was a mistake, okay!” I shout out, words slicing through the space between us.

      My eyes lock on his.

      “You and me, I mean.” I say quieter. “This was a mistake. This never should have happened.”

      “I disagree,” he growls, his eyes flaring.

      “Well, that’s on you then,” I spit out.

      I’m pushing him away, because I have to. Because holding onto him might just break whatever I have left.

      “I just can’t do this right now.”

      “This?” He glares at me. “And what exactly does that mean?”

      “You and me!” I yell in the hallway. “I cannot do this, Holden! It was casual, it was just us having fun, or whatever. And now it’s done, okay?”

      His jaw tightens as he glares at me.

      He steps close, and I gasp as he presses me against the door.

      “Tell me one more time,” he growls. His hands cup my face as he looks deep into my eyes. “I know this ain’t you, sugar,” he husks darkly in the deep velvet voice. “Tell me one more time, and I’m gone. Because other than that, there’s no way I’m walking away from you right-”

      “I’m pregnant.”

      The silence of the hallway is deafening as my hand flies to my mouth, as if to stop the words from coming out.

      But it’s too late, and there’s no stopping them now.

      Holden’s jaw tightens as his eyes go wide.

      “What?”

      “I’m pregnant.” I whisper it this time, feeling like I’m outside my own body watching this conversation happen across a movie screen. “I was late, I took a test - four actually - and I’m pregnant,” I say with a leaden voice. I close my eyes, sucking in a breath of air and feeling the shakiness as I do. “I’m pregnant, and it’s yours-”

      “London,” he says hoarsely his eyes wide as the color drains from his face. “You’re-”

      I can’t do this.

      I shake my head back and forth, my eyes locked on his and willing myself not to let the tears fall.

      “I’m pregnant, it’s yours, and I’m sorry but I can’t do this right now.” I barely choke the last words out before I turn and unlock my apartment door.

      “Wait,” his hand is on my arm, “hang on, let’s talk-”

      “No,” I whisper hoarsely, turning back to him with my hand on the doorknob.

      And there’s so much else I want to say - so much else I want to tell him, and explain to him. I want to tell him I’m terrified. I want to tell him to save me. I want to tell him words I’ve never spoken to someone else.

      But I can’t, because that’s not what this is.

      That’s not what this ever was, and I know if I open my mouth right then, I’ll lose it.

      “I can’t,” I manage to spill out. “Please leave.”

      His face falls, pain etched across it.

      “London-”

      “Just leave, Holden,” I manage to whisper out, before I step through my door and slam it shut behind me.

      And I barely manage to get inside before I slump against the door and let the tears come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          40

        

        London

      

    
    
      “You know, I could sell cheeseburgers in here on the down-low and make a goddamn mint.”

      I snort a laugh as I help my dad button his shirt in the hospital room mirror.

      Laughing feels good, and I need to feel something good right now. Which is why I’m down at the hospital helping my dad.

      Richard’s already filled Dad in on what’s going on with the team, and of course he’s already heard from his lawyers concerning Joanne. And yet, here he is, putting on a bold face, standing tall, and cracking jokes, like none of it’s fazing him.

      “Dad, they’re not going to let you eat crap like that, you know that.”

      “Exactly. Me and all the other poor souls stuck in this joint.” He looks up and grins at me in the mirror.

      “I’m telling you, there’s a fortune to be made.”

      I smile as I shake my head.

      “You’re making it sound like prison.”

      “No booze, no cigars, no excitement, and no food that tastes even halfway decent?” He ticks them off on his fingers. “That’s basically jail, honey.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “They’re trying to make you healthy, you get that, right?”

      “They’ve been making me eat kale, London. Kale!”

      Dad’s shoulders slump.

      “Leafy greens are good food for you, Dad.”

      “Leafy greens is what food eats, honey.”

      I laugh and his face breaks into a grin.

      “There’s that smile.”

      “Stop,” I mutter, staring at the floor. “I’m supposed be cheering you up, not the other way around.”

      He makes a huffing sound, frowning for a second before he shakes it from his face.

      “Never you mind about all that. It’s gonna work out okay.”

      “Dad,” my face falls as I shake my head. “You left me in charge and it all goes to hell.”

      He snorts a laugh.

      “That’s got nothing to do with you, honey. That’s my piss-poor taste in women, apparently.”

      “Yeah but you could lose-”

      “Not a chance,” Dad says easily, shaking his head firmly. “Not gonna happen.”

      I make a face.

      “It could.”

      “It ain’t the first time someone’s tried to take the team from me, hotshot,” he says with a grin. “I’ll be okay.” He looks up at me. “You know, I do like you smiling, honey.”

      He turns back to the mirror, fixing his cuffs and pulling his suspenders up over his shoulders. Even in the hospital, Dad insists on his usual old-school southern style.

      “You wanna tell me what’s eating you?”

      Not at all.

      Right. Like I can even imagine how that conversation plays out.

      Well, Dad, I know you just recovered from a heart attack, and that your wife is leaving you and trying to steal your team from you. But just to ADD to that - surprise! - I’m pregnant with an arrogant, drunk, man-whoring football player’s baby.

      Right.

      “Just work, Dad. Stressing about the whole thing with the board.”

      He waves me off.

      “Don’t. Trust me, honey, it’s gonna work out okay.”

      “Yeah, but-”

      “Anyone ever mention that you work too hard?”

      I sigh, a small smile coming to my lips.

      “It’s come up.”

      “Well,” he shrugs. “A girl your age ought to-”

      “Dad, stop.” I shake my head.

      I cannot have this conversation right now - not with what’s going on.

      “Can we go ahead and not have that conversation where you tell me I need to go out and settle down and have kids and all that?”

      Because I don’t think I can deal with that conversation right now without breaking down.

      He shakes his head.

      “Not what I was after, honey. I was going to say a young woman your age should be off doing what she wants to do, not just propping up her old man’s dream.”

      I roll my eyes at him as he turns.

      “Not just your dream, you know.”

      He smiles.

      “Look, I didn’t get a chance to really talk to you about the whole succession thing, what with me being in here and you out there taking care of the business. I just think of you as my extension, and when it looked grim there for a tick, I just wanted to-”

      “I know.”

      He looks at me.

      “Honey, this team is my life. My life, not yours. And what I’m trying to say is I never want to just shove it at you and say ‘hey, you gotta deal with this crap now!’ unless it’s something you actually want.” He shrugs. “Awe hell, we don’t have to talk about it at all, but at some point, you may want to start settling down and having a family of your own instead of being married to this team. So, what I’m trying to say is, if you want to drop the whole thing and go do your own thing-”

      “Dad,” I cut him off again. “Not another word about that or I’ll make sure you go on an all-kale diet in here starting today.”

      He grins. “There’s that famous LJ negotiating.”

      “Learned from the best.”

      He winks at me as he turns back to the mirror.

      “Good thing I’m busting out of this joint today. Now how do I look?”

      “Sharp as ever.”

      “That’s my girl.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      We drop it there in the hospital room, and we don’t speak about it at all while I drive him back to his house and get him settled in.

      But my mind’s already made up, and my decision’s made even before I call Landon Reece back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          41

        

        Holden

      

    
    
      Whiskey is quick.

      Whiskey is the shroud that buries the demons and smooths over the cracks in my soul.

      I knock back God-knows what number of drinks of the night before I slam the empty glass down on the bar. I’m staggering; wasted and half out of my mind.

      Except it’s not helping like I want it to.

      I’m going to be a father.

      Holy fuck.

      Me - a dad. Me, the hard-drinking, panty-dropping party animal. Me, the professional man-child who never even knew his own dad.

      It’s a fucking terrifying thought, and I know damn well London’s thinking the same thing.

      And hell, I might be furious right now at her just shoving me away like the, but I can’t even really blame her. I mean, look at me. I’m a train-wreck of an adult with more money than sense, an alcohol problem I refuse to acknowledge, and so many notches on my bedpost that I’ve lost fucking count.

      What fucking sane woman would want me to have anything to do with a baby?

      The thought is bitter as I swallow it back, chasing it with more whiskey.

      I mean, shit, how the fuck else was this going to end? There was no happy ever after for whatever it was between London and I, and I think we both damn well knew that.

      A kid doesn’t change that. Hell, you’ve gotta be an idiot to think it will.

      This whole thing started as a fling - forbidden and illicit, which is what I think we both liked about it. It was all surface, and it was something we could bolt from when we had to.

      Except this ain’t the time for bolting. Holy fuck, I mean we’re going to have a kid. I know the classic professional athlete thing to do here would be to bolt - to cut her a fucking check, take the hit, and move right on with my life.

      Shit, I’d hardly be the first guy in pro-football to knock a girl up and leave.

      But the thought sears inside of me like a hot match, burning me and making me furious. Because even though I know that should be me, it isn’t. And it’s not just some sort of bullshit abandonment issues from my own dad bailing before I was even born.

      It’s her.

      It’s that the thought of leaving her like that and walking away from whatever we had slices through me like a knife.

      But I had no business with a girl like that. Shit, why would I want to be with a girl like that? Someone who gets up in my game and questions me? Someone who gives my shit right back to me?

      Someone more than just the “yes” girls I’ve been with for as long as I can remember?

      Why on Earth would I ever have found that appealing?

      The “yes” girls are easy; simple. The groupies and the club sluts and the star-fuckers are predictable; there’s no “game” involved. Smile, charm them, watch the panties drop and have my damn way with them before I’m out the door and onto the next.

      That’s it.

      And for a guy like me, that’s all I’ve ever needed, and certainly all I’ve ever wanted. Which makes my involvement with a girl like London make no sense at all.

      Stuck up; all numbers, all brain and all stats.

      No heart.

      I grit my teeth as I slug back the next whiskey the bartender slides my way.

      That’s bullshit, and you know it.

      And of course I know it, but it’s what I’ve been telling myself all night as I keep drinking, trying to drown her out of my head.

      I’m getting drunk faster than I was before, and I realize it’s at least partially because I just wasn’t drinking much around her - like there just wasn’t that voice in my head pushing me to dull out the world a little more.

      Guess she was what I needed.

      Guess she was everything I needed.

      Her and our unborn child.

      I drown that thought with another shot of whiskey, followed by another.

      Being with her and thinking those thoughts were a fantasy.

      Fucking pretend.

      This is who I am, I think to myself as I turn to lean against the bar, letting the roar of the bar crowd and the blasting music wash over me. I glance towards the group of my new teammates I’ve opted to go out with tonight, all of us wearing team jerseys because it’s some sort of pre-season thing the Bulls do on the last night out before training really gets going.

      Some of the cuties surrounding my new team turn my way, smiling eagerly and hungrily at me as they break away to head my way.

      “So, Jason says you’ve got a great new condo we should take this party to,” one says, her hands sliding over my arm.

      Yeah, this is who I am, letting the alcohol and the noise and the hungry, needy eyes of the girls wash over me.

      Wild, reckless; a man on the edge.

      Hard drinker.

      Hard lover.

      Fucking, football, and avoiding responsibility. That’s me, and it’s what I shoulda just stuck with.

      I’m no father material, that’s fucking obvious.

      This is me, I tell myself again, the words sounding even more empty the more times I say it as I allow myself to be dragged into the madness of the crowd.
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* * *

      Later, I’m spinning. I’m out of control; wild and free and in my total element.

      And I hate it.

      I’m seeing double as someone I don’t even know passes me another drink, telling me how awesome I am.

      Fuck that, I’m not awesome.

      Awesome would’ve been holding onto the girl - the only one that mattered. Awesome would’ve been being the man she’d need to be a father to his own child.

      No, I’m not awesome.

      But I am me, and it looks like that’s gonna have to do.

      There’s a girl whispering shit into my ear, her hands on my thigh, her lips against my neck.

      I don’t want this.

      I just want to get the fuck out of here. But here isn’t even just this club.

      I want to get out of my own world - out of my mind and out of the slicing feeling in my heart.

      At some point, I’m saying yes when one of the guys mentions again that we should take the party back to my place.

      Fuck it, why not.

      It’s a blur as I realize I’m leaving the bar with two girls on my arms.

      Who the fuck are you, I want to say to myself.

      The car keys are heavy in my hand.

      So fucking heavy.

      The whole world is spinning as I stand there next to my SUV, the girls laughing and telling me to hurry so we can go back to my place.

      But I’m just staring at those keys.

      I look up into the reflection in the truck window and instead of myself, I see him.

      I see Brandon.

      He’s shaking his head slowly, telling me no.

      Don’t do this.

      Don’t go this way.

      Don’t you dare fucking follow me.

      I have to, I want to say.

      I’ve tried the other way. I’ve tried going good, and finding the girl who eased the pain and made me feel whole again.

      It didn’t take, because that’s not me. That was never going to be me.

      This is me.

      The bad boy.

      The party animal.

      The give-no-fucks, devil-may-care me.

      I’m Holden fucking Cade.

      I make my own rules.

      I’m putting the keys into the door in a daze when there’s a clap on my shoulder.

      “Hey man, our ride’s over here.”

      It’s one of my teammates, looking about as drunk as I am. He jerks his head towards a couple of cabs sitting by the door to the bar.

      “We’re cabbing it, bro!” He gives me a strange look. “Were you seriously about to drive, you crazy fuck?”

      I blink.

      Yes.

      I say something stupid; a nonchalant shrug and a “of course not” before I force a grin to my face.

      But that cold shroud, that moment of giving up is still there as we all head out. And it’s still there back at my place - the empty, cold, dead feeling inside. There’s music pounding from my stereo, drinks being poured, and half naked girls dancing around the living room.

      But I’m not even here. I’m barely seeing any of it.

      I feel numb.

      There’s more hooting and hollering from the crowd as the whole thing starts to just spin out of control. Girls are stripping down to panties and nothing else, and even some of the guys are yanking off jerseys as the entire dance party starts to move quickly in the direction of “orgy.”

      And I should be king of this court. I should love this - the wildness of it, the debauchery of it.

      I don’t. Not at all.

      Because I’d trade this whole “kingdom” for her and the life us plus one more could be, and I know that now.

      Two topless girls - a blonde and a gorgeous Asian girl - shriek as they jump onto the couch where I’m sitting, yanking me from my thoughts.

      “You wanna show us your room, Holden?” the blonde says, biting her lip coyly, her pert young tits pressing into my jersey.

      Old Holden would be all over this. Old Holden would be telling them to grab a friend first before heading back to my room and losing myself in the sweet emptiness of it all.

      The new me - the one that just got told he’s going to be a fucking dad not five hours before just stares at them, blinking.

      You’re someone’s CHILD, I want to tell her.

      “Maybe later,” I growl.

      “Awww, c’mon, baby,” the other one says with a pout.

      Baby.

      Fuck, I can’t do this.

      I need to get out of here.

      I need to find London, and tell her I can change, and that there’s more to me than all this bullshit.

      I stand, and immediately almost fall over.

      Fuck, I’m wasted.

      I steady myself as the two girls giggle on the couch behind me.

      “Ooo, easy there, baby.”

      That fucking word again.

      They’re both laughing as they paw at me, dragging me back down to the couch.

      “Stop it,” I mumble, blinking through my hazy mind as the Asian girl starts to pull my jersey up my torso.

      “Aww, someone’s grouchy,” blondie says, trying to kiss my neck.

      “Jesus fucking Christ, get off me,” I hiss, lurching to my feet again.

      The doorbell rings.

      “I need to get that.”

      “You need to take us back to your room and show us what the legendary Holden Cade can do,” blondie says teasingly.

      The doorbell buzzes again.

      “C’mon, Holden!” Her friend pouts, standing and pulling at my shirt again.

      All around me, the party is just melting into hedonism. A couple of guys are cheering as two of the topless girls start to make out as they sway to the music, and off in the corner, one of my new linebackers has his hand down the front of some girl’s panties as she rocks her hips into him. Jason, my half-back, is over in a chair by one of my floor-length windows with a hot little brunette bouncing up and down on his lap and I see a handful of other teammates and girls heading for bedrooms.

      I need to get out of here.

      The two girls are still pulling at my goddamn shirt when the fucking doorbell goes off again.

      “Fuck, take it,” I growl, slipping my jersey over my head and tossing it at them. They laugh like I’m hilarious, but I just scowl as I storm across my condo for the front door.

      “Yeah, what-”

      Oh.

      It’s London.

      London with her lip caught between her teeth and her big blue eyes looking up at me. She frowns slightly at the sound of music and laughter coming from behind me before she seems to notice I’m not wearing a shirt and her frown deepens.

      “Um, is this a bad time?”

      “No!” I say quickly. The alcohol is buzzing through me, making my skin hot as I step out into the hallway and pull the door shut behind me.  “No, seriously no.”

      She raises a brow at my shirtless chest.

      I cringe and clear my throat, swaying slightly as the booze rushes through my veins.

      “It’s this…thing.” I shake my head. “It’s stupid. It’s like a team tradition I guess. Or something.”

      Jesus I sound like an idiot.

      London shakes her head.

      “Look, I just - I wanted to apologize for earlier.”

      “Don’t,” I say stepping closer to her. “Look, I’ve been thinking so much about it all and-”

      “Hang on, let me finish,” she says quietly, her eyes darting across mine as she takes a step back from me.

      “There’s a lot going on right now, and a lot of choices I have to make, and…” She sighs as she trails off, looking at the floor. “Look, I’m not asking you to be a part of this or anything. I mean I don’t even know what I’m doing with this-”

      “London.”

      Her eyes drag back up to mine. And I want to tell her everything. I want to tell her how I feel, and tell her that I’m ready to be an adult. I want to tell her I’m just as freaked the fuck out as her, but that I’m here for her - whatever it fucking takes.

      And I want to tell her words I’ve never spoken before, and I’m ready to take the leap I know the man in me needs to take-

      And that’s when the fucking door opens behind me, and the whole things blows up in my face.

      “Baaaaby, are you coming back in?”

      That’s what greets London as the door opens behind me.

      The girl is basically naked except for my fucking jersey - the one with my goddamn number and name emblazoned across it. I turn almost in slow motion, swallowing the lump in my throat as I look past the girl at the utter shit-show going on behind her in my condo.

      Blaring music, booze everywhere, and naked people everywhere. Hell, someone’s fucking on top of my kitchen counter.

      Oh shit.

      My gut clenches as I whirl back to London.

      But it’s too late.

      “This isn’t what you, I mean, it’s not-”

      “Don’t,” she says icily. “Just don’t.”

      “This isn’t what you think it is,” I mumble, my words slurring. “This-”

      “It doesn’t matter,” London says shortly, her voice quavering as she shakes her head side to side.

      “London, just listen-”

      “Whatever you’re going to say it doesn’t matter,” she says, her voice like lead. And there’s so much hurt in her eyes that I forget about mine. “You know,” she barks out a laugh. “I came over to talk to you about this like adults.”

      “So let’s-”

      “But you’re not able to do that,” she cuts me off.

      I shake my head slowly, blinking through the booze as I try and take another step towards her.

      “I am.”

      She laughs thinly again.

      “I don’t know what I was even thinking pretending you were capable of being a part of this.” She shuts her eyes, pushing her hair back from her face before opening them again and narrowing them right at me. “Look, stay here in Houston. Don’t go back to Denver.”

      My brow furrows as I shake my head.

      “What?”

      “I’m taking Landon Reece up on his offer with the Rattlesnakes.”

      My jaw drops, but she’s not even done yet.

      “Look, don’t worry, you’re off the hook,” she spits out. “I don’t want your fucking money or anything either.”

      “Hang on, can we just talk-”

      She shakes her head once more, looking away before her eyes snap back to mine for the killing blow.

      “I don’t want you to have anything to do with this, actually.”

      It’s like a knife twisting in my heart, spilling my blood and my guts out across the floor as I stand there blinking, grasping for the right words.

      But there are none, and she’s already walking away.

      My last shot at being something real - at being a man of substance - steps into the elevator as the doors close her away.

      After that, it’s like a free-fall.

      After that, I’m only dimly aware of stumbling back into my place, pushing my way through people until I grab a bottle of something off the kitchen countertop.

      I stumble to my room, saying no to the girl that tries to follow me. I swear when I open the door, seeing the fivesome going down on my goddamn bed before I lurch to my bathroom and slam the door shut.

      I’m alone.

      Just like I was always going to be.

      I slump against the door and bring the bottle up, a silent eulogy to the last chance I was gonna have at being more than all this.

      London.

      Her name and those lips and the thought of her and I are the last thoughts I have before it all fades to black.
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      “This isn’t funny.”

      “Well, it’s not a joke.”

      Serena stares at me from the door to my bedroom, blinking, unmoving. She shakes her head as I go back to furiously shoving clean underwear and socks into my suitcase.

      “London.”

      I keep moving, not looking up. I reach for another stack of folded shirts, placing them in the suitcase and smoothing them before reaching for a packed bag of toiletries to layer on top.

      “London, stop.”

      This time I do, as she moves across the room and puts her hands on mine, staying me. I look up, and I have to physically stop myself from breaking as she looks at me with her eyes full of concern.

      “You’re really-?”

      I nod. “Yeah.”

      “Holy shit.”

      And then she’s hugging me, and I do break.

      The tears come hot across my cheeks and the shoulder of her shirt as I hold her tightly and shake slightly in her arms.

      “Hey, hey, it’s okay,” she soothes, stroking my back. “Holden’s?”

      I pull back and shoot her a teary-eyed look.

      She gives me a wry smile. “I had to ask. He knows?”

      I nod, dropping my gaze back to my open suitcase.

      “And?”

      I glance up, sighing.

      “Serena, he’s-” I trail off, looking down again at my hands. “I don’t know what I’m going to do, but I know it’s not going to have anything to do with him.”

      Her arm goes around me, hugging me and rubbing my shoulder as we sit there on the edge of the bed, saying nothing.

      “Are you really moving to Denver?” she finally says quietly.

      I start to shake my head but then I suddenly glance up at her.

      She’s just walked into my apartment not three minutes before - just long enough to see the suitcase and for me to blurt out that I was pregnant.

      I haven’t mention where I was going.

      “How-?”

      My brow furrows at my friend as her face goes dark red.

      “I- I heard through the grapevine.”

      I frown.

      “No you didn’t.”

      Serena swallows and looks down at her own hands, shrugging.

      “Landon told me.”

      I raise a single brow at her.

      “Oh? And when were you talking to Landon Reece?”

      She shakes her head, still looking down in a terrible attempt to hide the redness in her cheeks.

      “It’s nothing, just this…” she trails off and sighs before looking back up at me. “It’s complicated.”

      “I’m listening?”

      She grins shyly, and “shyly” is not a look I think the world has ever seen on Serena Roth.

      “It’s nothing.”

      My eyes suddenly dip to the silver chain around her neck, which I’ve never seen before.

      “Is that from him?”

      Her eyes dart to mine, flashing again before she seems to swallow the heat from her face as she tugs her collar up.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Serena-”

      “Whatever it may be, it’s not nearly as important as this, okay?” She turns, grabbing my hands in hers. “How real is this thing in Denver? The offer, I mean.”

      The meet and greet Landon Reece is flying me out for is just that - an informal meet-up. But I know it’s meant to lead to more than that. Hell, I’ve been working this business long enough to know when a team or organization is hungry for talent and just trying to play things casual.

      …I’m just not used to being the talent they’re after.

      “I need a clean break from all this,” I whisper, shaking my head. “It’s too much here, right now.”

      “You’re running away.”

      My eyes flash to hers.

      She doesn’t flinch.

      “Don’t give me that London sass,” she says with a stern look. “Look, this is big, but you don’t have to run away to Denver to deal with it, okay? I’m here! Your dad is here!”  She gives me a sad look. “London, this team is everything to you!”

      And it was, until this came alone. It was until the biggest thing in my life become the biggest secret of my life. The biggest secret of my life, made with the last man on earth I should have ever been making secrets with.

      I close my eyes at the voice in my head, trying to shut it and the thoughts of Holden out of my thoughts. Holden, who made me feel alive - truly alive - for the first time in forever. Holden who got under my skin and drove me crazy - so crazy that he somehow turned into everything I wanted and everything I needed.

      The cocky, arrogant jock. The player. The prospect; the acquisition deal.

      The man I never wanted anything to do with who ended up being my everything.

      The man I’m going to have a child with.

      The tears flow again as I crash back into Serena’s shoulder.

      The man I’m walking, running, and flying away from. Because somehow, the only solution I can find here is distance. The only way out I can see is forward and away.

      Because if I stay here, near him, I might break.

      I sniff as I pull away from my friend.

      My face falls.

      “I ruined your shirt.”

      She gives a brittle laugh, holding back brimming tears of her own as she shakes her head.

      “You can pay for my dry cleaning when you come back.”

      “Serena-”

      She suddenly stands and starts yanking things out of my suitcase and tossing them across the bed.

      “Hey!”

      She whirls, one of my t-shirts in her hand as she shakes her head.

      “I’m not emptying the whole thing,” she says sharply. “But I’m taking enough out that you can’t just stay once you get there.” Her mouth goes small as she looks down. “Just in case you thought you could.”

      I choke out a laugh as I throw my arms around her.

      And I know this is running away. I know going to Denver and maybe even staying there with whatever the offer ends up being is cutting and running, but it’s what has to happen.

      I’m just going to see what’s waiting for me - for me and the new life growing inside of me. And maybe - just maybe - it’ll be just what I need.

      What we need.
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      I wake up to the sound of hammering.

      I wince, jolting awake and instantly regretting it as the pain lances through my head like hot lead. I groan loudly and flip over in the bed, only to roar in pain as my face goes crashing against porcelain.

      Motherfucker.

      Yeah, I’m not in a bed, I’m in the bathtub.

      I slept in the fucking bathtub.

      The hammering comes again on the bathroom door, and I sit up this time, feeling light-headed and weak as I slowly start to climb out of the tub.

      There’s more banging on the door, and it’s like the knocks are happening on my fucking skull as the hangover pounds through my head.

      I grit my teeth and glare at the bathroom door.

      “Fuck off and die!” I roar, resting my elbows on my sink counter and turning the water on. I cup my hand beneath it, slurping water into my parched, cracked lips when the door just about breaks off its hinges.

      “You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me,” I swear under my breath as I whirl and yank the door wide. “You looking for a foot up your-”

      I stop instantly, the rage evaporating from me as I squint at Max, standing there in my bedroom glaring at me.

      “Jesus,” he mutters, narrowing his eyes at me and shaking his head.

      I groan as I step back into the bathroom, beckoning him in like I’m welcoming someone at my front door. I slump onto the closed toilet and look up at him.

      “The fuck are you doing here?” I mumble.

      Max sighs.

      “Breakfast? Me, Hannah, and the girls, at that pancake place they’ve been freaking out about that serves pink pancakes?”

      I wince again, dropping my face into my hands.

      “Fuck,” I swear. “I forgot.”

      “Evidently,” he growls. He turns and glances back out the bathroom door at my bedroom and whistles lowly. “Jesus, man, I think you’ve outdone yourself this time.”

      I follow his gaze and groan at the sight of a heap of nude bodies still strewn across my room from whatever shenanigans went down last night after I locked myself in here.

      “It’s a long story,” I mutter, making a mental note to burn every single thing in my apartment. Or move.

      “No it’s not.”

      I look up to see Max glowering down at me, his huge arms crossed over his barrel chest.

      “What?”

      He shakes his head at me, still glaring that scary look of his he gets.

      “I said no, it’s not. A long story, that is.”

      I say nothing and he shakes his head.

      “I heard, man; about London and the Rattlesnakes. Ethan called me this morning from Denver and filled me in. Apparently he was out for drinks with Reece last night and the guy mentioned something about head-hunting her.”

      “Fuck Landon Reece,” I mutter.

      Max rolls his eyes.

      “That what all this is about?” He waves his arm back at my bedroom. “You’re gonna want to burn everything in here you know. There’s naked ass all over your fucking apartment.”

      I take a breath and blow the air out slowly through my lips.

      “Yeah, it’s about that. That and…” I trail off and look away.

      “What.”

      “Nothing, forget it.”

      “What, Archie finally catch you screwing around with his daughter?”

      I shoot him a look as he smirks.

      “Not exactly.”

      “She get tired of slumming it with you and dump your ass?”

      I glare at him.

      “It’s not like that, we’re not fucking together or anything.”

      Max rolls his eyes again.

      “Then what, man? She told you she wants to get married and have kids and you freaked out?”

      This time I say nothing, and his brow perks up.

      “Elaborate.”

      I shake my head and look away again.

      “Marriage?” He frowns as he crosses his arms over his chest again. “She doesn’t seem like the tie-you-down type-” And then suddenly, the light goes on behind his eyes. Suddenly, it’s like the last little piece falls into place for him.

      “She’s-” He blinks at me. “You’re going to be a-”

      I nod, and his face goes livid.

      Max turns and storms into my bedroom.

      “Everyone get the fuck out!” he roars, sending the nude players and girls jumping from the bed. Even to other football guys, Max is a fucking beast, and if you catch him mad it’s like going toe-to-toe with a grizzly bear.

      I’d imagine Max’s roaring, furious, bearded face being the first thing you wake up to would put the fear of whatever higher power you believe in right into you.

      “Out, motherfuckers!” he bellows, half shoving the shrieking girls and terrified looking Bulls players out of my room. He follows them, roaring like a goddamn bear through my apartment as he clears the place with swears and crashes and shrieking voices.

      There’s finally silence, and I’m just letting my shoulders droop and dropping my face back into my hands when the bear himself comes storming into the bathroom.

      I swear as Max grabs me by the wrists, yanking me bodily off the toilet, onto the floor and out the fucking door.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you, man!”

      But Max isn’t hearing it. He drags me forcefully through my living room, slamming open the sliding glass door to my patio and dragging me out there onto the deck.

      “Dude, will you-”

      Suddenly, he hauls me up by one armpit and the waist of my jockeys and shoves me right over the fucking edge of the balcony.

      My tenth-story balcony.

      “Are you fucking insane!” I roar, fighting back and kicking at him as he holds me there, half on the railing and half hanging over the edge and dangling into thin air. “Max! You fucking psychopath, what-”

      “YOU WANT TO DIE?!” he roars in my ear, silencing me. “Is that it, man? You wanna go out with a bang and fucking drink yourself to death or some shit, huh?!”

      I close my eyes, silently shaking my head as I hang over the side of that balcony.

      “Well I got news for you, pal,” Max bellows at me. “You’re not allowed to! You’re not allowed to take that road, because now it’s about more than just you!”

      He suddenly hauls me back onto the deck and drops me at his feet.

      I let my breath out in a whoosh as I roll into my back and close my eyes, trying not to think about the view I just saw ten stories down.

      Max drops down next to me, panting about as hard as I am as I sit up and lean back against the metal railing behind me.

      Neither of us says a word for a solid three minutes.

      “You think things would be any different for you if you’d gotten into that fucking truck with him that night?” he finally says.

      I shake my head.

      “I got news for you, they would be, cause you’d be fucking dead, too.”

      I close my eyes, the memory of that night slamming into me.

      “I should have stopped him,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “You’re beating yourself up about something that just happened, man. Shit happens, terrible shit happens.” Max turns to me and sticks a finger into my chest. “That’s life. But you need to stop mourning his and go on living yours. That’s what Brandon would have wanted.”

      Max sighs, and we sit in silence another minute, listening to the sound of the Houston traffic down below.

      “She really pregnant?”

      I nod.

      “It’s yours?”

      I shoot him a dangerous look and he shrugs.

      “Well, then this ain’t just about you anymore, pal,” he growls. “This is about that kid.”

      “Yeah, well, she’s gone, man,” I say darkly. “She’s gone and she doesn’t want me to have anything to do with it.”

      “That ain’t the Holden Cade I know.”

      I choke out a laugh.

      “Yeah, well, surprise.”

      “Fuck that,” Max spits. “The Holden I know broke records his first week in the pros. The Holden I know never fucking quit and never said ‘no’ or ‘it’s too hard’ or ‘good enough’.” He turns to me. “The guy I know - the guy who’s my friend even though he’s a fucking idiot sometimes - would never walk away from this. He wouldn’t even consider it an option.”

      “You hang all your friends off of ten story fucking balconies?”

      Max grins.

      “Only my best ones.”

      “You’re a sociopath.”

      He laughs, chuckling deeply before he turns back to me again.

      “The Holden I know would never in a million years let this girl get away from him and let that kid out of his life.”

      And he’s right.

      The guy I used to be - the guy I still am somewhere inside - would never be sitting here sulking like a fucking pussy. The guy I used to be went after what he wanted and didn’t know how to quit until he got it.

      Something happened to me that night all those months ago. Yeah, I wasn’t in the pickup when it went off the road at eighty miles an hour, but a part of me still died that night.

      And I’ve been trying to bury it in darkness ever since.

      I’ve been running away from the part of me that’s still here, and I’ve gotten so damn good at it, that I almost didn’t recognize me when she walked into my life and showed me how to find me again.

      London.

      The one-night-stand. The terrible idea. The last girl I should’ve had anything to do with and the last girl I’d have ever seen coming. All that, and it turns out she might just be the only one that can save me.

      And suddenly, it’s like I’m waking up.

      Suddenly, it’s like I’m coming up for air after holding my breath underwater for the last ten fucking months.

      Suddenly, I can breathe.

      And suddenly, I realize the best thing to ever happen to me is slipping through my dumb-ass fingers, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let that happen.

      I lurch to my feet, blood pounding through my veins as I fill my lungs and ball my hands into fists.

      No way am I letting her and that kid walk out of my life - not a fucking chance. Because somehow, through all the shit, I think I may have just found the old Holden Cade.

      And there’s only one thing I want right now.

      I whirl on Max.

      “I need you to drive.”

      He scowls. “What?”

      “What, you think you could give me a fucking gem of a Max Sheffield pep-talk like that and not help me out?”

      He gets to his feet, cocking a brow at me.

      “The thought had crossed my mind.”

      I grin.

      “Also, I might still be a little drunk, so I definitely need you to drive.”

      “Holden, I’ve got Hannah and the girls waiting downstairs.”

      “So?” I grin.

      I feel good. I feel invincible.

      I feel fucking alive for the first time in a long time.

      “Fuck it, bring them too! How fast does that rental car of yours go?”

      Max crosses his arms over his chest.

      “It goes five miles an hour under the speed limit, Holden, because it’s got my goddamn family in it.”

      A shadow of a smile peeks through Max’s thick beard.

      “And where are we going, exactly?”

      “Does that mean you’re in?”

      His grin widens.

      “It means you better shower, because you smell like shit.”

      I flip him off.

      “We’re making two stops.”

      “Hey, you know it also means you’re sitting in the back with the girls, and you’re on bag duty.”

      I frown.

      “Bag duty?”

      Max’s grin is huge across his face now.

      “Puke bag. Cas and Ginger get real car sick these days.”

      I give him a look.

      “Both of them?”

      Max laughs as he claps me on the shoulder. “Welcome to fatherhood, bud.”
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      Serena drives me to the airport.

      I stare out the window the whole way there, watching Houston slide past the window, watching it fall away behind us into the rearview mirror until I’m forced to look forward.

      Because there’s only looking forward from here. Because looking back, there’s only Holden, and what might have been, and the knife-twisting, all-consuming guilt that comes with knowing I’m running away from him and everything that might mean.

      But I know with every passing mile-marker along the highway that it’s the only way. I know with every fading glimpse of the city behind me that what I want there to be with Holden can never actually be.

      The player; the jock.  The hard-drinking wild man with the broken past. The man whose whole adult life is I’m sure littered with the broken hearts of women just like me.

      Women who thought they could change him.

      It’s a tragically silly thought, and I’m smart enough to know better. I’m also well aware of what adding a baby to that sort of mix does.

      I turn back to the road in front of us.
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* * *

      After a final hug, and lingering tears, and promises to come back after my meeting no matter the outcome, I say goodbye to Serena.

      When I’m through security and finally make my way down the huge concourse of the terminal to my gate, I finally find a seat and breathe. I take my phone out and hover over my dad’s name. He knows I’m taking the meeting - he’s even encouraged me to take it. But there’s a last trace of guilt for running away like this that’s still lingering, even here when I’m minutes from boarding my flight.

      “You’re supposed to turn the damn phone off on the plane, you know.”

      I smile, even as emotionally drained as I am.

      “Haven’t boarded yet, Dad, I just…” I trail off, part of me almost wanting to tell him right there and then about what else is going on besides a possible change in employment.

      “I know this is something you’ve gotta do, hotshot,” he says quietly.

      I nod, closing my eyes. I try to imagine the life inside of me - the little spark, the little piece of good that’s coming from the disaster of crashing into Holden Cade.

      I quickly wipe that from my head, before I start crying right there at the gate.

      Stupid hormones starting already.

      I cough, clearing my thoughts.

      “What about you, Dad? You okay?”

      Dad’s officially had Joanne’s things moved out of our house, along with a court order barring her from contact. He’s decisive like that, even though I know he’s hurting from the betrayal.

      “I’m fine, I’m fine,” he sighs. “Been a hell of a month, hasn’t it?” he says with a dark chuckle.

      I close my eyes again, only managing a non-verbal nod.

      There’s a pause before my dad’s voice comes through the phone again.

      “We’re gonna make it through this, you know. Hell, did I tell you the legal guys found a transfer of board voting contract with my name forged on it in her things here at the house?”

      He’s told me already, but I still shake my head.

      “What’s that mean?”

      Dad snorts.

      “Mean’s I’ve got that witch by the balls is what it means.”

      I laugh.

      “And hell, it ain’t all bad, hotshot. Season starts in a week, and I’ve got goddamn Holden Cade on my starting line-up thanks to you!”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, going quiet.

      “What’s eating you, honey?”

      “Nothing,” I lie.

      That part I can’t tell him.

      Not yet.

      “I’m just…” I trail off.

      “Don’t be,” Dad says quietly. “Don’t be scared, or worried, and don’t you go doubting yourself, honey. Don’t let the world get to you like that, you understand? You’re my daughter, and you’re stronger than anyone I know. Don’t worry about the damn interview or whatever that Reece fellow wants, because they’d be damn lucky to have you.”

      I smile as a single tear trickles down my cheek.

      “Believe me,” he chuckles. “I should know.”

      I sniff.

      “Dad, just tell me to stay and-”

      “Nope, uh-uh. You gotta do this. You gotta get out there and see what’s up. Be who you want to be and live the life you need to live.”

      I can hear his smile through the phone.

      “Be the strong, capable, take-no-shit woman that I raised, and you go in there and knock ‘em dead.”
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* * *

      I linger longer, as the line forms for the boarding process, staying in my seat and looking out the window at the plane that’ll carry me away to whatever may come next. But it slowly dwindles, until all that’s left is the attendant at the gate, and me still sitting there.

      Alone.

      “Miss?”

      I look up.

      “Will you be joining us today?”

      No.

      No, because this isn’t a plan, it’s just running away. No, because there’s so much left to say, and so much I want to tell him, and I know once I get on that plane, no matter if Serena makes me come back to pack first or not, there’s no real coming back.

      Not to what we almost had.

      “Yes,” I say out loud, standing and picking up my bag.

      I take a deep breath as I make my way to the gate and the older woman standing beside it.

      “I’m ready.”

      I pull my boarding pass out of my purse and pass it to her. She scans it, and she’s passing it back to me as I reach for my suitcase handle, when the voice from somewhere inside my heart comes booming from behind me.

      “London!”

      I freeze.

      “Stop!”

      The voice booms down the long terminal concourse.

      His voice.

      I swallow the lump that forms in my throat before I slowly turn, and the boarding pass drops from my fingers.

      Holden is running full tilt down the crowded terminal towards me, shoving people out of the way and ignoring the looks and camera flashes of people who recognize who he is.

      The bag drops from my other hand, and I start to move towards him, like autopilot.

      Like magnets.

      Like something I can’t say no to.

      “Miss?” the airline attendant says sharply. “Miss, you can’t just leave your bag here.”

      But I’m walking away. I’m moving towards him in slow motion as he shoves his way through the crowd, his eyes locked on me.

      “Miss!”

      Holden pushes his way through the last of the crowd, and then we’re face to face. We’re a few feet apart, just standing there, staring at each other, waiting for something to shatter that last distance between us.

      “I fucked up.” His voice is edged as his eyes lock onto mine. “Actually, I’ve been fucking up for pretty much as long as I can remember,” he says quietly.

      “Holden-”

      He shakes his head as he holds up a hand.

      “Hang on, let me finish.”

      A crowd with camera phones out is starting to form around us as people recognize the sports superstar standing there in the airport. But he’s ignoring them as he steps closer to me.

      His eyes locked onto mine.

      “I’ve made fucking up a cornerstone of who I am, and I was pretty damn good at it too,” he spits out. “Until I met you.”

      I can feel my heart pounding as he takes a single step towards me, slowly shaking his head.

      Cameras are flashing, the crowd is murmuring quietly, and the room is spinning as he moves right in front of me.

      “How’d you even get in here?” I say.

      He grins, pulling a ticket out of his pocket and nodding at it.

      “Bought the first flight that came up.”

      “To?”

      He shrugs as he looks down at the ticket. “Japan, apparently.”

      “And what’d that cost?”

      “Like six grand for the last-minute, day-of ticket.”

      My brows shoot up.

      “You spent six-thousand dollars just to get to me, huh?”

      He smiles.

      “Yeah well this really hot contract negotiator actually got me this pretty sweet signing deal to play for Houston.”

      I bite my lip, shaking my head at the titters from the crowd around us as he just looks at me.

      “London, I could promise you a bunch of shit, and tell you how much I’m going to change.” He shakes his head. “But I don’t think either of us want to be that much of a cliché.”

      “So what do we do instead?” I say softly, feeling my heart about to beat out of my chest.

      “How about we do this instead.”

      The whole world suddenly spins as Holden drops down onto his knee in front of me, his hand reaching up to take mine.

      “How about I show you how much I’ve changed. How about I show you every single damn day how much you’ve changed me, and how much you and this,” he nods at my belly, “how much you both mean to me. How about I never fucking stop showing you that you’re the key. How about I wake up every day for the rest of my life and make sure you know you’re the greatest fucking thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      I can feel my pulse thudding in my ears, my breath coming ragged in my throat as I stare down into his steely blue eyes. I’m completely oblivious of the crowd around us at that point - like it’s just him and I in this frozen little moment.

      “You could go,” he says evenly. His eyes move to my belly again before they drag back to my face. “You could go and do this by yourself. You could get on that plane, and go to Denver, and take the job, and you could never see me again. And I could probably go on without you here.”

      His jaw tightens along with his fingers around mine.

      “I could put my head down and just drown it all in booze like I’ve always done.” His eyes lock onto mine. “And I could live the rest of my life without you, London Jacobs.”

      Time stops for just one second.

      “I just really don’t want to.”

      And suddenly, he’s reaching into his back pocket and I’m staring at the box he’s opening in front of me.

      The ring glitters gold and diamond in the neon and fluorescent airport lights as the crowd gasps and cameras flash around us.

      “Are you-” I’m reeling - my mouth opening and closing without any words coming out. “Holden, you don’t have to,” I shake my head. “You don’t have to just because-”

      “I have to because I can’t imagine going another day of my life without you,” he says evenly. “I have to because I’m half of who I am without you.” He holds the box up to me, his eyes never leaving mine. “I have to because I love you, London,” he says softly.

      The surrounding crowd is silent, all leaning in and hanging on the words left unspoken on my lips.

      “Miss?”

      The silence is broken by the sharp voice of the airline attendant behind me.

      I turn.

      "Will you be joining us today?” she says again tersely, arms crossed over her chest.

      I turn back to the man kneeling in front of me.

      Our eyes lock, and I know.

      “No,” I say without turning back to her. “No, I won’t be.”

      The crowd around us starts to erupt into cheers as she sighs loudly, while Holden just beams up at me.

      “And as for you,” I say sharply, raising a brow at him.

      He grins.

      “Yes.”

      I’m still saying it - yelling it - over and over again as he jumps to his feet, scoops me in his arms and starts to twirl me around. The crowd goes crazy around us, cheering, and snapping pictures and videos as I bury myself in his arms.

      And I don’t need any spreadsheets for this, or statistics, or data analyzation.

      Because I’ve got a gut feeling

      And sometimes, that’s really all you need.
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      I could say we waited, and took it slow, and planned, and then eventually got married way down the road after the baby was born and when things made more sense.

      But that would be a damn lie.

      After all, planning ahead? Playing it safe? Waiting?

      Yeah, apparently not exactly our style.

      Okay, it wasn’t like we went out and found a church on the way home from the airport that day. But there we were five months later, London looking like a damn goddess with a 2nd trimester bump and a white dress as I somehow managed to convince myself I wasn’t dreaming and said “I do”.

      Now, that wasn’t the simplest five months in the world, I’ll say that. Again, I could make up this big story about everyone immediately loving the idea of our relationship, but again, that would kind of make a damn liar out of me.

      Truth be told, her dad was slightly less than thrilled upon hearing the news.

      Well, actually, “less than thrilled” is the nice version. Archie Jacobs’s actual reaction upon hearing that his darling daughter was planning on marrying a guy like me who’d knocked her up was to jump from his desk, grab the shotgun mounted to the wall of his office, and level it at my fucking chest.

      Jesus, welcome to freaking Texas, huh?

      Thankfully, the woman I love happens to be a hell of a negotiator.

      Like I said, it wasn’t the simplest five months in the world, but I fucking worked for it.

      I quit drinking, for one. Full stop. Sure, a big part of it was to show Archie I was capable of being the kind of guy who deserved London. But waking up in a fucking bathtub with your career and your heart in shreds around you sort of has that kind of effect on you.

      Well, so does one of your best friends dangling you off a tenth story balcony.

      So, I quit. And wouldn’t you know it, my game got a whole lot better. Remember that whole thing about turning this shit team around and taking it to the playoffs?

      Yeah, nailed it.

      The western conference championships were last weekend, and guess who was fucking there?

      First time in seven years, baby.

      Not to mention, we crushed it, and for the first time in two decades, Houston’s going to the super bowl.

      So yeah, after five months of quitting booze, taking his team back into relevancy, and showing him every damn day how committed I was to London, I think I finally won Archie over.

      Hell, the man wept at the wedding.

      Shit, I almost did.

      And it gets better. See, having a winning team – especially after not winning for so long – tends to get people to pay attention. People like the manager for my favorite bearded linebacker, which means next year, Max and his family are coming down here to Texas.

      I can’t fucking wait.

      But all of that is secondary. All of it runs second string to the most important part of all this – the fact that somehow, a professional fuck-up like me somehow managed to marry a girl like London.

      Well, former fuck-up.

      I got lucky, and you better believe I know it. I got a second chance, and I got a new lease on life. I’ve got a new home town I can be a hero for, and a new little life to be a dad for.

      We’re naming him Brandon, by the way.

      I could talk about how me somehow coming out on top of all this, and getting the girl, and getting that happy ending goes against every bit of logic and probability. But life ain’t a bunch of numbers and statistics, and it sure as shit ain’t a spreadsheet. Life’s about following that hunch, and chasing that little feeling.

      Life’s about listening to your heart, and let me tell you, finally shutting up and listening to mine is the best play I ever made.

      

      
        The End.
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      I accidentally married the BIGGEST bad boy in pro football…

      I was born into the high life: private schools, finishing classes – groomed to look pretty hanging on a rich man’s arm.

      That is, until I walk in on my fiancé f*cking his secretary across his desk.

      Now I’m a princess on the run, and escape from the life I never wanted steers me right into the last man I’d ever call a prince charming.

      Austin Taylor is the crude, arrogant pro quarterback with the cocky cowboy smile and the notorious tabloid record longer than his- well…

      A princess like me should have nothing to do with a beast of a man like that, except Austin Taylor has an offer I may not be able to refuse.

      Half a million dollars to be his trophy wife.

      It’s fake, of course – all a show for the cameras and the press to rehab his bad boy reputation.

      Fake, that is, until we wake up actually married in Vegas.

      Oops.

      Now I’m really married to the most notorious, most possessive, most gorgeous man in pro football. The man with the glint in his eyes that gets me hot in places it shouldn’t. The man who’s dirty, filthy words have me melting for him.

      Oh, right, and the man who’s baby I’m carrying.

      Surprise.
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      For my husband; a thousand times yes.
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      “This isn’t what it looks like.”

      The Chanel clutch drops from my hands as I stare at my fiancé, standing in front of his office desk with the blonde woman’s legs wrapped around his waist.

      ‘It’s not what it looks like’? Because, what it really looks a whole lot like is my fiancé with his pants around his ankles and his dick in his secretary, about ten minutes before the firm’s annual gala.

      “Seriously, Vince?!” My jaw drops as I stare at them, slowly shaking my head as neither of them even makes an effort to cover up.

      Jesus Christ, he’s still inside of her.

      The thought is nauseating, and my stomach feels like it drops as far as my clutch lying there on the floor.

      “Babe,” Vince shrugs - sheepishly but in this ‘sorry, not sorry’ way that somehow makes the entire situation even more condescending.

      “Really wish you’d knocked, Natalie.”

      I bark out a laugh, feeling the floor sink under my feet. His secretary slaps at his arm, almost playfully as if he’s just said some sort of faux pas at a cocktail party.

      Jesus, she hasn’t even bothered to cover up at all. Her shirt is still unbuttoned, one breast hanging out of her bra, and her legs still wrapped around Vince’s waist. I frown as my eyes land on the tattoo on her bare thigh and the bile rises in my throat as I read the words, “Daddy’s Girl” inked inside the heart.

      Good lord, I quickly yank my eyes away, feeling ill.

      “You wish I’d knocked?” I hurl at Vince, still shaking my head and trying to process what I’m actually looking at. “Well I wish you weren’t fucking your trashy secretary, Vince.”

      “Uh, excuse me, honey?” The blonde bimbo hanging off his waist and pulling at his neck-tie - one I bought him, actually - wrinkles her nose at me. She shakes her head and makes a face as if I’m the one out of line here.

      “Yeah, Natalie, let’s be civil here. There’s no need for that.”

      My blood pressure spikes as the rage lances through me. “Are you fucking defending her?!”

      Civil. He wants me to be fucking civil to the woman with my fiancé’s cock still inside of her, right in front of me.

      “Babe,” Vince shrugs condescendingly again. “You know how things are.”

      I feel faint. I feel like the world is spinning under my feet as I bring my fingers up to pinch the bridge of my nose.

      “No, Vince, I don’t. Why don’t you enlighten me.”

      A weasley little rat grin sneers across his face. “I’m a man of power, babe.”

      Right, because getting a company handed to you by your crook of a father counts as power.

      “I have needs.”

      “He’s got needs, honey,” the girl parrots.

      My eyes flare as I drag them back to her, perched on the edge of his desk. “What?”

      “It’s part of the game, Nat,” Vince says casually, with this obnoxiously bored tone to his voice. He casually waves his hand. “You know that.”

      “No, I don’t know that.”

      I didn’t know that being a spoiled little trust-fund kid who loves bragging about his family’s thin mob connections gave you a license to step out on your fiancé with your fucking secretary like a damn movie cliché.

      “I mean, you had to know this was a part of the deal,” Vince says casually, shrugging again. “You know, being how you are and all.”

      I can feel the rage billowing up inside of me. “Excuse me?”

      “Nat, you’re-”

      “You’re frigid, honey,” His secretary finishes for him, still sprawled across his desk smiling evilly at me. She pouts as she turns back and gives his tie a little tug. “And Vincey has needs.”

      I’m going to be sick. I’m literally going to be sick right here on the carpet.

      The room starts to spin around me as I reach out and steady myself on the doorframe, sucking in lungs full of air.

      “Nat, you’re just-” Vince fucking shrugs again. “You are a little bit of an ice-queen sometimes.”

      I need to get out of here.

      “Fuck you, Vince,” I spit out, whirling around to leave. My eyes land on the group picture of us from the company picnic last year, and I suddenly feel my teeth grinding together as I realize the blonde currently on his cock is actually in the picture, smiling with her hand on his damn shoulder.

      I pluck it from the shelf and smash it to the ground.

      “Natalie, we’ve got the gala in twenty-”

      “Fuck the gala, Vince,” I turn and spit venomously at him. “And I’ll be gone when you get home, by the way.”

      He laughs. “Oh, what, you’re going to leave, Natalie?”

      “Yes Vince, I’m going to leave.” I say it mechanically, reaching down to get my clutch from where it dropped to the ground when I walked in.

      “Oh, like you’ve got any capacity to be on your own, sweetheart,” Vince hurls at me. But I’m already walking out of the office.

      “I hope you realize you’re making a big mistake!” he hollers after me.

      “And I hope you catch something from your little office slut that makes your dick fall off,” I hurl over my shoulder.

      “Least I’m letting him use it, bitch!” I barely catch as I slam the door to his office shut and run for the elevators.
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      Tires squeal as I peel out of the office parking lot, away from the life that up until this very moment was ours. ‘Ours’ until I leave it shattered like that picture on the floor of Vince’s office.

      And despite living it for the last two years, it’s never actually been ‘my’ life, anyways. It’s always been Vince’s life, with me as a permanent guest. One more piece of art or famous guitar bought at a charity auction to decorate the walls and corners of his life.

      That feeling has always been a lingering, nagging thought in the back of my mind - one that’s always dug at me in a subtle way like a seed caught in the back of your teeth.

      I’m furious as I roar down the LA freeway - at my fiancé of course, but mostly at myself. The betrayal hurts, but I have to wonder how I even got to this place, where I’m engaged to man like Vince Capra in the first place. I’m pissed because I know I should be pissed, but that’s the extent of the emotional response to walking in on him fucking his secretary. I’m mad, and I feel slighted, and cheated.

      But I’m not heartbroken.

      I know I should be - I know any woman in my situation should feel that wrenching pain in her chest after seeing that. But instead, I just feel like I lost something somehow. I feel like I lost my pride somewhere along the way. It’s like the final nail in the coffin of what my life was growing up into what it is now.

      Because the truth is, I know exactly how I got to a place where I’m engaged to marry a man like Vince. I can literally hear my mother’s voice from all those years ago, when it all came crashing down. That voice, masked and dimmed by gin martinis and valium in the stuffy lawyer’s offices in the aftermath of my father’s sentencing.

      “I told you you’d thank me for all of it someday, Natalie.”

      Her pupils are out of focus as she fingers the row of white pearls around her neck like some sort of Tiffany’s rosary. They’re new, of course. The identical ones she wore before have long since been seized by the FBI as collateral evidence, along with the Malibu house, the Manhattan penthouse, both yachts, and the bank accounts, of course. Luckily for her and her predilection towards strands of expensive pearls and the lifestyle she’s become accustomed to, my mother has already been shacking up with Dad’s VP since week two of the trial.

      Money does NOT buy class, by the way.

      By “all of it”, she of course means all the grooming -  all the “finishing classes”, all the private tutoring in everything from polite conversation to classical piano. The diet I’ve been on since I was twelve; the nose-job I had when I was sixteen.

      And by “thanking” her for it, she means that I’m “prepared” now. I’m groomed, primped, and ready to marry off to some other reckless man with money, like her to my father, or his vice president after the arrest.

      So, yes, that’s how I get to a place where I’m of course saying yes to a slick, moneyed, philandering, and lying prick like Vince Capra when he asked me to marry him. Because my life has been determined for me before I was old enough to know any better. Because my place as arm candy - as an accessory - has been predestined from three or four generations back of prim, shrewd, demure women of high birth.

      My hands tighten to white knuckles on the steering wheel of the Bentley - Vince’s Bentley, that I’m allowed to drive - as the thought of my pre-determined fate gets my blood boiling. My mother would push this aside if she were in my shoes, I know that. She’d pour an extra finger of gin, maybe go on a shopping spree, and then compartmentalize the whole thing away. In fact, she did exactly that - many times, actually - when my father’s indiscretions with a secretary, or the nanny, or whoever else came to light.

      “It’s different for men, honey,” she’d say, straightening her shoulders and holding her neck high. “It’s just different.”

      Bullshit.

      And it’s there in that car, roaring into downtown LA with the anger billowing up inside of me, that I know unequivocally that I am not my mother. I am not going to just push this aside, or tuck it away, or shrug and let it slide. I’m not going to “let it go” because “men will be men” and somehow fucking his secretary is Vince’s Goddamn birthright or something for being born rich and a guy.

      That’s where my mother and I are different.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I don’t even know where I’m going until I pull up in front of the entrance to the Chateau Marmont on Sunset Boulevard.

      Fuck it.

      I smile at the valet as I breeze luggage-less into the lobby of the thousand-dollar a night hotel. I mean, I’ve got Vince’s credit card in my clutch, and I’m sure as hell not going back to our place tonight, not after-

      I feel ill as I suddenly wonder if he’s ever fucked her there. The idea of them screwing in our bed has my skin crawling as I smile thinly at the concierge and sign for the penthouse suite Vince will be paying for tonight.

      All I want to do is shut myself away - forever if need be - and drown whoever this version of me is that I never wanted to be in booze.

      I crack a thin, cold smile - there’s one way my mother and I are the same, at least.

      The door shuts behind the bellhop, leaving me alone with the screaming in my head, the fury still pounding through my veins, and the minibar, of course. I grab two nips of gin from it, dumping them sans-ice into one of the crystal tumblers from the table and stalking across the room to drape myself across the bed with a groan.

      “I told you you’d thank me for all of it someday, Natalie.”

      Yeah, remind me to send a damn card.

      The alcohol burns like sweet relief down my throat as I polish off the glass, feeling the warming glow of it spread through my body. I sit up in the bed, running my fingers through my long sable hair and swaying slightly as the double hit of gin rushes through me.

      “You’re frigid, honey.”

      The blonde’s words send fire blazing through me as they come trickling back into my thoughts.

      Frigid.

      I picture Vince’s stupid little shrug, as if agreeing with her little remark. Frigid, huh? Well fuck him.

      Because I can be downright steamy.

      I slug back the rest of the gin before stepping in front of the mirror against the wall of the bedroom.

      I look good.

      It’s not like gala dinners with Vince’s stuffy office pals and his scummy wannabe-mafia buddies are exactly my thing, but crap like that has been the epitome of my social life these days. Dress up, look pretty, smile, and state no opinions. Hang off Vince’s arm, agree with what he says, and laugh at his terrible jokes even when no one else does.

      I might be bored to death at things like that, but that doesn’t mean I can’t look great for them. Hell, at least I’ve got that going for me after years of ballroom lessons and etiquette classes.

      I bite my lip as I look at myself in the mirror, smoothing down the sleek little black cocktail dress. It’s demure and elegant - sexy without being slutty. “Flirty, not trampy,” my mother would say. The need to do something - to feel a rush of some kind, or to feel alive or sexy for the first time in forever grips at me. And I’m not stupid or petty or vindictive enough to go out and try to “find someone” just to “get back” at Vince or anything like that.

      But that doesn’t mean I’m not about to head down to the hotel bar and get rip-roaring drunk.

      Bottoms up.
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      Damn, now that’s an ass you could sink your teeth into.

      I let my eyes wander over the tight, curvy back-end of the redhead on the other side of the restaurant from the bar, laughing mechanically as she playfully slaps the arm of one of the two Hollywood-type suits standing next to her. She looks vaguely familiar, but of course if there’s one thing I’ve learned since moving to LA, it’s that every girl looks vaguely familiar.

      Your sexy waitress, the girl at the gym with the great tits, the cute chick that makes eyes at you as she steams milk for your latte, your neighbor. Whoever the girl, you’ve probably seen thirty others that look exactly like her in commercials, or on some movie poster, or hell, porn for that matter.

      Welcome to fucking LA.

      Ten-to-one, of course, they’re also all batshit crazy as I’ve come to learn. Especially when you’re young, famous, and most importantly fantastically newly rich.

      Of course, all those factors combined also make a perfect fucking storm of getting laid, and it’s with that in mind that I’m ignoring the ridiculous air-kisses and “ciao’s” coming from the redhead’s mouth and thinking of other things I’d like to see coming in that mouth.

      Me.

      “Austin.”

      I smirk as I sip on the whiskey in my glass, letting my eyes drop to that ass that looks like you could bounce a feather off of it. She looks up this time, noticing me.

      She smiles seductively.

      Oh yeah, she knows who I am.

      “Austin, are you fucking listening to me?”

      I groan as I tear my attention away from the redhead, my Jessica-Rabbit fantasies evaporating like smoke as I frown at my chubby, balding manager.

      “Yes, Derek, I’m listening.”

      He frowns at me. “You sure? I mean, hey, I bet the ginger over there could totally negotiate you a fucking forty-million dollar first-round contract too, buddy.”

      I roll my eyes and grin. “Okay, okay, you have my attention.”

      “Should I dress up pretty for our next meeting?” Derek says dryly. “You know I’m sure I could find that dress in my size.”

      “Please don’t.”

      Derek smirks. “May I proceed?”

      “Yeah, but back it up. I honestly wasn’t listening.”

      Derek sighs and reaches up to stroke his goatee. “Put bluntly, you need to get your shit together, Taylor.”

      He scowls at me over the rim of his diet soda, his best “serious manager” face on. It’s a tough look to pull off because Derek is one of those baby-faced guys that has a hard time looking over the age of fifteen, despite the paunch and the thinning hair. It’s also a tough look to pull off when you’re drinking a fucking diet soda with four lemon slices in it.

      But of course, it doesn’t stop him from bitching me out like I’m the kid here.

      “I’m not fucking around here, man, this is thin-ice territory.”

      I roll my eyes at him as I slug back the rest of my whiskey and motion to the bartender for a refill.

      “Little early to go nuts, isn’t it?”

      I turn and give Derek a look. “Says the man who wanted to have this meeting in a bar.”

      “For the low profile, genius,” Derek grumbles, gesturing with his chin at the near-empty hotel bar around us. “Not so you could get loaded.”

      “Well,” I grin and thank the bartender before I raise my fresh glass to Derek. “To best laid plans.” He scowls as I take a slug. “Cheers, buddy.”

      “You know all of this is about more than getting wasted and getting laid, right?”

      I chuckle. “Yes, Derek, I’m aware there’s some football playing involved.”

      “Jesus Christ, Austin.” He pulls his glasses away from his face and rubs the bridge of his nose - something he tends to do when I make him play the babysitter role like this.

      And I know he’s right, to a degree. I’m aware that at some point I need to shape up, at least a little bit. But the season hasn’t even started yet, and until then, I fully plan on reveling in my new place as a fucking God amongst men.

      Or more specifically, amongst women.

      Being the star of college ball was one thing. Being the hottest thing to come through Texas football got me laid more than most entire fraternities on Spring Break. But when you’re the biggest thing to hit the goddamn NFL since Super Bowl halftime shows, life gets interesting real fast. Banging college hotties was junior league shit. Sleeping my way through sororities and coeds was practice.

      Forty-million dollar contracts and twenty-four hour ESPN coverage is the big leagues. That’s lingerie models and pop stars, crazy shit college coeds have never even fucking heard of. Because let’s be real, when you’re the most talked about quarterback in cable news history, and the number one NFL draft pick at twenty-three years old in this football-obsessed country?

      Yeah, you’re basically the second coming of Christ.

      Derek hooks his glasses back on his face and shakes his head at me again. “I need you to think long-term, Austin. Think past your next lay once in a while, okay?”

      I nod earnestly. “Derek, c’mon. You know I do.”

      He raises a brow.

      “I’m always thinking past the next lay, to the one after that.”

      Derek’s mouth tightens as I chuckle, before he mumbles something and starts to get up.

      “Okay! Okay!” I laugh as I grab his arm. “Derek, stay, I’m sorry. I’m listening now.”

      He glares at me.

      “Scout’s honor, I’m listening.”

      He sighs. “I’m talking endorsements, asshole. I’m talking sports drinks, and shoes, and your handsome mug behind the wheel of a Lexus up on a billboard.” He steeples his fingers as he looks at me. “I’m talking money that makes your contract look like pocket change. Sound good?”

      Okay, I’m listening.

      I nod. “You’ve got my attention.”

      “It’s where the real money is, buddy.”

      I snort and raise my hands up. “Well? Why aren’t they knocking?”

      Derek turns, snagging the gossip magazine lying on the bar, and tossing it at me. “That’s why.”

      I grin as I look down at the headline in my hands. It’s two days old, and I’ve of course already seen it, but it’s still making me crack up.

      My “shenanigans”, as Derek put it when the story first broke. My “predilections towards fucking my own shit up,” I believe were his exact words. I glance down at the paparazzi shots - then ones of me leaving the club with that girl that night, followed by pictures of my Maserati crashed into the side of that Starbucks on Vine about twenty minutes later.

      “No one got hurt, the place was closed.”

      He gives me a look.

      “Derek, it’s fine, she was eighteen.”

      I can literally see the temperature of Derek’s face rising.

      “She’s the junior commissioner’s daughter, dip-shit.”

      I grin as I take a big pull of my whiskey, thinking about that night and that hot little mouth. “Well she should learn to keep her hands to herself in moving vehicles, Derek.” I shake my head. “I really don’t see how it’s suddenly my fault-”

      “I know you’re not really that fucking stupid, Taylor.” Derek’s glasses are back off as he rubs the bridge of his nose again. “Junior. Commissioner’s. Daughter,” he says, annunciating each word.

      “Well, what the hell is he doing letting his daughter hang around NFL players then?”

      “For fuck’s sake, Austin,” he shakes his head. “You’re not hearing me. Clean your shit up, or you’re going to get shut down faster than you can say minor leagues.”

      I snort. “Please, with this arm?”

      “People have been blackballed for less.” Derek puts his glasses back on and gives me a stern look. “Don’t fuck with these people, Austin. This isn’t college ball where everyone’s going to hold your hand, and jerk you off, and let you get away with murder. These people hold your paychecks, and your future. You gotta learn to play ball with them. Besides,” he pulls his phone out of his pocket. “As much a nightmare as that one is, we’ve got bigger problems.”

      He slides the phone my way, but it only takes one glance down at the tabloid site headline for my face to sour.

      “Derek, you know that’s bullshit.”

      He glares at me. “Is it?”

      I frown as I glare down at the article, at that condescending, knowing grin on the blonde girl’s face.

      “I never touched her, Derek, so unless she’s claiming immaculate conception-”

      “Austin, she could say the father is an alien, or Elvis fucking Presley, and it wouldn’t matter. People are listening to her, and bullshit or not, that stink is going to rub off on you.”

      I swear into my glass.

      “Look, we can deal with shit like this, but only if you clean up your fucking act, man. If you’re strutting around like you’re the Mick Jagger of pro football, you’re never going to get away from shit like this.”

      I frown as Derek’s serious face finally gets to me, and the weight of what he’s saying finally starts to sink in.

      “Fine,” I grumble. “Fine, I yield. Teach me your ways, wise one.”

      “Atta boy.”

      I sigh as I down the last of my whiskey. “So what the hell do I do?”

      Derek’s frown slowly turns into a small smile. “You’re not gonna like it.”

      “Try me.”

      He grins. He’s enjoying this. “The media team and I came up with something that might - uh, soften your image a little. Make you more family-friendly and more viable to product endorsements.”

      I no longer like where this is going.

      “Derek-”

      He shrugs, that shrug that says he knows I’m going to hate what he’s about to say, but he’s going to say it anyways.

      “You need to settle down.”

      I groan. “Yeah, dude, we’ve established that I need some image work, so what’s the fucking plan-”

      “No, Austin, you need to settle down.”

      I frown, not really getting what he’s trying to say. “Derek, what are you-”

      “You need to get married, pal.”

      I laugh as I turn and raise my empty glass at the bartender for another one. “Yeah, definitely.”

      “Research shows it’s amazing for public image, Austin, and the endorsements are going to fall into your lap.”

      I slowly turn to him, my face falling. “Jesus Christ, you’re actually serious aren’t you?”

      “It doesn’t even have to be real, Austin.”

      The bartender slides the whiskey in front of me, but I’m barely aware of it as I stare dumbfounded at my manager.

      “What?”

      He shrugs. “This happens all the time with big name players. Look it’s just for image, I’m not saying you have to actually get married. But you do need the appearance of it.”

      “A fake marriage.” It feels ridiculous to even say it out loud, like I’m some sort of English lord negotiating a land dispute or securing my lineage.

      “Yep.”

      I swear. “What fucking century is this?”

      “The one where you make a shitload of money by listening to me.”

      I slug back a hefty swig of the booze, feeling like the walls of the bar are starting to close in a little. “So I fake-marry some gold-digger.”

      Derek quickly shakes his head. “Oh, no, nothing like that. We’ve already put together some eligible candidates.”

      “Eligible candidates?” I swallow another third of my glass, feeling like I’m going to be sick. “Do these women have fucking resumes for this shit or something?”

      Derek looks at me plainly. “Of course they do.”

      “Jesus fucking Ch-”

      “You need someone who fits the part,” Derek rattles on. “Someone classy, someone with poise - nothing fake or plastic, like your usual.”

      I groan, shaking my head and reaching for my glass as I look past Derek, when the door to the bar opens, and she walks in.

      And damn, what a walk.

      She moves like she was born in those heels, the little back dress painted onto her body like it’s a second skin. It’s not slutty, or skanky at all, she just looks goddamn classy as fuck in it - like some sort of movie star.

      And in this town, that’s actually hard to pull off.

      Her long dark brown hair is pulled back over one shoulder, and those sparkling, crystal blue eyes flit briefly across the dimmed room before she just sort of floats towards the other end of the bar.

      The world suddenly goes still, and I grin.

      This is exactly the type of distraction I need right now.

      “Austin, you need someone wholesome, someone cultured - someone unknown and outside the public spotlight,” Derek drones on, oblivious to the fact that he’s completely lost the war for my attention.

      She moves with elegance, like she some sort of royalty or something. Head held high, shoulders back as she glides towards the bar. I watch, utterly ignoring whatever Derek is saying as she smiles easily at the bartender, those perfect pouty red lips pulling back across a dazzling smile as she tucks a strand of hair back behind her ear.

      The handful of whiskeys and the total lack of anything to eat since breakfast is going to my head, but I’m focused like I’m about to rattle off a play on the starting line of a game.

      “Goddamnit, Austin, we’re not done here.”

      Derek is swearing as I pat his shoulder, my attention firmly on the girl at the end of the bar.

      “Let’s put a pin in this, buddy.”

      “Austin, for fuck’s sake-”

      “Yep, sounds good man.”

      Derek says something else, but I’m not even listening anymore as my eyes suddenly narrow on the yuppie looking prick in the suit jacket leaning against the bar next to her. I can feel my jaw tighten as I see him slide close to her, and the look on her face as she glances around the room.

      I don’t know shit about this girl, or her situation, or what’s even really going on with her and that guy at the far side of the bar. And I know damn well even as I move down that way that getting involved is the definition of Derek’s whole “predilections towards fucking my own shit up” theory.

      But those eyes, and those lips, and that damn creamy skin of her neck and shoulders has me on autopilot.

      This is a fucking terrible idea.
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      “So listen a sec, I gotta ask you somethin’.”

      I groan for the fifth time in as many minutes, looking up to glare at the douchey looking guy in the open-neck dress shirt and sports coat. For the fifth time, he flashes me what I’m sure he truly believes is his most charming smile, which would admittedly be slightly more charming without the bit of food stuck between his teeth and the stale beer breath.

      I tighten my lips at the man with the slicked-back hair who seems hell bent on ignoring every single social cue in the world as he leans against the bar leering at me. “What.”

      He grins widely, like he’s been waiting for this moment. “Were your parents thieves? Cause honey, they stole the stars outta heaven and put ‘em-”

      “In my eyes - right. Wow, I’ve never heard that one,” I say dryly, cutting him off. I reach for the martini in front of me and take a large swallow of it, feeling my eyes water as I force it down. “Un-amusingly, my father was actually a thief.”

      He blinks quickly, the smile falling from his face. “Oh, uh-”

      I try and spot the bartender to signal a mayday, but he’s busy at the far end of the bar, pouring a shot for two guys down there with their backs to me.

      Wonderful.

      With zero food in my stomach, the two nips of gin from earlier are making me dizzy and slightly fuzzy. The huge martini in front of me that I’m already halfway through isn’t exactly helping in that department.

      But that was the entire point of coming here - numbness, solitude, escape. I just want to disappear - to get lost in my own booze-soaked escape, which is why a dim hotel bar on an empty Wednesday night seemed like a great idea, until this idiot plunked down next to me.

      My eyes search again for help, but the bartender is still occupied with the same guys at the end. The larger, broad-shouldered guy with the dark hair and his back to me, and the smaller guy with glasses.

      “Look,” I snap, turning back to the guy leaning against the bar next to me, the last of the social niceties my mother would approve of dropping like a curtain.

      “I’m not looking for conversation, okay? Please leave me alone.”

      “Aww, c’mon gorgeous, why don’t you let me buy you a-”

      “I said no, alright?” My voice raises a notch.

      “Oh like you weren’t looking for a free drink wearing that hot little number,” he says with a smirk, his eyes dropping languidly to the front of my dress, making me sorely regret my decision to even come here.

      I should’ve worn sweatpants.

      Hell, I should have had room service bring me martinis to my room all night until I couldn’t operate the phone anymore.

      “Look, I don’t think you’re hearing what I’m saying-”

      “Oh I heard what you said, honey.” His arm suddenly slides across the bar in front of me as he gets right in my face, making me shrink into my barstool. “But I think you should give me a shot.”

      I cringe, swallowing the lump in my throat and my body going tense as his other hand slides across my bare shoulder. And I’m trying to find my voice, when suddenly his hand is wrenched away from me.

      “Is there a problem here?”

      The Texas-twanged voice behind me is deep and honeyed, like leather and polished wood. I quickly turn at the sound of it, and as my eyes travel up the broad chest to the mouth those words came out of, I feel my pulse skip a beat.

      Holy crap.

      Those very perfect, very gorgeous lips above a squared and chiseled jaw covered in a faint stubble. The man is gorgeous, in a ruggedly boyish way. His hazel eyes pierce right into me as the faintest hint of a smile - something just this side of arrogant - teases those perfect lips.

      He’s wearing dark jeans and a white t-shirt, pulled tight across his thick chest and broad shoulders, and even if part of me - the part that channels my mother - wants to raise a brow at how casually he’s dressed for a place like this, I bite my tongue. He’s effortlessly handsome - an easy sort of cool like a young Brando or Paul Newman.

      My eyes drop to the inked lines of tattoos swirling down his powerful looking arms. The sleeve-tattoo crowd of LA tend to be scrawny hipster types, while the buff, arrogant types are usually all clean cut.

      And here he is not conforming to either one.

      “I-”

      “Hey pal,” the scummy guy butts forward, boldly shoving a finger at the much bigger guy’s chest. “Move the fuck along.”

      Texas’s eyes pull from mine momentarily, and his face darkens as he narrows them at the smaller man. “I asked if there was a problem here.”

      The smaller guy snorts. “Not ’til you got here and tried to run your lame game on-”

      “On my wife?”

      The guy stops, and I jerk my eyes back to the Texan.

      What?

      “Huh?” The drunk guy’s face scrunches up as he frowns up into my savior’s face, who smiles thinly at him.

      “My wife.”

      Yeah, wait, what?

      The smaller, drunk guy swallows quickly, his eyes dropping to the muscled arm slung across my shoulders as if suddenly actually noticing the size difference between himself and “my husband”.

      “Uh, look, pal, I didn’t-” He suddenly peers closer at the man standing besides me. “Hang on, aren’t you-”

      “Going to let you walk away if you do it right the fuck now?” The man’s voice is somehow both easy and hard - like he’s smiling with a knife in his hand.

      The smaller man swallows quickly. “Shit, Taylor, man. I didn’t know-”

      “Walk away.”

      The other man nods quickly. “Yeah- yeah of course man.” He flashes a quick smile, that piece of food still stuck between his teeth as he gives a final, awkward nod and scurries away.

      “Hey!” He turns a few steps away, raising his drink in the air as if the guy that just sent him packing is an old buddy. “Hey, lookin’ forward to an awesome year, dude!”

      I am thoroughly, thoroughly confused, and I’m still blinking at the man with his muscled, tattooed arm draped languidly across my shoulders when he turns back to me. He grins at me, and I can instantly feel every drop of booze slamming through my system on overdrive, my head spinning as those perfect lips pull into a grin, and those perfect eyes twinkle at me.

      “You okay?”

      I blink, refocusing on him instead of drowning in those eyes like I just was. “Uh, yeah, yeah, I’m-”

      Lost in that look? Tongue-tied like some sort of schoolgirl?

      Drunker than I think I am?

      I blink again, forcing myself to focus. “Your wife, huh?”

      He grins, that cocky, utterly confident smirk I saw earlier. “I think I saw that in a movie. Hey, it worked, didn’t it?”

      “It did,” I bite my lip as I smile back at him.

      God he’s attractive.

      “So, thanks for that.”

      There’s a cough behind him, and we both turn to see his friend with the glasses standing there. “So, I guess we’re done for the night?” the man says flatly.

      My Texas-drawled savior nods and shrugs casually. “I think we are, Derek.”

      There’s a note of thinly veiled sarcasm in his voice, and Derek’s eyes dart meaningfully to me before narrowing at my stranger. “Try and at least give half a shit about what I just said, Austin.”

      “Loud and clear.”

      Derek gives me a thin smile before he shakes his head and walks away.

      Austin - my stupidly attractive savior has a name apparently - turns back, that cocky grin on his face. “So.”

      He winks at me, half a smile cocked across his jaw. “So…did you want a selfie or something?”

      I frown quizzically. “Uh, no, I’m good.”

      The corners of his lips pull up in a grin. “You don’t want an autograph or something like that?”

      “I-” I raise an eyebrow at him. “I’m sorry, is this like a game or something?”

      His brow furrows as he peers at me again, almost curiously. “No, I mean…” he grins suddenly and shakes his head. “You’re not really a TV person, are you?”

      “Who the heck watches TV anymore? Ever heard of Netflix?” The sass comes out of me with zero filter as I reach for my martini and do my best impression of a movie-star sip, hoping to hell it looks smooth and sexy instead of sloppy and drunk.

      He laughs, the sound easy and warm. “Fair enough.”

      I can feel my pulse racing through my veins like I’ve just run up and down a flight of stairs as I lose myself again in those hazel eyes. I’m lightheaded - dizzy from the gin and the total lack of food, not to mention the bomb dropped on me barely two hours ago in Vince’s office.

      I cringe at the thought - right, when I left the man I was silly enough to think I was going to marry.

      And suddenly, all of it comes rushing back - opening the door to his office and seeing them like that, my stomach dropping through the floor, the “Daddy’s Girl” tattoo on her thigh.

      I stand quickly and abruptly, and suddenly grab onto the back of my chair as I wobble on my heels.

      And then his hand is there, light but firm on the small of my back as he steps forward to steady me. “Whoa, easy there, princess.”

      I smile, my booze-flushed face going even redder. “Thanks, I’m- I’m fine, I just need to go lie down in my room for a while.”

      Well, there goes my bid for “smooth and sexy” over “drunk and sloppy.”

      I sigh heavily as I shrug. “I’ve- it’s been a weird freaking day.”

      He grins and chuckles. “Sounds like we’ve had the same day.”

      “Believe me, we haven’t.”

      I go to take a step, but suddenly stumble again as my heel catches on the edge of the carpet. I lurch forward, my hands catching on his bare, inked forearm.

      “Whoa, hang on, let me get you there in one piece.” My eyes dart quickly to him, the heat hot in my cheeks, and he quickly frowns and shakes his head. “I just mean to the elevator, princess.”

      My cheeks blush again as I quickly look away.

      Of course that’s what he meant.

      “Yeah, thanks, that’d be great.”

      His arm goes around my waist, his hand holding me firmly by the hip against his side as he slowly walks me across the bar to the hotel lobby. I can feel the heat of his body blooming through my skin like a hot flush, sending shivers down my back, making me dizzy, and making me bite my lip as he floats me towards the elevators.

      Lord, what is wrong with me.

      The doors to an empty elevator opens, and I’m feeling silly at how reluctant I am to leave the warmth of that hand on my hip and that body so close to mine.

      “So, yeah, thanks again for…you know.”

      “Lying about you being my wife?”

      I blush as the grin creeps drunkenly over my face. “Yeah, that.”

      “Anytime.”

      I start to step into the elevator when I stop and turn back to him, as if I need to somehow prolong this moment. “Now, do you want a selfie?”

      He laughs, the sound so easy and so effortless as he winks at me. “Maybe I’ll take a rain check on that.”

      I step into the elevator, my eyes locked on his standing right outside of it. And it could be the booze, or the free-fall rush of the day’s events. It could be that sneering grin on Vince’s secretary’s face.

      ‘You’re frigid, honey.’

      But whatever it is comes rushing through me like this wave of crazy, and before I can stop myself, I’m sticking my foot in the closing elevator door, grabbing my stranger my the neck of his t-shirt, and mashing my lips to his as I kiss him with every single thing I have.

      Fiercely.

      He’s frozen for a second, but then it’s like his whole body comes alive as he suddenly wraps me up in his powerful arms and kisses me right back. I moan as I feel his lips open as they press back against mine, opening slightly as his tongue slides into my mouth. His hand cups my jaw, claiming my mouth.

      I have never been kissed like this before.

      His other hand drops to my hip again to pull me tight against him. And then it’s like we’re frozen like that, right there in the hotel lobby, with my mouth pressed tightly to my gorgeous stranger. Lip to lip, breath to breath, a flick of a tongue across the other’s.

      And then suddenly the last shred of my sanity pulls me out of the fantasy free-fall. And I’m pulling back, my face hot, my body alive, and my mind exploding in a million different directions. He’s looking at me with this amused and yet animalistic wild look in his eyes. And I know I’m drunk, and probably just made a complete fool of myself, but I also just don’t care.

      In fact, it feels pretty damn good not to care, for once.

      “So, goodnight, stranger.”

      The door starts to close as I bite my lip and step to the back of the elevator car, my eyes locked on him as he stands there, his eyes burning right into me.

      “Night, princess.”

      And then the doors shut, and I’m alone with my racing heart.
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      I sit up in the bed, blinking groggily at the morning light piercing through the open shades. I grimace at the cotton taste in my mouth and the sweaty feeling that comes from sleeping in your clothes on top of the sheets.

      So, that happened.

      “That” being me insanely kissing a stranger in the lobby of a fancy hotel lobby like a crazy person.

      Or a drunk person, as the case may be.

      I groan at the memory, grimacing at the morning-after regret of letting my inhibitions run wild like that. What happened was reckless, and insane, and totally out of character.

      And amazing.

      The rush of feeling his lips on mine - the spike of adrenaline at the boldness of kissing him like that - lances through me like a drug, jolting me out of bed. I glance briefly at my phone, squinting at the dozen missed calls from my mother and from my sister, which only means Vince told them about me skipping out.

      I’m willing to bet he’s omitted the part about him boning his secretary.

      Yeah, what I’m sure are vitriolic, panicky voicemails can wait. I’m still wearing my dress from the night before, and I fumble for the straps, letting it slip from my body as I stumble across the plush carpet of the room.

      God, those eyes.

      Those lips, those hands on my body, that voice like oiled leather, and that smile like the promise of something wicked.

      I flick on the coffee machine as I pad to the bathroom and start the shower. I step under the hot water soothing the aching in my head. I let my hands push through my hair under the spray, letting the heat and the pounding rhythm of the water seep into my skin as I try and make sense of the last twenty-four hours of my life.

      I want to groan - to hide away and bury my head in the pillows of the hotel bed over my ridiculous behavior from the night before. But even thinking about it has the thrill of my recklessness teasing coursing through my body. My stranger - Austin, that’s his name - is like no man I’ve ever interacted with. In my world of finance types, and garden parties, and suits and ties and polish, the gruff, stubble-chinned cowboy with the tattoos and the t-shirt and jeans sticks out like a sore thumb.

      A wickedly attractive, boldly forward thumb.

      There’s that look -  the way he looked at me like no man ever had before. That piercing, hungry, amused look - cocky with a touch of arrogance. It’s supreme confidence, but with the swagger and the boldness to back it up.

      And that kiss. I can feel the sizzling heat from it lingering on my lips, teasing through my body as the steam and the water drape across my skin in the hotel bathroom.

      Why did I walk away?

      I know why, of course. Because I’m certainly not that girl - the one who drags strangers up to her hotel room.

      But that’s not to say I’m not thinking about it, and dreaming about it, and wanting it now.

      I close my eyes under the steamy spray of the shower, feeling the forbidden heat of that kiss tingle through my body like a whispered secret. In my head, I’m not pulling away from him at the elevator door. As my eyes close and my fingers move over the tingling skin of my body, and as my thoughts turn to the forbidden fantasy inside my head, I’m not pulling away at all.

      I’m letting him take me.

      I’m pulling him inside the elevator, letting him shove me up against the wall as the doors shut behind us. I’m sliding my fingers up his muscled arms, feeling his hands trace over the curves of my hips as I wrap a leg around his waist. In the heat of the shower, as my fingers slide across the heat between my legs, I’m imagining him reaching back and punching the emergency brake, keeping us locked away from it all in that elevator car as he strips away my inhibitions and my clothes, swallowing my moans as he takes me hard and fast. His hands all over me, his mouth, those lips, that cock-

      The ring of my cellphone, rattling across the marble bathroom countertop, drags me kicking and screaming from the fantasy. And then I’m alone in the shower, not stuck between two floors in a dark hotel elevator with my mystery man from the night before.

      Okay, stop it.

      I quickly bring my hands away from my body and lean my forehead against the tile wall, feeling the heat flush through my face.

      Enough of that.

      I quickly shut off the water, shivering in the sudden chill that takes its place. Wrapped in a terrycloth robe, I step back into the suite, pouring a merciful first cup of coffee and slumping down on the sofa to glance at my phone.

      My mother, of course.

      I toss the phone away, groaning. Yeah, that’s a conversation I can’t wait to have.

      There’s a chance she knows even without talking to Vince. God only knows how, but there’s almost a sixth sense to the missed call icon on my phone that tells me she knows what’s happened, and that somehow, this is my fault.

      “Men will be men, Natalie. You mustn’t let a silly dalliance get in the way of your own future.”

      I roll my eyes at the very probable line I can almost literally hear coming from my mother’s mouth. I might not want to have that conversation now, but it’s a sobering reminder that it has to happen at some point.

      ‘Some point’ is certainly going to wait until after coffee though, that’s for sure.

      I’m grumbling into the steaming mug, curled up on the couch in my robe with plans to spend the next week in here if I have to, when my cellphone rings again.

      My mother, again.

      I roll my eyes and turn back to my coffee, but it buzzes a third time, and then a fourth.

      Goddamnit.

      I groan as I answer the call.

      “Hello mot-”

      “Natalie Elizabeth Ames!”

      Yep, there’s that vitriol.

      “Ten minutes before his company gala, Natalie?” My mother sounds absolutely aghast. “You don’t just leave like that, Natalie!”

      “Are you at all interested in my side of the matter?”

      Of course she’s not.

      “Oh don’t get dramatic, dear. There are no sides here, merely what’s proper, and what’s not.”

      I bite my tongue, pulling the phone away from my ear and taking another necessary sip of my coffee.

      It’s not that I don’t want to tell her about walking in on Vince’s flagrant affair, it’s that I know she’ll actually still think I’m in the wrong for leaving him. I’m the “improper” one for not calmly taking a seat outside his office and waiting for him to finish.

      She’s still talking when I bring the phone back to my ear.

      “Furthermore, I see no reason why you feel a need to drag this family through anymore mud then-”

      “Mother,” I interrupt, something I know gets under her skin like nothing else. “How’s Aspen?”

      She sighs heavily at my abrupt subject change. “Aspen is fine, dear.”

      Aspen, where my mother is currently vacationing with Monty - her third husband - at his new ski chalet. I scrunch up my face, loathing that I’m about to ask this.

      But when you’re out of options…

      “I was, uh…” I take another breath. “I was thinking about visiting?”

      Mother gives a mirthless, brittle laugh. “Oh, dear, no.”

      “Wait, seriously?”

      “Oh, no, honey, I mean there’s no skiing this time of year.”

      I frown. “I don’t ski.”

      “Well,” she huffs. “We’re doing a bit of maintenance, you see.”

      “Mother, I was just hoping to get away for a little while and-”

      “Natalie…” My mother sighs again. “You are a grown woman, you know. You’re old enough to face and solve your own problems.”

      Translation: I’m old enough to just go and marry my own stubborn rich asshole of a husband.

      Like she did.

      Three times.

      Of course, there’s the unspoken reason my mother doesn’t want me interrupting a vacation with her newest beau. And that would be that she’s already had enough of Monty trying to peek down my top or up my skirt at their elaborate Tuscan wedding celebrations four months ago.

      Third time is apparently not the charm.

      “No, Natalie, this is not the time for running away, this is a time for smoothing things over with your future husband.”

      I groan, dropping my face into my hand.

      “Oh, and Vivian says you haven’t returned her phone calls either, Natalie.”

      Right, my older sister, the queen bee socialite of New York City. The perennial favorite. The one that our mother seems perfectly okay with seeing a new man for every season.

      And I get conniptions about leaving my fiancé for screwing around on me.

      The room phone starts to ring as my mother continues to talk, and I grit my teeth and grip the mug of coffee a little tighter in my hand.

      “Mother, I have to go.”

      “Oh, do say hello to Vincent for me, won’t you?”

      I hang up without dignifying that with a response.

      The room phone rings again and I groan.

      Now what.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “This is insane!”

      I’m staring at the hotel manager across the check-in desk, feeling the heat flood into my face as she patronizingly shakes her head at me.

      “Ms. Ames, I’m sorry, but we can’t charge a card that’s been declined.”

      It’s the fourth time she’s said it, and it’s been getting less and less apologetic in tone with every run-through.

      “It’s my fiancé’s credit card.”

      You know, technically.

      “That may be, Ms. Ames, but the card has been reported stolen.”

      That fucker.

      I feel humiliated, standing there in the same freaking cocktail dress I wore the the night before - the one I slept in - holding my shoes like some sort of walk of shame tragedy. There’s a line forming behind me, and I can feel the eyes of the people waiting to check-in glaring at the back of my head.

      The concierge sitting awkwardly between the manager and I at the front desk console swallows thickly and smiles weakly at me. “Ms. Ames, if you have another card, we could-”

      “Goddamnit, I don’t have another-!”

      I clamp my mouth shut mid-shout, feeling my face turn absolutely crimson.

      “I don’t have another card,” I say, quietly this time.

      My phone buzzes in my clutch, and I shoot another evil look at the manager before I yank it out and feel my blood pressure go through the damn roof when I see who’s calling.

      “You have got to be fucking kidding me, you fucking-”

      “Now now, Natalie, let’s be adults here.” Vince’s voice on the other end of the line has my lips tightening to thin white lines across my mouth, my hand clenching in a fist tight enough to hurt at my side.

      “Vince,” I say sharply, taking a deep breath. I’m not ‘thinking of the good times’ or ‘holding onto what we had’ or anything other bullshit line I’m sure he’s about to feed me. Because all I can see is her. All I can see is my own pride being swept way - and me allowing it to happen.

      “They’re not going to let me stay here if you report my credit card as stolen.”

      He chuckles, and I swear to God I almost throw the phone through the etched glass doors of the hotel.

      “Well, Natalie, it’s my credit card, to be fair-”

      “Which is mine to use-”

      “For expensive hotel rooms and bar tabs after embarrassing me at the gala?”

      My head’s spinning.

      I embarrassed him - this is literally how he’s looking at the situation.

      “Vince-”

      “Here’s how this is going to work, Natalie,” he says abruptly, cutting me off. “I’ll pay for your silly night on the town, okay? I’ll cover the bill for last night, if…”

      I grind my teeth together. “If what.”

      “If you just come home, and we can put this silly thing behind us.”

      This time, I do make the scene I never wanted to make, when the entire lobby gasps in shock as I scream. I wind my arm back, every intention of putting my smartphone violently through the plate glass door of the hotel entryway, when suddenly there’s a hand on my wrist, stopping me.

      “What if we didn’t do that, princess.”

      I jerk my head around at the sudden grip on my arm and the familiar voice in my ear.

      Austin.

      I blush bright red as I realize the man I never actually expected to see again - the man who got the full brunt of my drunk recklessness and shattering of inhibitions - is standing right in front of me. It’s like that moment when you say goodnight to a friend after dinner, only to realize you’re both parked in the same lot.

      Only, you know, roughly ten-thousand times more embarrassing, given the context of our last exchange.

      “Um, hi.”

      Um, hi?

      I cringe inside as the words fall from my lips before I can stop them. So much for years of training in polite conversation and etiquette.

      “Ms. Ames?”

      The harping voice of the hotel manager tears my attention away from the gorgeous man still standing in front of me, still holding my wrist in his hand.

      “Ms. Ames, the card has been reported stolen, and I’m afraid I need to-”

      “You know what, why don’t you just put it on mine. I’m checking out anyways.”

      I whirl back to Austin, narrowing my eyes suspiciously at him. “Hang on, no one asked you to do that.”

      He smiles quickly at me before looking back at the concierge over my shoulder. “The last name is-”

      “Oh, of course Mr. Taylor, right away sir,” the guy at the computer says quickly, tapping away at his keyboard.

      How the hell does everyone know this guy?

      I peer at him, furrowing my brow and suddenly trying to figure out if I know him from the movies or something.

      “Mr. Taylor, you’re all set!” The guy behind the desk is beaming at Austin with stars in his eyes. And I’m about to demand an answer as to what the hell is going on, and where the hell he gets off playing Superman like this, when he immediately takes my arm again and starts to pull me right out the door of the hotel.

      “Okay, stop.” Outside at the valet stand, I finally yank my arm out of his grasp, taking a step back and crossing my arms over my chest. “What the hell was that in there?”

      He scowls. “The words you’re looking for are actually ‘gee, thanks’.”

      “No one asked you to play money-bags in there and buy my damn hotel room.”

      “And a good thing they didn’t,” he says with a smirk, that thick Texan accent dripping like honey. “Cause with that fucking attitude, I’d probably have kept my damn mouth shut.”

      I glare at him as the valet brings a sleek black sports car of some kind around to the hotel door. “I don’t need your help.”

      “Says the girl holding her shoes who - unless I’m confused - was about to get herself arrested for credit card fraud?”

      “It’s my fiancé’s card, actually,” I snap. His brow shoots up, and for some reason I feel the need to follow it up. “Well, ex-fiancé, or, whatever.”

      He blinks and then shakes his head at me as he brings a hand up to push his fingers through the sexy mop of dark hair on his head.

      God, why did I feel the need to think of his hair as sexy?

      “Well, that all sounds super interesting, princess, but why don’t you hop in.”

      He nods at the black sports car idling next to him, and I give him a look.

      “Uh, pass.”

      He grins. “Got something better to do?”

      I roll my eyes. “Because I don’t even know you?”

      Austin smirks at me. “You know me well enough to shove your tongue down my throat.”

      My jaw drops. “I did no such thing!”

      Suddenly, there’s a commotion from the front doors of the hotel, and I turn to see a cluster of what look like security guards, with the hotel manager pointing wildly in my direction.

      “Yes, that’s her! The card owner called back and-”

      “Get in the car, princess.”

      I glance back at the three men in uniform stalking towards me, looking at me like I’m maybe as crazy as I look in my rumpled cocktail dress, still wet hair, and heels in my hands, before I turn back to the cocky, grinning man leaned against the side of his sports car like temptation on wheels.

      “Okay, fine.”

      I climb in and he rolls his eyes as he ducks around to the driver’s side and slips behind the wheel. I gasp as the car screeches away from the hotel, tires squealing as I clutch at the arm rest and try and get my seatbelt on.

      “Where are we going?”

      Austin grins and raises a brow at me. “You like ice-cream?”

      “Huh?” I scowl at him, feeling my pulse racing almost as fast as the car at the very experience of letting go like this - of literally letting myself get driven away by a strange and gorgeous man from the scene of a crime.

      “Great, I know a good spot.”

      “Hang on, where-” I gasp as he yanks the car around the next corner and takes us roaring towards the freeway.
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      This is a weird fucking morning.

      I leave tire marks as I peel the Aston Martin Vanquish out of the hotel turnaround, grinning as she shrieks and clutches at the door-handle before scrambling for her seatbelt. I’ve always been a muscle car guy from when I was growing up, but you try getting a check for forty million bucks and not spending it on the most ludicrous, most cutting edge sports car you can find.

      But like I said, it’s been a weird fucking morning. I spent half the night before camped out in my hotel room - the room I got when it was clear I was in no shape to drive home - mulling over the cluster-fuck of media attention, of prying eyes, and of Derek’s new rules that have become my life here in the spotlight. Half the night plowing through half a bottle of whiskey wishing I was as invisible as I’d been before becoming the fucking darling of the media zoo.

      Well, no, scratch that. I hadn’t wished to be invisible, just maybe slightly less visible than I was now. College-level visible would be nice right now.

      Half the night buried in the minibar of my room, thinking of how hard I’ve worked to get to where I am, and knowing damn well how fucking stupid it would be to throw that away for a hummer from the junior commissioner’s daughter and a pending DUI.

      Derek’s idea is fucking ludicrous, but it honestly might save my ass. Also my career’s ass, and my bank account’s ass.

      Except Derek’s idea involves a portfolio full of…what, ‘professional fake wives?’ Jesus Christ, that’s a hard no. Going through a damn resume and picking some girl based off what I can’t even imagine are criteria for a job like fake wife sounds depressing as shit. It’s medieval is what it is.

      Yeah, I’m willing to humor the idea of Derek’s plan, but I’m doing it my way. And my way does not involve resumes and headshots and fucking references.

      Oh, and the other half the night? I smirk to myself. Well shit, the other half the night I’d spent thinking about the crazy girl in the little black dress who’d rocked my damn world with that kiss. I’d been up ‘til fucking dawn thinking of those honeyed lips tasting vaguely of gin and the promise of something wild. Those big blue eyes - the ones that looked right through me and didn’t seem to give a fuck who I was, or what news headlines I’d commanded that day.

      Okay, in fairness, it was more her somehow having no fucking idea who I was than the ridiculous notion of “looking through who I was”, but who’s counting.

      Like I said, it’s been a weird fucking morning.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Ice cream?”

      I shrug at the disheveled girl in the passenger seat - disheveled, I might add, in the most alluring way freaking possible.

      “Yeah, ice cream. It’s this frozen dairy thing you eat out of a-”

      “Yeah, no, I know what ice cream is.”

      I grin at her. “Well good, we’re on the same page.”

      She gives me a look, arching a brow at me.

      “What’s wrong with ice cream?”

      “Nothing, it’s just-”

      “Awesome? It’s just awesome?”

      “It’s ten in the morning.”

      I shrug. “We could go get a beer instead.”

      Natalie’s face scrunches up as she grimaces. “Ugh, hard pass.”

      “Ice cream it is, then.”

      She rolls her eyes and turns to look out the side window, and I shake my head again at the idea that she doesn’t even know who I am. I was willing to chalk it up to her being drunk, or me being out of place in that bar last night, but as the morning played out to this very moment, it’s becoming more and more obvious that I was right the first time.

      She legitimately has no idea who I am, and shit is that refreshing.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We drive in silence before I pull up to the road side ice cream spot out by the beach. Natalie gives me a strange look, but still doesn’t say anything when I pull on a baseball hat and big sunglasses before stepping from the car.

      I grab a cone - her, a cup - and head over to this little picnic table way off to the side away from everyone. For the fourth time that morning, I catch myself staring at her. Damn is she gorgeous. She’s got this broken Cinderella look going on, and not just because of the party dress, half-wet hair, and those heels she’s still carrying around instead of wearing. She’s got class, and poise, however hungover she is, that much is obvious. This girl comes from somewhere and something important.

      “You need someone who fits the part…someone classy, someone with poise.”

      Derek’s words from our ridiculous conversation rattle through my mind as I watch Natalie eating her ice cream with a plastic spoon, licking at it daintily - furtively. It’s almost hot, in this weird sexy way, but also fucking hilarious to watch.

      “You’ve done this before, right?”

      She frowns. “What, eat ice cream? Yeah, of course.”

      “You sure about that?”

      She stops, licking strawberry from her pink lips before narrowing her eyes at me.

      “Look, why do you keep stepping in?”

      I snort. “Hey, eat it however your little heart desires, princess.”

      “No, I mean, why do you keep stepping in and trying to save me?”

      I frown at the word “keep”, like this is some routine thing I’m doing to the point of annoying her.

      “Well, last night I was watching a douche get handsy with a cute, drunk looking girl at a bar.”

      She blushes.

      “And today, because why not. You looked like you were getting shafted, so I ‘stepped in.’”

      She raises a brow at me, like she’s trying to figure me out. “You paid twelve-hundred dollars for my hotel room.”

      “I did.”

      She frowns. “What are you, a finance guy or something? Investor?”

      I laugh and shake my head, turning to look out at the Pacific crashing down on the beach before glancing down at my inked arms. “Do I look like a finance guy?”

      “Are you in the movies or something?”

      I laugh again, taking a big lick of my mint chocolate chip and chuckling.

      This is amazing.

      Somehow, I’ve found the one and only hot girl in LA who has zero interest in sports, or the guys who play them. Somehow, I’ve found a girl who looks this good, and isn’t running some creepy game of trying to get a sport-star millionaire to knock her up.

      I haven’t talked to someone in years who didn’t know who I was, or wasn’t trying to get something from me because of it, and it’s refreshing.

      I ignore her sleuthing. “So, you want to tell me what this morning was?”

      “None of your business?” She tosses back easily.

      “Oh I think its worth about twelve-hundred bucks, actually.”

      She grins, rolling her eyes. “Fine.” She takes a deep breath and blows the air out messily through her soft lips. “My shitbag of a fiancé cheated on me, I left, and then he cut off my only credit card. How about that?”

      Well, damn.

      “Yeah, no, that wins.”

      Natalie makes a face. “Great, what do I win?”

      “A twelve-hundred dollar hotel room and a cup of strawberry ice cream.”

      She burst out laughing, and I grin at the change it has on her face. She’s glowing instead of glum, and those piercing blue eyes shine as the laughter trickles from her lips.

      This is fun. Of course, she’s gorgeous, which certainly doesn’t hurt, but there’s something about this girl that makes me let go a little - something that makes me drop my usual guard. And any other girl in this situation would look like the walking definition of a walk of shame. Except somehow, she looks totally classy and utterly at ease sitting on the boardwalk eating ice cream in her cocktail dress from the night before.

      Barefoot, hair messed up, and smudged eyeliner, and this girl somehow looks downright fucking elegant.

      Elegant, classy, cultured.

      I cough, clearing my head as I stare at her, trying to push Derek’s voice out of my head. “So, what are you going to do now?”

      The smile drops from her perfect lips, and the glow that was at least momentarily there starts to fade.

      Nice move, ass.

      Natalie shrugs. “Truthfully? I’ve got no idea.” She snorts. “I’m flat broke and out a fiancé, so back to the drawing board I guess.”

      I frown. “Don’t you have a job or something?”

      “No.”

      I arch a brow. “And how’d you manage that?”

      She rolls her eyes. “By being from the world I come from.”

      I laugh. “And what world is that?”

      “Snooty, rich, and closed-off?”

      You need someone wholesome, someone cultured - someone unknown and outside the public spotlight.

      Technically it’s Derek’s idea from last night. But the idea that hits me like a damn lighting-bolt right there on the boardwalk is doing it my way.

      Because right there, like a perfect pass, a hole in the defense, or a play you can read a mile away, the solution to it all presents itself. She needs money, and I need someone like her. No, scratch that. Not someone like her, someone fucking exactly like her.

      She’s still talking, saying something about her mother, but I’m not really following as the dots start to connect in front of my eyes.

      You can’t ACTUALLY proposition someone like this.

      Can you?

      I grin, thinking of all the crude, dirty, and straight inappropriate shit I’ve said to girls over the years.

      By that scale, asking one to fake marry me for money really is pretty tame in comparison.

      Natalie shrugs in front of me, dropping her spoon into the paper cup on the picnic table in front of her. “Anyways, for now I guess I’ll go stay at a friend’s-”

      “So, I might have a job for you.”

      She blinks as I cut her off, frowning at me. “What?”

      This is a terrible idea…this is a truly stupid idea.

      I don’t know this girl at all, aside from thirty whole minutes of conversation and knowing how her tongue tastes against my lips. I don’t know a damn thing about her, or her family, or really even if she’s some sort of ax murderer.

      The smart thing to do here would be to walk the fuck away. The smart play here would be to drive her to this friend’s house, send her on her way, and then go play Derek’s public image game.

      Except, I don’t do, or say, any of those things.

      Instead, I lean across the table, level my gaze at her, and say literally the last thing I’d ever in a million years have imagined myself saying to a girl.

      “How’d you like to get married?”
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      I stare at the man across the table from me, for a moment putting aside how attractive he is, or how grateful I am for him rescuing me from the hotel, and realizing that I actually know nothing about him.

      Who the hell is this guy?

      He’s a crazy person, right? He’s some rich psychopath with a warehouse somewhere where he uses power tools on unsuspecting women making horrible choices during emotionally unstable times – women that get in cars with strangers.

      And for that moment, I’m pushing aside how dreamy those eyes are, or how primally biologically attractive that jawline is, or the tight muscles of his chest through his t-shirt. My eyes dart behind him, measuring how far it is to the ice cream stand window, and wondering if I could make it there barefoot before he caught me.

      “I- uh.” I smile innocently at the gorgeous psychopath sitting across from. “I should go.”

      He grins. “Hang on, let me explain.”

      Exactly what a psychopath who wants to murder me in his garage would say.

      My eyes dart again to the ice cream attendant about thirty feet behind him, and I’m literally about to make a break for it when he rolls his eyes.

      “Relax, I mean fake married.”

      I freeze, turning my eyes back to him and raising a brow questioningly. “What?”

      “Fake married, like an arrangement.” He shrugs. “Look, you need money, I need a fake wife. I think we can help each other out here.”

      I frown. “Why do you need-”

      “It’s a long story,” he shrugs and waves his hand. “We’ll get to that.”

      I stare at him, peering at him and trying to figure out if I’m on hidden camera, or if this is some bizarre joke I’m just not getting.

      “So, what do you think?”

      He can’t be serious.

      No way. This is insane. This is even more insane than me kissing him last night, or more insane than getting into his freaking car an hour ago when I don’t even know him.

      I take a deep breath and shake my head. “You know what, this is getting weird.” I stand. “Look, thank you for the ice cream, and for everything back at the hotel, but I need to get out of-”

      “Five-hundred thousand dollars.”

      My head jerks back to him. “What?”

      Austin looks at me evenly. “I’ll give you five-hundred thousand dollars if you fake marry me. Six-month contract, tops, and then we can go our separate ways.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “Am I on camera or something?”

      He grins. “If you’re into that.”

      I roll my eyes and grab my clutch from the table. “I’m leaving.”

      “And I’m totally serious you know.” There’s something real in his voice that stops me, and I half-turn back to him.

      “Pretend to marry me, stay in my place, go out in public with me. Six months, and the money’s yours.” He shrugs. “And in the meantime, it’s a place to stay and all your expenses covered.”

      My brow furrows. “Look I’m not a hooker you know.”

      Austin laughs. “Yeah, I sort of picked up on that.”

      “And yet…”

      He snorts. “Look, princess, I don’t exactly have to pay for that. And besides, that’s not what I’m saying. Nothing sexual implied.” He grins wickedly at me in a way that has my pulse skipping a beat. “I mean, of course if you want that, I’m not gonna say no-”

      “I don’t,” I say sharply, and he winks.

      “You seriously want me to fake marry you.”

      “I seriously want you to fake marry me. You’ll live in my house, do public events and media shit.” He grins. “You’ll probably have to at least hold my hand, you know.”

      “I think I’d manage.” I raise a brow at him. “Look, don’t let this go to your head, but I have a hard time seeing why a guy like you would do this. I mean you’ve obviously got money, and it’s not like you’re unattractive.”

      “So you’re saying I’m attractive?”

      I roll my eyes. “I did just say don’t let it go to your head, didn’t I?”

      He grins that easy, cool smile at me. “My image,” he shrugs again, “my image needs a makeover.”

      “Why me?”

      “You seem classy.”

      This time, I laugh. “You don’t even know me.”

      “I know women, believe me. And you’re one of the classy ones.” He winks at me. “Plus you seem a little prudish.”

      I bristle, frowning at him. “Excuse me?”

      “No-no, that’s a good thing.” He pushes his fingers through his mop of hair, his brows knitting as if thinking through something. “Yeah, no, I think a little frigid might be good for this situation.”

      My jaw clenches, my hands go to tight fists at my sides, and the heat rises in my face. “Watch it.”

      He puts his hands up. “Hey, okay, nothing meant by that. I just mean you being professional about this and not being all over me could probably make this work better.” He smirks. “As long as we stay away from hotel bars and elevators I guess.”

      “That was…” I purse my lips together. “Believe me, that will not be happening again.”

      He grins.

      I look down at the rest of my melting ice cream turning into a pink puddle in the little paper cup. “So you want to marry me-”

      “Fake marry.”

      “Okay, fake marry me, because I ‘seem classy’ to you? After meeting me once, and drunk, in a bar?”

      “Yup.”

      “You realize how insane that sounds, right?”

      “Are you saying you’re not classy?”

      I roll my eyes. “I meant what makes you think I’m classy.”

      “Ever fucked a famous person just because they’re famous?”

      I wrinkle my brow. “Are you famous?”

      Austin grins wickedly at me. “Interested?”

      I feel my cheeks go red as I quickly frown and shake my head. “Eww, no. And certainly not.”

      “Well, there’s one.”

      “One what?”

      “Reason I think you’ve probably got some class.” His eyes drop to the front of my dress, and I can feel a warm tingle run up my back as he nods openly at my chest.

      “Those real?”

      My face burns hot as I quickly cross my arms over my breasts and scowl at him. “Of course they are.”

      Austin chuckles and shrugs again. “Well, there’s two.”

      I shake my head, turning to glare out over the Pacific.

      You’re not actually considering this, are you?

      Except, I am. And there’s no empty stomach and three drinks this time to blame my irrational behavior on. There’s no late-night bar, and handsome and mysterious strangers this time.

      This time, I just might actually be crazy.

      “This is insane.” I say it softly, almost to myself, as if saying it out loud is a way of trying to rationalize this thing.

      “Life is insane, princess. This’ll help us both.”

      He brings his hand up and runs it through his hair again. “Look, seriously. Nothing implied. Like I said, I don’t pay for that. Just play the part, be the good little wife and smile for the cameras, and you walk away with half a mil in six months. Plus spending money while you’re doing it.”

      I frown. “What, like an allowance?”

      “Sure.”

      I can feel my brow furrowing as I turn away from Austin for a second to look out at the ocean. God, is this the only way? A rich guy’s trophy wife? Look pretty, smile for the public - there’s even an allowance. I groan at the idea of willingly becoming everything my mother always wanted me to become, no matter how hard I’ve tried otherwise.

      But I need money. And on the upside, Austin does seem leagues above Vince, and this isn’t even a real marriage. It’s a job, that’s it. I take a deep breath, letting the air tease over my lips. It’s a means to an end, that’s all.

      I turn back and level my eyes at Austin. “Okay, the hell with it.”

      He raises a brow. “Is that an ‘I do?’”

      “Don’t get cute.”

      He winks and I resist the urge to blush. “Okay, so how do we do this?”

      Austin shrugs. “It’s not like I’ve done this before, you know.” He grins. “I guess at some point I call my lawyers, but for now-” He holds a finger up as he jogs over to the ice cream stand window and comes back with a pen. He yanks a napkin out of the holder leans over the picnic table.

      “Here.” He grins as he holds up the napkin with “I swear to be married for six months for $500k” scrawled across it, along with what I guess is his signature beneath it.

      I make a face. “This isn’t real, you know.”

      “Humor me.”

      I pause, letting the last lingering doubts percolate in my head - letting the last little shreds of my sanity wonder what the actual hell I’m doing saying yes to this.

      But it’s a ton of money. It’s money that assures I don’t have to try and beg off my mother and all the drama that comes with that. It’s not going back to Vince Capra money.

      Besides, it’s not real.

      I’m grabbing the napkin and the pen, and scrawling my name next to his as the words whisper through my head like a mantra.

      It’s not real.

      I look up at my new fake husband, forcing the heat from my face as the realization that the man I kissed like a crazy person in the elevator last night is now technically my employer.

      “So, what happens now?”

      He flashes that wildly charming cowboy smile at me as he leans back on the bench and shrugs before lacing his hands behind his head. “Hell if I know. This is my first marriage, you know.”

      I grin.

      “But I guess we should celebrate or something.”

      I smile as I look down at the cup of melted ice-cream on the table between us. “I don’t know, think you can top ice cream on the beach?”

      “I think I can manage.” He winks. “You like casinos?”

      “Uh…”

      I raise a brow at the man across the table - the stranger with the expensive car, the chiseled, tattooed body, and the cowboy smile that keeps making me warm in places it shouldn’t.

      The stranger who’s now my official fake husband.

      “Ever been to Vegas?”
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      I just got fake married.

      At an ice cream shop.

      Oh, right, and now I’m in a car speeding through the desert to Las Vegas, with a man I don’t even really know.

      Who’s my fake husband.

      Natalie Ames, you have officially lost your damn mind.

      The argument could be made that I lost my mind a long time ago, when I let myself fall into the same trap my mother, and her mother, and her mother before fell into - even thought I’d always swore I never would. But it’s like that fate was as inevitable as there being a city made of neon at the end of this dark desert road. I lost my mind when I gave up and gave in, and said yes to a man like Vince, knowing full well what that meant.

      So, saying it again - however contrived, however phony, and however for financial reasons - to Austin should feel like giving up all over again. It should feel like I’m going down the same damn road - being the same damn piece of wall art, or arm candy.

      Except…

      I turn, peering at the bizarre and criminally attractive man behind the wheel in the low glow of the late afternoon sun. Except I might not know a thing about Austin, but I can already tell he’s nothing like Vince. Rich, and maybe the touch of arrogance that comes with that, but not scummy. Not disconnected.

      Who knows, I think to myself, turning to look out over the copper sand of the Nevada desert. Maybe a fake marriage is exactly what you needed, Natalie Ames.

      Maybe.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The valet is all over Austin as soon as we pull up in front of the Bellagio - grinning from ear to ear, firmly shaking his hand, and just like the guy from the bar, telling him he “can’t wait for this year.”

      Whatever the hell that means.

      Austin just grins and thanks him, giving him a high five as he poses for a freaking selfie with the guy before he slips on a pair of shades and walks over to where I’m standing utterly confused by the lobby door.

      “Are you going to tell me who you are?”

      He smirks. “I’m your husband.”

      I give him a look. “Fake husband, but seriously, why does everyone know you?”

      “You don’t.”

      “Okay, everyone else in the world besides me, apparently. You’re like, famous or something, right?”

      Austin grins behind those ridiculous movie-star shades. “Maybe I’m just a really likable guy.”

      “So likable that random strangers want to take an Instagram picture with you?”

      “Stranger things have happened, princess.”

      Yeah, like me agreeing to marry a stranger for half a million dollars.

      Inside, the woman at the front desk greets us warmly, of course addressing Austin by name and blushing when he grins back at her.

      “Just checking in, Sarah,” he says in that smooth Texas twang, adding in just a touch more charm to it than I’ve heard before.

      I frown.

      “King-sized suite, please.”

      “Extra bedroom,” I add in quickly, arching my brow at him.

      “Aww, now honey, what about that magic?”

      Sarah blushes and looks down as I smile sweetly at Austin.

      “Not going to happen,” I mutter quietly.

      He grins. “You don’t want to seal the deal?” He slides closer to me and puts his arm across my shoulders. “You don’t want to consummate our marriage, dear?”

      Sarah’s head jerks up so fast her glasses almost fall off her face. “Oh my God! You got married?” She squeals, shaking her fists in the air and beaming at Austin like this is the greatest thing that’s ever happened to anyone, ever.

      “You’re so lucky,” she whispers conspiratorially at me, biting her lip and beaming at the two of us.

      “Yeah, definitely,” I say with zero emotion, arching my brow and glancing around the room.

      What the HELL is going on.

      Austin turns back to me, wagging his eyebrows. “So…king bed?”

      I’m about to open my mouth and tell him where he can shove his king-sized bed when he draws me in as if he’s kissing my cheek. I shiver before I can stop myself, feeling the heat bloom through me as I feel his lips brush against my ear.

      “Appearances, dear,” he growls in my ear, and it’s like a live wire right to my core. I blush at the feeling of forbidden heat that creeps traitorously through my body. He steps away and winks at me before turning back to Sarah.

      “We’ll take the spare room; might have some guests later in the weekend. Oh, and Sarah?”

      She looks up with this eager look on her face that has me rolling my eyes.

      “You guys still have that in-house personal stylist, right?”

      Sarah beams. “Of course, Mr. Taylor. Will you be needing the same style suit as last time?”

      “That and something for my wife.” He grins. “What do you have in white?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      We skip every single line at every single club and bar on the Vegas strip. Bouncers greet Austin by name, girls in line freak the hell out and snap pictures of him while shooting dagger looks my way.

      “You sure you’re not in some movie I haven’t seen?” He laughs and I arch a brow at him. “Seriously, what did I get myself in-”

      “Hey, princess.” He pulls me close and kisses my check as the crowd outside the club goes bonkers and shrieks his name.

      “You’re getting paid to hang out with me at a place like this.” He shrugs. “Try and have a little fun.”

      He nods at the bouncer and pulls me into the thumping, pounding swirling crowd of the club.

      “And smile,” he yells into my ear over the pulsing roar of the house music. “We just got married, remember?”

      I don’t even have time to roll my eyes, or give a second thought as to what madness I’ve managed to willingly get myself into, before he drags me into the throbbing mass of the crowd.

      My nights out have historically involved catered dinner parties and high brow conversations, not pulsing club music and swirling masses of sweating, undulating dancers. And I want to say this isn’t my scene, or that I’m only at a place like this because I’m being paid to be here. Except, that’s not entirely accurate.

      Because as much as I want to say this is beneath me, or stupid, or whatever, the truth of it is I haven’t stopped grinning since he took my hand and pulled me in here.

      I have officially left the old Natalie Ames behind, and whoever this new version of me is, I have to admit…

      I kind of like her.
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* * *

      “Cheers.”

      Austin grins as he sets the bottle of champagne back into the ice and raises his glass towards the one he’s just poured me. We can hear each other better here, in the private room up on the second level overlooking the rest of the club.

      “You’re being pretty quiet.”

      “Well you’re being really mysterious,” I say quickly, taking a gulp of champagne.

      “Isn’t that what makes a marriage last?”

      I snort. “I think honesty makes a marriage last, or, at least that’s what they say.”

      Austin grins and sits back in the book, his eyes dancing over me. “Well, in that case, I can honestly say you look fuckin’ hot tonight.”

      “Not gonna happen,” I say, taking another gulp of bubbly to hide the grin and the blush that creeps over my face.

      He laughs. “I think I’m allowed to compliment my wife.”

      “Only if you behave.”

      “So is me telling you that your ass in that dress makes my cock hard as a rock behaving?”

      I swallow the mouthful of champagne quickly, choking suddenly on the rush of bubbles caught in my throat as my eyes dart to his. The grin on that handsome jaw says he’s messing with me - trying to get a rise out of me, or to test me to see where my boundaries are.

      But the way his eyes are burning right into me says that his words are anything but a joke.

      I shiver, coughing again as the heat pools between my legs. I’m remembering that kiss in the elevator, the feel of his hands on my face and my hips, the feel of his lips against mine. I’m imagining my dirty thoughts from the shower, and I quickly pull my eyes away from him.

      “Um, no,” I say quickly, clearing my throat folding my hands primly in my lap. “No, it’s not.”

      There’s a war inside of me. On one side is the proper girl - the girl trained to be polite, to fit into a certain level of society. I know I should be incensed by the crudeness of his words, the lewd way he’s trying to get a rise out of me. I should be turned off by every single facet of this man.

      Except I’m not turned off in the slightest. In fact, it’s that crude, dirty edge to him that maybe has me feeling the exact opposite of turned off. Because the other side of that war inside is caught up in this wildness, the recklessness, and the insanity of everything that’s happened over the last twenty-four hours. The other side of me is screaming for release from the stuffy, and the planned, and the boring, side-lined existence of being partnered with someone like Vince Capra.

      And release and freedom might just be coming from the cocky Texas cowboy smirking at me through the dim light of a Vegas dance club.

      “Alright, c’mon wife. Let’s go dance.”

      I bite my lip. “I’m not really a club person.”

      Austin grabs the champagne out of the ice and fills up the half-empty glass in front of me before sliding it my way. He winks as he fills his to the brim as well. “Well, down the hatch, then.” He tilts the flute back, emptying the entire glass down his throat before he sets it back on the table and grins at me, like he’s daring me.

      Screw it.

      I knock the glass back, draining the champagne down my throat and resisting the urge to cough as I empty the whole thing.

      Austin is nodding at me, grinning widely as I set the flute back down. “Well, shit. My wife, ladies and gentlemen.”

      He starts to fill my glass again when I shake my head, still trying not to cough as I wave my hands over it. “Whoa! Whoa there, buster.” I choke out, narrowing my eyes at him.

      “Just trying to loosen you up, princess.”

      My brow shoots up and he rolls his eyes. “To dance, Jesus. I’m not a scumbag, you know.”

      “I don’t know you at all, actually.”

      He jumps up from his seat and sticks his hand down towards me. “Well let’s get to know each other.”

      I eye his hand, chewing on my lip before I move my gaze up to those deep, hazel pools of his eyes.

      “You want to get to know me after you fake marry me, huh?”

      “More than anything.”

      And just like that, as I reach for the glass of bubbly and take another huge swig of it, the battle inside of me is over in the blink of an eye.

      And the new Natalie - the new me who goes to Las Vegas clubs and drinks champagne in private rooms, and who has marriages of convenience with strange, wealthy, and ridiculously attractive men - stands and takes her new “husband’s” hand.

      “Alright, mystery man. Let’s get to know each other.”
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* * *

      And that’s when I willingly, readily, and eagerly lose myself. It’s taking his hand and letting him pull me into the mass of swirling, dancing bodies as the music pounds around us. Because twenty-four hours after meeting this man – twenty-four hours after kissing him like a crazy person – I’m now in the middle of a Las Vegas club, feeling his body pressed against mine as we pulse and sway to the music.

      Twenty-four hours later, I’m leaving the good, the groomed, and the proper girl named Natalie Ames behind - leaving her standing by the wall like some piece of pretty art, or a conversation piece.

      Because this Natalie Ames just let go. This version of me is letting the thundering bass move through her like a live current, and undulating her hips against the tall dark and handsome with the body carved out of iron behind her.

      This version of me is running her fingers through her hair as she tosses her head back against his broad, chiseled chest. This me is biting her lip and moving in time with his hands on my hips, his breath against my neck, and his lips against my ears.

      And there’s still one lingering part of me that knows how crazy this is - one final part of me that knows I shouldn’t be here, shouldn’t be dancing with this stranger like this, and letting his hands slide over my body.

      But it feels too damn good.

      All of it does - the letting go, the freedom, the craziness and the music and the champagne pounding through my veins like fire. And of course, him. Him being my new fake husband, my wild-card draw, and my leap of faith.

      His lips slide across my neck as the music moves us like lovers, his hands entwining in mine.

      And I’m free.

      I’m wild.

      I’m hauling him to the bar, laughing when his brow shoots up at the shots I line up across the bar. And I’m laughing, and spinning, and falling into him at the feel of his mouth and his tongue tasting the salt and the lime from my skin. I’m feeling the charge of something raw and something wicked as I taste tequila on his lips.

      This is life. This is living.

      And for the first time since I can really ever remember, I just let go.
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      The first thing I’m aware of is the blinding pain lancing through my head.

      I wince, blinking and feeling even worse when I do. I haltingly bring my hands up in font of my face, pawing at the light in some vain attempt at shutting it out, even if I’ve got at least a vague sense of it being sunlight.

      Will someone turn that damn sun off?

      I blink again, this time feeling the rolling wave of nausea oozing through me. I groan, feeling my tongue rasp like sandpaper across my parched mouth, feeling my lips brush together like crepe paper. I roll on to my side, the pulse in my head like a hammer blow again and again.

      Gotta turn that sun off.

      I’m aware of the nonsensical phrasing of the thought in my head, but it’s the one thing I can think of that might help in that horrible nightmare of champagne and tequila hangover.

      My lips part in silent agony, wishing for water that isn’t there as I slowly push the sheets from my body and move to-

      Oh God.

      And that’s when I’m aware of the second thing.

      I’m completely naked.

      More than that, I’m completely naked, in a bed, next to Austin.

      I freeze, the roaring pain in my head almost forgotten as I cringe and turn towards him. I wince as I slowly lift the sheet from his sleeping body and peek under-

      Oh, yep, yeah, he’s definitely naked too.

      I flush red, feeling the panic shooting through me like an electric current.

      Oh my God, what did I DO last night?

      I can’t breathe.

      There’s the feeling of weight pressing down on my chest, and I’m trying to suck in air as I bring my hands to my face to try and fan myself when-

      Oh. My. God.

      Because that’s when realization number three hits me, like a slap in the face. Or rather, like the glare from the gigantic rock sitting on a gleaming, gaudy ring on my finger.

      And very quickly, I am wide awake.

      I sit bolt upright in bed, staring at the diamond ring on my finger and trying to grasp for answers in the blank memory of my night.

      Holy shit.

      It comes back in vague flashes - a chapel, a bottle of tequila, a limo ride I think, with more tequila.

      Good fucking God, what did I do last night?

      My eyes slowly move from the ring on my hand to the carnage of the hotel room around us - the empty bottles of champagne leaking the last of their contents across a chair in the corner, both of our clothes strewn across the floor.

      I need to get out of here.

      I wince when the pain comes rushing back as I slide my leg out of the bed and stumble for the robe hanging off the back of the duvet by the window. I swallow thickly, tasting tequila and forcing myself not to vomit as I lurch on my feet and clutch at the side table next to me for support.

      I look down, and it’s then that the last of my grasp on keeping calm drops out the damn window.

      Please no.

      I want it not to be real. I want the very vague fracture of memory to be a nightmare, and I want the piece of paper sitting on the table to be a figment of my imagination.

      But the very real, very legal looking, very official looking document sitting there with both our names signed across the bottom says this is anything but a dream.

      In fact, it says one Austin Taylor and one Natalie Ames are legally married in the state of Nevada.

      The marriage license falls from my hands as my head swirls and my feet move on autopilot. I’m grabbing my dress from the night before from the floor, along with one of my shoes, and stumbling for the door.

      I clutch the bathrobe around myself as I yank the door to the room open.

      I have to get out of here, I have to go home, I have to-

      My eyes land on the complimentary morning paper, sitting there outside the hotel room door. And right there on the front page of the Los Angeles Daily Times is a picture of the man I just woke up naked next to.

      The entire world goes still as I pick it up, my eyes flitting over the “NFL’s Hottest Bachelor Wed?” headline to the byline beneath it: “Wild man party-boy Austin Taylor rumored to be on vacation with mystery new bride - who says you can’t tie them down!”

      It clicks right then, because very suddenly, I know exactly how I know the cocky Texan with the body made for sin.

      The guy on the news from time-to-time.

      The guy who was with that girl who was too young or something.

      The guy who crashed his car into a coffee shop.

      …The guy who’s naked and asleep in the bed I just crawled out of.

      The paper drops from my hands, and my eyes suddenly drop in slow motion to the giant, flashing rock on my finger.

      Oh, God.

      Because this may have been fake yesterday, but I think I just actually married the biggest and most infamous man-whore in professional football.

      I’m so screwed.
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        Austin

      

    
    
      Jesus fucking Christ.

      My head feels like I just got sacked by the biggest linebacker in the NFL, without wearing a damn helmet. I groan, rolling onto my side in the bed and clenching my jaw at the rolling waves of bile and nausea that boil up inside.

      Holy fuck, mistakes were made.

      Mistakes like that fourth bottle of Dom, or the who-the-fuck-knows how many shots of tequila strewn between them. I’ve also got a vague memory of smoking a joint somewhere - in a limousine I think - and judging from the acrid taste in my mouth, that’s probably not that far off from the truth.

      I was in a damn limo last night?

      The memory is extremely vague, which makes sense given what parts of the night I can actually remember. I grimace again at the thought of what I consumed last night, feeling my stomach turn at the mere thought of the word “tequila.”

      I remember her kissing me.

      Shit. That I damn well remember. I remember her lips on mine, her arms wrapped around my neck, and my hands on her body. There are flashes of laugher, and that smile, and the flick of fire in her eyes.

      In the limo? I’m frowning, trying to think past the kiss to the surrounding and see if I can grab at more of my night.

      Yeah, we kissed in the limo alright - that much is coming back to me. The limo and the private booth of that fourth club we went to. And then the limo again, followed by the hotel lobby, and the elevator, and I feel like I remember something about the suite’s couch, followed by-

      Aww, shit.

      And it’s then that I realize I’m buck naked in the bed.

      I sit bolt upright, my hands clutching at my pounding head as I glance across the destruction of the bedroom - at the knocked-over lamp, the empty bottles of champagne-

      …Her panties laying on the floor next to the bed, and right next to them, like a final damning piece of evidence is a ripped-open box of condoms.

      Oh holy fucking shit.

      I got had.

      It might sound like a shitty first assumption, but it’s spelled out as clear as can be. I’ve heard this story before, from dozens of other high-profile players. I’ve seen this played out before in a hundred tabloid stories. The mysterious girl who seems too good to be true who just “happens” to fall into the rich young sports star’s lap. The coy remarks, the alluding to needing rescuing, followed by the drinks and the drugs, until you wake up with an eighteen-year financial commitment to a girl you don’t even know.

      It’s the classic gold-digger scenario, and I fucking swallowed the whole thing - hook, line, and sinker.

      And now I’m sunk.

      Goddamnit, what was I thinking? A fake marriage? To a girl I met while drunk in a hotel bar? To a girl who I can see now obviously played me like a fucking chump with that whole damsel in distress shit, and the kiss at the elevator, and that little scene she staged in the lobby the next morning?

      Yeah, she probably saw me coming a mile away. She probable heard my conversation with Derek in the bar and saw a golden fucking meal ticket.

      Where is she.

      The bed is empty, although it’s still actually warm when I place my hand on the sheets. I stagger to my feet, feeling the room spin around me as the contents of my stomach churn.

      Jesus, I might still be a little drunk.

      I grab for a pair of boxers from the floor, slipping them on as I hold onto the wall for support. I’m blinking sawdust and regret out of my eyes when I look up, and suddenly, I spy her, sitting out on the balcony.

      I frown.

      Yeah, I’m gonna set this straight right now. I’m gonna give her a piece of my damn mind… if I can even speak right now, that is.

      I stumble towards the sliding door, ready for whatever speech she’s dreamed up. Hell, I wonder if she’s “already late,” I mean, I’ve heard the horror stories.

      The sliding door slams open as I stagger out, and I’m opening my mouth to say all sorts of horrible shit to this little gold digger, when she suddenly turns.

      And she’s crying.

      Wait, what?

      “Hey, uh-”

      She whirls back away from me, wiping her eyes and sniffling, and all at once, all my bravado and my righteousness shatters away.

      “Go away,” she mutters out, wiping her eyes with the back of her hands.

      I swallow, running my hand through my hair and letting my fingers massage my aching temples. “Look, are you okay?”

      She whirls back to me suddenly, fury on her face. “You’re a real piece of shit, you know!”

      I blink at her outburst, frowning as I shake my head. “Excuse me? Says the girl that just fucking used me?”

      She barks out a humorous laugh. “I didn’t use you, you asshole! You’re the one that got me drunk, and- and-”

      “Whooooaa, hang on now.”

      I hold my hands up, shaking my head.

      “That is not how last night went down, and I think you damn well know that.”

      Her face falls as her shoulders slump. “I- I don’t know how last night happened.”

      The tension seems to drop out from between us as we both sag under the weight of our hangovers - her slumped into the chair, me easing back against the sliding door.

      “Look, I don’t think we- uh, you know.” I clear my throat. “I don’t think we fucked.”

      She wrinkles her brow, like I just fed her a lemon, and shakes her head. “Do you remember?”

      “Not really.”

      She groans, dropping her face into her hands. “Then what on earth makes you think that?”

      Blind hope? Desperate optimism?

      “Wait, hang on.”

      The thought hits me suddenly, and I’m quickly ducking back inside and stumbling for the box of condoms. I snatch it off the floor, and I’m tearing the rest of the top off as I frantically start to count the contents.

      Oh thank God…

      I let out my breath in a woosh - they’re here, all twelve of them still in the foils.

      Unless…

      I yank my boxers down and peer at my cock for a solid thirty seconds before I shake my head and turn to head back out to the balcony.

      “Look, I really don’t think we had sex.”

      She looks up, chewing on her lip and wiping the back of her hands across her eyes again. “I- I don’t know if we did either, but-”

      “Well great!” I momentarily forget my crippling hangover as I let out a whooping sound and pump my fist in the air.

      Natalie scowls. “Well don’t get too happy about it, you prick.”

      I roll my yes. “No, not that, just…you know.”

      She still doesn’t look as happy as I think she should be as she makes a face and drags her eyes back to me.

      I’m ecstatic though - the rush of realizing I’m not about to get raked over the coals on some paternity test somehow acting as the greatest hangover cure in the history of the world.

      Bam. I dodged a fucking bullet there, and as the grin spreads wide across my face, I can feel my body and my head feeling better already.

      “There’s, uh- there’s more,” she says quietly, interrupting my elation.

      I spread my arms wide, still grinning like an idiot. “Well cheer up, princess! What else matters?”

      “This.”

      And right then, as she holds her hand up to my face and as the morning sun glints like an accusation off the huge rock on her finger, the bottom drops right back out.

      And just like that, I’m right back to hangover, nightmare hell - the whole world spinning around me as I drop back against the sliding door.

      “What the fuck is that.”

      It’s a stupid question, because even a guy like me knows exactly what a ring on that finger is.

      “What do you think it is?” she mutters out, shaking her head and looking away. “Look at your hand.”

      “Why, what’s on my-”

      Oh, shit.

      A gold, gleaming band that looks suspiciously like…

      It starts to come back then - the shots, the dancing, the limo driver who’s hand I palmed a wad of cash into and promised season tickets to. I remember kissing her against the railing by the Bellagio fountains, and something about wishes, and some extremely sloppy-drunk talk about us being best friends.

      Oh holy Christ.

      “That’s not- I mean-”

      I look away from the ring on my hand, pinching the bridge of nose in my fingers and squeezing my eyes shut - like that fucking ring and what it means might disappear if I close them hard enough.

      “Real?” She spits out with a huff. “Side table, inside.”

      I open my eyes to see her nodding glumly at the table just inside, and I quickly stumble back in and grab at the piece of paper laying there.

      And that’s when the world goes still, as my eyes lock on the very real, very not-dreaming marriage license in my hand.

      “Well, shit.”

      Natalie groans from her chair behind me. “Yeah, ‘well shit’ is right, Austin - oh, or should I call you number thirty-three?”

      I cock an eyebrow, a grin halfway teasing my lips. “Oh, so you know me now?”

      “You really could have said something, you know,” she snaps.

      I grin. “I did. I offered you five hundred grand to marry me, and you said yes.”

      Her eyes narrow. “To fake marry you!”

      I glare at her. “Well, yeah, no shit. But I think that was a two person job, princess.”

      She scowls at me. “Well I’d have never in a million years said yes if I’d known who you were.”

      “Oh, please, enlighten me.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Because you’re you!” She flings a copy of the LA Times at me from the patio table, and I catch it in time to see some ridiculous opinion piece about my car crash with the junior commissioner’s daughter, along with some line calling me a “infamous philanderer.”

      “I mean is there a girl you haven’t slept with in this country?”

      I toss the paper over my shoulder and smirk. “You?”

      Natalie’s face crumbles as she drops it into her hands and shakes her head. “Oh God, I’m going to be ill,” she groans. “I can’t believe we slept naked in the same bed, I probably have something now.”

      I roll my eyes, glaring at her. “Alright, simmer down.”

      Her shoulders start to hitch, her breath coming faster and faster as she rocks herself in the chair.

      “Hey, hey!” I frown as I crouch next to her. “Stop, just breathe.”

      This whole thing has spiraled way out of control, and suddenly, I hate Derek for even suggesting this ridiculous plan. The plan was something for show. Now? Now I’m legally married to little miss princess here - apparently the only girl in the damn world who actually and actively wants nothing to do with me.

      I groan as the lancing pain in my head comes rushing back with a vengeance. I cringe and sit back on my heels, holding my head and trying to keep it together.

      Fuck, I’m married. Me - the hottest, most in-demand bachelor in pro sports.

      I need coffee.

      Well, coffee or something ten times stronger. I need aspirin, or fucking Pedialyte or something. Fuck, I need something nuclear for this hangover.

      But first thing’s first, I need coffee.

      And then we need to sort this shit out, fast.
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      The coffee burns through me like a cleansing fire, and for the first time since waking up to my nightmare, I’m at least feeling semi-human.

      My head’s still swimming though, as I sit slumped in the diner booth, still feeling barely half-alive, as I take tentative sips from the mug in my hand.

      I can’t believe this is happening.

      This can’t be real - not in any rational world. There’s no real scenario where I somehow wake up to find myself actually married to the most notorious, crudest, scandal-ridden man in pro sports.

      I have to be dreaming - at least, that’s what my brain keeps trying to tell me. I’m going to wake up any minute now, and I’ll still be the unmarried Natalie Ames, not the newly married Natalie Taylor. I’ll wake up back-

      I frown; where indeed? Back with Vince? Back in my awful excuse for a life as someone’s life accessory?

      I scowl into the mug in my hands - yeah, some choice.

      But here I am, married. I got married.

      In Las Vegas.

      Austin looks about as terrible as I feel, which, though cruel sounding, does actually make me feel better. And he’s right -  I’m fairly certain nothing happened last night. Well, aside from the rock on my finger. But psychically, I don’t think we actually got to that. I can remember kissing him – Lord, do I remember that much. In multiple bars and clubs, in that damn limousine, in the lobby of the hotel-

      I cringe, suddenly wondering exactly how much of my night I’ll be reminded of in freaking tabloid papers, seeing as my new “husband” is apparently a world-famous sports star.

      Yeah, I don’t follow sports of any kind in any way, but I’m kicking myself over how I could’ve managed not to put a name, or a face, or any of it to glimpses I can now recall on the cover of grocery store tabloid magazines.

      “Okay, we can deal with this.”

      I look up to see Austin rubbing his temples and staring haggardly into his own coffee.

      “Uh, yeah, we get a divorce,” I mutter.

      “Well, hang on now.”

      I jerk my head up, narrowing my eyes at him.

      “I mean, the deal was to get married, after all.”

      My jaw drops. “For the last time, it was to get fake married,” I hiss.

      Austin shrugs, waving his hand as if what I’ve just said is inconsequential.

      “Whatever, yeah, but we were going to get fake divorced later.”

      I make a face. “Oh were we?”

      He raises a brow at me. “Uh, yeah, of course we were. This wasn’t for forever, obviously, just until I could get my image together a little bit. You’d meet someone else, leave me-”

      I bark out a laugh. “You arrogant prick.”

      “What?”

      “I leave you?” I glare at him. “Why am I the heartless bitch who does the cheating and leaving in this scenario?”

      He frowns. “Hey, I’m paying for my image, not yours.”

      We glare at each other in silence, quietly sipping coffee as we shoot daggers at one another with our eyes.

      Finally, he puts his mug down and steeples his fingers. “So we’ll wait, and get a real divorce later.”

      I swear under my breath.

      “I’ll pay for it, of course.”

      I snort. “Damn right you will.”

      Austin rolls his eyes. “Fine,” he grumbles. “We’ll work out who leaves who and why later, but for now.”

      He shakes his head, knitting his brow.

      “Fuck, for now, we’re married.”

      “Fine.” I glare down at the table and push an empty sugar packet across the plastic surface.

      Austin clears his throat. “So, uh, this is a little awkward, but now that we’re legally married…” he trails off and I frown.

      “What?”

      He shrugs. “I, uh, I need to protect myself.”

      I see red for a second as I debate throwing my coffee right in his prick face.

      “Excuse me?! You’re the gross man-whore here.”

      “No, not that,” he says, snorting out a chuckle. “I mean financially.”

      I narrow my eyes at him.

      “I need a prenup.”

      I laugh. “Fuck you.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “Yeah, so am I. Do I look like a gold digger?”

      He frowns. “Well, no, I’m just saying-”

      “Fine, Austin.” I drop my head back against the booth behind me, grumbling up at the ceiling. I just want this to be over with.

      “Fine, I’ll sign a freaking prenup, okay?”

      I turn my face back to him. “Although I’m pretty sure the ‘pre’ part of ‘pre-nuptials’ means I sign it before we get married.”

      He shrugs awkwardly. “Eh, shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll call my lawyer.”

      I frown into the coffee on the Formica table between us. “Whatever, just have it written up and I’ll sign it.”

      We sit in silence another minute, a million thoughts blowing through my still-aching head as I try and begin to wrap my mind around what’s going on.

      “So, now what,” I mumble, looking up at him.

      “Now we should probably get back to LA and face the music.” He makes a face. “I haven’t even turned my phone back on, but I’m sure I’ve got about a million messages.”

      I give him a look. “Right, cause you’re famous.”

      Austin grins. “You know, if you’d turned on the television once or twice in the last two years, you might’ve recogni-”

      “Okay, okay,” I grumble, rubbing my temples. “Can we leave Las Vegas now? I think we’ve done quite enough damage for one trip.”

      He smirks. “You don’t want to stay another day and see if we can top last night?”

      I roll my eyes, suppressing the grin on my face. “Unless you want to knock over a casino or murder a stranger, I don’t think that’s going to be possible.

      Austin leans back in the booth across from me, lacing his hands behind his head. “Hey, you know, you could be a murderer and I’d never know it.” He shrugs, grinning at me irritatingly. “I mean, I’m taking a real risk here getting back in a car with you.”

      I give him a look as I slide out of the booth and stand shakily. “Tiny violins, buddy.”

      He laughs as he drops some cash on the table and stands, offering me an arm. “So, now we go play the part then. Ready, dear?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I stare out the window at Vegas receding into the background in the side window. Well, so, that happened. Somehow I’ve jumped from whatever my sham life was with Vince to the biggest sham I can imagine - legally married to the most infuriating man on the planet. Legally married, even though it’s fake - even though he’s paying me $500,000.

      He wasn’t infuriating when he was just some gorgeous stranger in a bar whom you kissed like a crazy person.

      And I hate the thought that comes to my mind, but there it is, with a finger right in my face. Because the biggest sham of all might be me trying to convince myself that being around Austin Taylor is the worst thing ever.

      Because really, it might not be that bad at all.

      I scowl at the traitorous thought as we speed through the desert back to LA - back to the real world, back to my new world as Mrs. Austin Taylor.
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        Austin

      

    
    
      For some reason, the ride back to the real world outside the glitter and tinsel of Vegas seems to take three times as long as it took to get here. And it could be that I’m still epically hung over from the frankly inhuman amount of tequila and champagne I consumed last night, but I get the feeling it’s more than that.

      Maybe it’s what happened in Vegas sure as shit isn’t going to stay there.

      Because what happened in Vegas is glittering on her finger like an obnoxious little reminder, catching every fucking ray of afternoon sun through the windshield and reflecting it right into my eyes. What happened in Vegas is slumped in the seat next to me - sexy as sin in that little white dress, but scowling out the window like she wishes she could just stay back there.

      And of course, there’s the other distraction - the distracting fact that my Vegas souvenir is fucking gorgeous. Even scowling, and sullen with her face to the window like that, she just radiates this hot sort of energy that has me glancing at her every quarter mile.

      The dress she’s wearing from the night before is hiked high on her thigh, showing a dangerously distracting amount of her toned leg. One strap of her dress hangs halfway down her shoulder, and though it might look disheveled or sloppy on any other girl in the world, it somehow just looks fucking great on her - like this little touch of character that sets her apart.

      She’s got a finger from one hand stuck between her perfect, soft lips -  chewing at the nail as she stares out the window with those big blue eyes. As I glance over, her other hand comes up and brushes a stray lock of hair back from her face to tuck it behind her ear.

      And that damn ring glints right at me - that huge, gaudy, absurdly extravagant ring.

      I make a mental note to check in with my credit card company and see exactly what I paid for that fucking thing.

      And it should get me furious. I should still feel like I got fucking taken for a ride here. But a little tough when I know the truth of it is that she got taken for as big of a ride as I did.

      I smirk to myself. Or DIDN’T get taken for a ride, as we’ve established with the unopened condoms.

      The irony here is that for all of the wild, insane, x-rated porn-star shit I’ve pulled with hundreds of girls over the years, this one’s a first. This is something new.

      Marriage.

      I could almost laugh out loud right there in the car like an insane person.

      Hell, I’ve done literally everything else when it comes to women - every damn crazy, acrobatic, or chauvinistic fantasy you can think of? Yeah, done it.

      Twice.

      But this is a new one, and one that sure as shit wasn’t ever on my bucket list.

      I married a girl. Not fake-married, but real, actual, legally-binding married.

      And I don’t remember a goddamn thing about it.

      There are glimpses, of course, but they’re really just emotions that come swirling back through my head like watercolors more than actual memories.

      And on the bright side, at least they’re happy emotions. I can remember feeling like everything was goddamn perfect last night. I can remember feeling like I’d won something bigger than any championship, or Super Bowl ring, or endorsement.

      Yeah, cause you were stoned and drunk out of your mind, idiot.

      It’s a fair point, but I want to believe - or at least hope that it’s something more than that.

      Natalie turns suddenly, totally busting me right as I was checking her out, and she glares at me.

      “What?”

      I shake my head and turn back to the endless desert highway in front of me. “Nothing.”

      “Well, quit staring at me.”

      I laugh. “You know what, I’ll stare all I want. First of all, you’re my wife-”

      “Fake wife.”

      I turn and wink at her. “No, princess.” I grin at her, almost laughing at how scowling and pissed off she is at me, like actually marrying her was my evil plan all along or something.

      Please.

      I blow her an air kiss. “That piece of paper in my jacket pocket says it’s pretty real, actually.” I grin. “I mean, at least in the opinion of the State of Nevada.”

      She groans. “God, you kept it?”

      “The wedding license?” I make a face. “Well of course I did, dear. For our scrapbook of course!”

      She glares right back at me and I blow her another kiss. “Doing okay over there darling?”

      “That’s going to get old real fast, you know.”

      I laugh, seeing that pouty little scowl still etched across her face.

      “Get used to it, sweet cheeks,” I say with a grin. “Oh, and I like my dinner at seven sharp, just so you know.”

      Natalie barks out a laugh. “You’d better be kidding.”

      I shrug. “Well, you are my wife, and I guess I’m just an old-fashioned kinda guy.”

      “You’re going to be the kind of guy who finds poison in his food if you keep that up.”

      I laugh, reaching over to flick on the radio. “There’s my loving bride.”

      She rolls her eyes and turns back to the window as I crank up the Creedence Clearwater and stomp on the gas. “Happy honeymoon, princess.”
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        Austin

      

    
    
      Natalie keeps that petulant little frown on her face all the way into LA, all the way, in fact, until I start to take the car up into the Hollywood hills to the house I bought three months ago.

      She suddenly turns to me. “Jesus, you live here?”

      “The hills? Yeah, why?”

      “More of a movie-star neighborhood, isn’t it? Don’t you play sports?”

      I snort. “Football; I play football.” I shake my head. “You know, now that you’re married to the NFL’s number one quarterback, you should probably start watching some Sports Center or something.”

      “Yeah, pass.”

      I shrug as I take the car around a corner and accelerate up the hill. “Well, if you did, you’d know that I’m making more than most of the movie stars in this ‘movie-star’ neighborhood right now.”

      Natalie rolls her eyes. “I do not want to know.”

      “Sure you do. Hell, the contract was all over ESPN anyways.”

      She shakes her head. “I really don’t want-“

      “Forty million.”

      She whirls back to me as I suddenly pull us into the driveway that leads up to my place, her mouth wide open.

      “You married pretty good, princess,” I say with a grin as I park the car at the top of the driveway.

      Natalie’s halfway to the front door of the place when the ferocious sound of Buckley - my mutt of a lab - comes bellowing through the door. Her hand is on the doorknob when I suddenly lurch out of the car.

      “Whoa! Hang on, Buckley’s not always the friendliest to new-”

      The door pops open, Buckley comes flying out, and…

      And he stops, wags his damn tail, and flops over onto his back panting - fucking putty in her hands.

      Wait, what?

      “People,” I finish, raising a brow at Buckley, who’s now on his back, belly presented for rubs, and wagging his tail - happy as a fucking clam as Natalie lavishes him with love.

      She turns, shrugging. “Well he seems like a sweetheart to me.” She crouches down to scratch Buckley’s ears. “Yes you are! Aren’t you Buckley!”

      The little traitor licks her hand.

      What the fuck. This dog hates anyone coming too near me - women especially for some reason. Buckley’s cock-blocked me more than literally anything else ever, because he can’t stand when I bring a girl home and ignore him for her.

      And he’s loving Natalie.

      Man’s best friend, huh?

      Natalie stands and steps into the house, and Buckley trots over, as if suddenly remembering he should say hi to me too.

      “So much for loyalty, huh pal?” I mutter, giving him a quick ear scratch before I head in after Nat.

      “Jesus Christ, where the fuck have you- oh.”

      Kyle - my best friend and the only person in the world I’d be okay with being in my house when I wasn’t home - comes to a halt as he storms around the corner from my kitchen. He blinks quickly behind his glasses as he notices Natalie.

      “Well hey,” he grins, pushing hair out of his eyes and adjusting his glasses as he squares his shoulders a little more.

      Yeah, it’s a little eye-rolling, but at the same time, I’m proud of Kyle. Six years ago when we met as freshmen roommates, the kid hadn’t ever even seen a pair of tits that weren’t on the internet. He had the confidence of a damn kitten, and the social skills of the Unabomber.

      I’d like to think I changed that.

      Because for some reason, despite being the most opposite people in the world, we clicked. He kept me grounded, reminded me I was a person and not some campus deity, and more importantly, he was there when shit with my dad started to get rough again back home. I got him out, got him laid, and helped him find the pair I knew he had.

      Loyalty means a lot to me.

      He’s grinning at Natalie, looking downright cocky now.

      Watch it, pal.

      I can’t take all the credit, of course. The guy turned his life around. Started playing a tad less video games, started getting out more, started working out and eating right, and started actually talking to girls.

      This recent boost of cockiness comes from him being a goddamn genius and selling some facial recognition software thing to the Army. A little multi-million-dollar government check never hurts in the confidence or pulling-tail game, I’ll say that.

      I cough, yanking his attention away from Natalie, and he raises an eyebrow at me as he darts his eyes between the two of us.

      “Right, yeah. Nat, meet Kyle, my butler.”

      “Dick.”

      I grin. “Kyle, meet Natalie-”

      “Hey Natalie, nice to-”

      “-My wife.”

      Kyle stops in his tracks and jerks his head back to me. “Uh, what?”

      I frown, bringing a hand up to rub my still sore temples.

      “It’s a long story,” Natalie mutters.

      “Yeah, no, it sounds…”

      Kyle scratches his head as he slowly nods, raising a brow at me. “Well, what happens in Vegas, huh?”

      Natalie groans.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “So, it’s all a sham?” Kyle gives me a look as he leans against my fridge, crossing his arms over his chest. “Or are you actually married?” He shakes his head. “I’m confused.”

      We’re all sitting around the island range in my kitchen - Natalie and I sucking down Gatorade to chase the lingering demons of our post-wedding hangover.

      “How have you not heard about this yet?” I hold up the cell phone I’ve just been dumb enough to turn back on, the screen flashing with something like four-hundred text messages and probably triple that in emails.

      Kyle shrugs. “Hey, I’ve been coding here at your place all day while they finish the flooring at my place. Been on media blackout.”

      “Well, surprise.”

      “So much for that whole ‘keeping it a secret’ thing,” Natalie says flatly.

      I shrug. “It’s Kyle, we know all each other’s dirty little secrets. I mean I was there when he punched his v-card.”

      “Dude!” Kyle glares at me and I grin.

      Natalie arches a brow at the two of us. “Oh, that’s, uh-”

      “No, not like, there there, just, you know, I helped.”

      “Will you stop talking?” Kyle groans. “He means he fed me enough alcohol to sleep with Erica Hopewell, the campus…uh, you know.”

      Natalie snorts into her Gatorade and Kyle gives me the finger. “Anyways, we can move on from this conversation, you know, whenever,” he mutters. He turns back to Natalie. “So, you’re married, for real.”

      “The real deal,” she says, taking another swig of Gatorade and pushing her hair out of her face. Her hand drops down from her hair, and I notice her eyes drop to linger on the ring there on her finger.

      “This part of that whole image thing Derek’s been all about?”

      “Take a wild guess.”

      Kyle grins and shakes his head, pulling at the beer in his hand as Natalie and I stand there slumped against the counter sipping our electrolytes. He turns to her. “And how the hell did you let him talk you into this?”

      “I’m paying her five-hundred-grand.”

      Natalie glares at me. “Do you think you could you not tell people that?”

      I grin. “What, seller’s remorse?”

      “No it just makes me sound like a prostitute.”

      We glare at each other for a full three seconds before Kyle claps his hands together.

      “Well, this is already looking like my parents, and seeing as you guys are on your honeymoon right now and all, I’m going to get out of your hair.”

      He turns and shakes his head sympathetically at Natalie. “Honestly,” he grins, “you should’ve asked for a lot more.”

      “Goodbye, Kyle,” I growl as he winks and then gives her a quick hug.

      “Welcome aboard the Austin-train,” he says with a conspiratorial roll of the eyes that manages to pull a small grin to her face.

      “Buckle up.”
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      Holy hell, yes.

      I let the air exhale slowly as I ease myself down into the scalding hot water, feeling the tension ooze out of me as I sink into it. I close my, letting the water soak the toxins from my skin, and letting myself feel truly alone in my head for the first time in two days.

      The huge, sunken tub in the en suite bathroom off my new room is huge - huge, steaming, and full of bubbles, and it feels incredible. I realize, as I let my head ease back against the edge and close my eyes, that I’ve basically been in varying degrees of drunk or hungover from being drunk for the last two days straight.

      Gross.

      But my new quarters are incredible, I’ll say that much. And yes, Austin’s Spanish-style sprawling mansion in the Hollywood Hills does in fact have quarters.

      “You married well, princess.”

      I roll my eyes as I sit there soaking in the tub. Well, there’s one thing my mother won’t be able to complain about when she hears about this debacle - if she hasn’t somehow already. In spite all my hang-ups and grumblings about being some rich guy’s arm candy like with Vince, here I went and married a different rich guy. Granted, I can already tell the world of difference between Austin and my ex, even only knowing him for two days, but still.

      Same game, different players.

      I shake my head and bring my hand out of the water, letting the bubbles trail over my fingers and over the glinting of the diamond on my hand - the huge, flashy, screaming lie wrapped around my finger.

      Because whatever a marriage ring is supposed to mean - whatever it’s supposed to signify - this one isn’t any of those things. This one is a joke - a publicity stunt, a facade.

      Then why are you wearing it?

      I’m alone, there aren’t any cameras or media here - no one watching and scrutinizing and wanting to know how my new “husband” and I met and “fell in love.”

      Ugh.

      I haven’t even actually faced any of that yet, and I’m already feeling ill at the idea of sitting up there and smiling while I lie through my teeth about our “relationship.”

      “Well, Oprah, it was really quite magical. You see, Austin and I met at a bar, where we were both wasted, after which I proceeded to kiss him like a crazy person. And from there - well, gee - from there we found ourselves drawing up an arranged marriage contract on an ice cream napkin, driving to Vegas, getting blackout drunk, and waking up naked and married!”

      I snort at the thought of actually saying something like that on national television, visualizing my mother’s jaw dropping to the floor.

      I twist the ring around on my finger, but in the end, I leave it on as I ease back into the sudsy water. I close my eyes again, trying to make sense of the last forty-eight hours or so, and how I managed to go from Vince Capra’s accessory to a pro NFL quarterback’s actual wife in the span of twenty-four hours.

      I mean, remind me why I did this?

      Well, for the money, obviously, but I’m not blind enough to think that’s the only reason. I know that somewhere under the surface, really this was about more than just that. I’m not an idiot. I know that “getting money” for a girl like me with my upbringing, and my polish, and my ties to a certain level of society isn’t hard. But this was about craving something more - an escape from Vince and that whole “upper tier” life.

      Something new, something crazy, something to break the mold and the predestined path I’ve been walking on in glass slippers since I was twelve.

      Of course, that “escape” was never meant to be a real, binding marriage.

      I blow air out through my lips as I lean back in the tub.

      Yeah, that happened.

      Somehow, this whole thing went from a wild and reckless experiment in letting go to waking up naked in his bed with a ring on my finger.

      I blush scarlet at the memory of waking up this morning next to the biggest man-whore in professional sports.

      Yeah, married or not, that is the last time I will be sharing a bed with that man.

      It’s only six months.

      Six months I can do - six months I can rationalize and explain. Hell, my own mother was remarried and then divorced again in a shorter period of time - she’ll get it.

      I close my eyes for another ten minutes or so, until the water starts to cool. Reluctantly, I stand and reach for a towel.

      I should shave my legs.

      I immediately roll my eyes at myself: for who? Who exactly am I trying to impress here? Austin?

      I snort, shaking my head. Yeah, right.

      Of course, I’m still shaking my head as I sit back on the edge of the tub and reach for the razor.

      [image: ]
* * *

      In the whirlwind of the last forty-eight hours, there’s one small, teeny little detail I’ve somehow managed to not think about until the very moment I step out of the bathroom.

      And by “little”, I of course mean huge and somewhat glaring.

      That would be the fact that I’m now living in a stranger’s house with a grand total of two cocktail dresses as my entire wardrobe.

      This is going to be a problem.

      I’ve had exactly one change of clothes since fleeing the Chateau Marmont with Austin - hell, since getting ready to go to that stupid gala event with Vince - the one I obviously never actually made it to. I think longingly about the two walk-in closets full of great clothes sitting back at that house.

      Something tells me I’m going to need more than two cocktail dresses and a huge diamond ring if I’m going to be living here for the next six months. I need clothes, and clothes are going to obviously require money. And seeing as Vince canceled my credit card, this presents a problem.

      I groan at the prospect of doing anything at the moment but falling into the huge four-post bed and falling asleep. But I’m grabbing one of the soft terrycloth robes hanging from the back of the bathroom door and wrapping it around myself. I step out through the double doors of my room to the wraparound terrace to try and find my new “husband.”

      I let my fingers trail over the wrought iron railing of the Spanish-moss adorned terrace that seems to wrap all the way around the corner to the back of the house. I follow it, inhaling the scent of jasmine and sage, and actually marveling at how freaking peaceful it is up here in the hills.

      I glance down at the lush, tree-lined backyard of the huge house, complete with the custom pool and palm trees.

      Yeah, six months at this place? Totally doable.

      And then of course there’s the matter of the man I’ll be sharing the house with.

      My husband.

      My - if nothing else - insanely attractive, bedroom-eyed, cowboy-smiling husband.

      The thought brings a flush to my cheeks and a small smile across my lips that I quickly hide.

      Stop that, he is not.

      Austin Taylor is not a man I’d ever find myself actually interested in. Physical perfection aside, he’s an arrogant, rich, cocky jock, who’s paying me to be married to him.

      That’s it.

      This “relationship” is employer-employee and nothing else, no matter what the State of Nevada says.

      …Like I should give a single crap about what the State that married me in the state I was in says about it.

      In-between Kyle leaving and me getting into my bath, I spent the afternoon in my new room familiarizing myself with Austin via the internet - every gory detail.

      Sure there’s plenty of articles and interviews out there about how great he is at throwing a ball, or how many records he’s broken even before signing with a pro team. But there might be double that in scandalous stories of his off the field antics - the girls, the partying, and something nose-wrinkling about an eighteen-year-old and a DUI.

      Yeah, gross.

      I have zero interest in being another statistic or another casualty of hurricane Austin. And I won’t be, that much I am very certain of.

      No matter how alluring that smile is.

      No, the next six months living with Austin will be fine. I’ll do my thing, he’ll do his. We’ll smile for the cameras, I’ll do the job - and it is a job - I signed up for, and there will be nothing else between us but business.

      This is going to be fine.

      I’m in the middle of convincing myself of that when I walk around the corner of the terrace and right into Austin, and I freeze in my steps.

      He’s shirtless, wearing just a pair of loose, dangerously low-slung pajama pants and a damn cowboy hat, and lounging in a deck chair with his hands laced behind his head.

      I swallow quickly, my eyes following the lines of his ink across his sculpted chest and torso.

      And then he smiles at me - that damn smile, the one I’ve just been convincing myself I’m utterly and completely immune to.

      Lies.

      This won’t be fine at all.
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      My entire internal argument from seconds ago blows away like dust with the ridiculously put-together man stretched out in the patio chair in front of me. My eyes immediately drop from his smirking face to his absurdly perfect tattooed physique - to the hard, chiseled lines of his chest and the washboard grooves of his abs, to the tantalizing lines of his hips curving into the waist of his pajama pants.

      I swallow quickly and drag my eyes back up to his face, only to see him smirking at me. I blush, tightening the tie around my waist and reaching up with a hand to close it at the neck.

      “Drink?” he nods at the bottle of red wine sitting on the patio table by his feet, and I grimace.

      “Yeah, hard pass. I think I finally just soaked the last of last night out of my system.”

      “Little hair of the dog,” he says with a shrug, taking a sip of the wine. “It’s actually helping believe it or not.”

      I make a cringe face.

      He grins. “Better than fucking Gatorade, I’ll tell you-”

      “We need to talk about my payment schedule.”

      He arches a brow, as his mouth closes into a grin, putting down the glass of wine in his hand. “Yeah, I thought I’d just cut you a check or something?” he frowns. “Do you take checks?”

      I raise a single brow and give him a look. “I’m going to pretend you didn’t realize how hooker-ish that would sound before you said it.”

      Austin chuckles.

      “And yes, I take checks, I’m not a stripper.”

      “Well I hope not.” He grins as his eyes drop to my robe. “Because if you are, I think I’m getting ripped off.”

      I roll my eyes at him. “Look, I’m bringing it up because I need to buy clothes if I’m going to be living here.”

      “I mean, if you’re worried about offending Buckley and me, he and I have a pretty loose rule when it comes to pants in this house anyways.”

      “That’s really helpful, thanks,” I deadpan.

      He flashes that cowboy smile at me. “I’ll set you up tomorrow so you can get some stuff. Cool?”

      “Thanks.”

      He nods with his chin at the chair next to him. “You want to pull up a stool and sit a spell?” That honeyed Texan twang oozes from his lips, only magnified by the ten gallon hat on his head.

      No, you don’t want to do that. You want to go to bed, the voice in my head screams.

      I’m wearing a thigh-length robe with nothing underneath it. And the man I drunkenly kissed in an elevator, and then drunkenly made out with in a club, and then blackout drunk married in Vegas before waking up naked next to is sitting there in sinfully low-slung pajama pants and no shirt.

      Offering me a drink.

      Such a terrible idea. Such a very, very very terrible-

      “Sure.”

      You’re an idiot.

      I cram the voice inside of me into a corner as I pull my robe tight and sit back in the chair next to Austin.

      He sighs as he takes another sip of wine. “I’m a cheap beer kinda guy, but the house actually came with a cellar-full of this stuff, and let me tell you, it’s fucking delicious.”

      My brow shoots up when I glance down at the label. “Wow, nice.”

      “I know, right? Who knew wine could taste good?”

      “Austin, that’s a 1982 Chateau Lafite.”

      “A what?” Austin raises a brow at me as he takes a $500 mouthful of wine.

      I shake my head. “You don’t know much about wine, do you?”

      He shrugs. “I know it’s killing my hangover right now. Why, do you?”

      “I know that’s a four-thousand dollar bottle of wine you’re drinking.”

      Austin’s brow shoots up as he holds the glass up in front of his gaze and whistles before he turns back to me with a questioning look. “Okay, explain how the hell you know that.”

      I shrug. “My father used to keep some bottles around the house.”

      He gives me a puzzled look. “I thought you were broke?”

      “I never said I was broke, I just…”

      “Don’t have any money?”

      I look up and frown at the grinning Austin. “Something like that.”

      “But your Dad drinks four-thousand dollar wine?” He snorts. “I think I got hustled.”

      I grin, and before I can stop myself, I’m reaching for the wine in his hand. “May I?”

      “Hey, what’s mine is yours.”

      I stick my tongue out at his smirking face as I take a sip of the absurdly expensive wine, sighing as I let the silken taste trickle down my throat.

      “Remember that whole R-Tech thing a while back that was all over the news?”

      Austin raises his brow as he takes the wine back from my hand. “You mean the Ponzi scheme?”

      “Yeah, that.”

      He frowns and I squeeze my eyes shut. I can’t believe I’m sharing this.

      But for some reason, I want to. For some insane reason, I feel like I should tell my fake husband my real story of my life.

      “Yeah, well, that’s my Dad.”

      Austin whistles. “Well, shit.”

      “Yeah.”

      He lifts his hat as he brings a hand up to push his fingers through his mop of hair. “You’re seriously that Ames? As in Walter Ames?”

      “Daddy dearest,” I say with a thin smile, taking the glass back from him and bringing it to my lips. “We’re not very close though - not even from before.”

      Austin clears his throat. “So you’re what, broke?”

      “Yes and no.” I sigh. “There’s a trust fund setup somewhere, but it’s frozen until after the civil trials are over.”

      Austin nods. “Wait, didn’t your mom marry your dad’s lawyer or something?”

      “Vice President,” I say with a shrug. “And then divorced.”

      “And she doesn’t have money?”

      I snort. “Oh, loads, but my mother is insane.”

      Austin laughs. “Wait, so you’d rather get fake married to a guy you don’t know than ask your mom for money?”

      I arch my brows over the glass of wine at him. “Clearly, you’ve never met my mother.”

      Austin tosses his head back and laughs deeply, the muscles of his bare chest rippling as he chuckles. “Holy shit, and I thought I had a fucked up family.”

      “Feel like sharing?”

      “Not really.” He takes the glass of wine back from me. “So, you grew up rich and now you’re marrying a guy for cash. I grew up in a shack and now I’m paying for a fake wife.”

      “Eat your heart out, Shakespeare.”

      He laughs. “Well, it’s just money.”

      This time I’m the one laughing. “Says the man who gets paid an obscene amount of money to play a game.”

      He makes a face. “Nah, it’s more than that.”

      I roll my eyes. “Oh, please. Austin, the whole world revolves around money. Are you going to say you’d just play football for the ‘love of the game’ or something like that?”

      “Well, I was, until you blew up my line.”

      He winks at me and I hide my blush in another sip of the Bordeaux.

      “I love it because it gave me something to hope for, and it got me out of that old life.”

      I pass him the glass back. “Right, because of all the money they’re paying you.”

      He gives me a wry grin and wags a finger at me. “Touché, but we gotta work on that jadedness, yikes.”

      I smile and shake my head. “Not jaded, just a realist.”

      “So what’s the deal with this ex-fiancé?” Austin says brightly, changing the subject. “Any more surprises there? Are you in line for a throne or some shit?”

      I choke out a laugh. “Who, Vince?”

      Austin grins. “Vince? You were prepared to be Mrs. Vinny?”

      “Capra,” I say, groaning and shaking my head. “Mrs. Vinny Capra.”

      He hoots out another laugh. “What were you, marrying the mob or something?”

      Austin jerks his head up when I don’t say anything, and he cocks a brow at me as I shrug. “Wait, seriously?”

      “Only in that he and his douchebag friends would throw card games, smoke cigars and quote Goodfella’s all night.”

      I decide to leave out the part about Vince’s father’s very real “family” ties.

      Austin grins as he pushes his fingers through his hair. “So am I gonna get an angry Vinny at my front door with an offer I can’t refuse anytime soon?”

      I roll my eyes. “Doubt it. Unless you try and steal his secretary away I guess.”

      “She hot?”

      I punch him in the arm as he laughs and holds his hands up. “Kidding, kidding.” He shrugs. “Well, Vin sounds like a world-class douchebag.”

      I shake my head and take another sip of wine before passing it back his way.

      “You lose track of yourself sometimes, I guess.”

      “Well, how he let a pair of legs like yours walk away is beyond me.”

      I feel my face blush as his gaze drops to the bare skin of my legs.

      “It’s criminal, really.”

      I blush bright red as I roll my eyes. “Alright, alright, drop the smooth talk. You already married me, you know.”

      He chuckles. “Hey, just saying. Great ass, too.”

      I quickly look away to hide the goofy grin and bright red flush on my face.

      There’s an arrogance - a bold cockiness to the way he speaks like that to me that I’ve never heard before. It’s flustering, because the way I was raised - every finishing class, every lecture on proper form and polite conversation - tells me I should be getting up right then and storming away from the brash, crude man sitting next to me.

      …If not slapping him, for that matter.

      Except I don’t want to do any of those things, because there’s something sinfully wicked about the way he looks at me. There’s something about that cowboy smile, and that smug scoundrel look in his eyes that’s totally unlike any man I’ve ever known before.

      And it’s exciting.

      I swallow quickly as I turn back to him, every intention of pushing the heat from my face and tossing some quip back his way. Except when I do, he’s eased back in his chair, hands clasped behind his back, cowboy hat tilted at an angle, and his legs stretched out and propped up on the low patio table in font of him.

      God is he hot.

      And just like, that, my vain attempt at not blushing like a scandalized schoolgirl in front of him goes out the damn window.

      Because arrogant jock or not, the man lounged out and grinning next to me is gorgeous.

      And very shirtless.

      Oh, right, and legally my husband.

      And I know I should walk away from this right now. I know I should put one foot in front of the other, smile for the press, and play the part for the next six months. Because all this is is a business transaction, and business transactions do not involve drinking expensive red wine on gorgeous Spanish terraces smelling jasmine and sage.

      And they certainly don’t involve criminally attractive football players with dangerously low-slung pajama pants clinging to their insanely well-defined hips.

      I quickly shake my head as I forcibly drag my eyes away from the wickedly attractive man next to me. I can feel my pulse beating like a hammer as I reach for the shared glass of wine and take a quick sip from it.

      A business transaction, that’s all.

      The words sound flat inside my head, because even after saying them three times - repeating them like a mantra - I’m still here. I’m still sitting here on a moonlit Hollywood mansion terrace drinking thirty-four year-old Bordeaux with some insanely hot millionaire football star.

      This is how bad decisions are made.

      I quickly set the glass down and stand.

      “I should go to bed.”

      Austin stands, raking his fingers distractingly across that unfairly sexy chin. “Need a hand?”

      I blush. “With going to bed?” I swallow quickly, biting at my lip. “I think I can manage.”

      “You sure?”

      My head snaps back, my eyes darting to his as I just nod. “M-hmm.”

      Austin grins. “Okay, I just gotta ask one thing.”

      Yes? God yes?

      Because part of me wants to say yes to anything this man says. Part of me wants to throw every last bit of caution and level-headed thought right off this balcony and say yes to anything he wants of me.

      But then, I might be crazy enough to get married to a man I don’t know for money, but sleeping with him after a transition like that feels…

      I shiver.

      It feels wrong, and not in the good way.

      As wildly attractive the shirtless man in front of me is, saying yes to something like that goes a tad beyond indecent proposal.

      “Austin, I don’t think so,” I say quickly, blushing furiously. “That is not part of our-”

      “Yeah, not what I was going to say.” He rolls his eyes. “I already told you I don’t pay for that.”

      I can feel my whole body buzzing at the proximity to him - standing so close to me, his eyes piercing right into mine.

      “I’ve been wondering.”

      “About?” I manage to croak out, feeling my pulse skip slightly as he takes a step closer towards me.

      “About us taking our clothes off last night before passing out.”

      My face burns bright red, and I quickly look down from his eyes. “We didn’t-”

      “No, I know that.” His voice is like honeyed leather - deep and rich.

      “But we clearly thought about it.”

      My breath catches as I glance back up into his face, instantly losing myself in those hazel eyes.

      And I might not remember a thing about that part of the night, but I know just from looking into those eyes that he’s of course right.

      Of course I thought about it.

      God, I’m thinking abut it right now.

      I swallow quickly, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “Well, at least we had the good sense to pass out.”

      “Oh, totally.” He furrows his brow, nodding. “Definitely the right move.”

      “Definitely,” I repeat, aimlessly as I start to lose myself in those deep eyes. “That would’ve been a huge mistake.”

      He leans close, and I can smell the heady scent of him - like soap and man. I can feel my pulse pounding like a hammer as he grins and brings his lips right against my ear.

      “I’m a great mistake, princess.”

      Oh, God.

      I’m kissing him before I even know what’s happening, moaning hungrily and feverishly into his mouth as I melt against him. His arms circle me, hands sliding across my back and down to grip my ass through the fabric of the robe.

      My own hands slide up over his chiseled chest, up to hold his face as I let him claim my mouth. He pushing us back, and I gasp as I feel the stone and mortar wall of the house against my back, the ivy tickling at my ankles as I whimper into his mouth.

      He growls into my lips, and I gasp as I feel the throbbing thickness of him pressing against my thigh. The tie on the small bathrobe barely holds as the whole thing threatens to slip from my body. And I’m so close to just shrugging it off, and tearing at the waistband of those pajama pants of his to feel him pulsing in my hand.

      And right there, somehow, the last shred of my sanity comes clawing out from behind the mush I’ve become in his arms. And suddenly, I’m gasping for breath and shaking my head as I step back from the magnetically attractive shirtless man standing so close to me that I can feel the heat off his skin.

      “We need to go to bed.” I say, stumbling over my words. “Separate ones,” I say quickly, blushing bright red as his eyes flash fire at mine.

      His hands are still pressed against the wall on either side of me as he catches his breath mere inches from my lips. “It’s early.”

      I look up, feeling my pulse racing a I meet his piercing gaze. “I’m tired.”

      I can see him swallowing thickly, and for a moment, I want him to say no. For a moment, I want him to ignore everything I’m saying and just take me, right here against the wall.

      But he doesn’t.

      He gives one last piercing look before he steps back from me, his arms dropping. “If you insist,” he says evenly, his chest rising and falling.

      “Uh, night.” I hastily turn and start to walk as fast as I can back down the wrap-around terrace.

      “Night wifey.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Back in my room, I barely make it under the covers before I’m pushing my fingers deep between my legs. The raw, inescapable and desperate need is like a burn, and the touch of my fingers to my heat is the only balm.

      I moan into my arm as my hands find me soaking wet and aching, my fingers dipping slowly through my slickness as I gasp and bring a pillow to my face. My hips arch off the bedsheets, my fingers curling inside of me as my thumb brushes lightly against the throbbing bud of my clit.

      “I make a great mistake.”

      And there in my bed, with those eyes burning into my mind, and his name on my lips, he’s my favorite mistake. I come with the taste of his lips on mine, the need for his body against mine, and the thrill of the forbidden racing through my mind.
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      I’m rock hard as I slam the door to my room shut and lean against it.

      Fuck.

      I swear as I bring the bottle of wine that apparently costs four times as much as my first truck to my lips and take a big slug from it. I swallow, shaking my head before taking another ludicrously expensive mouthful.

      I could almost laugh at how perfectly this describes me right now. Me, the blue-collar redneck who finds himself with more money than he knows what to do with, drinking thirty-four-year-old red wine out of the bottle like a goddamn savage. I know enough to get that something as rich, and classy, and fancy as this probably deserves some sort of glass of some kind - something crystal, something that costs a small fortune.

      Fuck that, I grumble to myself as I take a third swig.

      This was a huge mistake.

      On the surface, Derek’s plan has merit, I’ll give him that. And I’m hardly the first professional athlete, or public figure in general, who’s tried to clean up his image with an arranged marriage. Hell, I’ve played with guys who’ve got “marital brand managers” on their fucking payroll - painted, silent, gorgeous women who trot out to smile for the cameras and the Family Magazine interviews and then disappear back into wherever they came from while their husband/employer signs off on another fast food commercial.

      Except I fucked up, hard: you’re not supposed to fall for the fake wife.

      Shit, that’s sort of the whole point of the thing: it’s fake. She’s the smile for the media, she’s the cover story while you go out and do the usual with groupies and cheerleaders and all the other fame-fuckers that come with being a star.

      So why do I want her so bad.

      This isn’t what I thought it was going to be. Well, obviously, we got real married - something I should probably get around to calling Derek about before he has an aneurism. But it’s more than just the piece of paper from the State of Nevada that’s still folded up inside the pocket of my jacket lying across my bed. It’s the fact that we’re barely two days into this whole thing and we’re already way past the boundaries we should have as employer and employee.

      Because that’s what we are - at least, that’s what we should be. Not “husband and wife,” not even “friends.”

      It’s just business.

      Except “just business” shouldn’t get my cock this hard. “Just business” shouldn’t get my pulse roaring like a fucking stadium and my head going blank when the thought of those piercing blue eyes, and that innocent mouth, and those legs for days dance through my head.

      Getting drunk and getting married I can handle. Yeah, it’s not ideal for what’s supposed to just be a cover story, but hey, at least now it’s legit in case any gossip magazine starts doing its research for once.

      It’s the part that comes after that worries me.

      It’s the part where I can still taste her lips against mine in the middle of that Vegas club. The part where I can still feel the heat of her body grinding against mine as her hand snakes up into my hair to pull me in.

      It’s the part where we apparently stripped our clothes off and crawled into bed together.

      And shit, here I am kissing her all over again, like a fucking idiot.

      Because as strange as it is with a woman who’s supposed to be my wife, fucking around with her is what could fuck it all up. Making it more than just an arrangement is how this gets messy, and complicated, and ugly. Fast.

      This whole thing needs to be platonic; we need to have an understanding. She’s got a job to do, I’ve got an employer role to fill, and that’s that.

      I grimace as I pull another swig from the bottle older than me.

      No more lounging around in bathrobes and pajamas drinking wine, no more letting those eyes of hers and that smooth skin of her neck beneath the wave of her hair get to me like that. I snort and glance down at the bottle in my hand. Shit, I need to never drink around this girl, ever, because I apparently lose all fucking self control around her when I do. I should make this a dry house if I want either of us to survive the next six fucking months.

      I groan, still rock hard as I think about that white robe, grazing across the smooth skin of her thighs out on the veranda just now. I think about what might be under it - what it might look like dropping to the ground at her feet.

      Christ, I wish I could remember more of the brief flashes from last night in Vegas. I wish I could remember if I pulled her clothes off or if she did. Was it manic and fast, or was it a slow tease? Did I take my pants off, or did she use those delicate fingers to pull at my belt - needing it, craving it.

      I know nothing happened from the lack of open condoms and the fact that, well, that fact that you can just tell when you’ve had sex the night before.

      But damn I wonder how close we got.

      I can feel my pulse throbbing like an engine as I picture pushing her back into that big, hotel bed. I imagine pulling her on top of me, and dragging her up until she straddled my face. My cock strains like iron against the front of my pajama pants as I let my head fall back against the door to my room and picture using my hands to center her on my tongue. I groan as I imagine tasting her - imagine sliding my tongue deep and drinking in the sweet honeyed taste of her. My hands on her ass, making her ride my mouth.

      Making her come.

      Before I can stop myself, my cock is out and wrapped firmly in my hand. And I’m growling as I stroke the thick length of it, imagining flipping us over, pinning her down on the bed with her legs over my shoulders, and fucking her slow and deep. I imagine sheathing every goddamn inch I have to the hilt inside her dripping wet pussy, feeling her grip at me, watching her face crumble as the pleasure rocks through her. I picture her hands on my hips, urging me on as her lips beg for more - harder, faster, deeper.

      The cry comes grunting from my lips as I come in time to the Natalie in my mind going to pieces under me. And as she claws at the sheets and shatters inside my head, I groan as the cum arcs from my pulsing cock to drop hotly across the hardwood floor of my room.

      Alone.

      I’m still pulling, still feeling the blood roaring through me like a fire as I catch my breath and sink down against the bedroom door, shaking my head as I eye the bottle in my hand.

      Fancy, classy, elegant.

      She’s like this fucking bottle of wine. Sweet, silken, and wrapped in something so elegant and priceless that a guy like me has no business putting his hands on. A girl like that - like this bottle of wine - is used to crystal glasses, and soft classical music played in the background while it’s sipped slowly with painted lips from manicured fingers.

      And here I am drinking it straight from the bottle.

      I chuckle as I bring the wine to my mouth, take a swig, and shake my head.

      What the hell have I gotten myself into.
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      Eyes closed, I reach for a towel as water trickles down my face to drip into the marble sink beneath me. I bring it to my face, patting my skin dry before I toss it away and finally have to face myself in the bathroom mirror.

      The same Creedence Clearwater record blasting from downstairs that originally woke me up is still playing - a reminder that I’m not alone in this house.

      As if I could forget.

      The pink blush returns to my cheeks the second I open my eyes, and I groan.

      Yeah, that happened last night.

      I scowl at my reflection in the mirror, silently chastising myself for my weakness and for letting Austin get to me like that. Yeah, definitely weakness. Weakness and months of nothing with Vince, since - clearly - he was a little worn out from banging his secretary all day at work.

      So, yes, that’s what I’m blaming the fact that I kissed Austin - “kissed” being the understatement of the century. Almost worse though is that I came with my fingers thinking of him.

      Yeah, it’s weakness, and withdrawal, and momentary insanity. All of those things.

      And it might not be able to be helped that the man paying me to be his wife happens to be absurdly attractive with a body in perfect freaking condition. But what can be helped is him baiting me like that. What can be helped is him trying to get to me, and walking around without a damn shirt on, and whispering lines I’m sure he’s used on a hundred other girls like “I’m a great mistake.”

      Please.

      I want to roll my eyes at how ridiculous it is.

      Right, says the girl who ate that line up, hook and sinker last night.

      If we’re actually going to be doing this - if he’s serious about pulling off this whole fake media show with me smiling and waving to the cameras like a good little trophy wife, we’re going to have to establish some boundaries. Boundaries like shirts, and like not whispering wholly inappropriate little lines into my ear like I’m one of his vapid little football groupies.

      Boundaries like the fact that I apparently can’t even have three sips of wine with him without losing my damn head.

      Which means taking a deep breath, pretending last night never happened, and going down there and giving him a piece of my-

      I frown and shake my head.

      Right, except going down there means ideally putting clothes on, of which I still have none since going off to solve that problem last night resulted in another one entirely.

      Grumbling, I pull the white terrycloth robe back on and head downstairs to face the music.
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* * *

      “Could we turn that down maybe?”

      I blink in my pre-coffee daze as I step into the sunlit kitchen and glare at the Bluetooth speaker blaring “Proud Mary.”

      The only response comes from Buckley, who raises his chin from the kitchen floor and starts to wag his tail when he sees me. I shuffle over to the speaker and turn it off.

      “Hello?”

      I frown at the lack of response as the house goes silent. Buckley whimpers as he trots over to nuzzle my leg.

      “Yeah, I like them too, but maybe at a normal level, huh?” I murmur at the lab as I pour myself myself some coffee. In a way I’m relieved Austin isn’t here, since it lets me pretend last night never happened.

      Or at least, put it off a little longer.

      It’s not until I sit in one of the kitchen bar stools that I see the note taped to the kitchen counter.

      
        
        The pants-optional offer is still on the table, but if you insist on bucking tradition, use this.

        

      

      I roll my eyes at the note, fingering the black Amex card sitting on top of it, along with the car keys with a Porsche logo on them lying next to it. It’s not until I actually pick up the card though that I see the little addition underneath it.

      
        
        P.S. I like white and lace. Crotchless preferred, but thongs will do.

        

      

      I take a quick, scalding gulp of my coffee as my face goes red.
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* * *

      “You did what?!”

      I haven’t even turned the car on in Austin’s driveway when my mother calls.

      I wince as I hold the phone away from my ear before taking a deep breath and bringing it back.

      “Mother, listen-”

      “A football person, Natalie?!” She gasps dramatically, like she’s just been stabbed, and I can practically feel that token withering head shake of hers coming through the phone.

      “Player, mother. They’re called football players.”

      “Oh, what difference does it make!” She snaps, sighing heavily again. “I mean my goodness, Natalie, what were you thinking? I raised you better than this and you damn well know it!”

      I bring a hand up to pinch the bridge of my nose, shaking my head.

      “I spent far too much on your schooling and your upbringing for you to be slumming it with an athlete like that, Natalie,” my mother moans, as if hearing about some sort of world-shaking catastrophe.

      “Mother, will you let me-”

      “Natalie, my God,” she cuts me off. “Someone like that is just simply beneath you, dear. I mean what in God’s name were you-”

      “He makes forty million a year.”

      The line goes silent, and I could almost laugh at how predictable the response is.

      Almost.

      “Oh, Natalie!”

      Her entire tone changes like the flip of a coin, something almost like glee and coming through the phone.

      “Natalie, I am so proud of you, sweetheart!”

      I roll my eyes as I shake my head. Loraine Ames-Royce, ladies and gentlemen.

      “Thank you, Mother,” I say dryly, flipping down the driver’s side visor in the Porsche to try and put on some eye makeup. It’s bad enough I’m going out shopping in the black cocktail dress from two nights ago, not to mention commando since I’ve got zero clean underwear. Might as well take this lovely mother-daughter bonding moment to at least look halfway presentable.

      “Oh, don’t make it sound like that,” she snaps. “You know what I mean, Natalie. You’re moving up!”

      I snort. “Like you?”

      “You are not going to fault me for moving on from your father, Natalie.”

      She’s right, I’m not. Not after the shit he pulled, even before the arrest. It still doesn’t stop me from rolling my eyes at her though.

      “I have to say though,” Her voice takes on this distasteful tone, “Las Vegas, Natalie?” She spits the word out like a bad taste in her mouth.

      “Yes, Mother. We were feeling impulsive.”

      By which I mean, blackout drunk.

      “Well, never mind that,” she says quickly. “The important thing is you’re married.”

      I snort out a dry laugh. “Right, that’s the important thing.”

      “Natalie,” She sighs, like I’m the one that just said something ridiculous.

      “Mom, I have to go.”
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* * *

      Shopping goes fine, even if I do feel like the ultimate cliché driving around Rodeo Drive in a sports car with my “husband’s” credit card.

      Luckily, it’s Beverly Hills, and I’m surrounded by every possible instance of this very cliché.

      Welcome to your life, Natalie.

      And really, in the scheme of clichés, my arrangement with Austin really isn’t that bad. Yes, this whole thing stemmed from me needing money, but it’s not like I’m destitute, or don’t have family I could crawl to if I could get over my own ego. There are probably women trying on clothes in the very stores I’m shopping in that are all but indentured servants to rich, fat, older men with money who decided to buy a trophy wife instead of cultivating a personality and social skills.

      Yeah, it could be a lot worse.

      Hell, I could still be with Vince.

      I think about it as I drive back to the house with a backseat full of clothes. Austin might be obnoxious, and full of himself, and cocky beyond belief, but he’s not an asshole. It’s a bitter feeling realizing my fake, bought-and-paid-for relationship is already better in two days than the two years I spent in an actual relationship, but it’s the truth.

      And really, this could work. I could smile for the cameras, and join him at dinners and functions for the next few months. This business arrangement could work out just fine for the both of us, as long as we remember what it is.

      As long as I keep my damn head on straight, and keep my traitorous and illicit thoughts about him buried deep inside, and pretend that kissing him - twice - never happened, we’ll be just fine.

      I’ll just make sure I’m never alone at all with him, in the house that we share, for the next six months.

      No big deal.
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* * *

      I take a breath as I pull up the driveway. Yeah, this’ll be fine. As long as we can set up boundaries, and-

      The car brakes to a sharp stop as I slam my foot down, my eyes locked on the girl walking out the front door of Austin’s house. She’s young, and gorgeous, and dressed like…well, like that.

      She looks up and then glares at me as I step out of the car.

      “Oh, so you’re Natalie.”

      I suppress the frown that comes to my face, trying to make myself smile at her instead. “Can I help you?”

      The blonde girl barks out a laugh, using one long pink fingernail to brush a single stray lock of hair back from her face. She purses her painted, enhanced-looking lips at me.

      “Tina” she says curtly, not offering a hand. “And congratulations.” She sneers the word out sourly, curling her upper lip and arching a brow as she gives me this look.

      “Uh, thanks.”

      She rolls her eyes and shakes her head. “Yeah, great catch you’ve got in there.”  She cocks a hip and sucks on her teeth, glaring at me like she’s waiting for me to respond somehow.

      “Who were you with before?”

      I wrinkle my brow. “Excuse me?”

      “Which player, honey,” she says pointedly.

      I shake my head. “Oh, uh, none?”

      She scowls and then rolls her eyes in an exaggeratedly bored way. “Well, I don’t know how you did it then, but honey, you got a good one.”

      I channel my years of etiquette classes and smile pleasantly at her. “Well, thank you, he’s-”

      “Oh yeah. Rich, handsome-” She snorts a bitter laugh, her eyes narrowing at me and her lips curling wickedly. “Great lay.”

      My face goes bright red, and I frown as I quickly look away from her. “Oh, I-”

      What am I going to say, ‘I wouldn’t know’?

      I can feel the flush blooming into my face when I suddenly realize I’m not embarrassed, I’m mad. I don’t for the life of me why, but there’s this possessive thing that comes roaring up inside. Because without really knowing why on earth I should be, I’m mad that this girl apparently knows that.

      And I don’t.

      God, what am I, jealous? I mean this is Austin, the famous player, the infamous womanizer, the legendary man-whore. Of course there are pretty - if not trashy-looking - girls in LA he’s slept with.

      I just want to be anywhere in the damn world but standing right in front of one of them right now.

      “Oh, honey, the things he can do with that mouth?”

      She’s grinning wickedly at me, baiting me, waiting for a reaction I can’t - and won’t - give.

      “Yeah, Austin’s-”

      “Oh Lord,” She steps even closer as she cuts me off, getting right in my face with that bitchy little smile on her face. “And that thing he’s got between his-”

      “Oh, sweetie,” my words are dripping in honey as I smile as sweetly as I can at her. “I know.” My lips curl into a big smile as I wink and suddenly hold the giant, glittering, gaudy diamond ring on my finger up to her face.

      “I married him, remember?”

      Her Botoxed lips snap shut as she goes quiet, and her eyes flash jealously over the ring on my finger as I gloat and smile sweetly at her.

      Take that, bitch.

      Because two can play this game, and I’ve been around enough catty, biting, awful socialite-type girls in my day to know exactly how this game plays out.

      So, one of Austin’s ex-skanks wants to play? Game on, honey.

      “Guess a guy as great as Austin just couldn’t get pinned down until he found the best girl for the job, huh?” I smile a big toothy smile at the bitch in front of me as her face goes dark.

      “Yeah, well-”

      “So listen girl, I’d love to talk more and maybe hear all about the time Austin never called you back or whatever, but I really need to get inside and say hi to my husband, ‘kay?”

      Tina scowls at me as her lips purse tight, before she abruptly brushes past me and clip-clops her way across the cobble-stone driveway in her heels to the Honda parked to the side.

      I wave brightly as she slams the door. “So good to meet you!” I call out cattily as she starts up the car and starts to pull down the driveway, leaving me with the smug look on my face.

      And it’s stupid, and I know it’s stupid as I turn and stomp into the house. But that doesn’t change the scowl on my face. Yes, we’re not really a couple, and he’s not “mine” or anything like that. But God, at least make an effort to hide it from me.

      And all of a sudden, I’m thinking of Vince, and that stupid secretary of his - laughing at me, humiliating me.

      I quickly shake my head, rolling my eyes at myself. No, this is nothing like that. However classless it is for Austin to have girls over like this when we’re supposed to be married, I’m not mad, because there’s nothing to be mad about. He and I are just-

      The car comes screeching to a halt, and I turn to see Tina stepping out of it and fixing me with a wicked look.

      “Oh, and hon?” She smiles sweetly at me. “So good hear that you’re married and all, but just thought you should know something else.”

      I roll my eyes as I shake my head “Look, Tina, I-”

      “I’m pregnant with his kid.”

      The words hit like a slap to the face.

      Quite suddenly, I have nothing to say.

      Tina smirks and gets back in the car as I stand there like a complete ass just staring at her car as it pulls down the long winding driveway and speeds away.

      I whirl towards the house, dropping the shopping bags right there in the driveway.
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      He’s shirtless in the living room, wearing just a pair of jogging pants as he lounges on the couch with a beer in his hand. I can feel the rage spike a little higher at the thought of her, sitting there on the couch with her hands all over him, or her mouth, or-

      “Have a little fucking class, Austin.”

      He jerks his head up. “Excuse me?”

      I glare at him, shaking my head. “You know what I’m talking about.”

      He frowns. “You…want me to put a shirt on or someth-”

      “I just met Tina outside.”

      Austin rolls his eyes as he chuckles. “Oh, that.”

      “Yeah, that.” I narrow my eyes at him as he grins at me. “I mean, a little respect would be great, you know! I didn’t sign up to be humiliated with your fucking affairs, and I did not sign up to be a part of whatever trashy Kardashian tabloid story you’ve got going on with Tina.”

      Austin shuts the TV off and stands as he shakes his head. “Relax, it’s not what you think it-”

      “She’s having your baby?” I hurl at him, hating how emotional it sounds.

      “Well, that would be a fucking miracle, because I never touched her, and I certainly didn’t fuck her.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “I do not need to know about-”

      “Nat, nothing is happening, or has ever happened, with Tina.”

      “And why would I possibly think there is, Austin? Her leaving just as I come home, you practically naked lounging around the couch?”

      His face suddenly splits in that wide, white, cowboy grin.

      “What,” I mutter.

      He laughs.

      “Oh fuck off.”

      “You know, I think I like you angry.”

      “Why, so you can feel vindicated about screwing around with-”

      “Because you look hot as hell when you’re jealous.”

      His voice cuts across the room, silencing me as my lips snaps shut. Heat blooms in my face as I feel his eyes burning right into me, his chiseled chest rising and falling as he inhales deeply.

      Austin steps closer to me, my pulse pounding in my ears. “I’m not jealous.”

      “No, I like this ‘jealous wife’ version of you,” he says darkly, moving even closer to me with his eyes locked right on mine.

      I swallow thickly. “I’m not your wife,” I say quietly.

      He stops right in front of me, so close that I can feel the heat from his bare skin, the scent of him filling my senses. His hazel eyes pierce down into mine, and I shiver as his hand suddenly comes up to cup my jaw.

      “Yes you are.”

      And suddenly, he’s kissing me - hard - and I’m melting right into him.

      I’m throwing my arms around his neck and kissing him back before I can even second-guess any of this. I’m moaning into his mouth as he pulls me into him, cupping my jaw with one hand as the other slides down my back to palm my ass and grind me against him.

      His kisses are hungry and demanding - insistent and needing.

      Needing me, and I know right then that whatever the hell this is, I need him back.

      I kiss him hungrily, my hands sliding up and into his hair as our tongues swirl.

      And that is when reality hits me like a big slap in the face - I’m making out with a man who in all effects is paying me to do so.

      I gasp as I pull away, bringing a hand up to touch my bruised lips as I step away from Austin.

      “No,” I say quietly, shaking my head, my fingers still tracing my lips and my eyes locked on his.

      This can’t happen. Because me kissing Austin is quite suddenly Vince’s secretary kissing him. Because at some point, that’s how that whole thing started - a woman kissing a man who signs her paychecks.

      I will not be that girl.

      “Nat-”

      “No,” I say firmer this time. I take another step back before I shake my head, turn away, and run out of the room.
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        Austin

      

    
    
      “Wait, what?”

      Natalie scowls at me through the half-open bedroom door. I’m almost impressed she’s even opened it after our, well, thing downstairs earlier. Of course, she’s more scowling past me, since she’s also not meeting my eyes in the slightest bit.

      I clear my throat and repeat myself. “My mom’s house.”

      Nat’s brow shoots up. “Your mother lives here, in LA?”

      I moved my mom into a house down in the valley when I got recruited. Home might’ve been fucking terrible growing up with her always going back to my shithead of a dad no matter how many times he walked out on us or slapped us around.

      But it’s my mom, and you’ve gotta take care of family, even when they’ve fucked up more times than you can count.

      I shrug as I lean against the doorframe. “Yeah, she obviously heard about our whirlwind of a romance-”

      Natalie rolls her eyes.

      “And she wants to meet her new daughter-in-law.” I wink. “She’s really excited to meet you.”

      Natalie scrunches her face up. “You want me to go lie to your own mother’s face about us being married.”

      “That’s the general plan, yeah.”

      She wrinkles her nose and shakes her head. “No way.”

      “Look, it’s not a favor for me, it’s for her. She’s sweet, you’ll love her.”

      Natalie blows air through her lips and runs a hand through her deep brown hair. “I can’t believe you want me to lie to your mother.” Her eyes dart in the vague direction of my face before looking away, which only makes me grin since she still hasn’t looked me in the eye since opening the door.

      “It’s a white lie.”

      “White lies are small, this is kind of a bigger deal.”

      I sigh. “Look, it’s just-”

      “We’re not actually married, Austin.”

      I grin. “You know, you keep saying that, but I’ve got a little piece of paper from the State of Nevada that says-”

      “Ugh,” she groans. “You know what I mean.” And this time her eyes do meet mine.

      “We’re not in love or anything.”

      I stick my bottom lip out and make the sad puppy eyes at her. “Aww, you sure you don’t lurrrrv me?” I say, drawing out the L-word cartoonishly.

      “I’m quite positive.”

      I grin. “I mean that kiss a few hours ago sure seemed like lurrrrv to me.”

      Natalie’s whole face goes fucking crimson, and her eyes go wide before they narrow at me. “That was- I mean-” She stammers before holding her head up high and regal-like. “Enjoy dinner alone, Austin.”

      She starts to shut the door, but I jam my foot in it. “Okay, okay, lighten up.”

      Her eyes are still glaring at me, and her face is still stewing this adorable pink color. But she eases up on the door.

      “Look, please come to dinner with me at my mom’s house.” I flash her a grin. “I’d totally do the same for you.”

      Natalie barks out a laugh. “Yeah, you’ve never met Loraine.”

      “Should I?”

      She raises her brow and lets her gaze do a once-over before she drags them back to my face. “No, probably not.”

      I laugh. “Hey, moms love me, you know.”

      “So I’ve read,” she says curtly as she smiles sweetly at me. “And that is exactly why you won’t be introduced.”

      I grin as I rake my nails across my five o’clock shadow. “That tabloid stuff is mostly just rumor and garbage you know.”

      “Mostly or entirely?”

      “Taking the fifth on that one, princess. So, dinner? My mom really is a sweetheart.”

      She sighs heavily before I finally watch that last defense of hers drop from her face.

      “Okay, fine. But I’m doing this for your mother, not you.”

      “Thanks, dear.”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “So what time are we leaving for dinner then?”

      I shrug and look down at my watch. “Like, ten minutes?”

      Natalie’s jaw drops as her eyes go wide. “Seriously?!”

      I frown. “What?”

      “You’ve clearly never lived with a woman before, that’s what.”

      I snort. “Well, yeah, obviously. Why?”

      “Because I’m about to meet my fake husband’s mother for the first time and I need to get ready!”

      I make a face. “What’s wrong with that?” I nod at the tank top and jean shorts she’s wearing. “She’s cooking dinner, you know. We’re not going to the opera, Madame Ames.”

      Nat gives me a ‘watch it’ look. “I’m going to need at at least thirty minutes.”

      I roll my eyes. “Fine, just-”

      The door slams in my face.

      Welcome to your married life, Austin, I grumble to myself as I head downstairs to grab a beer.
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* * *

      “Oh well now you are just sweet as pie, sugar!”

      Natalie doesn’t even have a chance to say anything back before my beaming mom wraps her up in a big bear hug.

      “I am so glad you found my boy and got him to settle himself down!”

      Mom pulls back to beam at Natalie, her rosy, dimpled cheeks and the smile lines around her eyes pulled tight with her delight. I’m always amazed that my mom even knows how to smile with the shit we put up with growing up with Dad.

      “Oh now, Mrs. Taylor,” Natalie’s voice adapts a “folky” tone similar to my mom’s, and she cocks a hip to the side in this casual way I’ve never actually seen her stand. “I think Austin is the one that found me, actually!”

      I raise a brow. Country-bumpkin Natalie is making an Oscar-worthy performance.

      Mom snorts a laugh and bats a hand at Nat. “Oh, please, this boy couldn’t find his own ass with two hands.”

      Natalie cracks up right alongside my mom, hamming it up like the two of them are old bridge partners. “He sure can’t, Mrs. Taylor!”

      “Oh now, please, it’s just Bernadette, we’re family now.”

      She turns back to me, beaming like I haven’t seen her in years - even when I “made it” and bought her this house.

      “I’m so proud of you, honey,” she says in that gushy mom way as she reaches up to pat my cheek. “Now, c’mon now, let’s get fed, huh?”

      Natalie starts to follow her into the house, but I snag her arm and hold her back.

      “Since when is Ms. Natalie Ames a little ol’ country girl?”

      She grins and shrugs. “It’s proper to put people at ease when you meet them for the first time.”

      “By imitating them?”

      She frowns. “No, God, of course not,” she says primly. “Meeting someone new for the first time is putting aside showing who you are and letting them be who they are.”

      I blink. “Wow.”

      “Eddington Hill Preparatory Day finishing classes,” she says with another shrug.

      “A what now?”

      Natalie grins. “Rich kid school for learning to be fancy.”

      “Sounds awesome.”

      “Oh, a blast.” Natalie winks. “If you ever want to go ballroom dancing, by the way, I’m kind of really good at it.”

      “I’ll have to check my schedule.”

      “C’mon now, you lovebirds!” Mom’s voice calls out from the kitchen.

      “Your mom is kinda great, by the way,” Natalie whispers before winking and turning towards the kitchen. “Just makin’ sure this big goof remembers to take his boots off before traipsing through the house, Bernadette!”

      Mom hoots from the kitchen.
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* * *

      “Now I’ve been dyin’ to know, honey.” Mom puts her fork down and grins eagerly at me across the dinner table. “How exactly did y’all meet?”

      Shit.

      I probably should’ve expected questions like this, and really, we probably should’ve gone over this at some point. Hell, we’re going to need this story for the media any-

      “Dance class.”

      I snap my eyes over to Natalie, who’s grinning impishly at me over a bite of chili.

      “Dance class?” Mom’s brows shoot up. “Well you don’t say.”

      “Yes ma’am,” Natalie winks at me across the table, ignoring the hard look I’m trying to shoot her. “Ballroom.”

      “Oh how sweet!” Mom turns and wags a finger at me as she smiles. “You are full of surprises, honey now aren’t you? Now, did y’all go as a couple?”

      Natalie answers for me, of course, because she’s enjoying this too much. “Oh, we were both there solo and Austin came over and asked me to dance.”

      I silence the laugh that’s threatening to come spilling out with a giant spoonful of chili. The idea of me, going alone to some ballroom dance class doesn’t make a damn inch of sense.

      Mom is head over heels though, beaming between the two of us as if she can’t make up her mind who she wants to smile at more.

      “I just knew you were more than just some sports guy, Austin.”

      I roll my eyes. “I mean, sports guy Austin was able to buy this house, mama.”

      Mom grins slyly at Natalie. “He did, you know. Just the sweetest boy getting his mama a new house like this in the city so I could be near him.”

      She neglects to mention that doing so keeps her away from my dad, wherever the fuck he is these days, but that’s just as well.

      “More cornbread, honey?”

      Natalie chuckles and pats her stomach. “Oh, no thank you, Bernadette, I-”

      “Oh I’ll get you one more small piece then.”

      I shrug helplessly at Nat as Mom walks back to the kitchen.

      “God, I can’t believe you’re lying to my mom like that,” I whisper, leaning close to her.

      Natalie elbows me in the side.

      “Do not start with me,” she says, grinning.

      “Dance lessons?” I snort. “Hardly a believable backstory.”

      She turns and smiles sweetly at me. “Well it’s hardly believable that I’d marry a guy like you, isn’t it?”

      Our eyes lock for a second, and then another, even though we’re saying nothing.

      I like this sass.

      Mom steps back into the dining room and stops at the head of the table, eyes darting between us with this mischievous look on her face.

      “What’s up, Mama?”

      “Now, look, there’s something-” Mom shakes her head. “Oh, never mind, it’s silly.” She grins at me, like she’s dying to spill whatever it is she’s about to say.

      “Mom-”

      “Oooh, okay! It’s silly, but, well-” She turns to Natalie. “I know you kids already went and got hitched, but I have always wanted to see my boy up there at a real proper altar with a girl like you, honey.”

      I frown. “Mama, I don’t-”

      “You want us to have a real wedding, Bernadette?”

      My head jerks towards Nat as my mom nods.

      “It’s silly isn’t it?”

      Natalie shakes her head. “I think it’d be a lovely thing to do, actually. What do you think, honey?” she says, grinning at me.

      I scratch my chin. “Hey, why not.”

      “Oh honey that would just make my whole dang life!” Mom throws her arms around Natalie, and I arch my brows at her over my my mom’s shoulder.

      “Well lordy, I went and forget your cornbread!”

      “Oh, Bernadette, that’s really-”

      “Nonsense, nonsense,” Mom waves her off. “Now, us girls will have to set aside some time to go shopping soon,” she says, eyeing me with a smile as she bustles back to the kitchen.

      I lean into Natalie, whispering out of the corner of my mouth. “What the hell have you gotten us into?”

      She elbows me again, giggling. “It’s going to be fun!”

      “Yeah, a blast.”

      “Oh, honey?” My mom’s voice drifts back from the kitchen.

      “Yeah?” I say, reluctantly pulling my eyes away from Natalie.

      “Set another place at the table, would you?”

      I freeze, the smile instantly dropping from my face.

      You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me.

      “For who, Mom,” I say with a leaded voice.

      I don’t even have to wait for her answer though, because I already know. I’ve been at this table, having this exact same dinner about a hundred times before, when I was growing up.

      There’s the sound of a car pulling into the driveway, and I feel every muscle in my body tensing as my hands clench into fists on the table.

      Mom pokes her head into the dining room. “Now, Austin, honey, don’t get mad.”

      But I’m already mad. No, fuck that, I’m furious - furious that he managed to find her, and manipulate himself back into her life. And I know that look on her face, because I saw it a dozen fucking times growing up, usually a week or a month after she kicked him out.

      “You’re fucking kidding me.”

      “Language, Austin!” My mom shushes, her hand flying to the cross around her neck.

      “What’s going on?” Nat whispers, leaning close to me.

      “My dad’s here.”

      “Oh,” she nods, furrowing her brow. “Oh well that’s nice.”

      “No, it’s not,” I growl.

      The front door slams open, and I’m right back to being a kid all over again.

      And suddenly, there he is, standing in the dining room doorway and beaming at the whole room like he’s the best thing that ever happened to everyone here.

      I hate that fucking look.

      “Well well! Big NFL star!” Dad throws his arms wide. “Come on, boy! Git over here and give your ol’ man a hug!”

      I stay seated, my eyes narrowing at him. Him, the man who beat the hell out of my mother, who cheated on her, who left her, who stole from her.

      The one she always took back.

      He’s drunk, obviously, and he stands there swaying slightly on his feet for another second or two before he suddenly turns his eyes on Natalie.

      I growl.

      “Well well!” He whistles lowly, his gaze turning all sorts of evil as he narrows in on her.

      “So you must be the bride, huh?”

      Natalie smiles cordially, clearly sensing the tension in the room but still putting up that smiling finishing school veneer.

      “Yes, sir.” She starts to stand. “Please to finally meet you, I’m-”

      Dad belts out a hooting laugh, cutting her off. “Holy shit, son!” He grins, nodding his chin at Natalie. “Look at this piece of tail, huh?”

      Natalie quickly looks at the floor, her face growing red. Mom is fidgeting from foot-to-foot across the room, silent as usual in the presence of Harry.

      “I mean damn!” Dad whistles again, openly ogling Natalie as I feel the red rage building to the point of no return inside.

      “Shoulda gone pro myself! I mean, would you look at that ass!”

      He suddenly puts his hand out, as if he’s about to touch her, and that’s when I fucking snap.

      I stand with a roar, yanking her behind me and shoving him away and into the wall. It’s primal, like I’m some sort of caveman, but I don’t care.

      Dad whirls back from where I’ve shoved him, his face red and furious looking.

      Except I’m not a little kid anymore.

      “You watch yourself, boy.”

      “Keep your fucking hands to yourself,” I growl through gritted teeth, keeping myself between him and Natalie.

      Goddamnit, how the fuck did this happen.

      I turn and shake my head at Mom, already half the size of the woman who met us at the front door, or who went to the kitchen to get Natalie another piece of cornbread, because that’s what he does to her.

      “Why is he here, Mom?”

      “Honey,” she says quietly, still looking at the floor and playing with the cross on her neck. “He’s your father, Austin.”

      “No, he’s not,” I spit out, turning back to glare at him. “You give that up when you leave.”

      He glares right back at me. “I’m still your daddy, boy.”

      “No,” I say evenly. I shake my head. “No, you’re, not. And I’m not boy anymore, old man.”

      He snorts, pulling a flask out of his jacket pocket and fiddling with the cap as he nods a chin at Natalie. “Shit, don’t know what a hot little thing like that sees in a fuck-up like you anyways.”

      My mouth goes tight as I take a deep breath of air through my nose.

      Fuck this.

      “Mama, thank you for dinner.”

      She does look up then, wringing her hands and looking at Nat and I pleadingly. “You- I mean-” She looks down again. “You don’t want to stay for dessert? I made key lime.”

      “Not while he’s here,” I say softly but evenly.

      Mom nods.

      “Bernadette,” Natalie puts her hand on my mom’s arm. “Would you like to come with us and have that pie?”

      Mom smiles a small little smile as she looks up and meets her eye. “Thank you, sweetheart,” she says quietly. “But no. Not tonight.”

      “We’re leaving,” I say gruffly, giving my mom a quick kiss on the forehead. “Night Mama.”

      “It was lovely to meet you, Bernadette,” Natalie says, giving her a hug.

      “Take care of my boy now, ya hear?”

      Natalie smiles. “Of course.”

      I don’t even give my dad another look, as I take Nat’s hand and lead her out of the house.
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      We’re halfway home before Austin says anything in the looming, neon-lit quiet of the car.

      “Sorry about that.”

      “It’s okay,” I say with a casual shrug that I hope comes off more reassuring than it does cavalier.

      “No, it’s not,” he says with a voice edged in steel.

      “Austin, I’m a big girl, I can handle a drunk guy being inappropriate.”

      I know his silence and the brooding look on his face has a lot more to do than just his father being weird with me. But I know that’s a part of it. I know it from the way he lunged out of his chair back there at the house to protect me.

      Hell, I’ve never had man lunge to my defense like that.

      I can remember any number of a dozen times over the last two years when one of Vince’s awful, pretend-gangster friends would hit on me; aggressively. I remember how Vince would just laugh and then accuse me of flirting with his friends.

      A real winner, there.

      But Austin jumped in like a damn superhero at the first sign of someone coming near me.

      It’s not altogether not sexy, I’ll say that.

      I turn and look out the side window of the Aston Martin, hiding the blush and and the tingly feeling writ large across my face in the darkness of the car.

      Austin pulls into the driveway, the car going silent as he pulls the key out.

      “Thanks for coming tonight.” I turn to see him looking at me in the darkness, that steely look still on his face, but with the slightest hint of a smile hidden there in the corners of his lips.

      “Your mom is pretty great you know.”

      He grins, turning to look out the front windshield. “My mom is a saint, when she’s not acting like a fucking idiot.” He shakes his head, his thumbs drumming on the steering wheel.

      “People do dumb things when they think they’re in love. Or are.” I reach up to play with the ends of my hair, curling them around a finger in a way I can distinctly remember my mother shaking her head at when I was younger.

      I turn to look at him. “My father cheated on a lot more than mutual funds and declaring income tax, you know. My mother took him back every time, and I used to hate her for that. Now?” I shrug. “Now I just feel sorry for her.”

      Austin smiles in the darkness. “Sounds like our moms might-”

      “Nope, no,” I shake my head, laughing. “She’s the exception to the ‘dumb things in love’ rule. She’s married two more men since Dad, and she’s still a fucking lunatic.”

      Austin laughs, shaking his head as he turns and grins at me. “And what about Vince.”

      I arch a brow at him. “What about Vince?”

      Austin shrugs. “That fall into the ‘dumb things in love’ rule?”

      “I’ve never been in love.”

      It just tumbles out, but I know it’s true the second I say it in the ticking darkness of that car in the Hollywood Hills. And for a moment, it feels like a knife to the heart, until I realize it doesn’t actually hurt to say out loud.

      In fact, it’s freeing.

      Austin whistles. “Well, damn.” He leans back against his door, nodding at me and looking me over in an appraising way. “I sort of had you pegged for the fairytale-princess ‘true love’ type shit.”

      “Nope.” I flash a half-smile at him in the dark, brushing hair away from my face and tucking it behind my ear. “I’m not really sure I believe in it, to be honest.”

      “That why you marry a guy like me for five hundred large?”

      I grin. “Oh, totally. I just married you for your body.”

      I’d meant it lightly, as a joke. But the whole car goes quiet as the weight of the sudden sexual tension shrouds the darkness. A full second ticks by, with me cringing at my Freudian slip of an awful joke before I suddenly shake my head and reach for the door.

      “We should go inside.”

      I all but run to the front door of the house, and I almost make it too, before I suddenly feel his hand on my arm.

      “Hang on.”

      I freeze, closing my eyes and raking my teeth across my bottom lip; not trusting myself to turn.

      “Natalie.” That deep, honeysuckle voice sends a shiver down my spine as he says my name.

      “Look at me.”

      I want to shake my head. I want to say no, and push kick my way through the front door so I can run off and escape into my room.

      But I don’t, and instead, I slowly turn to face him.

      His look is lingering - hungry, and it’s the same hunger that I feel inside, as much as I’m trying to shove it aside or pretend it isn’t there.

      Because I shouldn’t have thoughts like that for a man like this.

      But the way he looked when he jumped up at the dinner table, and the ferocity of his defense of my honor, and the damn way he’s looking at me now has my heart skipping a beat and my blood stuttering in my veins as I meet his eyes.

      I swallow thickly, feeling my pulse quicken.

      He moves closer and I step back until my back is against the front door to his house. But he moves closer still, until his palm is flat against the door to my side, his body right in front of me.

      God I want to kiss him.

      The thought comes surging into my thoughts almost as powerfully and as primal as the hunger for him I felt before. And I know it’s silly, and I know that’s not what this is - paper-napkin contract or letter from the State of Nevada aside.

      But those damn lips of his so close to mine are like this dare needling at me. And what’s worse is that I know what they feel like on mine. I know what his tongue tastes like as it slides against mine.

      I know how his kiss makes my whole body sizzle and ache.

      He leans in closer still, until those damn lips are almost brushing across mine.

      “You know,” he growls, the sound of his southern-dipped voice making my knees weak as he breaths the words across my lips.

      “Uh-huh?”

      His tongue darts out, sliding quickly across his bottom lip as his eyes light a fire into mine.

      “It’s getting harder and harder to come up with excuses not to kiss you, and damn if you’re not makin’ it even harder.”

      The words I never meant to say come tumbling out anyway.

      “Well then maybe you should stop making excuse-”

      I don’t even finish before his lips sear fiercely against my own. I moan as he kisses me hard enough to bruise, growling into my mouth as he presses me up against the door behind me and smothers me with his hard body.

      I’m melting into him, my hands instantly clutching at him and yanking him into me. His hand slides to my waist, pulling me against him as his other hand slides up to tangle in my hair.

      I’m throwing my arms around his neck and kissing him back before I can even second-guess any of this. I’m moaning into his mouth as he pulls me into him, cupping my jaw with one hand as the other slides down my back to palm my ass and grind me against him.

      His kisses are hungry and demanding - insistent and needing.

      Needing me, and I know right then that whatever the hell this is, I need him back.

      I kiss him hungrily, my hands sliding up and into his hair as our tongues swirl.

      He’s growling into my mouth as he fumbles behind us. The door suddenly swings open behind us and we go tumbling inside, hardly breaking the kiss as we crash to the floor of his entryway. I gasp as his mouth pulls from my lips to trail down to the tender skin of my neck, his hands sliding over me as our bodies undulate together.

      I’m gasping, swirling, falling, and I feel like I might explode.

      But I’m alive. More alive than I’ve felt in a very, very long time.

      I pull him back to my mouth, whimpering as I kiss him fiercely, like he’s my lifeline back to feeling this - to feeling in control and feeling alive. I’m moaning into him, and knowing this is wrong, but it can’t be helped.

      There’s no saying no to this, and there’s certainly no putting this genie back in the bottle. Not with those hands, and these lips.

      His hand slides to the hem of my top, pulling it out from the waist of my skirt and pushing it up to expose my skin. I slip it over my head, already feeling his fingers at my back slipping the clasp of my bra.

      That goes too, followed quickly by my hands on his shirt, pulling it up over the coiled muscles of his torso and watching with a hungry look of my own as he kneels to pull it from his body and throw it across the room.

      His powerful arms snatch me, pulling me up into his lap as my legs go around his waist. I gasp as he stands, lifting me like I’m weightless before striding across the room and sinking us both into the couch.

      And then we’re moaning into each other’s mouths, skin-to-skin. I feel his chest against mine, my nipples sending shivers of electric tingles through my body as they drag across his warm chest. His mouth moves to my neck again, his hands sliding down to pull at the hem of my new skirt. I’m soaking wet, wanting him so badly, and feeling my pulse roar inside as his hands slide between my legs to trail over the seam of my panties.

      “Wait.”

      The word comes tearing out of me, fueled by the last shreds of my self-control.

      Austin pauses, his mouth moving away from my neck as his eyes dart across mine questioningly.

      “I-” I shake my head. “Look, just no…” I roll my eyes at myself, feeling my cheeks blush red. “No sex, okay?”

      His brow cocks and a grin teases the corners of his lips as he looks at me questioningly.

      “Just, no sex.”

      He frowns. “No sex like…”

      “Like I’m not fucking you.” I frown and quickly shake my head, realizing how crass it sounds.  “I mean not-”

      Not while you’re paying me money because it makes me feel like a hooker, or like Vince’s secretary?

      I bite my lip, feeling the voice inside screaming at me to shut the hell up and let this insanely gorgeous man with his lips on my neck and his hand on my thigh making me wetter and hotter by the second do whatever he wants to me.

      “I just can’t,” I say quietly.

      He nods, and his fingers slowly slide up across the edge of my panties, making my eyes flutter shut as I moan quietly. “But this…”

      “Fingers are okay,” I nod quickly, panting as his finger trails across the front of my panties, teasing me.

      He pauses, and I open my eyes to see him grinning at me wickedly. “Oh are they?”

      “Uh-huh.” I nod again, swallowing the thick lump in my throat as his eyes burn in to mine.

      “I think I like this loophole,” he growls, his eyes dropping down to my breasts.

      “Like this?” He pushes my wet panties to the side, his thick fingers brushing over my slit and making me whimper.

      God yes.

      He leans down, his lips brushing against my ear before he gently nips the lobe between his teeth, making me gasp. His fingers slip between my lips, rubbing me slowly before he slides one thick finger easily inside as I moan loudly.

      “Seems fingers are very okay,” he growls into my ear as I whimper and arch my hips towards him.

      His fingers curl, and he starts to stroke that magic place just inside. His lips move down to the hollow of my neck, teeth grazing the skin as his thumb begins to roll over my aching clit.

      I’m moaning, clutching at rippling biceps and letting my head fall back on the couch as he slowly starts to tease me higher and higher with his fingers.

      “No sex, huh?” he growls into my ear, rocking his hips against me and making me gasp as I feel the huge thickness pulsing against my thigh through his shorts and making me sorely second guess my own convictions. “Well that’s fine, princess, cause I already know I can make you come harder with these fingers than you’ve ever come in your life.”

      “Big words,” I mumble out, gasping and moaning loudly as he sinks his fingers deep and curls them up.

      His hand starts to move faster as he moves his mouth lower, sucking and nipping at the skin of my neck. I can feel my pulse roaring through my veins, my body starting to tense up higher and higher as his lips trail over my heaving breasts until they find the hard buds of my nipples.

      I’m burning up inside, the fire only growing hotter and hotter as Austin stokes it with his fingers, and that wicked tongue teasing across my nipples. My hands slide into his hair, clutching at him as I feel the world start to spin around us. I’m gasping, feeling my body go cascading towards that sweet drop and release as his fingers work magic across my sex, his thumb rolling my clit in a steady, demanding rhythm.

      “Oh, God-”

      “Come for me, princess,” he growls into my ear before dragging his lips across my cheek and claiming my mouth. I moan into him as his tongue probes my lips, his fingers curling deep inside and that thumb of his sending me right to the edge.

      “I want to watch your face when you come for me, Natalie,” he growls. “And I want you to come. Right. Now.”

      And I shatter.

      I scream into his mouth as my orgasm tears through me. My thighs clamp on his wrist, my hands clutching wildly at his shoulders, at his hair, at his face - anything to keep myself from going spinning away from him in the vortex of my release. My body goes rigid, my hips rocking off the couch into him before I suddenly collapse beneath him as if the strings holding me up were cut.

      Oh, God, what did I just do?

      It’s the first thought that hits me as I slowly regain use of my mind - the horrible, sinking, self-loathing realization that I’ve just left my standards and my scruples at the door and done that with a man who’s literally paying me to be his wife.

      The feeling rolls through me like nausea, and I’m suddenly sitting up and feeling the awkward need to cover myself as I smooth my skirt down.

      “Hey, hang on.”

      Austin’s hand on my cheek stops my mad thoughts for a second, the warmth of his palm centering and calming me for one brief moment.

      But it’s too much to hold in.

      I shake my head, pulling away from his hand. “We shouldn’t have done-”

      He kisses me, bringing me back to center again. “Yeah, we should have,” he murmurs into my lips.

      But there it is again - that nagging, lingering thought that this is wrong. That pulling feeling on my back that I can’t ignore - all of it stemming from the fact that all of this is due to to a financial contract.

      Me living here, these clothes I’m wearing, meeting his mother…

      All of it, built on the premise of an exchange of money.

      And I feel filthy.

      I pull away. “No, Austin.” My eyes dart to his, almost losing my sudden resolve in the deepness of those hazel orbs, or in the thin lines of those dimples in his cheeks.

      “You’re- you’re paying me.”

      He frowns. “Nat, it’s not like that-”

      “It’s exactly like that, Austin.”

      I push my hair back as I stand, snatching my shirt up off the ground where it landed and hold it to my bare chest.

      “That can’t happen again,” I say, quickly shaking my head.

      And I don’t know who I’m trying to convince more as I whirl and run for my room.
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      Club music pounds through my head, vibrating my skull and making my damn teeth hurt it’s so loud.

      I fucking hate clubs.

      I’m a Texas boy. Give me some country music and a cold Lone Star and I’m a happy guy. But instead I’ve got shitty Euro-pop and some godawful designer light beer my new teammate Eli passes to me.

      Welcome to LA, I guess.

      “Hey, so, congratulations I guess, man,” Eli hoists his beer my way.

      Daryl, another new teammate, along with Kyle who’s just along for the ride, join in, toasting my newly-spilled nuptials that’ve been splayed across the fucking internet for the last two days.

      Daryl chuckles and claps me on the back. “Twenty-three, a first round draft pick, a sweet new bachelor pad up in the hills, and a forty-mil contract.” He snorts. “And now is when you decided to settle down with one woman? The fuck is wrong with you, rookie?”

      What’s wrong with me indeed.

      It’s the question that’s been looming over my thoughts ever since Natalie locked herself away in her room after our craziness in the living room the night before. It’s the question rattling through my head ever since I almost followed her up there like some sort of pussy-whipped, well, pussy.

      Fucking married life, man.

      I needed to get out. And hell, I should be here, even if I hate the place. I’m a damn NFL player; it’s practically in my contract to be out at clubs acting like a rock-star.

      Eli cracks up as he and Daryl clink beers over the pounding of the house music. “You’re in your prime, young buck!”

      I get that the whole marriage thing has to be a secret, even to guys on the inside like Eli and Daryl who for all I know have the same sort of arrangement going on with fake media-wives of their own. Except - as Derek reiterated by way of yelling when I called him after the thirty-nine text messages, six voice mails, and an email the size of the Old Testament he’d left when my phone was off - “you just don’t talk about it.”

      Apparently, these bullshit “image-wives” are commonplace, except it’s like that fight movie - “the first rule of fake wives club is, you don’t talk about fake wives club.”

      This town is insane.

      This whole “image” thing rests on me showing the American public that they don’t have to lock up their daughters whenever my face shows up on the television. It rests on me looking like I’ve turned the corner from wild, womanizing, party boy to the sagely, family-friendly, Disney-fied married man. It’s about showing the world that I’ve put all my wickedness behind me, all for the love of a woman.

      Which is of course all complete bullshit, but that sweet, sweet endorsement money is pretty damn motivating.

      “I mean, she’s a great girl,” Kyle says, taking a pull from his beer. He grins my way. “You know, I’m proud of you man. I think you’ve really turned a corner with this one.”

      I shoot him a look. He knows the truth, and while an outsider might look at it as him “protecting” the secret, I know the little shit well enough to know he’s messing with me.

      He grins back, chuckling to himself.

      Asshole.

      “Yeah, well, hope you enjoyed all the pussy you got up until this very moment, kid.” Eli chuckles, shaking his head. “Because that ship has sailed. Great girl or not, good fucking luck getting laid now.”

      I clear my throat, ready to play the part. “Hey, I mean, I went into this knowing it meant one girl from here on-”

      Eli and Daryl laugh, and I furrow my brow. “What?”

      “One girl?” Daryl snorts.

      “Yeah, bro, I didn’t mean your days of chasing college girls and cheerleaders were over, I meant your days of using your dick at all are over. Period.” Eli grins as he clinks his bottle of beer against mine. “Welcome to married life, kid.”

      I frown. “You’re married?”

      “Fuck no!” He laughs, almost spitting beer out of his nose. “Cause I’ve done it twice. Daryl’s in the middle of dropping his third right now.”

      Daryl shrugs. “This life doesn’t mesh with the normal life, kid. You’re rich, you’re young, you’re traveling all the time, and every single girl you meet wants a piece of you. There ain’t no room for ‘one and onlys’ and ‘happy ever afters’ with that kind of pressure.”

      “Oh, but happy endings you get whenever you want though, buddy.” Eli grins. His eyes light up. “Ooo, we should set you up with Lori, from the cheer squad.” He pantomimes crossing himself. “A mouth like a fucking artist, let me tell you.”

      I frown into my beer as Eli and Daryl crack up again and the music pounds loud around us.

      Like I said, I hate clubs, but now and again, you just gotta get lost outside yourself somewhere.

      Accosting me at my fucking house is a new one, but being rich, young, and famous drags all kinds of leeches like Tina out of the woodwork. Tina, who’s still trying to threaten me with with this media bullshit about me knocking her up, which would be a pretty fucking amazing feat considering I’ve never laid a hand on her, much less ejaculated inside her.

      Except Derek’s right. If she puts up enough of a stink about this, it’s going to get ugly.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “QB! Let’s go!” Daryl nods his chin at me with a small army of club girls giggling around him. “We’ve got the limo outside, gonna head to that new club.”

      I turn back to Kyle who grimaces as we both knock back shots and slam the glasses back on the bar top.

      “You ready?”

      He makes a face. “Nah, I’m out, man.”

      I frown. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, it’s late,” he says with a shrug.

      “Kyle, you’re a newly minted millionaire, you’re twenty-three, and you’re at a club in LA with three professional football players.”

      He laughs. “And now I’m going home.”

      I shake my head at him. “Do you even comprehend how many different ways you could be getting laid right now?”

      He grins and claps me on the back. “I got stuff to do, man. And hell, don’t you have practices starting in like two days?”

      “Yeah, but we’ve got four guys worth a collective hundred million dollars, a limo, a city to conquer, and that-” I stick a finger back in the direction of the club-girl army.

      Kyle shakes his head. “Dude,” he leans in. “You know I fucking hate clubs.”

      “Well, me too pal, but I happen to really like the girls who come to them.”

      He grins and shakes his head. “How about the one waiting at home?” He clicks his tongue in the way he does that makes it sound like he’s scolding you. “You know, your wife?”

      I give him a look. “Really?”

      “Fake, real…whatever man. I’m just saying.”

      “Saying what.”

      He laughs and holds his hands up. “She seems cool, that’s all.” He shrugs. “Seems like she could be good for you.”

      “Yeah, well, you didn’t see her storming away and locking herself in her room like a total drama queen.”

      “After you pulled something stupid, I assume?”

      I frown as Kyle rolls his eyes at my silence.

      “You got the part where she’s my employee, right?”

      He gives me a look. “Oh, that’s the issue here, huh?”

      I flip him off. “I do have lines I don’t cross, you know.”

      Kyle hoots. “Married women, groupie skanks, that professor of ours back in college - oh, the barely legal junior commissioner’s daughter?” He scratches his head and gives me a faux-sympathetic look. “Sorry, was there a line there somewhere I missed?”

      I scowl at him.

      “Just sayin’, man,” he says with a shrug. “Might be nice to stop pulling the same shit everyone expects you to pull. Aim higher, man.”

      I raise a brow at him. “Nice pep talk, really.”

      He grins and shakes his head. “Sorry. Look, ignore me man. I’m the guy that’s about to go home and code until five o’clock in the morning.”

      “Rookie! Let’s go!” Eli hollers at me from the door to the club.

      Kyle claps me on the back. “Go out and have fun, man.”

      Gee, thanks.
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* * *

      The problem is, he’s right, and I know it.

      The problem is that the whole limo-ride over to this new club - with two scantily clad models, or actresses or whatever the fuck they are squirming on my lap -  him being right and who he’s right about is the only thing playing through my head.

      And I’m very quickly not feeling this at all.

      The same two girls are all over me once we’re in the next club - dragging me out to the dance floor and grinding against me. One’s got her lips on my neck while the other one starts to pull my hand under her skirt.

      And all I can think about is Natalie, and the other night.

      “She’s not wearing any panties.”

      “Huh?”

      I blink back to the here and now, there on the dance floor of that shitty club. The girl at my neck giggles this awful laugh as she leans into my ear again. “She’s not wearing any panties,” she whispers again, nodding at the other girl grinding on me trying to pull my hand under her skirt. The girl at my neck traces her fingernails across my chest through my shirt. “Neither am I,” she husks.

      Fuck this. I can’t do this.

      I pull away from the two girls. “Maybe some other time, honey,” I mumble, ignoring the looks they give me. “You know, poor Daryl over there is going through a divorce, why don’t you go say hi to him?” I nod towards my teammate who already has four club-girls all over him before I turn and just walk away.

      And part of it is press, sure…at least, that’s what I’m telling myself as I grit my teeth and storm out of the club. Part of it is wondering about whatever pictures will show up on gossip blogs or on Facebook or whatever of me cavorting around drunk at some party with an armful of scantily clad girls when I’m supposed to be a newly minted married man.

      But that’s really all secondary bullshit, and I know it. Because I’m not thinking about the girls all over this club that’ll say yes to whatever I ask.

      I’m thinking of the girl in my house that keeps saying no.

      I’m thinking of my wife.

      And this is a problem Because this whole thing is supposed to give the appearance of me being less of a pussy-chasing horn-dog, not actually stopping me. But somehow, for whatever bewildering reason, Natalie Ames is in deep.

      And I want to go deeper.

      I want more, now.

      I want to feel her, skin-to-skin, with those long legs wrapped around my waist. I want to feel her honey dripping down my cock as she rides me, and I want to watch her face go to pieces as I slip those legs over my shoulders and fuck her hard and deep.

      Hell, I’m paying her enough.

      The thought stings through my head like a bard, and I scowl as I slam the door to my Vanquish shut.

      Fuck no.

      She’s right. The idea of that being some sort of trade-off for the money makes the whole thing sound sordid and dirty - and not in a good way. And besides that, I’m sure as hell not paying for sex.

      I mean please, it’s me.

      I don’t pay to get laid, and especially not when it’s my damn wife.

      So, Natalie wants to say no because of the money, even though its fucking obvious how much we both want this?

      I grin as I turn on the car and rev the engine.

      Sounds like a challenge. And if she thinks I’m the kind of guy that shies away from a challenge, well, she hasn’t been paying attention.

      My cock throbs in my pants as I roar back through downtown LA towards the hills, my mind on one, single thing.

      I’m going to have her begging for it, and that’s a promise.
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      The house is dark, but there’s the faint sound of music from upstairs.

      Where’s my wife.

      I can’t stop saying it. It’s like there’s something possessive about the way it sounds that pulls at something primal and something caveman inside of me.

      I follow the music up the stairs, hearing it get louder and louder as I make my way down the hallway towards her bedroom door. There’s no plan here, only this burning, roaring need to bring this whole thing to a head, right here and right now.

      No more games. No more using this idea of us being employer and employee as this absurd excuse to deny the obvious magnetic pull between us.

      I pause just outside her door, the sound of loud, raucous country music blasting from her room.

      I grin. None of that obnoxious club music, no bullshit light beer, and no clingy club-skanks with their hands all over me.

      Looks like the party was right here all along.

      I grin as I twist the knob and swing the door wide open.

      I freeze at the sight of Natalie, standing right there in the middle of the room.

      Totally. Fucking. Naked.

      She shrieks instantly, jumping away and snatching at the covers on her bed, which only has the effect of presenting her perfect, sweet little peach of an ass to me.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you!?”

      She whirls back to me, holding a sheet to her body as she reaches over and turns down the music. She glares at me. “Ever heard of knocking?”

      “Yeah, but I’m seriously inclined to skip it from now on.”

      Her face goes bright red and she glares at me again. “Well?” she says indignantly.

      I grin as I lean against the door frame, my eyes hungrily taking in the scene in front of me. “I mean, it’s nothing I haven’t seen bef-”

      “Would you please look away?” She groans, shooting me a look.

      “No.”

      The room goes still as her eyes go wide. There’s country music playing softly in the background, a warm breeze coming in through the double doors from the terrace, and damn if I can’t stop staring at how fucking beautiful she is.

      We stand there for a moment, both of us glaring at the other, our eyes saying all the shit the silence isn’t. There’s a flush to her cheeks and something she clearly wants to say hanging on her lips.

      But we say nothing at all.

      I can feel the blood and beast roaring inside as I move into the room, my eyes locked on her standing there as I step towards her.

      “You can’t just come in here,” she says softly, still holding that sheet to her flawless, nude body.

      “It’s my house.”

      Her lip quivers. “Well it’s my room.”

      I take another step towards her, my eyes never leaving hers. I watch as she rakes her teeth across her bottom lip, and that small little gesture gets my cock throbbing hard as stone.

      “What do you want.”

      “I just wanted to say goodnight to my wife.” I watch her chest rise and fall with her breath.

      “Where were you.”

      I grin. “Hey, just like a real married couple.”

      Her cheeks flush and she drops her chin down to hide the small smile there.

      “I was at a club with some friends.”

      She looks up, her eyes flashing something she’s clearly trying to hide, and I keep going, because I have to push this.

      I have to push her.

      “Just some drinks, some dancing.” I pause. “Some girls.”

      I can watch the fire blaze up in her bright blue eyes when I say it, her whole body tensing as she bristles.

      “Good thing we’re not a real couple or you might just be jealous.”

      She swallows quickly and nods icily. “Good thing.”

      I step closer.

      “You said goodnight, you can go now,” she says quietly, her eyes flitting across mine and her perfect pink lips pursed like a thin white line across her face.

      I’m rapidly approaching the point of no return here. She’s standing there like a fucking goddess, chewing on her lip, her eyes flashing fire at me, and her pulse beating quickly in the hollow of her neck. I can see the hard nubs of her nipples poking teasingly out from the sheet in front of her chest.

      “Not yet I didn’t.”

      “Well say it.”

      Jesus, I want her. I mean I really want her - her as in all of her, not just her body, as much as I want that.

      And it scares the shit out of me.

      I want every single inch of her, her present and her past. I want to know her better than anyone has before. And I want her because she’s not throwing herself at me - because she’s at no point ever wanted me for what people think I should be from the media bullshit and the hype surrounding me.

      She stands there, defiant, holding her ground, not giving in, and not doing what so many other girls I know would do here in this moment.

      And that’s when it hits me.

      I want her because she doesn’t want me.

      I move closer, and I can’t even stop myself.

      “Austin-”

      Her eyes dart across mine as she clutches the sheet in her fists.

      “What are you-”

      “Saying goodnight.”

      And then I’m kissing her - kissing her harder and fiercer than I’ve ever kissed a woman in my entire life. I’m pouring every single thing I have no fucking clue how to say into that kiss as she melts into me.

      It’s fierce, and wild, and she’s moaning into me, kissing me back.

      But there’s something missing, and I know it. This is need, not want. Her tongue is sliding into my mouth, and my hands are moving down to cup her perfect, bare ass. And I’m roaring inside for this. I’m tied up and twisted in her arms with those satin lips against mine.

      But it’s not quite right, because she’s right with what she said before.

      There’s a power dynamic here that feels fucked up and wrong. Because damn if she isn’t kissing me right back, and molding that tight little body against mine through the sheet, but I know it’s because I’ve pushed and teased and wound her up to this moment.

      And with literally any other girl, I’d be more than fine letting this happen. Anyone standing here basically naked in my arms and I’d be bending her over that bed, tangling my hand in her hair, and sliding every thick inch of my cock deep inside of her.

      But this isn’t working, not like this.

      Not with her.

      Because I want her to want me, not just give in to me.

      Every other part of me but that one traitorous thought screams at me to shut the fuck up, but it won’t be ignored.

      She has to want me.

      And that’s going to be the fun part, if I can survive it.

      She’s sucking at my lip as I pull away, moving my mouth to her ear to brush against the lobe there.

      “Natalie.”

      “Yes?”

      I growl into her ear. “Natalie.”

      “Austin-”

      “Goodnight.”

      She freezes as I pull away, grinning.

      She blinks, her breath coming in staggered gasps and her lips bright red and marked from my kisses.

      Her eyes narrow at me. “You are ridiculous.”

      “This isn’t happening until you want it to happen.”

      Her face goes flushed red as she clutches the sheet tight against her body. “What the hell do you think that just was?” she says heatedly, her cheeks flushed and pink.

      I shake my head, stepping into her again and feeling her shiver against me as I move to her ear again. “This is going to wait until you’re begging for it, princess.”

      Her whole body tenses before she moves back from me, her whole face wild and angry. “Well then you’re going to have a rough time,” she says icily.

      I turn and head to the door, gritting my teeth at what a fucking moral high-ground idiot I’m being. I pause just outside her door, turning.

      “Look-”

      The door slams in my face.

      Nice job, dick.
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      Two frosty days of ignoring Austin later, duty calls.

      It’s the first day of team practice, which is apparently a big deal if you’re into that sort of thing.

      And I’m not.

      But - as Austin so handily reminded two nights ago in my room, this is a job. This is a role, and so here I am, playing the part and dressing the part of the big sports star’s wife. I’m painted up, coifed, and dressed to the nines - Dior top, Chanel skirt, Louboutin heels, at ten o’clock in the morning standing on astroturf along the sidelines of the stadium where the team is running drills.

      I might be out of place on a football field, but dressing a part and looking perfectly put together is something I was born doing.

      Thanks, Mom.

      I can clean up. I might roll my eyes at it, but my mother groomed me for this life and circumstances such as these where I’m here to smile and look pretty in order to support “my man.” And even if I never really wanted that, here I am anyways.

      God, she’d be thrilled.

      This is literally her dream - her darling daughter standing poised and put together, smiling at the right times, “engaged and yet unobtrusive, like a lady ought to be.”

      Of course, my mother’s dream might involve a bit more horse racing or polo, but I’m sure she’d be pleased nonetheless.

      The sidelines where I stand are crowded with managers and PR teams, media cameras and reporters, coaches, agents, and of course, other players’ wives looking about as interested in what’s going on on the field as I am. Being here hits every single pressure point in me for uncomfortable situations, though. People I don’t know, a place I don’t understand, and a thing I’m not familiar with.

      One of the catering staff comes around with a tray full of champagne flutes, which I take despite the time of day. I take a calming swig from the glass, eyeing the other wives, clustered together like a high school clique simultaneously smiling and shooting daggers at each other.

      They all look vaguely plastic. It’s really the only word I can think of, looking at the lot of them. Hell, they’re all dressed the same, in exactly the same yoga pants, stiletto heels, and Balmain jacket combo like it’s some sort of uniform I didn’t get the memo about. I’m almost suddenly self conscious about the far more formal outfit I’m wearing until I take another large swallow of champagne and decide I don’t care.

      These women are all the same sort of girl as the lovely Tina - vapid, social climbers and party girls all looking for the next big fish to land.

      I grimace as I realize that for all intents and purposes, I am that girl now.

      Gross.

      I quickly knock back the rest of the bubbly in my hands, smiling at the waiter who comes by with a tray as I replace it with a full one.

      “So, Nat is it?”

      I turn to see the flock of plastic-looking wives approaching me as a group, a woman with pink highlights, dagger-red nails, and a diamond nose stud at their helm as they collectively size me up with little sneers on their faces.

      Except, same as with Tina, I’ve played this game before. I’ve had years of practice tactfully dealing with catty girls and cliquey bullshit like this. And besides, I’ve got a secret weapon here.

      I don’t give a shit about any of this.

      Judge away, you crows.

      I smile plastically right back at pink highlights girl and her gaggle of gold-digger shrews. They can honestly make whatever judgments they want about who I am, what I’m wearing - any of it. Because in six months, I walk away from all this, and they’ll still be here harping on each other on the sidelines.

      “Natalie, or Nat,” I say evenly, smiling thinly at the front girl.

      “Virginity, hi.”

      I almost choke on my champagne.

      “Uh, hi.”

      She taps the side of her glass with a long, sharp red nail as she raises a brow at me. “Wow, so, Austin Taylor huh?”

      The plastic crew behind her all follow her lead, raising eyebrows and looking at me with a sort of appreciation.

      What, are they impressed?

      The answer is of course yes, with the whole group of them eyeing me with what now looks like envy and reverence, all because of the “big star” I’ve “managed to land.”

      “How’d you manage that, sweetie?” Virginity lets her gaze drop to my apparently non-union Chanel skirt, her manicured brow arching dramatically.

      I want to roll my eyes. Or puke. Or tell them to spend one night in that man’s house and realize what a ridiculous man-child he is. I want to tell them I don’t care about any of this and that I’m just here for the money, before I almost laugh, realizing that probably is exactly the situation of every other woman here.

      And of course, I’m here to play the role I’m supposed to play, as much as I want to do all of the above.

      I push all of it to the side as I calmly smile at them, batting my eyes and playing the part. “Oh, well, you know,” I brush a stray lock of hair behind my hair with a nail, “he’s a great guy, and I just fell in love with-”

      Virginity starts to giggle, followed quickly by her whole crew, and I frown.

      She quickly puts a hand on my arm, shaking her head. “Oh, honey, no offense meant.” She shakes her head sympathetically as the rest of the wives laugh behind her.

      “You can drop the act though, the cameras are on the boys now, not us.”

      I furrow my brow, quickly taking a sip of champagne. “Oh, I’m not-”

      “Right, true love?” Virginity rolls her eyes as she grins at me. “You found true love with a man-child who hits other guys for a living and spends his nights banging as many skanks as possible, right? Just like every little girl’s dream?”

      My jaw drops a little as her whole demeanor changes from frosty-cold alpha-chick to smiling and putting an arm around my shoulders.

      “Welcome to the jaded wives club, sweetie,” she says with a laugh, nodding at the other women in our little cluster. “Population, us.”

      She shrugs. “We all knew what we were getting into, it just goes with the territory.” She nods at a woman with perfect braids and long dark lashes. “Lana here is on her fourth.”

      Lana shrugs. “I’ve only had to fuck Josh three times, and we’ve been married six months now.”

      She says it like a brag, nodding to whoever Josh is out there on the field amongst the grunting, tackling men.

      “Honey, it’s the life.” Virginity shrugs. “Get paid, girl. Work what you got, right?”

      She looks me up and down again with a raised brow. “I didn’t think this was Austin’s type but, hey, if it works, right?”

      I frown. “Type?”

      “Oh, hoe, spelled capital S-L-U-T,” she says with a wry grin before smiling at me. “But you look classy - put together.”

      I laugh as I take a large sip of champagne. “Thanks?”

      And just like that, I’m in. And these women aren’t actually that bad, as I suddenly find myself in the middle of a bizarrely personal conversation about IUD’s. Jaded, obviously, and morally questionable, but hey, they have points.

      “Game faces, ladies,” Lana murmurs suddenly, smiling and tossing her hair back as a camera crew starts to make it’s way over. Practice has apparently ended while I’ve been engrossed in intimate details of Virginity’s choice of birth control, and I look up to see the players pulling off helmets and slapping each other on the back as they walk off the field.

      And there, on the side of the field, is Austin…surrounded by a gaggle of giggling, fawning cheerleaders. I narrow my eyes as I watch him sling an arm over one girl’s shoulders, laughing at something she says. Another one in a small little cheer skirt and a high ponytail moves into his other side and strokes his arm, batting her eyes at him. A camera guy moves in and starts snapping pictures of the clichéd big macho quarterback with the two giggling cheerleaders in his arms.

      I’m scowling without even knowing how or why, quickly draining my God knows what number glass of champagne as I glare daggers at the two girls fawning all over my fake husband. I realize my hand is in a fist as my face goes dark.

      “Oh, girl.”

      I snap my head up to see Virginity, shaking her head at me.

      “You’re gonna have to let that go.”

      I quickly smile, pushing the emotion from my face and casually running a hand through my hair. “What?”

      She cocks a brow at me. “Caring,” she says with a shrug. “This is about looking after you, not him. Smile, look pretty for him, and let him do him.” She shrugs and smiles at me again. “Like I said, get paid, and do you.”

      I glance back at Austin, still smiling for the fucking cameras with the two girls. “That’s him ‘doing him’?”

      “Yep.” She shrugs. “Of course, you can get smart with it too.” She nods back at the gaggle of wives behind us. “Lana’s only fucked Josh a couple times, but she’s got that shit locked down, you know?”

      I frown. “Locked down?”

      Virginity grins. “Get knocked up, honey.” She shrugs. “I don’t care what sort of prenup you sign, that’s a guaranteed cash-flow for at least another eighteen.”

      I wrinkle my nose, shaking my head.

      “Yeah, sad, but it’s the way it is, honey,” Virginity says, polishing off the last of her champagne. “Welcome to the game.”
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* * *

      I’m on yet another glass of champagne, standing there on the sidelines glaring at Austin, but I just don’t care.

      Because I’m mad.

      And it’s the bubbly that’s even making me admit that to myself, but it’s true anyways.

      I’m mad, and I feel like I’m being mocked - like I’m being made a fool of while my “husband” flirts and gets handsy with a bunch of cheerleaders with me standing right here like some trophy wife cliché.

      I know we’re not a “real” couple - I know what we are is set up. But it’s the principal of it. Because this might be a fake marriage, but that doesn’t mean I have to sit here and be real humiliated.

      “Oh you are so bad, Austin!”

      The sound of one of the giggly little cheerleaders’ high-pitched, flirty voice has me grinding my teeth, and I turn to see her laughing as she leans up to kiss Austin on the cheek.

      I almost crush the champagne flute in my hand, glaring at Austin once more and feeling so stupid.

      “We all knew what we were getting into, it just goes with the territory.”

      And I did too. Okay, I might not have known who Austin was exactly when I said yes sitting at that picnic table - or hell, when I said it again to some preacher in a Vegas chapel when we were drunk. But I knew what the score was. I knew this was basically the same game I’d been born to play - the one where I follow in my mother’s footsteps of being a conversation piece for some man.

      Elegant, demure, sidelined.

      I’ve done “sidelined.” I did it for two years with Vince, and I’ll be damned if I jump from one situation like that to another.

      The hell with this.  The hell with “doing my job” or “playing the part,” because I sure as hell don’t need to stand here watching that. I pound back the rest of my glass before setting it on a passing tray.

      Screw this.

      I storm away, leaving Austin to his clichés.
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      “You left early.”

      An hour after Natalie stormed off, I step into the player’s parking garage to see her leaning against my car, glaring at her phone. She looks up briefly, her eyes narrowing at me.

      “Sure did,” she mumbles, glancing back at her phone.

      I clear my throat. “Do I get indication of why?”

      “Why what,” she say evenly, pointedly not looking up.

      “Why you left.”

      She does look up then, clearly trying to look emotionless, even if its written all over her face. “Not my scene.”

      I frown. “I mean, you hang out, drink champagne, and chat with the other wives. Jesus, they’re not that bad,”

      The door to the parking garage behind us bangs open, and the giggling sound of cheerleaders pours across the parking lot.

      “Byyyee Austin! Call me!”

      I cringe, ignoring them as I turn back.

      To a furious looking Natalie.

      I roll my eyes. “Oh, that.” I grin. “That’s why you stormed off?”

      “Can you please open the car so we can go home now?”

      “Nat, it’s all just part of the show, you know.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s a show I don’t need to watch.”

      Her face is heated, eyes furious and wild, and I grin. “So, jealous then?”

      She shoots me a look. “No, I just have pride and respect and self-worth, ass.”

      “You know, that is exactly why I married y-”

      “Stop.” The word comes sharply out of her lips as she shakes her head. “Look, just stop, okay?”

      I stop short as Natalie takes a deep breath, looking away before finally whirling back at me. “Look, this job is whatever it is, but I just don’t need to watch that, alright?”

      My jaw tightens. “It’s not real, Nat.”

      She shrugs. “Hey, you’re the one paying half a million dollars to clean up his image. I figured shamelessly flirting and making out with cheerleaders while your wife is twenty feet away might not go over so well with that whole thing.”

      “Just looking out for me, huh?”

      She rolls her eyes and turns away. “Sure, fine.”

      I pull my keys out and unlock the car.

      “I wasn’t making out-”

      “Don’t split hairs.”

      We get into the car, shutting the doors and letting the silence settle over us.

      “Okay, look, I get it,” I say quietly after a second.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re jealous, and feeling insecure, and-”

      Natalie groans loudly, pushing her fingers through her hair and shaking her head. “God, are you arrogant.”

      I frown. “Look, it’s the role, okay?”

      “Spare me.”

      I whirl at her, my temper flashing. “Okay, princess, you want to get real? Fine. It’s your job to stand there and wave at me at practice, okay? It is literally what I’m paying you to do. If it’s not your fucking scene, by all means, go back to your mother or your trust fund.”

      The car goes silent.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, running my hand through my hair, still damp from the showers. “Nat, I’m sor-”

      “Just take me home.” She spits out before turning to press her cheek against the passenger side window. “I’ll stay at your fucking practice next time.”

      I rev the car into gear and peel out of the lot.

      We drive in silence through the LA traffic on the way home, Natalie pointedly ignoring me and staring out the window.

      I glare at the back of her head. She’s acting ridiculous. None of the shit with those cheer girls back there means anything, and I’d have thought that’d be perfectly fucking clear by now. It’s all just part of the “star” status.

      I mean I’m the starting quarterback for a fucking PRO team. I need to be the biggest swinging dick in the room every fucking time I walk onto that field. I need to own the respect of those guys out there, and if part of that is the image that I’m banging my way through the cheer squad, then that’s what it takes.

      Except she’s also got a point, even if I’m mostly sure she’s just jealous. I am going to fuck up this new image thing if I don’t change a single thing about my act. Getting a wife was part one, acting the part of the husband is the other, and on that note, I’m failing.

      “David Beckham,” Derek had said the other day when I touched base with him. “Just try and channel Beckham”

      “David Beckham married a Spice Girl.”

      “And now he’s selling Fruit of the Loom to soccer moms.”

      I frown into the LA traffic in front of me.

      Well David Beckham never had to go toe-to-toe with Natalie fucking Ames, or he’d be whistling a different goddamn tune.
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* * *

      I sigh as I put the car into park in my driveway, turning to her. “Look, I’m sorry I was a dick,” I say, turning to her.

      Natalie shrugs.

      “I didn’t mean to sideline you like that, and I’m-”

      “It’s fine.”

      Natalie gets out the car and slams the door.

      This fucking girl.

      I’m muttering and gritting my teeth as I follow her into the house.

      “Look I said I was sorry,” I growl, following her into the kitchen.

      Natalie shrugs again as she opens the fridge and pulls out a bottle of water. “Great.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “What’s your problem?”

      “Nothing,” she snaps, shooting me a look.

      “Bullshit.”

      She shrugs, bringing the bottle of water to her lips and taking a sip. And for a half-second, I forget everything. For a frozen second, as I watch her tongue slip across her bottom lip, and as she slips a finger through a tendril of her sable hair, I just get fucking caught in it all.

      Goddamn is she beautiful.

      Even petulantly mad like this, even testing me with this little attitude thing she’s doing, she’s like no other girl I’ve ever met. She’s defiant and good, and wild, and not trying to get something from me - well, aside from what we discussed.

      She takes another sip from the bottle of water. “It’s-” Natalie sighs, and her big blue eyes suddenly dart up to mine. “I’m just trying to process this whole ‘keeping you interested’ part of the job I never thought about.”

      I grimace. “You talked to the other wives, huh.”

      Natalie nods. “Yeah,” she says quietly.

      I shake my head, scratching my chin. “Shit, sorry about that.”

      “I just…” She looks down, picking at her nails. “I don’t want six months to go by where I walk away this big victim of you and your…whatevers.”

      “It’s not going to happen like that.”

      “Of course it will, Austin.” She shrugs in this way that stabs something through me, like she’s giving up. “You’re you, and with your reputation, it’s just-”

      “Natalie-“

      “Look, am I not good enough?”

      I freeze, my jaw dropping a little as she looks down, wringing her hands.

      “What?”

      She suddenly shakes her head. “No, I’m- I’m sorry, that was stupid.”

      “No, Natalie-”

      “I’ve just had too much champagne. Seriously forget it, please.”

      She suddenly whirls and dashes out of the room, running her fingers through her long dark hair as she disappears.

      No way.

      No damn way is she walking away from me and from this again.

      I take one more second to think about what the fuck I’m doing before I storm after her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I find her in her room, standing in the open double French doors that lead out to the terrace.

      “You’re too good.”

      She whirls, having not heard me coming up the stairs. “What?”

      I step into the room.

      “Austin-”

      “I said you’re too good.”

      Natalie blinks. “For what,” she says quietly, her fingers toying with one another, clasped in front of her.

      I take another two steps towards her, watching her teeth drag over her bottom lip as she watches me.

      “For me to corrupt. For me to tarnish.”

      I move even closer, until I’m standing right in front of her, my eyes burning into hers.

      “Sounds like an excuse,” she says, her eyes darting across my face.

      “It is.”

      She swallows thickly and I step right into her, reaching up as I lock eyes with her and pushing a piece of her hair away from her face.

      “It is, because not a fucking second goes by with you in this damn house where I don’t want to tear your clothes off and taste every fucking inch of you.”

      Natalie’s eyes go wide, and her breath catches as her cheeks flush hot.

      “Not a day, huh?” She breathes.

      “Not a damn day,” I growl.

      She swallows again, her chest rising and falling with the tension of her breath. “So, today, for instance-”

      “Today I want to tear that shirt off of you, toss you down on that bed, push your skirt up to your waist and bury my tongue in your pussy.”

      She gasps, her eyes growing wider than I’ve ever seen.

      I smirk. “Too much?”

      Slowly, she shakes her head side-to-side, and it’s the last crack in the dam around my self-restraint before the whole thing just gives.

      “Good,” I growl.

      And then I kiss her.

      I mash my lips against hers, hard - swallowing her moans as my hands slide down to her waist and push her back against one of the posts of her bed.

      Her hands grab at my shirt, pulling me into her as her tongue slides across mine. My hand moves to her hip, tightening on her thigh and pulling her leg up to my waist. Natalie’s moaning, gasping into my mouth as I grind against her, kissing her fiercely as we grind into the bedpost behind us.

      She’s pushing my t-shirt up over my chest, gasping as she pulls away from my mouth. She drops her lips to my chest, kissing, sucking, and biting at my skin as I yank the shirt from my head and toss it aside. I cup her jaw in my hands, bringing her back up to claim that mouth.

      I yank that conservative fucking top out of her skirt, pulling away to tear it from her body. I drop my mouth to her neck, making damn sure I leave bruises in their wake as I nip and kiss my way down to the tops of her breasts.

      I’m tearing at her bra pulling it from her arms and growling as I drop my mouth to those perfect, pert little nipples. Natalie cries out when I wrap my lips around one, darting my tongue across the bud as my hands slide down to the edge of her skirt.

      I’m pushing it up her thighs to her waist, and she doesn’t stop me this time.

      And I’m fucking hungry for it - going damn insane for the need to taste her.

      My fingers hook into the waist of her panties. I pause, waiting for her to stop me, or say no. But she only moans even more fervently into my mouth, her nails raking through my hair and down over the stubble of my chin as her lips bruise against my own.

      I yank her panties down her legs before making her yelp as I push her back across her bed. I shuck my jeans off, kicking them away as I crawl over her.  My muscles bunch as I ease down to claim that mouth again, kissing her even fiercer when she moans and wraps her legs around my waist.

      And then she’s pulling back, her eyes wild and her lips pink and swollen from my kisses. “I still- I mean.” Heat flushes into her cheeks, and she moans as I silence her again with a searing kiss before she pulls away again.

      “No sex.”

      My hands slide up her thighs, and she gasps as my fingers find her soaking wet and dripping for me.

      “Define sex,” I growl into her ear.

      She moans as I slide my thumb over her clit, sucking her bottom lip between her teeth as her eyes flutter shut.

      “No fucking.”

      I growl. “And what if I’m not going to be able to stop myself from licking every drop of honey from between your legs.”

      She moans, biting her lip and whimpering for me as my thumb drags lazy circles around her clit.

      “I- I think that might be a gray area.”

      I chuckle into her ear, curling my fingers inside of her and loving the way she rakes her nails down my biceps and moans. “That a yes, princess?”

      “Please.” she gasps out.

      Music to my fucking ears.

      I suddenly spin us around so that I’m on my back with Natalie perched on top of me, her legs astride my hips. I slide a hand into her hair, tugging it and making her gasp as I pull her down to my lips.

      “I need to fucking taste you,” I growl into her ear. My hands slide down to her ass, fingers squeezing the smooth, supple skin there as I start to pull her up my bare torso.

      “Get up here and sit on my mouth.”

      She blushes scarlet, her eyes going wide and hungry as she stares at me. “You’re so demanding.”

      “Get,” my hands grab her ass hard, “that sweet pussy-” she moans as I pull her up my chest, “on my mouth. Now.”

      Her face is red and flushed, her mouth hanging open and her hair wild, but she nods as she slowly rises up and moves her hips forward.

      My hands slide up her creamy thighs, pushing her skirt up with them until it’s bunched at her waist. I growl as my eyes drink her in - bare, wet, and ready for me as I use my hands to guide her down onto my mouth.

      Natalie cries out as I push my tongue deep inside. I lap at her, dragging my tongue up and down her slit and teasing her clit with the tip. I push deep, using my tongue to slowly fuck her as my hands guide her back and forth across my lips.

      She’s gasping, moaning wildly as her hands grasp at my hair, holding on as I push every button she has. I swirl my tongue around her clit, teasing the hard little nub mercilessly as her body rocks and shudders above me.

      She drops one of her hands back to my hip. Slowly, almost tentatively, it’s moving towards the waist of my jockey shorts. I groan as I feel her fingers follow the trail of hair down over my abs and under the waist, until they curl around my rock-hard cock.

      “Yes,” she moans, her fingers slowly moving up and down, stroking me as I wrap my lips around her clit.

      Suddenly, she’s pulling away from me, and I growl.

      “And where do you think you’re going.”

      “What’s yours is mine, right?” She tosses back with a sassy look, her hair wild as she winks at me and slings her leg back over my face.

      My hands grab her ass, bringing her back to my face though she’s facing the other direction now. I groan into her wet heat as I feel her fingers push my briefs down my thighs, freeing my cock and wrapping both hands around it.

      I can feel the metal of her wedding ring against my shaft, and damn if it doesn’t get me even harder.

      I feel her weight shift as she leans forward, and I groan as I feel her slowly wrap those perfect, velvety lips around my head. Her tongue teases the very tip, swirling round my crown as I push my own tongue deep into her pussy. My hands grab her ass, planting her firmly on my mouth as she starts to bob up and down, sucking me as she moans.

      I’m in fucking heaven.

      We’re moving together, her hips bucking against my mouth and my tongue as she muffles her moans around my cock. Her hands stroke me, reaching down to cup my balls as her hot, wet mouth sends me into fucking orbit.

      I slip a hand down between us, cupping a breast and letting my fingers tease her nipples. My tongue dances across her clit, swirling around and around until she finally pulls away from me and cries out.

      “Oh, God…”

      And I want to tell her how I want her to come for me. I want to tell her that I want her to explode on my tongue until her honey covers my chin.

      Instead, I just use my tongue to shove her screaming over that edge.

      Natalie cries out, stroking my cock in quick, wet strokes as she reaches back with her other hand, grabs my hair, and just fucking explodes against my mouth. She moans, her whole body shuddering as she comes - shattering, exploding, breaking for me.

      She suddenly drops her mouth back down and inhales as much of my thickness as she can, and it’s the last thing I can take.

      I roar out, fingers digging into her skin as I explode into her mouth. She moans, swallowing my cum as I grit my teeth and groan, her lips bobbing slowly and coaxing every drop from me.

      Holy. Sweet. Hell.

      Natalie moans as she rolls off of me. She turns, sliding against me, throwing one leg over mine, and letting her hand rest on my chest.

      And it’s damn near perfect.

      “That…” she trails off, her finger tracing lazy circles across my chest. She grins, burying her smile in my shoulder. “That was a necessity,” she finally says, blushing as she looks up into my eyes.

      “I could not agree more.”

      What I don’t say, because I don’t feel like pushing this or making her weird, is that the other necessity is that we do that again.

      We need to do that a lot, again.
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      I wake up sometime during the night. There’s a slight chill across my bare back from the wide open French doors, but the other side of me - the side pressed against Austin - is warm.

      The side pressed against Austin.

      Right…that.

      I slowly bring my cheek away from his sleeping chest, rubbing my eyes with my hand as I scrunch my face up.

      I’m apparently making a habit out of getting drunk and waking up naked in bed with Austin Taylor.

      I shake my head, wincing at the thought.

      No.

      Because I know damn well what happened earlier - what I wanted to happen. And I may have been drinking, and still buzzed from the champagne from earlier, but I wasn’t drunk, that much I know.

      Just drunk off the heady rush of letting myself go with the stupidly attractive scoundrel with his arm around me right now as he sleeps.

      I glance down at his chiseled face, illuminated by the moonlight - his tattoos etched across his skin. His chest rises and falls with his sleeping breaths.

      God he’s beautiful. Everything from the messy and yet somehow perfectly messy mop of hair on his head, to his dark brows, shadowed eyes, and perfect, utterly kissable lips. The hollow of his cheeks, the strong lines of his jaw, the scruff of his five o’clock shadow.

      Or his finger, or his tongue, or that perfect cock that took every single ounce of my restraint not to jump on top of.

      I’ve never felt like that. I’ve never had my body played like that.

      Perfect - utterly in tune.

      He’s just a man when he’s asleep. There’s no reputation, no broken background, no highly-publicized track record. No arrangement, either. It’s just me, and my beautiful cowboy, in bed.

      If only it was that simple.

      And as much as I hate to even think it, the truth is right there, waiting to pounce on me: that shouldn’t have happened, because this isn’t real.

      This might feel good right now, just him and I, and pretending the rest of it isn’t a thing. But that’s a fantasy - a fantasy more fantastical than this sham marriage.

      This is for money, nothing else.

      The thought instantly sends a souring feeling through my body.

      God, what does that make me?

      Whore, harlot, prostitute.

      The words are crude and jagged, and I shake my head to clear them. They’re also overly dramatic, because I know that’s not what this was.

      But they still aren’t pleasant thoughts.

      Austin’s eyes slowly open.

      “Hey there.”

      “You should go,” I whisper.

      He frowns slightly, the move casting dark shadows across his eyes and deepening those hollows in his cheeks.

      “I don’t have to, you know.”

      “Yeah, you do.”

      The words come out harder than I meant them to, and I wrinkle my brow as he sighs, clearing the sleep from his face with his hands before pushing them through his hair.

      “Right okay, are we back to that mode now then?”

      “What mode?”

      He gives me a wry smile. “You know what, princess? I can’t even fucking keep track of them.”

      He sits up, the warmth of his body lost as he shakes his head and looks away.

      “You’re one thing, then the other. You’re hot, you’re cold-”

      “I’m confused, because I shouldn’t have let that-”

      “Then why did you?”

      His face is tight, lined in dark, moonlit room - his voice like rough leather.

      “I-” I shake my head, almost embarrassed to use it as an excuse. “I was drunk.”

      “Fuck off, I’ve seen you drunk.”

      And he’s right. And I feel like an asshole. But it just can’t happen. This whole thing is business, that’s all - even if we keep forgetting that.

      I don’t respond to him, I just pull the sheet up, holding it to my chest and looking away.

      He blows air through his teeth, shaking his head. “Yeah, I don’t know what the fuck I was thinking.”

      “You don’t know what you were thinking?”

      “Look, you want business? Fine.” Austin stands from the bed, his gorgeous body uncoiling from my sheets.

      “You want to get your fun though too, and I think I’ve made it clear I’m good with that.” He slips his boxers back up his legs, snapping them on his waist before leaning over the bed towards me.

      “But make up your fucking mind.”

      He turns before I can say anything else, storming out of the room.

      The last of the warmth and the last of the moment gone with him.
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      Why is it things always go from bad to worse?

      I’m sitting by the pool, stewing over Natalie’s little freakout and sipping a beer. This would be the classic case of money not buying happiness, because here I am sitting by a pool outside my twenty million dollar home. I’ve got a cold beer in my hand, the southern California sun shining down, and if I turned on the television, there’s a very good chance that I’d be on it.

      Am I happy?

      Fuck no.

      Goddamnit, why did I even go there with that girl? She’s clearly too uptight, too much of a stick up her ass for me to be involving myself with her.

      And yet, she’s the only one I want to go there with - the only girl I want, period.

      I’m one of the most wanted men in the fucking country, with my pick of damn near any girl I want. Cheerleaders, Hollywood actresses, models - you fuckin’ name it and I could probably make it happen right now.

      Except I’m broken somehow, because my mind’s all twisted up with her.

      Damnit.

      I sip my beer and let my head drop back onto the sun chair. My eyes close, my mouth tight as I try and force my mind to clear, if even for one damn second.

      “Little different from Texas, huh?”

      I’m jumping out of the chair and whirling in a half second at the sound of his fucking voice, my hands clenched into fists and a snarl on my face.

      “How the fuck did you get in here?”

      My dad grins and I sneer at him. “Oh, right, I forget that you’ve had lots of practice breaking into places.”

      He chuckles, holding his hands up palm forward. “Hey now! Easy there boy.” He winks. “Your front door was open, big-shot.”

      “And the driveway gate?”

      Dad’s mouth curls into a devil smile. “Well,” he shrugs. “Old habits, huh kid?”

      Yeah, I know all about his “old habits.” Habits like meth, like stealing from my mom.

      Like giving her black eyes, and then to me whenever I was dumb enough to try and stop him.

      He plants his hands on his hips, looking around and whistling at the spacious, tree-filled backyard of my house.

      “Nice place, boy. Can’t believe I’ve never seen it.”

      “Shocking, isn’t it.”

      He turns back to me, reaching up to scratch the back of his silvered head. “You know, you did good.”

      “No thanks to you.”

      He blows air loudly through his lips and reaches to his back pocket for what I swear is the same fucking flask of Rebel Yell whiskey that was there fifteen years ago.

      “Hey, who’s the one that brought your ass to peewee football, huh?”

      “Mom,” I say evenly.

      “Aw, what?” Dad waves his hand at me dismissively. “I definitely took you.”

      “Yeah, when Tommy Rooney’s dad was there, cause he was dealing.”

      Dad grins at me as he takes a pull from his whiskey.

      “The fuck do you want, Harry.”

      He fidgets, that same fucking junky shuffle that hasn’t changed one damn bit since he walked out before. “I wanted to talk to you about somethin’.”

      “You’ve got one minute.”

      “Son, it’s important.”

      I roll my eyes. “Try me.”

      Harry scratches the scruff on his chin. “I owe some guys some money.”

      I laugh out loud, the sound mirthless and hollow sounding. “Oh, yeah, a real changed guy, pop.”

      “A lot, Austin,” he says evenly. “I owe a lot of money.”

      I snort, raising a brow at him. “Well, that sounds a whole lot like your problem.”

      Dad’s suddenly right up in my face, the smell of stale cigarettes and rot-gut whiskey clinging to him like a second skin.

      “Nah, son, that’s your problem, actually.”

      I plant my hand on his chest and push him back a step, feeling my other hand clench into a fist. “I can promise you, it’s not.” I glare at him. “What do you mean by ‘a lot’.”

      “Two million.”

      I instantly throw my head back as I start to laugh. “Alright, a minute’s up. Thanks for the laugh.”

      Dad’s not laughing when I glance back at him. He’s not smiling either, just slowly shaking his head. “I ain’t.”

      “No one in the world would give a two-bit hustler like you two fucking million dollars, you’re out of your mind.”

      He grins wickedly. “Some people would, if they knew my baby boy was a big-shot millionaire now.”

      A shiver runs down my back as I freeze, narrowing my eyes at my father. “What the hell did you do.”

      Dad pulls a crumpled pack of smokes out of his pocket and jams one in his mouth. “Had an investment opportunity,” he mumbles out, flicking his thumb across the cheap plastic lighter and bringing it to the end of the cigarette. “Real solid one.”

      “Oh really.”

      He blows out a plume of smoke, muttering under his breath and spitting on my fucking patio.

      “Well, supposed to be.”

      I swear. “Jesus fucking Christ, Harry.” I narrow my eyes at him. “Who.”

      He shrugs. “Yeah, well, there’s the rub of it, kid.”

      “Who.”

      “They go by ‘La Cosa Nostra.’”

      My jaw drops as I stare at him. “The mob.”

      Dad shrugs again, puffing on that fucking cigarette.

      “Jesus, Harry, you’re fucking unbelievable.” I jab a finger at him. “Still your fucking problem though. Your shitty debts are on you.”

      He grins a yellow-toothed grin. “Nah, kid, they’re on you.”

      “Spell that out for me,” I growl.

      He nods, rubbing his chin and looking away. “You know your mother loves me, right?”

      I bristle, taking a step towards him with my fist raised.

      “Uh-uh!” He backs up, wagging a thin, sallow finger at me as he grins. “What can I say, kid, I’m a charmer.”

      “You’re a disease.”

      He chuckles out a rattling, hacking laugh. “It’d break her heart, you know, if something happened to me.”

      “I’m very much willing to take that chance.”

      Dad stretches, doing that junky shuffle again like it’s about time for him to start looking around for a fix. “Shame if I disappeared.” He grins. “Died maybe? Disappeared? No body?” He winks at me. “Pretty hard to collect debts from a dead guy, kid.”

      I can feel my blood run cold as what he’s saying starts to sink in. “You’re fucking kidding me.”

      He grins toothily at me. “I’m a resourceful man Austin, you know that. If I disappeared, it’d break your mama’s heart.”

      “She’d get over it.”

      “And the debt?”

      I go quiet.

      Dad takes a last drag of his cigarette and then flicks it in the pool. “That two mil? Yeah, that don’t go away though. Those Cosa Nostra guys are good like that, thorough.” He steps towards me and points a finger at my chest. “Real family people, those Italians.”

      I’m shaking my head because I don’t want to believe if, but I can already put the pieces together.

      “Better get your checkbook, kid, or this whole thing lands in your lap.” He unscrews the cap to his little flask and knocks it back. “They’re sticklers for late payment-”

      I’m on him in a second, grabbing him by the collar of his shirt and slamming him back against the house. “Clean up your own damn mess, Harry!”

      Dad just grins, even pinned to the wall like that. “Austin, Austin, Austin.” His skeletal hand comes up to pat my cheek. “I will, but my way.”

      I let him go and he chuckles as he regains his footing and straightens his shirt. “Now c’mon now, boy, look at this fucking house! Look at this fucking life you’ve got! Two mil ain’t nothin’ to you.”

      “You think I keep it under my fucking mattress or something?”

      Dad’s eyes perk up.

      “I don’t, Harry. It’s in the bank, it’s tied up in this house, and Mom’s, and funds. I can’t just pay that kind of money.”

      He shrugs. “Well, sounds like we should put our thinking caps on and figure it out, huh?”

      I shake my head, staring at him with rage in my face. “Why couldn’t you just stay in whatever hole you were in the last eight years?”

      Dad chuckles as he tucks his flask in his pants and starts to head towards the side gate that leads back to the front of the house.

      “Cause I’m a disease, boy,” he calls over his shoulder. “I’ll be in touch.”

      I stand there for another ten minutes just staring at the cigarette floating limply in the pool.

      Fuck.
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      My sister picks up on the first ring.

      “Two weeks?” I hold the phone away from my ear as what I’m sure are, well, two weeks’ worth of rehearsed vitriol.

      “Viv-”

      “You’re married for two fucking weeks and this is the first conversation we have?”

      “Hi Vivian,” I say dryly, sitting back on the Venice Pier bench. “How are you today?”

      “Mad,” she says petulantly, but I can almost hear her grinning through the phone.

      “So…”

      She trails off and I smile. “You have questions.”

      “Uh, some, yes. Nat, Austin Taylor?”

      “Yeah…”

      “How does that even happen? And what the hell happened with Vince?”

      “Vince died of syphilis related complications,” I say without batting an eye.

      My sister snorts, but then her tone changes. “Shit, Nat, I didn’t know.” Her voice softens. “What happened?”

      “Banging his secretary, on his desk.”

      “Eeew.” Viv makes a retching sound. “What a fucking cliché.”

      “Let me guess, Loraine didn’t tell you that part.”

      “She mentioned you doing ‘something rash’, but yeah, no. Of course not.” Her voice takes on a stuffy tone. “Natalie, don’t you know it isn’t proper to leave your fiancé when he’s diddling about?”

      We both crack into giggles.

      “Sorry I didn’t call you, it’s been a busy few weeks.”

      “Oh I bet it has,” Viv says with a slight intonation at the end.

      “Meaning?”

      “Uh, meaning you somehow married the hottest guy on the planet and I’m amazed you’ve got time to make a phone call with all the banging you’ve been doing.”

      “Vivian!”

      My cheeks go beet-red as I bury my face in my hand.

      “Look, it’s not like that.”

      “Well, that’s a travesty then,” Viv says with snort. “But seriously, how did that even happen?”

      I shrug, even though she’s not in the room with me. “I just didn’t want to be some plaything for some rich guy.”

      Viv snorts another laugh. “Nat, there are way worse rich guys to be playthings for than Austin Taylor. Oh, God, remember Marnie Summers from Choate?”

      I grimace. “I heard.”

      “That guy is seventy years old, Nat. I mean gross. And now look who you landed.”

      I roll my eyes. “Christ, Viv, it’s not about landing someone, no matter what Mom says.”

      “Says the girl who just married the hottest millionaire in the country.”

      “I didn’t-”

      I bite my tongue, squeezing eyes shut as I resist the urge to tell her.

      “You didn’t what?”

      I can’t tell her. I want to, but I can’t. Because I love my sister dearly, but she couldn’t keep a secret to save her damn life.

      “Nothing, it’s just not like that.”

      She laughs. “Oh, what is it then, Nat. True love? You a huge football fan now?”

      “I watch football,” I say indignantly. Indignant, even though it’s a boldface lie.

      “Oh yeah? What position does Austin play?”

      I wrinkle my nose, wracking my brain. “Uh, thrower.”

      “You are the shittiest liar.”

      I sigh. “Look, I just didn’t want this to be my life. I never wanted to be a fucking accessory like I was with Vince.”

      “Well, Vince was a weeny, so I’m with you there.”

      “I don’t want to be some damn plaything for some rich guy, Viv.”

      “So take charge, dude. Make him your plaything. And Nat,” she laughs. “You’re married to the hottest man in pro sports, please tell you’ve at least tried that.”

      I make a face. “Eww, no.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      I groan. “Spare me, I’ve already heard the whole thing from other players’ wives about how I need to ‘keep him in line’ or ‘keep him occupied’ or whatever.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying.” Viv sighs into the phone. “Nat, he’s hot, he’s ready, and you need this. So why not? It’s not like it means anything.”

      “Viv, I’m married to hi-”

      “Nat,” she says, cutting me short. “Save the bullshit for Mom, okay? I don’t know what your angle is, or what the deal is, but I can smell it a mile away.”

      “Viv, I don’t know what-”

      “Fiiiine, keep your stupid secrets.”

      She says something muffled over the phone before her voice comes back. “Look, I’ve got this function to go to. But listen - I’m betting your ‘true love’ marriage has an end date, and until then, just enjoy it, okay?”

      “Thanks for picking up.”

      “If you ever wait two weeks to call me after eloping again, I will legit kill you, okay?”

      “I swear.”

      “No regrets, Nat,” she says, before the line goes quiet.
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      I’m driving back to his house with a purpose - a girl with a damn mission.

      Because Viv is right, why not enjoy it? I am with the hottest man in pro sports, at least for the next six months. Why on earth would I not let what we keep fighting just happen? Why the hell would I not use the situation for what I have zero doubts could be the hottest sex of my life?

      Giving in to what I have to admit I want doesn’t make me anything or mean anything. Because this whole thing doesn’t mean anything.

      It’s an arrangement - my secret marriage. But even secret marriages can have very real, very necessary, very much denied-myself-for-entirely-too-long sex.

      And it proves something to myself - it proves that I can take charge, that I can own the situation, and the direction of my life, and make it work for me.

      Because this is about me, and I’m about to sleep with the last man on earth I should.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The front door to the house slams behind me. It’s quiet, and I let my purse drop to the ground as I walk with purpose through the house.

      Where is he.

      I’m on the prowl, and I want this.

      No regrets, I say to myself as I poke my head into the empty living room, repeating it twice more as I move into the kitchen.

      “You’re home.”

      I freeze at the sound of his voice behind me. I turn, feeling my pulse beating a million miles an hour, running my hands over my jeans as I turn to face him.

      He’s just come out of the gym - sweaty, shirtless, panting.

      Perfect.

      I can feel the raw need, and the hormones, the primal urge inside me roar like a jungle cat.

      I want him.

      I want him to take me.

      I want him to make me feel.

      “Nat?”

      I stride towards him as he wrinkles his brow at me, bringing the water bottle in his hand up to his mouth. I smack it aside, knocking it from his hand. And before he can even react, I’m throwing my arms around his neck and kissing him as hard as I can.

      Wasn’t expecting that, now was he.

      But he reacts instantly, his arms wrapping tightly around me, his hands sliding down over my ass, and his tongue sliding against my own.

      “You better know you’re playing with fire here, princess,” he growls, pulling away from my lips, his eyes blazing into mine.

      “I know exactly what I’m doing,” I husk back, sliding my hands up into his hair and yanking him back to my lips.

      He’s kissing me hotly, pushing me back until I feel the cool steel of the refrigerator at my back. We’re panting, gasping and moaning into each other’s mouth as he pulls away, tearing at my shirt.

      He suddenly grabs my hands and brings them up above my head, pinning them there with one hand as he lets the other trail down across my heaving chest. “I’m not going to hold back this time, princess,” he growls into my ear, his hand sliding around my bare torso and pulling at my bra. He sucks my earlobe between his lips, nipping at the skin there with his teeth and making me cry out.

      “I’m not going to stop myself this time.” His honeyed leather voice rasps in my ear, sending shivers through my body and sending desire pooling hot between my legs.

      I lean into his neck, raking my teeth across his skin. “I don’t want you to.”

      He growls as he kisses me hotly, before dropping my hands and pulling off my bra. I slide my fingers into his hair, closing my eyes and letting my head hang back as his mouth moves lower over the rise of my breast.

      I can feel his cock, pulsing thick and hot against my leg through his gym shorts. I drop my hands to his waist, sliding them inside and feeling him groan as I wrap my small hands around that thick muscle between his legs. His lips fasten around my nipple, his hands moving down to pull at the button and zipper of my jeans as I stroke him and arch my hips towards him.

      His hands slide down to my ass, and I suddenly gasp as he lifts me up. My legs go around his waist as he spins us around, his mouth still hot on my neck.

      The first level surface we hit is the island in the center of the kitchen. Austin clears it with a sweep of his arm, sending glass, and fruit, and a vase of flowers shattering across the floor. He rests me on the edge of the counter, draping me across it as he moves between my legs to crush his lips to mine.

      It’s a blur as I somehow get my jeans and my panties down my legs, and then I’m panting as I watch him drop his shorts - his chiseled, inked body glistening rock hard in all the perfect places.

      Yeah, this is what I want.

      This is what I need.

      Raw, hot, and mindless, with no strings attached - something animalistic and primal to make me feel.

      He drops down, pushing my legs apart as his velvet tongue drags hotly across my slit. I moan, draping back across the counter as he slings my legs over his shoulders and cups my ass, swirling his tongue across my clit. I’m gasping, clawing at the butcher-block wood beneath me as his tongue drives me higher and higher. I arch my back, crying out his name as his wicked tongue gets me right to the edge.

      He’s pulling away, grinning smugly at the look of disappointment on my face. But then he’s there - bare and raw against me as his hand strokes his gorgeous cock.

      I moan as he teases my opening, the thick head dragging through my wetness and teasing over my clit before I realize we’re not using a condom.

      I look up at his face, but he seems to read my thoughts plainly as he brings his mouth down to mine, kissing me hotly.

      “I’m clean,” he whispers into my mouth before he kisses me again. “Got checked the day before I met you actually.” His eyes flash into mine, his breath hot across my lips. “Are you…?”

      I nod. “I’m on the pill.”

      He hesitates a second longer before I wrap my legs around his muscled waist, slip my hand into his hair, and yank his mouth to mine.

      “Please fuck me.”

      He drives in with one, clean stroke, and I cry out into his shoulder. He’s so thick, and so deep inside me, his cock filling and stretching me so damn perfectly that I see stars. He groans into my neck, his cock pulsing deep inside of me as I claw at his back.

      He pulls almost all the way out before driving back in, his hands sliding over my soft skin and holding me tight as he does the whole thing all over again. The feel of his hands on my hips, his lips dragging across the small of my neck, his muscles rolling like coiled steel under my fingers has me panting for him. I’m rocking my hips to meet his thrusts, urging him harder and faster and deeper with my legs around his waist.

      And this is exactly what I wanted.

      When I come, I’m screaming into his skin, leaving lines across his back and teeth marks in his neck as the world blurs around me. He roars out my name, his hands holding me tight as he drives in to the hilt and pulses hot inside of me.

      And he’s not even done. He picks me up, my legs tightening around his waist as he carries me through the house, upstairs, and into his bedroom - still so thick and so hard, still buried inside of me.

      In his bed, we take our time. In his bed, there’s less urgency, and more learning about each other and the way that we move together. I lose track of how many times my mind goes blank with sweet, blissful orgasm - riding him, under him, clawing at the sheets and screaming into my arm as he takes me from behind.

      This is exactly what I needed.
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* * *

      In the morning light, the reality of it all hits me as I wake in his arms.

      God, I slept with Austin Taylor.

      I slept with the biggest player in the country - the man with the legendary track record.

      …and it was great.

      I grin widely at the thought, my body still tingling, and buzzing, and so deliciously sore.

      Because last night was better than good - better than great.

      Last night was a damn religious experience.

      Part of me can’t believe I actually did it, or that it actually happened, but the other part knows it’s what I wanted.

      What we both needed.

      Of course this whole thing - whatever it is, and however this changes it - does have an end date.

      But I don’t think about that. Instead, I let my eyes close as I snuggle back into his sleeping arms.

      And I have no regrets.
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      Natalie sleeps in the next morning.

      Which is awesome.

      I catch myself watching her as the morning light trickles in through the doors to the terrace, watching the way her hair falls across her face, or the way her lips move in subtle ways, as if she’s whispering secrets in her sleep.

      She shifts, stretching and repositioning as she slowly curls back against me. And I can’t tell if I want to roll my eyes at what a tool I’m being watching this girl sleep, or if I want to wake her up with my mouth on her pussy.

      It’s a very confusing state of arousal.

      And hell, I’ve been laid six ways ‘til Sunday, and it’s never been that good. Which is confusing, because she’s just one girl, and one that’s clearly using me as much as I’m using her.

      And not in a bad way.

      Cause that was fucking crazy last night. That was a goddamn connection, and I’ve never felt anything remotely close to that.

      Like I said, it’s confusing.

      She stumbles downstairs later, looking like a fucking goddess. Hair a mess, mascara smudges, and one of my old jerseys slipped over her body.

      “Morning,” she mumbles sleepily, grinning this dopey smile as she saunters towards the coffee machine. I watch, totally fucking tongue-tied as she strolls past me, those long, smooth legs of hers disappearing under that jersey in such a tantalizing, teasing way that I can’t help but snag the edge of it as she walks by to see if she’s as nude underneath it as I hope.

      Yup.

      She giggles and slaps my hand away, moseying on towards the kitchen counter and flashing me another cock-throbbing peek of that ass as she reaches up for a mug.

      I’ve never given a single shit about the morning after. I’ve never cared about saying the right thing or anything like that. And the types of girls I’ve brought home since becoming rich and famous get that, which suits me just fine.

      So why the fuck am I tongue-tied this morning?

      Why am I forcing myself not to go over there and kiss her against the kitchen counter, and tell her how fucking incredible last night was, and that I want to basically spend forever in bed with her.

      “How’d you sleep?”

      I roll my eyes as soon as the words come out of my mouth. Perfect point. Why the fuck did I say that? Why do I care how she slept? Like any other hookup, the only thing I should be asking is if she needs cab money or if she wants to bend over the couch and let me fuck her once more on the way out.

      I wrinkle my nose.

      I don’t want to be crude with her, and I don’t want her to go anywhere.

      And then it’s all over. I’m moving towards her, coming up behind where she’s standing at the counter pouring coffee and pressing against her. I’m nipping my lips across the nape of her neck, and she sinks against me.

      God, the smell of her, the heat of her body.

      Where the hell did this come from? Where did the pull come from? I know damn well that I shouldn’t be kissing her fucking neck like this. I should be giving us space, and reminding myself that this is an arrangement.

      She’s one girl, filling a need. Just like any other girl before in my life.

      Course, it’s real hard to stick to that ‘giving us space’ thing when her head is leaning back against my chest, with the smell of her hair filling my nose.

      Natalie turns in my arms, smiling wryly at me as she stands up on her tiptoes to kiss me.

      Goddamn I could get used to this.

      “Look, so, I’m going to need some money to go out today.”

      The words hit like a fucking fist to the gut.

      Every insecurity, every dark thought, every second guess I’ve ever had about a girl’s intentions when trying to get with me. Every single one of them comes roaring out the second those words leave her lips.

      What was I thinking.

      And right then, the rest of it drops away and I can see clearly.

      I can see that this is like every other girl chasing fame and money and a free ride.

      This girl’s been playing me from the start, and and here it is. Here’s the flip. She “got me,” finally. Married me, strung me along, gave me little teasing tastes along the way until last night.

      And now comes the money.

      God fucking damnit.

      I hate how fucking textbook it is, and I especially hate myself that I didn’t see it coming.

      Damn she’s good.

      I hate that I got played.

      Natalie’s brow furrows. “Austin.”

      I look up at her sharply, feeling this edged, cold feeling lancing through me. “There it is,” I spit out, narrowing my eyes at her.

      She raises a brow. “What?”

      I smile thinly, taking a step away from her and folding my arms over my chest. “Just some spending money huh?”

      She wrinkles her nose at me. “Yes, Austin, I need to go-”

      “Yeah, no, I’ve heard it all before, princess.” I tighten my jaw, raking my nails across my stubble. “What, new clothes? Just need hubby’s credit card?”

      Her face darkens as she curls her lip. “You’re being an asshole, you know.”

      “I’m being real, Natalie,” I say evenly. “I’m just calling it like it is.”

      She rolls her eyes at me. “What, you think this is me shaking you down or something?”

      I say nothing and she barks out a laugh. “You’re fucking unbelievable, you know that?”

      She gives me one last withering look before she slams her mug back on the countertop sharp enough for Buckley to jerk his head up from the other side of the kitchen. She turns on her heel and storms way, pausing at the doorway to whirl back at me. “I’m going wedding shopping with your mother, you fucking dick.”

      I freeze, blinking and suddenly feeling like the world’s single biggest asshole.

      Ah, shit.

      Nat throws her hands in the air “Oh, yeah, I was going to go on a damn shoe spree with freaking Virginity and Lana and all the rest of the jaded wives club!”

      “Fuck, Nat-”

      “Save it,” she spits back, giving me a very much deserved middle finger before she storms away.

      I glare at Buckley. “Thanks for the backup, pal.”

      He whimpers and puts his paw over his nose.
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      I whistle wolfishly. “Okay, she’s hot.”

      Kyle grins as he bows with a flourish in front of his brand new, fifty-foot yacht. “Sexy, right?”

      I shake my head, running my eyes over the sleek curves of the boat. “Not a bad way to spend your first paycheck.”

      “Government contract work is good, man, what can I say.”

      “Yeah, apparently.” I chuckle as I reach down to scratch a particularly attention-needy Buckley behind the ears.

      “Hey, it’s not NFL cash,” he says with a grin. “And anyways, I’m cashing out.”

      “What?”

      He nods. “Yeah, got a job offer man.”

      “Is that Austin?”

      I know that voice.

      I grin as the sound of Stella’s voice hits me just before she pops her head out from the cabin.

      “Steelllaaa!!” I crow it in my best, terrible Brando impression, like I’ve done basically every time since I first met Kyle’s older sister when he took me home that first winter break in college. Buckley barks and wags his tail.

      Stella’s another member of the very small pool of women who get a pass with him.

      And for all my wicked ways, Stella’s always been off-limits. And not in this illicit, tempting way  - like, say, Natalie - but because she quickly became the sister I never had.

      She grins down from the side of the boat at me. “Well well well, big shot Austin Taylor still has time to yell my name, hmm?”

      She turns back behind her. “Carter! You want to say hi to Uncle Austin?”

      I pump my fist in the air and grin.

      Awesome.

      I might not actually be related to Kyle and Stella, but the kid she’s got with her deadbeat ex is my absolute favorite small human of all time.

      “Austin!”

      “Hey, buddy!”

      “No running, Carter!” But my five-year-old sort-of nephew ignores his mom as he comes tearing down the gangway, shrieking as I toss him up in the air and catch him with Buckley barking and jumping around at my feet.

      “Dude, you didn’t say they’d be here!” I say, the first real, genuine smile I’ve felt in days spreading across my face as I hold a giggling Carter upside-down and tickle him.

      Kyle winks. “Surprise.”

      “We came down to see the new toy.” Stella raises an eyebrow and shakes her head as she does a Vanna White style arm wave at the boat she stands on.

      “Can Uncle Austin come on the boat, Uncle Kyle?”

      Kyle grins at me. “Well, buddy, only if he behaves himself. You see, the last time Uncle Austin was on a boat, he brought some girlfriends of his-”

      “Kyle-”

      We both look up quickly to see Stella shaking her head and wagging a motherly finger at us. “Get up here and give me a hug, Austin.”

      He chuckles. “C’mon up man.” He leans in as Carter goes scampering back up the ramp with Buckley in tow. “Try not to crash this one, huh?”

      I shrug sheepishly. “Hey, at least one of us actually owns this one if I do, right?”
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* * *

      “I really can’t believe you bought a boat.”

      I kick my feet up on the the bow and crack the beer he’s just handed me.

      “Hell I didn’t know you were a boat kinda guy.”

      Kyle grins. “Well, no time like the present.” He clinks his beer against mine. “Carpe diem and all that.”

      “So, where’s this wife of yours, Austin?”

      Stella’s watching Carter drive a toy car in circles around a sleeping Buckley, but she’s talking to me.

      “Oh, she, uh-” I dart a look at Kyle and he shrugs sheepishly.

      “She knows.”

      I sigh and throw my hands up as Stella laughs.

      “Hey, I’m not judging, Austin. She’s cute! Not-” Stella leans closer, lowering her voice. “Not like some of those s-l-u-t’s I keep reading about you being seen with in trashy magazines. She looks like she might even be out of high school, too, and she hasn’t made you crash into any Starbucks yet.”

      Stella winks at me as I roll my eyes. “Really never going to let that one go, are you?”

      She shakes her head as she reaches out and pats my cheek patronizingly. “No, honey. That one is way too good.”

      “Well where is Nat, anyways? I thought you were bringing her.”

      I shrug, downplaying it and trying not to think about the way I acted like a jackass this morning. “Eh, it’s not like there was going to be media here anyways.”

      Stella and Kyle share a look.

      “Oh, what.”

      Kyle shrugs and takes a sip of his beer. “Nothing, man. I just thought maybe you’d gotten past that.”

      I frown. “Gotten past what, that she’s just an employee of mine?”

      “Still telling yourself that, huh?”

      I glare at him when Stella cuts in. “Kyle says she’s one of the good ones.”

      I wrinkle my brow as I stare at the sibling inquisition sitting across the bow from me, both of them with that token, “Austin, you’re being an idiot” look on their faces.

      “Oh, c’mon.” I frown at them, raking my fingers through my hair. “You know it’s not real.”

      “I know you keep saying that,” Kyle says, shaking his head.

      “It’s an image thing,” I say, ignoring Kyle and turning to his sister. “I’m in the spotlight, and I need to clean up my act a little bit. Natalie gets what she needs I get what I need, and it is what it is.

      “Uh-huh.” Stella clucks her tongue, shaking her head.

      “Marriage tests really well with target demographics, actually,” I say, cringing at how much like Derek I sound like.

      “He’s trying to be David Beckham,” Kyle murmurs to Stella, like I’m not sitting right there.

      “I am not-”

      “Didn’t he marry a Spice Girl?”

      I drop my face into my hands, groaning. When I look up, they’re both still shaking their heads at me.

      “Will you quit looking at me like I’m an idiot?”

      Kyle laughs deeply. “Well quit acting like one!”

      I glare at him, but I’m grinning too. Hell, only my best friend could talk to me like this.

      “Austin, you know you’re my friend, and you’re like family to the two of-”

      “You need to quit your bitching,” Stella butts in, giving me a stern look.

      “Mommy said a bad word!”

      Stella’s stern face falls as we whirl to see Carter shaking his head at us. I grin as I get up and monster-stomp over to him, picking him up and tickling him again as he giggles.

      “Naw, buddy, Mommy said fishing.” I eye Stella over Carter’s shoulder. “Mommy wants Uncle Austin to stop fishing all the time, right Mommy?”

      Stella smirks.

      Carter squirms out of my arms, trotting back to his cars as I slump back in front of the Kyle-Stella jury.

      “You know man, sometimes I don’t think you get how lucky you are.”

      I roll my eyes. “Kyle, believe me, I get-”

      “No, not the money, or the fame or all that, I mean Natalie.”

      I groan as I reach up to rub the bridge of my nose. “It’s arranged, Kyle. You get that, right?”

      “I get that I’d kill to have a girl that looks at me the way she looks at you.”

      I laugh. “Like she wants to push me down a flight of stairs?”

      “It’s not an unheard of reaction, honey,” Stella says, grinning at me.

      “You’re too wrapped up in your own-” Kyle’s eyes dart to Carter before turning back to me. “You’re too wrapped up in your own b-u-l-l-s-h-i-t,” he mutters, spelling out the word.

      I frown. “Try being in the spotlight like this.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Cry me a river, buddy. You’re so wrapped up in your crap that you can’t even see how that girl looks at you. Hell, you’re so inside your head that you forgot that I did tell you Stell and Carter were going to be here today.”

      I wince.

      “Hell, you haven’t even asked me what my new job is.”

      I cringe a little. “Look, I’m sorry man.”

      He smirks at me, shrugging. “It’s actually fine, I just need to call you out on your B.S. or no one will.”

      “Well, I will.” Stella grins at me. “Zero issues on calling Austin out.”

      “Aww, thanks, Stella.”

      I make a face at her as she laughs.

      “So, what’s the job.”

      Stella hoots. “Oh, you’re gonna love this.”

      Kyle scrunches his face up. “The FBI.”

      I toss my head back and laugh. “They know you were on a hacker watch-list, right?”

      “Uh, yeah, Austin, I think the FBI probably knows that.” He grins at me. “Actually, I think that’s exactly why they hired me. They’ve got me working on these financial transaction history algorithms targeting organized crime.”

      “Man, that’s like switching teams.”

      He groans. “I know. It’s such a sell-out move.”

      Stella rolls her eyes. “No, that’s called growing up and thinking about your future at little more.” She gives me the world’s most obvious look.

      “Yeah, hint taken, Stella.”

      I ease back in my set and stake out at the Pacific, shaking my head. “Well, sh-” I stop myself and glance back at Carter.

      “Well shoot, I guess we grew up, huh? The hacker works for the FBI, and-”

      “And the huge man w-h-o-r-e got married, to a nice girl,” Kyle finishes with a grin.

      “Just you wait, Austin, pretty soon you’re going to have a few of these running around,” Stella says with a raise of her brow, nodding at Carter.

      Yikes.

      I take a big sip of my beer to cover the look on my face as I try and picture a guy like me as a father.

      Kyle cringes and makes a face. “Sore subject, Stell.”

      She laughs. “I meant with your wife, Austin, not that s-k-a-n-k from the tabloids.”

      I know what she means though.

      I just don’t know what the hell to make of the feeling it brings out inside.
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      I’m stewing later, curled in the sun room barely concentrating on the book in my hands, when the doorbell rings.

      I look up, frowning.

      Bernadette?

      I wrinkle my brow as I walk through the spacious house to the front door. We’ve made tentative plans for another day of “wedding” shopping, but Austin’s mom strikes me as someone to call ahead, or hell, just come in if she was going to surprise-

      Oh, God.

      “Hey there, babe.”

      It’s Vince.

      My breath freezes in my lungs as I immediately go to slam the door, but he put his hands up.

      “Okay, okay, hang on. I’ll only be a minute, Natalie.”

      I look at him coldly, my hand holding the door with an iron grip and forcing myself to square my shoulders and keep my head high.

      Vince grins at me, smoothing the lapels of his three-piece Armani suit, with his damn driver behind him, standing beside the Bentley town-car parked in the driveway. His eyes raise to the sprawling house around us and he makes an unsettling clicking sound with his teeth as he shakes his head.

      “So, nice place.”

      “Get to the point, Vince.”

      He turns back to me, a little smirk on his face as his lips curl into a sneering grin. “Guess we’re both cheaters now, huh? A little bit of equal footing with all of this nonsense between us?”

      I narrow my eyes at him, feeling my temper rise. “I don’t see how you could possibly think that.”

      Vince sighs dramatically as he pulls out his phone before turning the screen towards me. It’s a picture of Austin and I walking into the stadium for that first day of practice, his arm around my shoulders as he leans down to kiss me.

      I ignore the wave of conflicting emotions tumbling through my stomach at the memory of that and everything that’s happened since. But I push that away and scowl at Vince as he takes the phone back.

      “He’s my husband, Vince.”

      Vince grins. “Of course he is, babe,” he says with a roll of his eyes.

      “How exactly am I a cheating piece of shit like you?”

      He laughs. “Well, I don’t seem to remember us breaking up, Natalie.”

      I stare at him incredulously, feeling the heat rise in my face. “Well, I remember you banging your secretary, Vince.”

      He waves his hand. “A hiccup. All relationships have rough patches, Natalie, and I didn’t bail like you and go and get married - like you did, when you already belonged to another man.”

      I shake my head at him, my mouth open and not quite sure if he’s just saying this to try and be an asshole or if he truly believes I’ve wronged him somehow.

      “This is absurd, I’m closing the door now.”

      “Well, hey, maybe you learned to suck a dick now and then since-”

      I slam the door as hard as I can, but Vince’s boot jams inside and stops it from shutting.

      “I’m not done, Natalie.”

      I swallow quickly, looking up and seeing something wicked in his eyes that sends a cold chill down my back. Vince is stronger than he looks. Not Austin, of course, but there’s more to his weasely, slender frame that you can tell by looking at him.

      He leans closer, grinning. “You know, I think I like you scared.”

      “What do you want?” My voice is small, weak sounding.

      Scared.

      “Well, Natalie, despite our history and your disgusting betrayal, I actually came by today to see how my loan is coming along.” He sees the confused look on my face and grins. “But I’m betting your husband didn’t tell you about that.”

      “Vince I don’t know what you’re talking-”

      “I know you don’t, Natalie, but I’m going to make sure you do.”

      Something about the way he says it makes me retreat further inside myself, hunching my shoulders and half-backing behind the door like some sort of cornered animal.

      “Your boy-toy and his daddy owe the family money.”

      The family.

      I don’t even have to ask him to clarify, because I can see from the evil glint in his eye exactly which “family” he means.

      And I know what that means.

      I feel a cold dread shroud over me like a veil as I slowly shake my head. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “It’s a lot of money, Natalie, and debts need to be paid.”

      He plucks at an errant piece of lint on his suit before he looks back up at me, a look of triumph on his face like he’s won something.

      “But you know, I’m a forgiving man.”

      Fear tingles through me as I hold onto the doorframe like a lifeline, forcing myself to breathe.

      “No one cheats on me, Natalie.”

      I clench my jaw, the indignity of his accusation pushing through my fear. “I didn’t-”

      “And when you figure that out and come back to me, well,” he smirks. “Maybe we can work out our own little arrangement, since you’re so good at those these days,” he says, arching an eyebrow at me and then turning his gaze back to the house around me.

      I stare at him, shaking my head and feel the anger creep up my neck. “Are you trying to buy me back?”

      “I’m giving everyone a way out, Natalie.” He clasps his hands in front of his chest, eyes looking skyward. “It’s just what I do.”

      “You are out of your mind if you think I’d ever be with you again, Vince.”

      “I’m just saying think about it babe, it could very much be worth your while.”

      He grins wickedly.

      “And his.”

      I glare at him. “Vince-”

      “You think you’re the only one, by the way? With Austin, that is? Where is he right now, Natalie? Where’s this loving husband of yours?”

      “Get your foot out of the door before I call the police,” I hiss.

      Vince holds out his phone again. This time, there’s a picture that looks half grainy, as if shot through a telephoto-

      I freeze as my eyes focus on the image of Austin, on a yacht of some kind, grinning with his arm around a very pretty girl with strawberry hair.

      I swallow quickly, swallowing the emotion along with it as I dart my eyes back to Vince. “That’s an old picture,” I say thinly.

      “That was taken an hour ago.” Vince smirks at me again as he slips his phone back into his pocket.

      He turns on his heel and strolls back to the car, his driver opening the side door for him.

      “Think about it, Natalie.”

      He turns back to me just before he steps into the car. “Debts will be collected.”

      I slam the door and lock it as his car pulls away, sinking down against it and burying my face in my hands.
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      The house is dark when I come home, and I sigh.

      So much for the apology Stella coached me into that I’ve been rehearsing out loud for the past hour in the car.

      I kick my shoes off and pad through the dark house. I grab a tumbler and a bottle of bourbon from the bar cart in my living room and slump onto the couch. Buckley jumps up and snuffles at my arm as I pour a couple fingers before bringing it to my lips and taking a deep pull of the amber sweetness.

      I sigh as I glance around the dark house. No music or TV on anywhere, no sign of her at all.

      “The hell are you, Natalie,” I murmur out loud, taking another sip of bourbon.

      Buckley whines, rolling onto his back and showing his belly just at the sound of her name.

      “Dude,” I turn and grin at him. “You’re seriously going to have to quit playing favorite with my girl, traitor.”

      My girl.

      I roll my eyes as I drop my head back on the couch.

      I think of the little voice in my head that I ignored, that first night at the Chateau Marmont when I saw her. I think of putting my fucking nose where it didn’t belong in the lobby the next day.

      I think of that stupid fucking ice cream shop.

      The deal.

      The napkin.

      The fact that I still have it, tucked in a drawer at my desk up in my study.

      At this point, I honestly have no idea what the fuck I was thinking. This arrangement of ours hasn’t actually done anything but make both of us crazy. I’m not signing any deals, I’m not different.

      Or am I?

      I shake my head as I bring up the tumbler and knock back another belt of my drink.

      I’m not alone anymore in this giant house - nothing on Buckley of course. And I’m not chasing meaningless tail trying to fill some sort of boredom or emptiness with random women I don’t give a shit about.

      And then, there’s the way she looks at me.

      “I get that I’d kill to have a girl that looks at me the way she looks at you.”

      I swear. Goddamn, how’d she get into my skin like this? This whole thing was a deal - a play, a move, like any other I’d take on a football field after the snap puts the ball in my hands.

      And yet there she is, buried deep and fucking. My. Shit. Up.

      I kick back the rest of the bourbon, and I’m reaching for the bottle to top off when I stop and wrinkle my brow.

      Seriously, where the fuck is she?

      I slip my phone out of my pocket, rolling my eyes at what a damn pussy I feel like texting her like this.

      
        
        Where are you?

        

      

      I toss the phone onto the couch next to me as I drop some more booze in my glass. It buzzes, the screen lighting up the darkness of the room before I snatch it up.

      
        
        Out.

        

      

      I grumble. Yeah no shit.

      
        
        Out where?

        

      

      I want her here. I want her home. It’s possessive, and raw, and ridiculously macho, but it’s the only thought going through my head.

      Of course, part of it - hell, most of it - is that I want her again - I’m craving her. I want to hear her moans, dripping in my ears. I want to watch her eyes close in bliss as the orgasm crashes over her face.

      I want to feel how her body clenches up around me tightly when we explode together.

      But it ain’t just sex, and that’s the fucked up part. If this whole thing was just about getting laid, I’d have two cheerleaders over here right fucking now fighting to see who’d get to first ride. Or I’d be at some shitty God-awful club pulling something strange.

      Buckley leans over and licks my hand, and I groan.

      Because here I am: home, alone with my dog, drinking whiskey.

      I am every country song I grew up hearing my mom play on the kitchen radio.

      My phone lights up again, and I glance down and frown.

      
        
        Out having fun, just like you.

        

      

      Fuck this.

      I pick up the phone and call her.

      “The fuck does that mean?”

      There’s club music blasting somewhere muffled in the background when she answers the phone.

      “It means I don’t play games, Austin.”

      I clench my jaw. “I’m not.”

      “Sure, whatever you say,” she mutters dryly.

      The music changes up behind her, bass thumping like a drum into the receiver.

      “Where are you?”

      “Hey babe!”

      My vision goes red at the sound of some fucking guy’s voice there with her.

      “Come back and dance, gorgeous!”

      I growl out loud, every muscle in my body tightening as the rage comes bubbling up.

      “Who the fuck is that.”

      Natalie snorts. “Austin, drop the possessive shit, okay?”

      “Who is that,” I say again, my voice tense and edged.

      “It’s a nice guy I’m going to have a drink with, okay?”

      I take a deep breath, trying to calm myself.

      “You’re my wife.”

      “Austin-” There’s hurt in her voice, something off and something cracked.

      “I have to go.”

      The line goes dead.

      Buckley growls lowly on the couch next to me.

      “Exactly,” I mutter, abruptly standing and storming for the front door. I snag the keys to the Land Rover in lieu of the Vanquish this time, since it seems more appropriate as the war chariot it’s basically about to be.

      Because fuck this, I’m going to go find my wife.

      This is war.
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      The club guy I’m only half-heartedly dancing with is every club guy - a cookie cutter version of every obnoxious, trying-to-hard guy with “vintage” clothes and an ironic haircut.

      I mean the man is wearing sunglasses.

      He’s basically the literal opposite of Austin, and I wasn’t about to actually have a drink with him, I just said it to get under Austin’s skin. But now here I am, reaping my karma and pushing condensation around my untouched glass of wine with the king hipster of the club.

      “So, what’s your deal, babe?”

      I shake my head, smiling thinly. “Look, I- thanks for the drink, but-”

      “Todd.” He grins, nodding his chin at me.

      “Uh, what?”

      “In case you missed it, I’m Todd.”

      I smile thinly. “Right, well, Todd, thank you, but I should go.”

      “Aww, now what’s the hurry?” He pushes his sunglasses down his nose and gives me a “lady-killer” look over the top of them, which might work, if your name is Don Johnson, in Miami, in 1985.

      I’m about to brush him off, when he slides his hand over my knee. I shake it off.

      “Look, I’m married, okay?” I smile thinly again at him as I bring my left hand up.

      He grins and holds up a ring finger with a gold band on it. “Me too, babe, so what’s the problem?”

      Gross.

      I stand from my bar stool. “Thanks for the drink.”

      “Hey, hang on, babe.”

      I start to walk away, but Todd’s hand shoots out and grabs my arm.

      “Let go of me,” I whirl and hiss at him.

      He grins. “But I just got you, honey. I don’t wanna let go of-”

      A hand comes out of nowhere, knocking me aside and ripping him away from me.

      Austin.

      Todd shrieks as his beer dumps into his lap, whirling on Austin. “Hey what the fu-”

      His words freeze as his jaw drops. “Austin fuckin Taylor?”

      Austin looms over him, looking furious. “Get your fucking hands off my wife.”

      Todd’s eyes go wide. “Oh, shit man, I am so fucking sorry-”

      “Go.”

      He nods eagerly. “Yeah, you got it boss.”

      Austin turns to me in a flash - eyes smoldering.

      I glare at him. “Are you going to make a habit of threatening men who talk to me?”

      “If they talk to you like that? Yes.” He growls. “What the hell are you doing here, Natalie.”

      I mean, he’s right, the place is so far outside my comfort zone it’s not even funny. It’s loud and dark, with people screaming, and thundering house music blaring around us.

      If Todd is any barometer of the class of the place, well…

      I narrow my eyes at Austin. “I’m out, having fun.”

      “Oh, having fun? In this fucking place, with that fucking guy?” He leans closer. “You know what it looks like? You out flirting on the town?”

      I roll my eyes. “Oh please.”

      “It’s unbecoming.”

      I bark out a laugh. “Says you?”

      “Yes,” he growls lowly. “Says me.”

      “Listen,” I hiss out, poking my finger into his chest. “I can flirt around the town as much as you can, pal. I’m not your clean little trophy wife.”

      He glares at me, his jaw tense and his eyes flashing.

      “Let’s go.”

      He grabs my arm, but I hiss at him, shaking it off.

      “The hell we are. I’m staying here.”

      “Damnit, Natalie-”

      “I can be dirty too, you know.”

      Austin freezes, his eyes snapping back to mine. Suddenly he’s right against me, making me gasp as I feel the bar-top at my back.

      “Oh you want dirty?” His voice, his lips right by my ear.

      I shiver.

      And without thinking about it, as if with a mind of their own, my hands slide up to his t-shirt, pulling at it.

      I nod slowly, and he grins, his eyes flashing.

      “Yes,” I grip his shirt tighter, feeling the energy and the pure need for him coursing through my body like lightning.

      He leans in, his lips brushing across my own, the heat of his body so close to mine. His hand slides across my hip, pulling me into him. His fingers slip beneath my shirt, skimming across the soft skin of my belly and making my breath catch.

      His lips trail to my ear. “I’ll show you dirty.”

      I gasp as he suddenly grabs me, pulling me through the club, my pulse pounding as the swirling crowd blurs past us. The heat and the throbbing desire for him throb between my legs - a need that aches for him.

      Austin kicks the back door open, ignoring the security guard that shouts something at him as he pulls me out of the club and into the dark, back parking lot.

      I moan as he spins me around and pins me up against the side of his black Land Rover, and before I can even catch a breath, his lips are on mine. I whimper into his mouth as he kisses me, my hands clawing at his shirt, pushing up under it to rake my nails across his skin. He’s pushing his hand under my skirt, and I moan out loud as his fingers trace across the front of my panties.

      His other hand slides up and under my strappy top, pushing it up and over my bra-less breasts. He groans as his fingers find my nipples, pulling away from my mouth and dropping his lips to the rosy nubs, hard under his touch.

      We’re grinding against each other, gasping and pulling at each other’s clothes. I wrap my leg around his waist, groaning as his fingers push my panties to the side and find me soaking wet and ready for him. I can feel the hot throb of his cock, pulsing against my leg through his jeans.

      He’s so hard against me, and there’s something so hot about him taking me like this.

      Taking what’s his.

      Austin reaches over and opens the passenger side door to the SUV. I moan as he suddenly spins me around and growls into my ear.

      “Get in.”

      I start to climb into the car, when his hands slide over my hips, pulling my ass back until I’m kneeling there in the passenger seat with my skirt around my waist.

      His fingers find my panties, and I gasp as he yanks them down to my knees.

      Oh God.

      His mouth sears against me, and I moan out loud, clawing at the car seat as his tongue pushes deep. His hands slide over my ass, pulling me into him and teasing over my skin. His fingers slide between my legs, finding my clit and rolling it under his thumb as I arch my back, pushing back into him.

      I’m panting, moaning, knowing that anyone could walk out here and see us.

      It’s like the final, illicitly filthy piece of the puzzle, and suddenly I’m coming.

      Coming like a bomb going off.

      I scream out my release, crying his name as I go to pieces under his wicked, velvet tongue.

      The back door to the club bangs open as drunken club-goers tumble out, laughing and lighting cigarettes.

      “Get in,” he whispers in my ear, gently pushing me inside the car before he shuts my door.

      I’m still trying to catch my breath, slumped in the seat like a hot mess with my climax still buzzing through my body and my panties tangled at my ankles.

      Holy shit.

      Austin slams the door shut on his side as he guns the engine. He turns to me, a look of pure, raw lust on his face.

      “I’m not done with you yet, you know. Not by a damn mile, princess.”
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      My heart is racing, pulse pounding in my veins as we roar through the streets of LA. My body is on fire, still buzzing and shaking from the quick and dirty climax at his hands - and his mouth - back in the parking lot.

      I’m still sprawled in the passenger seat of his Land Rover, staring at the man behind the wheel.

      Cool, cocky, dominant.

      Possessive.

      And there’s still something insanely hot about his actions tonight, however caveman and however overly macho they are. There’s something biological that tugs at something deep inside of me about him storming into a place to come claim me, like I’m his.

      “I’m not done with you yet,” he growls, his eyes darting towards mine in the darkness of the car. Streetlights and neon signs cast streaks of light across his face as we drive past them, temporarily illuminating the inside of the car and glinting off the fire in his eyes.

      “Play with your pussy,” he says darkly, a passing sign casting an orange glow across his face.

      I swallow, panting. “Here?”

      “Spread your legs,” he growls, his hands tight on the wheel. “Let me see how wet you are.”

      I suck my bottom lip between my teeth, blinking quickly at him as I feel the surge well up inside of me.

      “Bossy?”

      He doesn’t even turn from the road. “You haven’t seen me bossy.”

      “Maybe you should fix that.”

      He does turn then, his eyes barely containing the lust and the need bottled up behind them.

      But I’m doing what he says. I’m sitting back against the door and pulling my knees up to my chest, spreading them. My skirt bunches at my waist, my panties still in a tangle on the floor of the car.

      Austin groans, darting quick looks my way and watching as I let my fingers slide over my pussy. I don’t know what he’s doing to me, to make me like this - that makes me want to go actually crazy and do insane things like this.

      Like, masturbate in a moving car for my “husband.”

      I moan softly at the thought of being so bad for him - of doing something so naughty like this. My breath comes staggered as I ease a finger inside, letting my other hand slowly rub circles over my aching clit. My head falls back against the tinted window behind me, gasping as the feeling melts through me.

      “God you’re fucking wet,” he groans, his hands tightening even more on the wheel. The car jerks slightly, and I gasp, my body shivering with the thrill.

      “Eyes on the road, mister,” I say breathily.

      “You’re making that very hard.”

      “Anything else?” I rake my nails across my bottom lip coyly, eyes flashing at him. “Anything else I’m making hard?”

      He grins. “So much for my clean little house wife.”

      “I told you I could be dirty.”

      I’m moving towards him, now utterly convinced I’ve lost my mind as my hands slide into his lap.

      “Nat-”

      I’m tugging at his zipper as he groans, popping the button above, reaching inside, and cooing as I wrap my fingers around his big, beautiful cock. He groans as I stroke him once, twice, before carefully pulling him out of his pants.

      “Fuck, Natalie…”

      Austin moans as I wrap my lips around his cock, swirling my tongue around the head as I slowly start to suck him.

      “Eyes on the road,” I whisper, letting my tongue dance down the underside of him.

      I inhale him again, moaning around his thick girth as I start to bob up and down, my hands stroking the rest of him that clearly won’t fit between my lips.

      He’s grunting while one hand slides into my hair and sending a thrill through me as he drives.

      He’s pulsing hard in my mouth, growing even bigger as I suck him deep, my fingers teasing his shaft.

      “Nat, fuck,” he groans, sucking in air through his teeth. “I’m going to-”

      “Come in my mouth,” I whisper, opening my mouth and sliding as far down on him as I can. My hands pump his shaft, my tongue swirling around and around his crown.

      We’re pulling up the driveway of his house, and right then, he explodes. His hot cum fills my mouth as I swallow eagerly, his cock pulsing between my lips as he stops the car with a jerk at a crooked angle outside the house.

      We barely make it out of the car, doors still open as he pushes me against the front door, his hand digging and jangling in his pocket for keys.

      We fall into the foyer of the house, pulling each other’s clothes off right there on the floor. His fingers slide inside of me as his mouth leaves bruises down my neck and collarbone, my moans dripping in his ears. He pulls me on top of him, and I toss my hair back and sigh as I slowly sink down on him.

      His cock stretches and touches me in places I’ve never felt inside, sending pleasure screaming through my body. His hands are on my hips, guiding me, his eyes never leaving mine as I ride him. I’m moving up and down, rolling my hips, my hands flat on his chest, and my eyes locked onto his.

      And it’s so good. It’s perfect synchronically, a perfect fit. Everything else fades away as we move together, there on the floor in a tangle of our clothes. None of it matters besides that very moment, - not the fake marriage, not the complications, not any sort of arrangement.

      It’s just him and me, eye-to-eye as we move together towards that sweet release.

      And when I come, he rises up, holding me, clutching me against his chest and driving up into me, rocking me right through my orgasm. I hear him groan my name in my ear, and then feel the pulsing throb of him deep inside as he lets go. The climax rolls through me - wave after wave as I slowly ride us both through it - milking him for every drop until neither of us can move another inch.

      And it’s perfect.
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        Austin

      

    
    
      Lying in bed with her the next morning, all the rest of it drops away. This is all that matters. Not the fucking arrangement, not the media, not the looming thought that eventually, this has an end date.

      I can forget all that with her.

      It’s easy, and comfortable, and for once, I don’t give a shit about the fact that I’m paying her, or whatever. It’s not like that. And there’s a sort of glowing satisfaction when I glance down to her hand in mine and see the ring on her finger. This whole thing may have started with some stupid napkin arrangement, but she’s actually wearing my ring, and that means something.

      Hell, she means something. She means a fucking lot, even if I still can’t wrap my head around what that means or how that happened.

      But I’m not going to try and overthink that one. Because if there’s one thing life’s taught me, it’s to know when it’s fucking good.

      And this girl right here, curled up into me and dozing in my arms - this is as good as it gets.

      My phone buzzes across the side table, interrupting my thoughts, and I grumble as I answer the number I don’t recognize.

      “Sleeping late, Mr. Taylor?

      I frown at the strange voice. “Who is this?”

      “You can call me the collector, Mr. Taylor.”

      There’s something in that voice that sends a cold feeling through me, and I sit up slightly, turning away from Natalie.

      “What the fuck is this,” I growl. “How’d you get this num-”

      “You owe us a considerable about of money, Mr. Taylor, and it is my job to make sure that gets delivered.”

      The cold feeling turning into an icy chill inside.

      “You’re looking for my dad,” I say evenly, clenching my jaw.

      “Sins of the father, Mr. Taylor, sins of the father.”

      “Look,” I mutter. “This is his business.”

      “Well, Mr. Taylor, I’m making it your business.”

      Natalie stirs behind me.

      “This has nothing to do with me. My father is a fucking degenerate and I have no relationship with him.”

      “This has everything to do with you now, Mr. Taylor,” the voice says in that same neutral, almost humored tone. “You have three weeks to deliver, and after that, well…” the voice trails off into a chuckle. “Well, after that I’m not sure I can guarantee you’ll be playing football anytime soon.”

      I swallow thickly. “Listen-”

      “Three weeks, Mr. Taylor.”

      The line goes dead.

      I pull the phone away from my face, holding it in my hands and staring at it.

      Fuck.

      I’m not scared. I don’t get scared. But there’s a white space in my head as the lingering of that cold voice rattle through it. It’s a blankness, a not knowing what to do. And I hate that feeling - the feeling of being helpless and not in control.

      The feeling of when my dad used to hit my mom.

      It’s the rage, the blank fury that comes out of the darkness and threatens to tear me down.

      “Who was that?”

      I turn to Natalie, rubbing sleep out of her eyes, and something inside of me seizes up. I can’t tell her this. Everything else, I want her to know, and let her in on. I want to show her places inside of me I’ve never showed anyone, as crazy as I know that is.

      But not this. For some reason, the idea of exposing her to this or bringing her into it is too much.

      “Nothing,” I say quickly.

      She rolls her eyes. “Austin with his biiiig secrets-”

      “It’s nothing, okay? It doesn’t concern you,” I snap, feeling like an asshole the second I say it. I wince. “Sorry,” I grumble out. “It’s just-”

      “Yeah, no, forget it.” Natalie slips out of bed, pulling the top sheet around her body. “It’s fine.”

      “Natalie, it’s-”

      “Austin it’s fine.” She looks at up, her face neutral and reserved. “This is just casual, right? I don’t need to know your personal stuff.” She shrugs. “I’m not your real wife, remember?”

      She pads into the bathroom and closes the door.

      It’s a sinking feeling. A few weeks ago, I’d have been grinning and readily agreeing. A few weeks ago, when she was just the strange girl who’d agreed to my stupid plan, she’d be right on the money.

      I’m still trying to wrap my head around what’s changed when she steps from the bathroom in a robe and leaves the room, leaving me with an even colder feeling than the phone call.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          36

        

        Natalie

      

    
    
      I’m toweling my hair off after my shower, still not sure what to think about this morning.

      Or last night, for that matter.

      My hands freeze, towel still wrapped around my hair, as the ring on my finger suddenly flashes and catches my eye in the mirror.

      Last night when I slept with my husband.

      It’s like saying the words over in my head makes it mean something, even though it’s not supposed to.

      Even if it can’t.

      My phone rings from inside the bedroom, dragging me back out of my own head. Wrapping the towel around my body, I pad across the bedroom floor, reaching for it as it chimes a second time.

      I freeze at the number on the screen.

      Vince.

      “Let’s meet, I have something to discuss with you.”

      I scrunch my face up at the sound of his voice, as if my mouth was just filled with something sour. No “hello”, no “how are you, Natalie”, just a demand.

      I shake my head. “I’m deleting this number, Vince. Please don’t call-”

      “Natalie, I have plenty of ways of contacting you without a phone.” There’s something dark and something harsh in his words that I’ve never heard from him before, and it sends an uncomfortable chill down my spine as I snap my mouth shut.

      “Just a business proposition, that’s all. Meet me at Cafe Lola on Rodeo in an hour?” He chuckles a flat, icy laugh. “That’s near you, isn’t it?”

      I swallow the lump in my throat. “Vince, please don’t call me agai-”

      “You’ll want to be there, Natalie.”

      The line goes dead.

      I’m cold, shivering at the silence on the phone as I stand there in my towel. And for a moment, I think about calling Austin. For a moment, that’s all I want - for him to make this better.

      Except, that’s not what we are, as I guess we’ve both made that clear. We’re not real, we’re a convenience.

      An arrangement.

      I scowl at the thought, shaking my head and thinking of his own mystery phone call from this morning.

      Fine, Austin has his secrets.

      This is mine.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Looking good, baby.”

      Vince leers at me, and I hate the words coming out of his mouth. It’s the sort of compliment that makes you feel sick, or dirty, even though I’ve just showered an hour and half before.

      “What do you want, Vince? Why am I here?”

      He chuckles. “Looks like you grew a backbone slumming it with your little rebound,” he says dryly. “And how is Mr. Golden Boy?”

      “He’s fine, how’s your secretary?”

      Vince’s lips pull into a wicked smile. “I’m a weak man, Natalie, you know that.” He shakes his head, like he’s actually in any way feeling remorseful of his behavior.

      “Vince,” I say again, sitting up straight in my chair across the table from him, hands clasped tightly in my lap. “What is this about.”

      “I’d like you back, Natalie.”

      What?

      Not ‘I want you back’, not ‘I miss you.’ Not even a damn ‘I’m sorry.’

      I’d like you back.

      I roll my eyes. “Vince if this is the reason you had me drive through LA traffic-”

      “I’ll double what he’s paying you.”

      My jaw drops as I stare at Vince. “Excuse me?”

      “I’ve got eyes and ears, Natalie,” Vince says evenly. “I know what you and Austin are. I know about your arrangement, and I’ve got a better one.”

      I’m still trying to find words as I slowly shake my head.

      “Double, Natalie. I’ll double what he’s paying you.”

      My lip curls back from my teeth, my eyes narrowing at him as the rage roars up inside of me. “I’m not for sale, Vince!” I hiss at him, feeling my nails digging into my own hands in my lap.

      “Aren’t you?”

      I shake my head. “You are fucking unbelievable! That is not what-”

      Vince laughs mirthlessly. “Oh, what is it, Natalie? True love? Are you two fated lovers?” He sneers. “Please, don’t insult me. I know exactly what girls like you are.”

      “Girls like me?!” I snap, heedless of the turned heads and hushed conversation in the restaurant around us as I stand abruptly. “I’m leaving.”

      I whirl, but Vince’s hand shoots out, grabbing my wrist and yanking me back.

      “Hang on.” His eyes narrow at me. “Double what he’s paying you, and I won’t humiliate you like he is.”

      I sneer at Vince again. “He’s not-“

      “Oh please, Natalie. The tabloid nonsense? The other women?” He snorts. “That trashy girl pregnant with his child?”

      “That’s not true,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “Says him.” Vince shakes his head. “I won’t treat you like that, Natalie.”

      It’s like he’s forgotten the incident in his office already.

      “Vince, this conversation is over.”

      I jerk my hand out of his grip, but he stands, putting a hand on my arm.

      “You’ll be my real wife, and I mean that. A real wedding, Natalie, with you becoming a part of my family.”

      Which “family”…

      “You’ll be taken care of, Natalie. Looked after.” He smiles thinly at me. “You’ll carry my children.”

      I groan, turning away from him. “Jesus, Vince.”

      “I’m not saying you have to love me, Natalie.” He rolls his eyes. “I think we’re both mature enough to know that’s not a real thing anyways.”

      His steps towards me, the smell of his cheap cologne nauseating me as his eyes level on me. “Think of it as a better business arrangement. I mean my God, Natalie, it’s not like he loves you.”

      The feeling that starts to bleed out inside is awful - this terrible, leeching, sinking feeling as I try and fight against what Vince is saying. I’m trying to block it out, trying not to let the poison of his words inside.

      But it’s there, and there’s just enough horrible, awful truth to it to make it take hold.

      “I have to go,” I say quickly, turning and grabbing my purse from my chair.

      “Think about it, babe,” Vince says, smirking like he’s perfectly aware and perfectly smugly proud of how poisonous he is.

      I grab my purse and speed-walk out of the restaurant, praying I get away from him before the tears start to fall.
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        Dear Austin. Would you like to get lunch today? There is a lovely little French restaurant I’ve discovered off of North Camden Drive. Let me know what you think. Love, Mom.

        

      

      I grin and shake my head at my phone. My mom sends text messages as if they were handwritten letters.

      I skip texting her back and just call her.

      “Hi, honey!”

      “Hey, Mom. What are you doing in Beverly Hills?”

      Mom usually avoids driving anywhere in LA. Actually, she’s not a big fan of leaving her West Hollywood neighborhood at all.

      “Oh, I’m with Natalie, honey.”

      I raise a brow. “What?”

      “Well we’re just doin’ a little bit of girl shopping, that’s all!”

      My mom sounds out of her mind happy on the phone, and there’s a pang of guilt that lances through me. It’s knowing this is fake, and knowing that Natalie is probably feeling the same thing. Not to mention the state we’re in right now having not spoken since “the collector’s” phone call the other morning and my subsequently shit handling of the situation.

      “Austin honey, if I haven’t said it enough,” Mom’s voice lowers, still full of glee. “She is the just the sweetest thing, you know!” She chuckles. “You did real good, honey.”

      Fuck, this fake divorce is going to be rougher on my mom than either Nat or me.

      Maybe.

      I shake my head. “Lunch sounds good, Mom.”

      I frown as I hang up. Will it be worse on my mom? It’s a weird thought, but it’s like having Natalie in my life has become natural. She fits into every facet and in ways I never saw coming.

      And she’s making me a better man, there’s no denying that.

      I groan as I rub my temples, trying to remind myself why this whole thing is “fake.”

      Money.

      Fucking money ruins everything. That’s not what you think about when you’re coming up broke as fuck in nowhere Texas. But when you have it, and see it, you know its true.

      Money fucked up her family, what with her dad. And money is fucking up any chance I have of seeing what this could be. Because that ship has sailed. The whole impetus for this girl even being around me is that I offered to pay her.

      I have a hard time seeing how that might transition into “lets see where this may go” or anything stupid like that.

      And anyways, I’m Austin Taylor - relationships? Being tied down? Nah, that’s not me anyways.

      Right?

      Six months. Six months more and then this little experiment will be over, and I can go back to the way things were. Meaningless, casual flings with terrible and trashy girls.

      I scowl as I grab my keys and head out the door, trying to figure out what the hell is wrong with me and why that plan sounds like the worst.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I pull up on a side street in Beverly Hills near the address my mom eventually figured out how to text me where she and Natalie are. Looking around, I see Mom’s car outside this little nondescript shop half a block up the street, which means they’re probably still shopping.

      I shrug as I jog across the street and walk over to the place. Nat and I haven’t spoken more than the bare minimum to each other in two days, but I push that aside.

      Just get in, see where they’re at, and then go have lunch.

      No big deal.

      I’m surrounded by white the second I walk into the place.

      Aw, shit.

      A bridal shop; of course, in the middle of my swirling mind-fuck of emotions and conflicting thoughts about Nat and what this all is, I walk in to her and my mom at a damn bridal shop.

      My brow furrows as I walk past racks of white frills and lace, past elegant, high-necked faceless mannequins modeling shit straight out of a damn Disney movie. I shake my head.

      What the fuck are you doing in-

      The sound of laughter and my mother’s boisterous voice filters out from the back of the store.

      It feels fake that they’re here, doing this. Because whatever fucked-up thoughts I’m having how Natalie’s making me want to be a better man, or however confused I am about the way I feel about her…

      She’s not really my wife - not in principle, at least. She’s just a girl I’m paying to play pretend.

      It’s a dark thought.

      I sigh and head towards the sound of them, pushing some sort of poofy pink thing out of the way, ducking past a rack of what look like padded bras, and pulling at the curtain that leads to the back of the shop.

      Shit.

      And right then, every grumbling thought, every confused notion, and every single worry I have just fades away as the breath leaves my body. Hell, the fucking world stops spinning for a moment and time stops as my eyes lock onto the utter vision standing in front of me.

      She’s head-to-toe in white and lace, standing up on a pedestal in front of a trifold mirror. She doesn’t see me, and I move back a little, peering though a small slit in the curtain.

      God she’s beautiful.

      She’s stunning actually, a damn vision that takes my fucking breath away, standing there in silk and lace.

      She looks so damn happy, and so damn perfect up there on the pedestal - the perfect wife. She laughs at something my mom says, blushing in the mirror and turning to glance at the back of it. My mom beams at her, fanning herself dramatically as she tells Natalie how wonderful this whole thing is and how gorgeous she looks.

      I couldn’t possible agree more.

      Mom says something I don’t catch to the shop woman, and the two of them leave the back room out through a side door. I open the curtain wider before I can stop myself, drinking in the pure beauty of this woman standing before me.

      Natalie looks up as she steps from the pedestal, and suddenly sees me in the mirror. She gasps, whirling with a hand on her chest and her cheeks flushing bright red.

      “You’re not supposed to see me,” she says quietly, blushing and smiling shyly.

      “I thought that was before the wedding,” I say with a grin, stepping into the room and letting my eyes roam over her.

      “Same thing,” she says primly, biting her lip.

      I shake my head. “Nat, you look-”

      “Goofy, right?” She makes a face.

      “Incredible,” I say, feeling my heart hammering in my chest, somehow unable to tear my eyes away from her. “You look fucking incredible.”

      Her cheeks go dark as she drops her eyes to the floor.  “Thank you.”

      “Honestly, it looks amazing on you.”

      She looks up with a little grin on her face “Well, you’re paying for it.”

      I laugh.

      “Seriously though, you shouldn’t see me.”

      “You know.” I lock eyes with her, stepping closer. “You keep saying that.” I reach out without saying another word and trail my hand over her silk-draped hip and up her side before trailing my fingers back down her bare arm.

      “Your mother is right outside,” she whispers, staring at me with hooded eyes.

      I step closer, my lips inches from hers as I lock eyes with her. And all the pent up passion, all the things I’ve wanted to say to her, and do to her for the last few says burning right into her.

      Her face says the same damn thing.

      “I think you should be done shopping for the day.”

      She nods quickly. “I think so too.”
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* * *

      I duck back out through the curtain before my mom and the shopkeeper come back with some new shoes or something for Natalie to try on. I turn back and glance through the slit in the curtain once more to see her standing there in white.

      And something inside of me breaks.

      It’s the push and the pull, the wanting her, but not wanting to get close because I know it’ll be harder when this is all over. Because this does have an expiration date, and for the first time, I realize just how much that sucks.
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      I’m thinking about it the whole way home with her, after making up some excuse to my mom about a last minute business meeting I have with Derek.

      At some point, I realize Natalie is looking at me from the passenger seat.

      “What?” I glance at her.

      “You’ve got this look on your face.”

      I shrug. “Just thinking about practice this week.”

      I can’t tell her. I mean what, tell her that I’ve having second thoughts about the “fake” part of our relationship? That she’s making me better, and making me feel things I’ve never felt before?

      Yeah, right. I can’t tell her that. I have to remember what this is - an arrangement, a business transaction

      It can’t be more than that, because I can’t let it be more than that. We can’t keep mixing business and pleasure. God, I want her, but I have to put a stop to this. I can’t keep touching her, and tasting her, and letting her in deep like this.

      That part has to end.

      The car stops in the driveway, and I follow Natalie into the house, my mind a blur.

      We’ll pose for pictures, we’ll do the media thing for the cameras and the interviews. Derek will be happy, my mom will be happy, and the goddamn endorsement people will be happy.

      I steel myself as I turn to close the front door and hang my keys next to it. We’ll do the dog and pony show, we’ll make everyone happy, and then we’ll walk away from this.

      I’m putting a stop to this right-

      “Austin?”

      I turn, and I instantly forget every single morose, dark thought running though my head.

      She’s naked - a hungry look on her face and her sundress pooled at her feet along with her panties.

      “I believe I cut my shopping trip early?”

      I groan, even as the grin spreads across my face and as my cock rapidly grows inside my pants.

      Fuck.

      And right then, I know I’m wrong. Right then, I know every single thing I just decided in my head is utter bullshit.

      I’m not putting a stop to anything right now. I’m not walking away from this - hell, I wouldn’t even know how.

      She gasps when I snatch her up into my arms, her legs wrapping around my waist as I grab her ass and kiss her like a man possessed. There’s no floor, or couch, or kitchen this time.

      This time, I want her in my bed, and I want to take my damn time.

      I carry her up the stairs like that, hardly even looking where I’m going I’m so lost in those lips. I ease her down onto my bed, pulling my clothes off and crawling in after her.

      I use my mouth on every goddamn inch of her, starting at her toes and moving to her lips - teasing her along the way. She squirms and gasps, vainly trying to arch her hips or her chest towards my mouth as I wickedly pass just shy of the good parts.

      But that’s exactly how I want her - moaning, begging, whimpering. Craving my touch.

      And when I do move down between her legs, it’s like touching her with a live-wire. Her whole body jumps off the bed as I slip my tongue along her seam, dragging it through her sweetness and lapping up every drop of her cream.

      And then we make love - really, actually make love. It’s confusing and consuming, like some sort of damned drug. It’s like I’m high off of her, lost in her, drowning in those eyes and those lips.

      I drive in deep, grinding into her and feeling her legs tighten around my waist, her nails dragging down my back. There’s this new fiery side to her - this powerful new part that’s opening up to me.

      “Yes, yes, yes…”

      Her moans are like a sweet song in my ears as she throws her head back and shatters beneath me. Her orgasm seizes through her as she holds me tightly, and she’s never looked so fucking beautiful than how she does when she comes right there and then.

      I’m letting go, coming with her and gasping as I explode into her.

      And this is fucking perfect.
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      “Honey, I found the sweetest little veil you ever did see when you come out of there!”

      Bernadette’s voice is muffled through the bathroom door, and I nod, if only for myself.

      “Okay, thanks!”

      “You sure you don’t need any help with that dress in there honey?”

      “I’m fine, thank you.” My voice is distant, but I can’t help that.

      Two weeks after the first visit, Austin’s mom and I are back at the dress shop, putting the finishing touches on the dress ensemble - what she’s been calling the “icing on the pie.”

      The location is hardly the place where I should be doing this, but I’ve had to pee all day, even if I’ve been too scared to. I’ve been too nervous to make myself do it, but it cannot wait anymore

      This is just nerves, or stress.

      It’s the fortieth time I’ve said those words to myself, like some sort of TV drama cliché.

      But honestly, what else do you tell yourself when you’re a week late on your period?

      Yeah…that.

      My hands are literally shaking as I pull open the package and take the little stick out. My pulse hammers against my chest as I pull up the elaborate white dress and crouch.

      Holding the stick.

      Shaking.

      Nerves, that’s it.

      I count breaths with my eyes closed while I let the timer on my phone count down the two longest minutes of my life. In my head, if I don’t look, it won’t be real. As long as I’ve got them tightly shut, I don’t have to see what happens next.

      I won’t have to see it when my world turns upside down.

      The timer dings quietly, and I slowly peel my eyes open and stare at the stick on the edge of the sink.

      I can pee again.

      I can definitely pee again.

      I can feel the color draining from my face as I shakily unwrap a second test.

      “You okay in there, honey?” Bernadette’s voice through the door scare the living daylights out of me in my focused state, almost making me drop the test.

      “Yep!” I suck in a lungful of air. “Just, uh…cramps.”

      God do I wish it was cramps.

      A minute later, I’ve got my eyes closed all over again, the second test sitting on the sink. And I’m not a praying person, but I’m whispering to whoever the hell will listen as I wait for that timer to go off.

      This can’t happen. This can’t happen, this can’t-

      The timer chimes.

      And, there sitting on the periwinkle blue porcelain sink, is another plus sign.

      I sit, and I stare.

      I’m wondering what the odds are of two false tests when the knock comes again.

      “Sure I can’t get you anything sweetheart? Got some Tylenol in my bag in case you need it.”

      Bernadette’s voice pulls me out of my trance. I’m suddenly moving on autopilot as I quickly flush the toilet, and wrap ten layers of toilet paper around the tests before I stuff them into the trashcan.

      I look at my white-dressed reflection in the bathroom mirror.

      This doesn’t mean anything.

      Nothing.

      I’ll go to a real doctor, and get a real test. These take-home ones are bullshit anyways.

      I say it twice more before I open the door.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Wow.

      Back in the dress shop, and back on top of that little pedestal by the mirror, I look like something out of a Disney movie.

      White dress, glittering heels, gossamer white veil shrouding my face, just like something out of the end of Cinderella or The Little Mermaid.

      Except, you know, pregnant.

      I frown behind my veil at the thought. I don’t think they go there in the cartoon kid’s movies.

      Bernadette is fawning all around me right alongside the shop owner. She’s bustling around clutching her hands and beaming at me, like she may actually be more excited about this than I am.

      Of course, I know it’s false.

      It makes me cringe, because she’s so damn sweet, and so happy that I’m married to her son.

      Maybe we can stay friends after this all goes to hell.

      Just think of the money. Think of why you’re doing this.

      The thought makes me cringe, because it suddenly makes me think of Virginity’s whole stupid thing about “locking my man down.”

      The dressing room suddenly goes a little quiet. I look up in the mirror to see the shop owner and her two assistants - who up until now haven’t been able to tell me enough how luck I am to me married to Austin - suddenly murmuring amongst themselves in hushed tones as they shoot me furtive looks.

      What?

      “Oh, Nancy?” Bernadette hasn’t noticed the silence as she fusses with the trim of my gown. She turns at the lack of response and frowns. “What’s that?”

      Nancy’s assistant quickly shoves the magazine behind her back. “Oh, it’s nothing.”

      Nancy herself turns to me, her face white as she plasters a fake smile across it. “It’s nothing, honey, just garbage.”

      I frown. “Wait, what is it?”

      “Just…tabloid stuff.” Nancy turns and shoots a look at the other assistant who mumbles it out.

      It’s about me.

      I know from the looks on their faces that it is. It’s the same look I got from people who knew me when my dad was being hauled out of his Wall Street office and into custody.

      “Oh, now this is silly! Give it here.” Bernadette deftly snatches the magazine out from the girl’s hand lets her eyes move across the cover.

      Her face goes pale.

      “Oh Lord Jesus.”

      I can feel the chill creeping up my spine as I start to step down from the pedestal.

      “Bernadette, what is it?”

      She looks up at me quickly and shakes her head. “No, honey, it ain’t nothing for you to worry about. This is just garbage, it’s just lies and slander and-”

      I snatch the tabloid magazine out of her hands and drop my eyes to the front.

      My first thought is that of confusion as to how Tina - the catty girl from Austin’s driveway - ended up on the cover of a national tabloid magazine.

      And then my eyes drop to the headline, and the bottom drops out.

      
        “DNA Tests Confirm Football Father!”

      

      I read it a second, and then a third time, the knife twisting a little deeper with every pass. Because the girl who’s been “lying” about Austin getting her pregnant hasn’t been lying at all.

      He has.

      Austin’s having a baby with another woman.

      And right then, it doesn’t matter that this is fake. It doesn’t matter that we’re only “pretend” married.

      What matters is the sick dread, and the pain inside.

      The hurt.

      The humiliation.

      The betrayal.

      Bernadette quickly steps forward. “Now, honey, I’m sure this is all just-”

      The room starts to spin, and I stumble.

      “Oh its just the media being nosey and making stuff up is all, sweetheart!” She pulls me into her, stroking my back as she leads me to a chair against the dressing room wall and sits me down.

      I stare at the magazine in my hands, flipping the pages to the article in the pin-drop silence of the room. Tina is apparently telling the press that Austin is “leaving his wife” to be a family with her.

      I’m going to be sick.

      And a part of me knows I have no real “right” to be upset, even if it is true. After all, we entered into this with knowing exactly what it was - an agreement, an arrangement.

      Just business, just a transaction, and nothing personal - no emotions.

      So why does this hurt so much.

      I stare through the magazine in my hands, feeling numb, and cold.

      Because you’re ALSO carrying his child.

      And that truth might hurt worse than the screaming headlines in my hands. It’s the knowledge that despite every warning sign, despite every single hesitation my heart gave me and as cringing as it is to even admit to myself, I thought it was real.

      For a moment there, I thought we were real, like a complete idiot.

      “I have to go.”

      Bernadette is saying something, but I don’t really hear her as I half stumble, half tear myself out of my dress. I’m aware of the coldness - the blank, empty feeling inside as I slip back into my clothes and run out the door.
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* * *

      I’m back at Austin’s house - somehow, though I don’t remember even driving myself here. I’m numb, moving on some sort of autopilot as I stumble into the house. Buckley’s there, wagging his tail as he pokes his head around the corner to say hello.

      Aside from him, the house is empty.

      I’m standing like a ghost in the middle of the living room, blinking, turning, and searching for something though I don’t know what that may even be.

      This was home.

      For a brief, fleeting moment, it was. This house, and the man who lives here felt like home.

      Except now I have no home, because apparently I belong nowhere.

      The phone ringing in my hand snaps me out of my daze. I glance down, cringing at Vince’s name across the screen.

      He knows.

      Of course he knows, and here he is ready to bait me - ready to gloat as he tells me he told me so.

      Hell, my own heart wants to say the same thing to me.

      I ignore the call, slumping down onto the couch and dropping my face into my hands.

      The worst part is, I’ve only got myself to blame. Austin lied? Really? Is it really any sort of surprise to me that a man like that was less than truthful about his involvement with women?

      Blaming Austin is easy, except I know deep down, this is on me. This is me, letting my guard down, letting my heart lead me places I had no business going, and wanting to find something in places it was never going to be.

      This was me actually believing somehow that money would buy happiness, and I’ve never felt like more of a perfectly silly idiot in my life.

      My mother was right. It’s a thought I didn’t think I’d ever actually have, but there it is, burning it’s way to the front of my mind. All the years I spent rolling my eyes at her “marry up and marry rich” mentality, I was the one in the wrong.

      Because love is a damn fairytale, and the real world is hard, and cruel, and you make it work by looking after you.

      The phone rings again - Vince, again.

      This time, I answer.

      “Yes or no, Natalie.” His voice is cold.

      “Come back to me, take me up on my offer, and this little debt with Austin goes away.”

      I’m too numb to even answer, or say anything at all as Vince chuckles.

      “I suppose now he can use the money for that kid he’s going to be having with that woman from the tabloids, hmm?”

      I’m opening and closing my mouth, trying to finds words but only feeling pain lancing through my heart.

      “Natalie,” Vince’s voice sends a chill through me.

      “Come with me, and Austin’s debt to the family disappears. Now, do we have an arrangement.”

      An arrangement.

      Because that’s my life. In the world I live in, that’s my future. I am in fact, my mother, and my sister, and Marnie Summers from Choate, and every other woman standing on a pedestal and ready to be an accessory or a trophy to some rich guy in exchange for a life of comforts and privilege. It’s a truth, an inevitability.

      And I’m tired of running from that.

      I’m done with pretending somehow I’m different, or that things will be different.

      They’re not, and neither am I.
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* * *

      It’s in a daze as I go upstairs after the call, shoving clothes into a suitcase I find in one of the bedroom closets. And I’m numb as I scrawl the note across a paper towel in the kitchen - the irony of this whole thing starting and ending with a ballpoint pen and a napkin not being lost on me.

      The ring slides off with the help of a little soap. I pause, closing my eyes and breathing, before finally placing it on the note and stepping back.

      It’s time to go.

      It’s time to stop pretending and stop running from my life and just play the part I was meant to play.

      Goodbye, I think, before I turn and walk out of the best home I’ve ever known.
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      I’m at drill practice with my passing coach Damon, gearing up for the first game of the season, when fucking Derek comes jogging onto the field.

      I frown as he comes huffing towards us in his suit, looking like he’s about to have a damn heart attack as he waves his hands in the air.

      “I’ll, uh, give you a minute,” Damon says flatly, nodding at the sweaty Derek stumbling towards us.

      “Thanks. Sorry, man. I’ll make sure he’s brief.”

      “Make sure he doesn’t die on my field,” Damon smirks, before he heads off towards the water station.

      “Austin!” Derek’s face is red and puffing, his eyes looking insane.

      “Derek, what the fuck, man, I’m at practice-”

      “You weren’t answering your phone!”

      I stare at him. “Cause I’m at practice, Der-”

      “Tina,” he blurts out, wheezing.

      I narrow my eyes. “What?”

      “Tina,” he says it again as he looks me in the eye. “Austin-” he shakes his head, his eyes wide. “This shit just went nuclear.”

      Oh, shit.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Fuck.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      My phone is still blowing up with shit from teammates, from the management team, from my coach, from Kyle, and of course from my mom, but I’m ignoring all of it as I roar through downtown LA.

      I don’t know how the hell Tina’s found the balls to come out with fucking “DNA proof” considering I have literally never touched her, but I’m not even really thinking about that facet of the whole thing right now.

      Because I know she’s seen it.

      I’ve called Natalie about four dozen times since leaving Damon in the lurch back on that field, all right to voicemail.

      Yeah, she’s seen it.

      I can’t even imagine what’s going through her head right now -  can’t even imagine how much she probably hates me for it. It’s bullshit, of course, but what the hell do you say to “proof” like that? And hell, even if I can prove to her it’s a lie, what then? She’s still just been humiliated across the front cover of a fucking nationally syndicated gossip magazine.

      It’s playing out exactly how she said she never wanted it to - with her being left and burned by one of my “dalliances”.

      I swore to her it’d never be like this, and yet here we are - another guy in a long history of fathers and fiancés and now husbands royally screwing her over.

      I brake sharply at the brake-lights in front of me, swerving into the breakdown lane of the 405 and roaring illegally past the traffic.

      Fuck it.

      Because nothing matters but getting to Natalie right now. Nothing matters but getting home and making this right, and showing her that I am capable of being the man she needs.

      Because I’m done lying to myself. I’m done with the “but why should I care” bullshit, because this is so far past a paper-napkin arrangement now.

      I gun the engine as I swerve to dodge a road cone, blasting down the off-ramp.

      We’ve moved way past that into something bigger, and more real, than either of us saw coming, and I damn well know it.

      I just have to make sure she does too.
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* * *

      My house is empty.

      “Nat!”

      I’m storming through every room in the house, shouting her name, but she’s not answering.

      Because she’s gone.

      I can feel the blood pumping in my veins, my head spinning as all the fear and all the worst case scenarios from my drive over here all come to fruition. I make a last pass upstairs, as if somehow I’ve missed her, before stumbling back down to the kitchen.

      And that’s when I see it, and my heart just fucking sinks.

      It’s the ring. The ring I don’t even remember buying, or putting on her finger. But damn if it still isn’t the biggest slug to the gut I’ve ever even imagined.

      I hold it up the light, feeling the color drain from my face as I slowly shake my head, not wanting to believe. I look down and see the note, scrawled across the paper towel, and my heard just breaks.

      
        
        Thanks for everything - you don’t owe me anything. Please keep the ring, and tear up the ice cream napkin. Congratulations.

        

      

      I’m barely aware of the doorbell ringing. I’m only half conscious of stumbling to the door, the ring still in my hand as I open the door to the man in the suit with a briefcase.

      “Mr. Taylor?”

      I’m blinking as he passes me the manila envelope with a cold, neutral look on his face.

      “Have a good evening.”

      No…

      Divorce papers. The thing is full of fucking divorce papers - real ones to dissolve our very real marriage.

      This is real. This is the end of all of it, sitting right there in front of me. There’s even little post it notes showing the places to sign our names, and she’s already signed her parts.

      Jesus Christ.

      It’s worse than any game I’ve ever lost, and hurts more than any sack or hit I’ve ever taken. I lost, hard. I played a game, and I got my damn ass handed to me.

      Numb, I stumble into the living room, absently grabbing the bottle of whiskey from the bar cart and slumping into a chair. I hold the ring up again and slowly shake my head.

      Fuck.

      This is what losing the war feels like. And its knowing too late how I really feel that hurts the worst.

      I take a swig right from the bottle, allowing the burn to creep down my throat before I raise it up in the air - a toast to no one.

      To the time I was married.

      Buckley looks up from the couch across the room, whimpering weakly before turning to look towards the front door.

      “She’s not here, pal,” I mutter. “She’s gone.”

      He whines as he puts his head back on the couch, his tail wagging once before going still.

      She’s gone.

      I bring the bottle to my lips and take a swig, followed by another.

      And then a third.

      I’m breathing heavily, my heart pounding in my chest as I bring the ring back up to my face.

      I don’t quit at anything. I’ve worked my ass off to get from nothing to the place where I am now. I’ve chased after what I want with every single ounce of strength I have for my entire life.

      But when the game’s over, it’s over.

      Sometimes, you’ve just gotta know when to go pack up and go home.

      The whiskey burns less and less the more I slug back. By the time it’s half gone, I’ve got an old Waylon Jennings record cranked up loud, my fist in the air, and the room blurring around me.

      She’s gone.

      And somewhere deep down, I knew this was always going to be like this. I knew it from the start and walked right into it.

      Over the stereo, Waylon wails about a Good Hearted Woman, and “lovin’ a man in spite of his wicked ways” as I tilt the bottle back.

      Walked right into a shot to the heart.

      The world goes black.
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      “He’s not coming, Natalie.”

      There’s a cold feeling in my stomach as I turn away from the window of Vince’s downtown penthouse to look at him. He’s sitting at the dining room table across the large, marble-floored open-concept from me, his hands steepled in front of his face.

      I’ve been staring out the window at nothing, like I’ve been doing for the past week and a half since I arrived here with a single suitcase and a mountain of regrets.

      Since I walked out of Austin’s house and quietly closed that brief chapter of my life.

      Calling Vince back, and listening to that little chuckle of triumph when he agreed to meet me felt like giving up. And coming back here - with everything that means and everything that will mean going forward - feels like quitting.

      Because that’s exactly what it is.

      But there was never any “winning” at this game, I know that now. This was certain from the start, and there was never anything else for me but this one path that I’ve been groomed to walk all my life.

      Even if for one brief moment, I was silly enough to think there was.

      I plaster a thin, strained smile at Vince, forcing the somber look from my face. “Hmm?”

      Vince sighs, shaking his head. “Your experiment, Natalie. Your little walk on the slumming side.”

      I tighten my mouth, shaking my head. “Vince-”

      “No-no, dear, we’re past that.”

      He smiles benevolently at me - the look he’s been giving me all week like he’s this magnanimous person, forgiving me for my sins.

      “No more jealousy, and no more talk of the past.” His smile curls at the corners. “I thought we understood our arrangement.”

      Our arrangement - the one that “settles the debt,” as Vince put it when we sat down on that awful day a week ago. The day I signed my soul away. Marriage, a baby as soon as possible, and the family “debt” goes away where Austin is concerned.

      You do what you have to do.

      Because even after the tabloid story - even after the pain, the betrayal, the humiliation, and the having to come back to Vince, I still can’t bring myself to hate the man that showed me for one brief moment that things could be different.

      So now there’s a new ring on my finger and a new man who needs me to smile for the damn cameras.

      I’m in a free-fall - stumbling in denial, in pain, and in a sort of numb state about how I got to this point. And I’m lost - lost and alone like I’ve never been before.

      Of course, Vince doesn’t know - can’t know - about the pregnancy. Then again, neither does Austin, but that’s the way things will be - the way they have to be. The wedding is next week, booked the second Vince’s lawyer received the divorce papers Austin sent back signed.

      So, I’ll marry Vince, and after -

      I shudder, the same horrible breaking feeling inside that I’ve felt all week.

      After the wedding, I’ll do what has to be done.

      I haven’t yet - God no. Nothing has happened with Vince since my return, because I haven’t been able to stomach the idea of even sleeping in the same room.

      I don’t know if I ever will.

      After the wedding though, I’ll do what has to happen to make sure the debt is paid. It’ll have to be quick, so there’s no doubting it and no question from him that it’s his.

      It’s such a psycho thought, like I’m one of those jaded player’s wives. But here I am, pulling the same card I once wrinkled my nose at even considering.

      Because debts need to be settled, and even if part of me hates the cocky, smooth-talking Texas boy who I somehow let steal my heart, the other part of me won’t ever be able to.

      Because for one small moment in this life, I saw what could be.

      Even if it was all just a beautiful lie.
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      “So, are you excited?”

      I shrug weakly. “Sure.”

      Vivian shakes her head and slips her arm into mine as we leave the new, different dress shop where I’ve just been trying on wedding dresses.

      Again.

      She smiles as she tightens her grip on my arm and steers me across the street.

      “Where are we going?”

      Vivian grins. “Mother’s recipe for stress and hard decisions.”

      I shoot her a questioning look and she rolls her eyes.

      “We’re going to get drunk, silly. On gin if we really want to truly become our mother.”

      Shit.

      Vivian pulls me into an upscale cocktail place, and we breeze through the mostly empty bar room to two empty stools.

      “Viv, it’s a little early.”

      She shrugs. “Perfect. If only it was breakfast, than we’d really be following Loraine’s recipe.” She turns to the hipster-looking bartender wearing suspenders. “Gin martini, up with olives.”

      He looks at me and I shake my head. “Just soda water, thanks.”

      Vivian groans. “Nat, I’m drinking before noon on a Wednesday because I am your sister and you need me right now. But I am not doing it alone.”

      She turns back to suspenders. “Another gin martini, and please make hers extra dirty,” she says with a flirty wink at the guy.

      Shit. Double shit.

      She turns to me. “This is going to sound terrible, given that you’re getting married in a matter of days, but…” She gives me a sympathetic look. “It’s only marriage.”

      I choke out a laugh, looking down and picking at the cocktail napkin in front of me.

      “I mean, look, Vince is…fine, right? I mean he’s never hit you or anything has he?”

      “Viv, he cheated on me.”

      She rolls her eyes, waving her hand dismissively. “Can I ask you an awkward question?”

      I nod, and she purses her lips. “Do you love him? Vince, that is.”

      “No,” I say it without hesitation.

      No, because my heart’s already been stolen by the last man on earth I should have given it to. The man with the voice like leather and tobacco and honey, and the eyes like a wild forest.

      Vivian smiles sadly. “Well, then, why stress about it? Look, everyone knows what this is - what this marriage thing really is between you and Vince.”

      I almost choke on my tongue. “They do?”

      Vivian rolls her eyes. “Nat, of course they do. It’s an arrangement - a convenience. Like Marnie Summers, or basically any of the other girls we grew up with. God, it’s what our own mother did. Twice.”

      The bartender comes back over with our drinks, and I roll my eyes as Vivian bats her eyes and lets her fingers trails his as she takes the drink from his hand.

      She turns back to me. “Look, it’s not about love, but then, that only exists in cartoon movies with singing woodland creatures anyways. This is the real world, and in this world, you need to do what you need to do.” She shrugs. “If that means marrying Vince Capra and having a kid or two before he gets bored and starts banging his secretary, then who cares? You don’t love him, and hell…”

      She raises her martini glass to me and grins wickedly. “You can have your own torrid affairs. Now drink.”

      I look down at the martini in front of me and shake my head.

      Viv makes a face. “Natalie, I swear to God- just drink it.”

      “I’m really okay, Viv.”

      She makes a grumbling sound at me as she frowns. “Will you stop being such a baby and-”

      And suddenly, I can practically see the lightbulb go off above her head.

      “Oh. My. God,” she says quietly, her eyes wide. “Vince?”

      I roll my eyes, pushing tears away as I feel my face start to crumple.

      “Oh God, Nat.” She quickly wraps her arms around me, hugging me close as I shake my head.

      “God no.”

      “Austin?”

      I sniffle out a groan. “Of course, Austin. God, who do you think I am?”

      She pulls back from me, biting her lip and smiling. “Hey, just asking.”

      She grabs a napkin from the bar and leans close to carefully blot at my wet eyes, her thumb stroking my cheek.

      “He doesn’t know, does he.”

      It’s not a question, but I answer anyways. “Neither of them do.”

      Viv gives me a pained look. “Oh, God, you’re not going to play it off like it’s Vin-”

      I look up and meet her eyes, and she stops.

      “You are, aren’t you.”

      I nod.

      My sister sits back in her bar stool, shaking her head and wrinkling her face. “Well, that’ll work until the kid ends up being really good at football.”

      I choke out a laugh, which immediately turns into more tears before Viv hugs me close again.

      “I don’t know what to do, Viv,” I whisper out hoarsely into her shoulder.

      She pulls back from me again and smiles sadly as she squeezes my hand. “None of us do,” she says quietly before turning and nodding at the bartender.

      “Can I get both of these in like, a bigger glass?” she says, pointing at the two martinis.

      The guy gives her strange look.

      “Yeah, just, dump ‘em in a pint glass or something. I’m drinking for two now, it appears.”

      She turns back when he walks away and gives me a wry smile as her eyes dip to my belly.

      “Or three, I guess.”
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        Austin

      

    
    
      If you ever have the opportunity to wake up hung over after a five-day bender on a boat, I strongly suggest you tell that opportunity to go fuck itself.

      Kyle’s yacht heaves in cadence with the rolling of my stomach. And during this, I’m sitting on the edge of the bed in the spare galley bedroom, holding my head in my hands and trying to see straight.

      Jesus Christ.

      The last five days have been a fucking blur. The morning after Natalie left, when I woke up to Buckley licking my face on the couch and the Waylon Jennings record spinning vinyl hiss on the stereo?

      Yeah, that’s when it really sunk in. That’s when the storm hit.

      My mom had come over later, wringing her hands and shaking her head.

      “Look, Mom, get mad at me, not-”

      “Oh, I AM,” she snaps, looking at me the way moms do when they’re mad at you more for making them HAVE to be mad at you.

      “Austin, how could you?”

      “The thing with the girl from the papers-”

      “Oh my goodness, Austin, sweet Natalie having to READ about it like that? My goodness you should’ve seen her face, it’d have broken your heart!”

      I know for a fact it would have.

      “Mama, you gotta listen to me.” My mind is still foggy from the all-night whiskey and country music bender, but I look my mom right in the eye.

      “It ain’t real. She’s lying just to make a name for herself or try to shake me down. I swear I never even went near that girl - not before Nat and sure as hell not after.”

      Mom stops her fidgeting hands and nods. “Well good.”

      “Doesn’t change anything.”

      I slump down at the kitchen counter, trying not to think about the funny looks, the jokes, the stolen glances - all the interaction with that girl that happened in this very room.

      Hell…spreading her out across this very counter in the most fantastic way.

      Mom gives me a sad look. “Is she-”

      “Gone? Yeah.” I nod at the legal folder with the papers half-spilling out, and my mom’s whole face falls.

      “Oh…Lord, Austin.”

      “Yeah.”

      Mom runs her fingers over the rosary on her neck, but then she nods at me, looking calmer than I’d have expected.

      “Natalie did what she thought she had to do, honey.”

      I shake my head, dropping it to my hands.

      “It’s hard, Austin - this life of ours on this earth. We don’t always get what we want, and I can tell you-”

      Her face grows small as she looks down.

      “We don’t always get to pick who we love, and even then, we don’t always get to choose who we stay with.” She looks up at me sadly, and I know who she’s talking about.

      My father.

      “Life isn’t always fair, Austin.”

      I stand then, moving to my mom and hugging her tightly.

      Funny how even as a grown-ass man, a hug from your mama feels like it can cure cancer.

      “So,” I grumble. “How is Harry these days.”

      Mom pulls away and half smiles. “I asked him to leave.”

      My jaw drops. “Really?”

      She nods.

      “But sometimes life makes you choose, and you’ve got to do what you need to do. Natalie did.”

      My jaw tightens. “So you’re saying she NEEDS to marry this asshole?”

      Mom shoots me a look at the swear.

      “Sometimes you’ve got to let the ones you love do what they need to do, even if means you’re not part of it.”

      It was later that day when I signed the papers and sent them to my lawyer.

      And after that is when I went off the deep end. After that is when I opened a bottle of bourbon, poured a drink, and then pretty much made that my game-plan for the next five days.

      Kyle, being the good, true friend he is, joined in - at least for as long as he could. When you’re a forty-million-dollar arm-cannon who’s season hasn’t started yet, you can put in some days off. The FBI, however, seems to have a lower tolerance for fucking off from work to get wasted, and after Kyle’s second sick day, I think they called bullshit pretty fast.

      Sort of took him off my slow-train to drunken oblivion.

      I’d managed to drag him out last night though, which is why I’m here, struggling to be human as I sit in the dark galley of his boat.

      Slowly, I manage to stagger up to the deck and breathe. It’s better up here with the fresh air. Kyle looks up from the bow, two coffees from the cafe in the marina sitting in front of his haggard looking face. He looks about as miserable as I feel.

      “Remind me to never do that again,” he croaks out, bringing a trembling hand to one of the coffees and pushing it my way.

      I wince as I look around the carnage of the top deck of the boat - beer bottles, two empty pizza boxes, and an assortment of half empty bottles of liquor.

      I feel my stomach turn. “Which part?”

      My eyes drop to the bag of weed open on the table between us, and I raise a brow.

      Kyle follows my eyes and groans. “Yeah, great. Now I need to go on a fucking cleanse and call in some favors with the internal testing guys to make sure I get a pass for the next four weeks.” He glares at me as he sips his coffee. “Thanks for that.”

      I scowl. “Hey, same here. And shit, you bought it.”

      “I did?”

      I slump into the padded bench across from him, gratefully inhaling the coffee. “Actually I have no idea.”

      He grins and flips me off. I let my head dip back, closing my eyes and letting the LA sun beat down across my face.

      “Austin Taylor?”

      Kyle and I both turn to glance down over the edge of the boat at the sound of a woman’s voice.

      I do a double take.

      She looks vaguely familiar, dressed to the nines standing there on the dock in glittery heels and expensive looking jewelry.

      “Uh, yeah?”

      Goddamnit I am not in the mood for fucking Instagram selfies or whatever bullshit this is.

      “Can I come up?”

      Kyle mutters something as he stands. “Look, this is a private marina, miss, and we need you to respect Mr. Taylor’s priv-”

      “Yeah, I’m not interested in a fucking autograph, or football at all for that matter.”

      Damn, this girl has a mouth on her.

      Kyle frowns. “Look, lady-”

      “My name is Vivian Ames.”

      My brow shoots up as Kyle and I look at each other.

      “Yeah, uh, come on up,” he mutters when I nod at him.

      Vivian looks disdainfully around the boat once she makes her way up the gangway.

      Kyle clears his throat. “We, uh- we had a party.”

      “Evidently.”

      Her eyes drop to the bag of weed on the table, and I see her grin as Kyle hastily shoves it away.

      I glance up at her, squinting through the hangover and the late morning sun. “So, look, whatever you’re here for-”

      “Do you love my sister?”

      The question takes me by surprise, and I frown, scratching my chin. “Excuse me?”

      “It’s a simple question, Austin.” She holds me gaze, that same fiery look I recognize from her sister.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “It’s not, actually,” she snaps.

      I narrow my eyes at her. “Look, she’s getting married.”

      Vivian rolls her eyes. “Clearly I’m aware of that.” She gestures down at her dress, and the little bunch of flowers tied to her wrist, and suddenly my stomach drops.

      “Wait, today?!”

      She nods, and I drop back against the bench, grinding my teeth and staring at the floor.

      “Send her my congratulations.”

      Vivian sighs loudly, narrowing her eyes at me before darting them to Kyle. “May I speak alone with your friend here?”

      Kyle starts to stand, but I shake my head. “Whatever you’ve gotta say, he can hear it.”

      Her mouth goes smaller. “Austin, I think you’ll want to hear this privately.”

      “I don’t see what could be so-”

      “Natalie’s pregnant.”

      Something inside of me breaks. Because, now I’ve really lost. I lost the girl, and now she’s having a damn kid with that fucking…

      I can feel my vision swimming as I narrow my eyes at Natalie’s sister. “Jesus, why the fuck do you think I’d need to hear-”

      “Because it’s yours, you big idiot!”

      And that’s when the bottom drops out. That’s when the whole world comes to a screeching halt and shifts violently beneath my feet.

      Vivian makes a face. “Jesus, did you think it’d be Vince’s? Good God no. Natalie’s been sleeping in the damn guest room for the last two weeks.”

      I grin. It’s a weird, small victory, but I’ll take it.

      “Look, my sister is carrying your child, and about to make the mistake of her life – for you I might add. I thought you might like to do something about that.”

      I’m staring past her, through her, and out at the ocean, my head still trying to catch up and figure out what the hell to even say right now.

      I’m going to be a father.

      It’s both a world-shatteringly awesome feeling, and an utterly terrifying one wrapped up in one little bundle. And suddenly, I’m looking right up at Vivian, focusing on that last part of what she’s just said.

      “Wait, what did you say?”

      She frowns. “Which part?”

      “The part about her making a mistake for me.”

      Vivian looks away, but I stand and put my hand on her arm. “Vivian-”

      “Vince made a deal with her.”

      I can feel a cold, sinking feeling in my gut, my blood feeling chilled in my veins.

      “What deal.”

      Vivian’s eyes grow sad as her mouth falls a little. “A trade, Austin,” she says quietly. “She went to Vince to settle whatever this debt was you had with his family.”

      Holy. Fuck.

      My feet feel unsteady, and my legs suddenly buckle as I drop right into the seat behind me.

      She did it for me.

      Vivian suddenly glances at her watch. “Look, the wedding is at St. Anselm’s in about forty-five minutes.” She looks up at me, and gives me the smallest little smile as she arches her brow.

      “I think you should do something about it.”

      My child.

      Our child. Natalie’s having our child.

      “Dude-”

      Kyle’s poking me in the back but I wave him off. “Hang on-”

      “Austin.”

      I turn around this time to see Kyle’s eyes wide open as he stares at his phone. “What is it?”

      He’s shaking his head, his jaw hanging open. “It’s an internal memo.” His eyes dart up to mine. “They’re officially bringing Lorenzo Capra into custody.”

      “Who?” My brow shoots up. “Wait, Capra? As in-”

      “My sister’s douchebag future father-in-law,” Vivian mutters.

      I frown. “Yeah, well, apparently he’s mob connected or something. At least that’s what Natalie-”

      “Austin.”

      Kyle looks up at me sharply from the phone in his hand. “Your dad’s implicated in this.”

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “Dude, I’m reading it right here. He’s in the damn memo.”

      I whistle. “Harry’s got himself under the microscope of the FBI? Shit, that’s-”

      “You’re in the FBI?”

      Kyle shoots me a look before nodding at Vivian.

      “Uh, there’s more…” he trails off before he whistles lowly at the screen. “Austin, you’re in this.”

      That cold chill creeps up my back again as I snap my eyes back to him. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “That thing with your dad and the money?” Kyle looks up, grinning. “The ‘mistake’ Natalie’s making for you?”

      “Kyle, I am in zero mood to be fucked with right-”

      “There was no loan, man.”

      What.

      “It says here it was a shakedown - your dad and Vince’s family trying to blackball you for cash. They’ve got an inside source confirming. It’s one of the reasons we’re moving in.”

      Kyle’s phone suddenly rings, and his face gets serious as he puts it to his ear.

      “Reporting in, sir.”

      I raise a brow questioningly.

      “Yes, sir. I’m in the Venice Marina, I can be there in thirty minutes.”

      Vivian pulls a phone out of her clutch and frowns at it. “Look is there a cab stand or something around here? I actually seriously need to get back. This debacle starts in like forty-five minutes.”

      “St. Anselm’s in Malibu right?”

      Vivian nods and I grimace. “Wedding’s in forty-five? That’s at least an hour and a half in traffic right now.”

      Vivian swears, her eyes going wide. “Oh you’ve got to be kidding me! She’s going to kill me if I’m not- good LORD!”

      Her eyes go wide, and as I whirl back around to Kyle, my jaw suddenly drops at the sight of the silver and black .45 in his hand.

      “Uh, buddy?” I nod at the gun in his hand, standing and backing towards Vivian.

      He rolls his eyes as he snatches a plastic ID card on a chain from the boat’s glove box and slings it over his neck. “FBI, remember?”

      “You carry a gun?”

      “Yes?”

      I wrinkle my brow. “But you’re like, a computer guy.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m a computer guy with a gun who’s actually taking point on this raid,” he mutters. He turns back to to the wheel house, and the boat guns to life a second later.

      “St Anselm’s is on the water,” he yells over the engine as he jumps to the side of the boat and starts casting mooring lines off.

      “Uh, what the fuck are you doing?” Vivian looks at him wildly before turning to me.

      Kyle cocks the gun, safeties it, and then sticks it into the back of his jeans as he gives Vivian possibly the smoothest look of his life.

      “Grab onto something, beautiful, we’re about to take the express to this wedding.”

      Vivian’s face goes flush, but she nods as she quickly takes a seat by the bow.

      I slowly shake my head at him as he brushes past me for the wheel. “Dude, when did you become James Bond?”

      He winks. “I’ve always been James Bond, it just looks a lot cooler with a gun instead of a laptop.”

      He darts a look past me at Vivian and I give him a subtle nod and a thumbs up.

      “Let’s do this.”

      “Might I suggest a comb and brushing your teeth before you swoop in, by the way?” I turn to see Vivian giving me a once-over, raising her shaped brows at my jeans and the t-shirt I slept in. “Maybe a change of clothes?”

      “I’m sorry, am I going to a fucking wedding or stopping one?”

      Her face breaks into a grin as she shakes her head. “Oh, our mother is going to love you.”

      Kyle snorts. “Really?”

      “My mother thinks t-shirts are for ‘poor people’ and that tattoos make you a criminal.” She smirks as she shakes her head at me again. “Oh, right, and you knocked up her daughter.”

      Vivian turns back to Kyle. “My mother is going to lose her goddamn mind when we show up like this.”

      There’s a buzzing in my pocket, and I yank out my phone to see Derek calling.

      “Yeah, Derek, this really isn’t a good-”

      “It’s not yours,” he gasps out.

      I frown, holding my finger to my ear over the roar of the boat. “What?”

      “It’s not yours!” Derek sounds like he’s downright giggling into the phone. “Tina’s whole thing with the pregnancy!”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, no shit, Derek.” I frown. “Wait, what about the DNA tests?”

      Derek wheezes out a laugh. “Are you sitting down?”

      The boat lures over a wave.

      “Uh, not really-”

      “It’s your dad’s.”

      Holy. Fucking. Shit.

      “WHAT?”

      Kyle and Vivian glance at each other and then look at me with concern at what I’m sure is a full-on insane look on my face.

      “Austin?”

      “I’m here.”

      I swallow, slowly shaking my head trying to even process what Derek’s saying.

      “Yeah, some plan they hatched up together – another cash shakedown. Her lawyer just called our team - looks like she wants to drop the whole thing.” Derek makes a hissing sound. “Fuck, man, I thought I had a weird relationship with my dad.”

      “Yeah, well, Harry’s the father of the fucking year isn’t he.” I close my eyes and take a deep breath as the boat pitches beneath.

      Relief.

      “Look, Derek, I’ve actually gotta run, but thank you, seriously.”

      “What the hell is that sound? Are you in a convertible or something?”

      “Boat.”

      “Well, we beat this one, but try not to do anything stupid.”

      I don’t say anything and I can practically hear Derek scowl through the phone.

      “Austin-”

      “Derek, relax. I’m with Kyle and Natalie’s sister, on my way to break up a mob wedding. Call you later?”

      “Austin! You fucking-”

      I put the phone in my pocket.

      Kyle gives me a look and I shrug. “Harry being fucking Harry. That Tina shit?”

      He wrinkles his brow when he suddenly reads the look on my face as his jaw drops.

      “No fucking way. She banged Harry?”

      “Will one of you kindly fill me in?”

      Kyle grins. “His scumbag dad knocked up an attention-seeking tabloid skank so they could shake Austin down for phony child support.”

      Vivian gives me a half-disgusted, half-grinning look as she shakes her head. “I’m beginning to have second thoughts about which horse I’m backing here.”

      “Seriously,” Kyle says, nodding at her. “No amount of money could be worth that.” He grins at me. “I mean, bringing another you into the world?”

      Vivian snorts as I flip him off.

      “Just drive the boat, asshole. We’ve got a wedding to ruin.”
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      Where the hell is she.

      I’m pacing the floor of the dressing room for the four hundredth time, wringing my hands and cursing Vivian under my breath.

      “Who cares if you left your phone at the hotel?”

      She purses her lips. “I care, Natalie.”

      “It’ll be there when you go back, you are NOT leaving me right now.”

      Her eyes dart side to side as she bites her lip. “Look, I’ll be quick. I need it for pictures, after all!”

      I groan, dropping my face to my hands. “Of THIS debacle? I’d rather you didn’t.”

      And now here we are, two freaking hours later, minutes away from my walk to the gallows, and my one pillar of support is missing in action.

      Fuck you, Vivian.

      I glance at the wall clock again, feeling my pulse skip another beat as I see the time.

      I swear to God, if she leaves me to do this myself I will NEVER forgive-

      There’s a succinct knock on the door, and before I can even answer, it opens as my mother steps in. She beams, clasping her hands together as she sighs happily.

      “Oh Natalie, you look just wonderful, darling!”

      I hate this dress. It’s gaudy and overly-sequined, and nothing like the one Bernadette helped me picked out. I purse my lips together in silence, giving my mother a withering look.

      “Oh, don’t give me that,” she says, her voice suddenly back to the flippantly cold and bored tone I’m familiar with. “Vincent is a perfectly suitable first husb-”

      Her frown furrows as she shakes her head.

      “Well, second.”

      This isn’t happening.

      I mean it is, in about ten minutes actually by the sound of the string quartet out in the church. And in a way, I’ve resigned myself to this. Like the five stages of grief, I’m on to “acceptance” of my fate as Mrs. Capra.

      Austin was my escape. He was my last shot, my walk on the wild side and my experience in breaking free of the part I’d been born to play.

      And that couldn’t last.

      I look away from my mother then, trying to subtly fan my face as I feel the tears start to brim at the corners of my eyes.

      “Oh, honey.”

      And suddenly my mother’s arms are around me, bringing me into her and squeezing me tight. “Don’t cry, sweetheart, you’ll smudge your makeup.”

      She pulls way from me, a look on her face that actually looks close to tender - like she actually cares. She smiles weakly as she dabs at my eyes with a tissue, and it’s maybe the most motherly thing she’s done in years.

      “You make yourself happy, Natalie,” she says quietly. “Happiness isn’t about someone else, or being with someone else.”

      “Mom, I don’t love Vince,” my voice all but breaks as I suck in a lungful of air, trying to steady myself.

      “Marriage, love,” she waves her hand flippantly as she shakes her had. “It’s all a means, honey.”

      “Do you love Monty?”

      She gives me a sharp look, her lips pursed.

      “Did you love Dad?”

      She looks away. “We saw what happened there,” she says, her voice edged.

      “I just wanted something different, Mom.”

      She turns, slowly shaking her head as if mulling something over. “What we want and what life gives us aren’t always the same thing, honey.”

      “I can’t do this.” I hate how small my voice is as the words come out, like I’m a little girl all over again with my mother telling me that I do in fact have to go to my etiquette class.

      She smiles as her hands slide up my arms to squeeze my shoulders. “You can. You’re a smart, confident young woman, Natalie. Believe me, you will make yourself happy in this world, no matter who’s standing by your side.

      There’s a quick knock on the door, and my mother frowns as she turns.

      “Yes?”

      It opens, and one of the ushers pokes his head inside.

      “Ms. Ames?”

      Oh, God.

      “It’s time.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The grip on my arm is firm, unyielding - a shackle reminding me that there’s no escape from this more than the comforting touch it should be before I walk down the aisle at my own wedding.

      In lieu of my father, it’s somehow been deemed appropriate for Vince’s father, Lorenzo, to give me away.

      “I’m pleased you came to your senses concerning my son, Natalie,” Lorenzo says icily.

      I nod, saying nothing.

      “We all make mistakes, Natalie,” he lectures on. “The important thing is that you atone for those mistakes.” He turns and smiles coldly at me as he pats my hand. “I believe a grandson for me would move things in the right direction. Don’t you agree?”

      I nod again, my mouth still tight as the blood pounds in my ears.

      My pulse spikes with dread as the string quartet inside the church begins to play Pachelbel’s Canon in D - the wedding march that might as well be a funeral dirge at this point. The doors open, and the crowd turns to look at me.

      One foot in front of the other, you can do this.

      I close my eyes for a second, taking a thin breath.

      You HAVE to do this.

      I can feel the eyes of everyone in the church piercing right into me. I shiver and put a hand reflectively over my stomach. I’m obviously not showing yet, but its like they all know.

      And where the hell is Vivian? I’m scanning the altar, seeing the hole between Vince’s sister-in-law and one of his cousins up there where my one friendly face should be standing.

      But she’s not there. My own sister wants no part of this sham, and I almost can’t even blame her.

      Lorenzo tugs on my arm, pulling me forward down the aisle like a gallows walk. And all I can do is put one foot in front of the other, and try not to think about what comes at the end of it. I’m wishing for all the world that this wedding and my last one were reversed - that I was blackout drunk for this one.

      And I wish to everything that I could remember the first.

      “Here we are, dear,” Lorenzo says gruffly, turning to give me a brief hug as if we’re family already.

      I can’t breathe.

      “Do not disappoint me, or my son,” he says sharply into my ear.

      I shiver as I turn to see Vince, standing beside the priest three steps above me on the altar. He’s not smiling, like he’s not happy to see me on this day. He’s smirking - gloating, like he’s won.

      And maybe he has. Maybe I played the game of love and I-

      I freeze as the word sticks in my brain.

      Love.

      It’s nothing I’ve ever said out loud throughout this whole thing - not a word I’ve even really thought until this every moment.

      Love.

      I say it again in my head, feel the raw heat of it spreading through my body as the word sits there inside my head. And it’s like the sudden crack of ice beneath your feet as it suddenly hits me.

      I loved Austin. God, no, I do love Austin. More than anything I’ve ever felt in this world, I know without a second’s hesitation that it’s utterly and completely true.

      The cocky, crude mouth, those piercing hazel eyes, that confident cowboy smile. The way he both infuriates me and sets me afire in ways I’ve never felt. The way he gets in under my skin in such a way that I never want him to leave it. The way for the first time in my entire life, I felt like I belonged somewhere - with the last man on this planet I should belong with.

      I love him, and here I am at the altar about to sign my life and my heart to another man.

      It’s the final, crushing blow before the tears just start to fall. It’s knowing I came so close to something wonderful, and knowing I can’t ever get back there. It’s knowing how wrong this is, and how unfair it is to lose like this.

      It’s knowing I lost him.

      I’m floundering, there at the bottom of the three steps up the altar, when Vince’s cousin and his brother’s wife quickly move to help me up.

      “I know! It’s like a fairytale isn’t it!” His cousin gushes in my ear, obviously mistaking my meltdown as tears of happiness.

      Vince grabs my arm as I finally make my way up to stand in front of him. “There, there, don’t be so emotional,” he mutters through his fake smile at me.

      “Dearly beloved!”

      The priest begins, but I almost don’t even hear the words as everything starts to fade around me. I don’t hear the verses from Corinthians, or the quote from Ephesians. I don’t hear the asking for the rings, and its not until Vince physically grabs my arm and gives me a small shake that I look up through my tears.

      “She’s emotional,” he says brusquely to the concerned looking priest.

      “Follow through, Natalie,” he mutters through the plastic grin on his face, pushing the ring onto my finger.

      I shiver.

      The priest clears his throat. “Ah, well then. Do you, Vincent Salvatore Capra take this woman to be your lawfully wedded-”

      “I do,” Vince says sharply, cutting him off.

      The priest turns to me. “And do you, Natalie Elizabeth Ames, take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

      The silence is deafening.

      I’m blinking as I try and make my brain connect with my lips. But I’m not seeing Vince standing in front of me anymore. I’m seeing what was - what I almost had.

      With Austin.

      Vince grabs my wrist. “Natalie,” he hisses, his eyes looking furious as a murmur starts to ripple through the church.

      And I can’t breathe.

      “Uh, my dear?” The priest is smiling awkwardly at me.

      “I-”

      I swallow, feeling what feels like pressure slowly closing in on my throat as my pulse comes in short, staccato beats.

      “Say the fucking words, Natalie,” Vince growls.

      “I-”

      There’s a sharp bang from the back of the church, and I hear a horrified gasp from the crowd.

      “No, she doesn’t.”

      It’s that honeyed, drawled voice - the one I know, the one that’s buried deep in my head and my heart. And I know it’s him even before I turn towards the last man I ever expected to see again.

      Austin.

      “What?!” Vince sputters, pushing me aside and taking a step towards Austin, standing at the back of the church by the doors.

      “I said no, she doesn’t.”

      There’s another almost comically loud gasp through the crowd, and I glance over to see my mother clutching at her pearls.

      “You’re a dead man, Taylor!” Vince screams, his face bright red and frothing up on the altar.

      The crowd suddenly shrieks, and I’m still gasping for air as I whirl to see Lorenzo standing from the first pew and pulling a gleaming silver pistol out of his suit coat. His eyes narrow at Austin as he suddenly levels the gun right at him. “Get this redneck piece of trash out of-”

      There’s a sound like a bomb going off, and suddenly every door to the church crashes in as men in black fatigues and jackets with the letters “FBI” stenciled across them come charging in, guns raised. And there at the front of them is…Kyle?

      What the HELL is going on here?

      “Lorenzo Capra!” Kyle roars, as two other agents wrestle Vince’s dad to the floor and kick the gun away from him.

      “You are under arrest by the United States Government on the charges of racketeering, money laundering, and conspiracy to commit fraud!”

      What?

      I can feel my knees go weak, and the world starts to spin as my vision starts to fade. And I’m clawing at my neck, my other hand tight across my belly as I suddenly start to tumble.

      And then I’m gasping as I feel Vince’s hands close around my wrists, shaking me. Austin roars as he charges the stage, and I’m dimly aware of him tackling Vince to the ground before suddenly he’s just there, right in front of me. His face is tight as his arms go around me, lifting me up as my head spins.

      “Medic! Kyle! Get a fucking medic!”

      “Hang on, princess,” he whispers, his lips brushing mine. “Hang on.”

      I look up at him dreamily as the world starts to go dim. “You came?”

      “Of course I did,” he says hoarsely, his face tight.

      My voice sounds distant, like I’m in a dream. “But I divorced you.”

      He grins. “Well, where I come from, paper-napkin contracts mean a lot.”

      I’m laughing, at least, I think I am, as the world starts to fade.

      “I- I need to tell you something,” I say suddenly as my hand slides across my stomach.

      “I know.” His hand entwines with mine across my belly as he nods quickly. “I know, princess.”

      “Thanks for rescuing me, cowboy.”

      And it’s the last thing I remember before there are faces above me, a light in my eyes, and the whole scene goes dark.
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        Natalie

      

    
    
      “There she is.”

      That voice of his is the first thing I see, followed by those perfect hazel eyes the second I open mine. He’s leaning over me as I open my eyes, his face full of concern but with that smile teasing his lips.

      I cringe. “God, did I faint?”

      I start to try and get to my feet, but his hand is on my arm. “Whoa, hang on, princess. Everything’s fine, but just sit tight a few.”

      A cold fear shoots through me as my hands suddenly move to my belly.

      “Everything is fine,” he says softly, looking down at my laced hands as his moves to cover them. “Medics said you just had a panic attack, that’s all. No concussion, nothing serious.” He closes his fingers around mine. “Feel like standing?”

      I nod, and he slowly helps me to my feet. The glint on my finger catches my eyes, and I glance down and shudder at the ring on my finger.

      Vince’s ring.

      I quickly claw it off my hand like it’s burning me, tossing it into the grass with a shiver before I turn to look up at Austin. I’m almost afraid to ask the next thing that pops into my head, but knowing I have to lay it out here and now.

      “Look, if you came here today because of this-” I look down towards my belly. “I’m not- I mean, I’m not that girl, Austin. I’m not going to be like Tina or something and try to sue you or anything like-”

      “The Tina thing is over,” he says quickly, shaking his head. “Turns out it was Harry.”

      My jaw drops. “Wait, what?”

      He makes a face, pushing his fingers through his mop of hair. “Yeah, some sort of- look, not important.” He grins as he glances up into my face, his eyes twinkling. His hands move to my waist, sliding over my hips and gently pulling me towards him.

      “The only thing that’s important is that I’m all yours, princess,” he says evenly, his eyes burning right into mine. “Of course I came back for this,” he says, bringing a palm down to lay across my belly. “But I came back for you.”

      He pulls me closer against him, and it’s almost on instinct that my hands slide up to his chest.

      Suddenly, Austin’s face goes tight as he starts to breath quickly. He starts to drop to his knees, and all of a sudden the panic comes rushing back into me.

      Oh God, the tackle in the church.

      I’m suddenly realizing that in my whole ridiculous fainting spell, I’ve never asked him if he’s hurt from slamming Vince to the ground.

      “Oh God, Austin!” I drop to my knees, my hands going to his face as my eyes go wide. “Shit, are you okay?!”

      He stares at me. “What?” he shakes his head as his brow furrows. “Nat I’m-”

      “Is it your head?” I’m gasping, feeling the the panic spiraling through me as I cup his face in my hands. “Sit down! I’m going to grab one of the med-”

      “Natalie.”

      The firmness of his voice stops me, and as I turn back I suddenly realize he’s grinning at me. “No, you stand; I kneel.”

      “I-”

      Oh.

      OH.

      He rolls his eyes as I slowly stand, feeling my heart hammering in my chest as my chest rises and falls.

      “So, you left this at my place-”

      Austin holds his hand up, and there in his fingers, glittering gaudily in the sunlight, is the ring.

      My ring, from Vegas.

      “And I was sort of hoping you might want it back.”

      Oh my God.

      My lips are opening and closing, but no words come out as I blink and just stare at the man on one knee before me.

      “Natalie Ames-”

      Austin looks up at me, that same cowboy grin on his face and that dangerous glimmer in his eyes that swept me away by the elevators of the Chateau Marmont. Before the fake marriage, before Vegas, before all the ups and down and turmoil.

      Before I realized I fell in love with him with that first look.

      My heart stops for one single beat as the whole world goes still around us and Austin looks right into my eyes and takes a deep breath.

      “I fucked this up the first time around. But this time, I want to do this right.”

      He looks me right in the eye, and I’m almost saying yes before he even says the words.

      “Will you marry me? For real this time, and for always.”

      I’m screaming and throwing my arms around him as he stands. And then his lips are on mine, kissing me fiercely - a kiss that fills in all the gaps and lets everything else in the world just fall away.

      “I love you,” he murmurs into my lips, and I can feel the tears start to pour down my cheeks.

      Happy ones this time.

      “I love you too,” I whisper back, feeling him grin as he picks me up and spins me around, kissing me all over again.

      “Natalie!”

      I turn from Austin just as Vivian all but tackles me, throwing her arms around me and hugging me tight. “You scared the shit out of me!” She pulls back, grinning at me. “I can’t believe you fainted.”

      My jaw drops. “Well I can’t believe you left me here!”

      She laughs. “Please! I was getting your man here and his smooth spy of a friend to come break this whole thing up.” She nods behind her to a sheepishly grinning Kyle.

      I furrow my brow at him over her shoulder. “Yeah, Kyle, you carry a gun now?”

      He frowns, stooping to pick Vince’s glittering silver ring off the grass. “Why is this so hard for everyone to comprehend?”

      Austin laughs and shakes head. “Because you’re a big sweetheart, buddy.”

      “I am not,” he mutters.

      Vivian grins. “Oh, I think it was very sweet of you to come help rescue my sister, you know.”

      Kyle looks up, flashing a charming grin as he pushes a hand through his hair. “Hey, you know, just doing my job.”

      I glance at Austin in time to see him roll his eyes.

      “So, listen,” Kyle turns towards my sister with a shrug. “I was thinking maybe you and I-”

      “Oooh my God,” Vivian’s face goes white as her eyes drop to his hand. “I, uh, look, I don’t even know you-”

      Kyle’s face falls before he follows her eyes to the ring in his hand. “Oh shit!” His face goes red as he quickly jerks the ring behind his back. “No! No-no, I was going to say ‘get some coffee sometime’, not-” He swallows quickly. “You know, not that.”

      Vivian blushes. “Coffee I could probably commit to.”

      Austin pulls me aside.

      “You know, you, uh-” He clears his throat and arches a brow at me.

      “You never actually said yes, you know.”

      The corners of my mouth curl. “Oh, I didn’t?”

      “Nope.”

      “Hmm…” I bring my hand up to tap my chin, pantomiming a long thinking face. “I mean, I’m going to need some sort of prenup - you know, to protect myself.”

      Austin rolls his eyes.

      “And of course we’re going to have to sign a legally binding napkin of some-”

      “Hey princess.” He yanks me tight against him, his hand coming up to cup my chin.

      “Will you just shut up and say yes?”

      I barely have time to get the word out before my mouth goes crashing into his.

      “Yes,” I whisper out into his lips. “A thousand times yes.”

      “You know-” Austin shoots a look back towards his friend and my sister. Vivian’s making gooey eyes at Kyle, who seems to have the world’s biggest grin on his face as he shrugs casually and says something that makes my sister laugh.

      I turn back to see Austin flashing me a smile as he dangles a set of keys in the air between us.

      I raise a brow at him. “And what might those be?”

      He grins. “These are the keys to that lovely new yacht tied to the pier over there.” He nods towards a sleek looking boat down on the water before turning back to me and winking.

      “And whether she knows it or not, your sister is running some seriously great interference on a certain owner of that boat.”

      The smile creeps across my face as I shake my head at him.

      “You are terrible!”

      “Terrible enough that you don’t want me to take you out on that boat and tear this terrible wedding dress off of you?”

      My jaw drops. “Terrible, huh?”

      Austin makes an exaggerated grimace face as he scratches his head. “Awful, honestly, I’d be doing you a favor by literally ripping it off of you.”

      My cheeks flush as I step into him, dragging a finger up his hard chest through his t-shirt. “Is that a threat, or a promise,” I husk against his lips.

      “Both,” he growls, his eyes flashing hungrily at me.

      I shrug as casually as I can with the raw need for him coursing through my body like hot fire.

      “Well, I suppose it is a pretty terrible dress.”

      “The worst.”

      “Tear it off me you say?”

      “There won’t be a stitch of it left on you.”

      “Why Mr. Taylor, are you saying you want me naked?”

      “Nothing but a smile and that ring, princess,” he growls.

      I shiver as the heat pools between my legs, pulling his lips to mine by the collar of his t-shirt.

      “I think we need to get to that boat,” I moan into his lips as he kisses me. “Right now.”

      I muffle my shriek into his shoulder as he scoops me up and makes a dash for the dock.

      Ten minutes and half a mile out to sea later, he makes good on that promise.

      

      
        The End

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue Chapter 1

        

        Natalie

      

    
    
      “I look huge.”

      Vivian shakes her head at me from over my shoulder in the full-length mirror. “You look stunning.”

      We’re back in the dress shop - my old dress shop, where I’d been shopping all those months before with Bernadette. Of course, I’m sure as hell not going to fit into the dress I was looking at back then, what with being seven months pregnant, but there’s something about this shop that makes me smile.

      Yeah, it’s been seven months since the debacle of wedding number one. Wait, no, make that wedding number two. But legally, I never married Vince, thank God, so the one in a few days is actually going to be my second marriage.

      To the same man I married the first time.

      It’s a situation that hasn’t stopped amusing me and flustering my mother. But all things considered, she now official “approves” of Austin.

      Or at least, doesn’t outright disapprove.

      “Natalie Elizabeth Ames!”

      We’ve just come back to the church after stealing Kyle’s boat and disappearing for over two hours. Me in the bottom part of my now thoroughly ripped wedding dress wearing one of Austin’s old t-shirts from Kyle’s boat on top.

      My mother is storming towards us with a look of outright shock on her face, running across the church lawn pushing past FBI agents as she stomps towards us.

      “Natalie, I-”

      “Mother!” I turn and snap, shaking my head and sighing. “I’m making myself happy and I don’t need you to-”

      “No, dear.” She shakes her head, pushing my hand away.

      “I was going to tell you how proud I am of you, honey.” Her arms go around me as she hugs me close. “I always will be and I always have been.”

      She glances up at Austin as she pulls away from me. Her eyes roam over his tussled hair, his t-shirt, and his boots and she wrinkles her nose slightly. “So, football, hmm?”

      “Mother-“

      “Yes ma’am.” Austin flashes his biggest, most charming smile at my mother as he takes her hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Royce.”

      She nods stiffly as he shakes her head, but raises a brow my way. “Well, polite young man at least.”

      “You seriously look great, Mama,” Vivian says with an exasperated roll of the eyes, which is warranted considering this is maybe the twelfth time this fitting that I’ve complained about my size.

      It’s crazy how much a body can change when you’ve got a bit  of you and the man you love growing inside. My breasts are larger and swollen, my belly is full and round, and I’m craving my fiancé all the damn time.

      Like, seriously all the time.

      Luckily for me, he’s been more than happy to satiate that insatiable urge. Unlucky for me, it’s playoff season, and shockingly to absolutely no one who follows football, rookie QB Austin Taylor is leading the team to a flawless season.

      He’s also taken a shine to making jokes about having a Super Bowl baby, which is at least a football reference I kind of get now.

      “I look like a white whale.”

      “Okay, Natalie,” Viv gives me a sharp look. “I know you’re about to get married and all and you’re pregnant, and it’s all very special and adorable, but I can seriously only tell you so many times how good you look. Okay?”

      I grin at her in the mirror. “Thank you.”

      “Any time.”

      She looks away suddenly and frowns. “You, uh-” she clears her throat, and I already know what she’s going to say because I’m sure I got the same call from my mother minutes before walking in here.

      “Dad’s final appeals sentencing.”

      She nods. “He’s only going to do three years?”

      I roll my eyes. “The beauty of being rich and connected I guess.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s not going to be rich. You know, legally it comes to us.” Vivian makes a face, and I nod as I shiver uncomfortably.

      And it’s true, it is all coming to us. Somehow, through a combination of not being able to quite follow the paper trails in Dad’s offshore accounts, as well as some sort of broken loophole in the justice system, the courts have decided that our father’s frozen banks accounts now come under the direct control of my sister and I.

      And I already know neither of us wants that.

      Vivian frowns. “I seriously don’t even get how that whole thing works. I mean, I don’t want money Dad stole from people, that doesn’t seem fair at all.”

      “It’s not.” I turn and look my sister in the eye. “Look, I was thinking. We’ve already got the trust fund which they unfroze. That’s all yours, by the way.”

      My sister gives me a look. “Nat-”

      “Viv, my husband just shot a Volvo commercial, and the jeans ad is-”

      “Uh, yeah, my friends will not stop asking me about that one.”

      I grin, feeling the glow spread across my cheeks. I don’t blame them. I have to agree that my soon-to-be husband looks downright delicious in well-fit denim and nothing else on the pages of a magazine.

      “Look, I’m just saying we’re good. And you should take the trust.”

      “And everything else? All those offshore accounts?”

      I look up and meet her eye. “I say we give all back.”

      Her eyes go wide.

      “I mean, take what you need, but I say we set up a trust to make sure it gets back to the hardest hit of Dad’s investment victims.”

      “Nat, the trust fund is more than enough. Fuck it, put all of those offshore funds into something where we can do that.”

      I suddenly pause. “Mom?”

      Vivian laughs. “Mom is fine with Monty. Hell, he’s as big a crook as Dad was.”

      I grin as I finish changing out of my dress, pulling on my maternity tank-top and yoga pants. “We’ll call the lawyers tomorrow and set it up?”

      “How about you worry about getting married in two days, and we’ll figure it out after that, okay?”

      I fling my arms around my sister and hug her. “I love you, and thanks for helping with everything.”

      She gives me a squeeze back. “I love you too, dork.”

      “So are we still on for dinner later?”

      She pulls away suddenly and makes a wincing face. “I- shit.”

      “What?”

      She scrunches her face up. “I maybe forgot and made plans.”

      “Oh did you now?”

      She bites her lip and says nothing, but I already know who these plans involve.

      I grin at her. “With a certain adorable FBI agent?”

      Vivian blushes. “Maybe.”

      I raise a brow at her and she finally caves. “Okay, and with Stella and Carter, too.”

      “Pretty cozy, huh?”

      She grins. “It’s complicated.”

      “Try me.”

      Viv laughs. “Fair enough.”

      My sister’s coffee date with Kyle seven months ago turned into her extending her stay in LA a week, and then another.

      A month later, she finally just sublet her place in New York and found a spot here.

      “Look, you should come out with us!”

      I shake my head. “Nah, go have fun with those guys. It’s an off-night for practice, so I’ve got Austin at home anyways.”

      I reach out and squeeze her hand. “I’m happy for you, you know.”
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* * *

      My mouth waters as I stare mournfully over at the tray of takeout sushi in Austin’s hands.

      We’re out sitting by the pool in the backyard, tiki torches flickering in the California dusk on our second to last night before the wedding.

      “Aww, c’mon!” Austin pauses with the last bite of maki poised by his lips as he shakes his head at me.

      “What?” I quickly look away.

      “That face!”

      I pout. “It just looks so good.”

      As do most things I can’t eat or drink while pregnant.

      He laughs. “You made a big stink about me getting it. You demanded it!”

      “I know,” I sigh, pouting. “I just wanted to look at it.”

      He grins. “How was your pad thai?”

      “Oh, with the side of huge, gross-tasting pre-natal vitamins? Great.”

      He chuckles as he pushes his takeout away. “Get over here.”

      I grin, feeling the heat creep through me as I recognize that look in his eye.

      “No, I’m huge.”

      “With our baby, yes. Now get over here.”

      I stand, slowly moving towards his chair. “I feel like a land whale.”

      “You look fucking gorgeous,” he says darkly, his eyes flickering in the torch-light.

      I slowly rake my teeth over my lip as those eyes pierce right into me, feeling the tingle creep up my back.

      “Actually,” he growls. “I think I might be ready for dessert.”

      I giggle as he pulls me into his lap, but the laughter quickly turns to moans as his hands slide over my body. He cups my full breasts and then slowly starts to pop the buttons on my loose, oversized button-up.

      “God your tits have gotten big.”

      I bite my lip. “I told you I was getting huge- oh.”

      I moan quietly as Austin peels my bra down and lets his tongue swirl across one full, sensitive nipple. His lips fasten around it as his hands push my shirt off, followed quickly by the clasp of my bra. I moan, running my fingers through his hair as his hands cup my breasts, squeezing them gently and running his tongue and his thumb across my nipples in ways that have me panting.

      He lets one hand trail down over my soft belly, teasing the navel before pushing it down under the waist of my stretchy yoga pants.

      Oh yes…

      He groans into my breasts. “I’m assuming you’d have told me if your water broke.”

      I grin, blushing. “I think I’d have mentioned that, yes.”

      “So this just means you’re soaking wet for me then?”

      I whimper as his fingers push my panties to the side and sink easily inside my dripping wet slit. “Something like that,” I murmur.

      I gasp as he suddenly lifts me up and spins me around. His fingers hook into my waist and yank the yoga pants and panties down to my knees, making me moan as he pushes me onto my knees on the patio chair in front of him.

      “Austin- oh, yes!”

      I feel his hot breath teasing across my lips just before he drags his tongue wetly through my seam. I cry out, grabbing ahold of the chair as I arch my back and push back into him. His talented tongue pushes deep, swirling at my opening and lapping at my honey before he moves his mouth to my clit, gently batting it with that tongue as his lips fasten around it.

      He always feels incredible, but ever since my second trimester, he’s felt absolutely heavenly. There’s something about my hormones that has my pussy even more sensitive and absolutely soaking wet, as if every nerve ending was set ablaze.

      Austin’s strong hands grasp my ass, pulling against his mouth as he starts to slowly fuck me with his tongue, growling and sending vibrations tingling through my body. He slips a finger inside, making a curling motion as his lips and tongue move back to my clit, swirling around it and making me cry out.

      I’m clawing at the chair, gasping for air and feeling the hormone-fueled waves of pleasure roll through me over and over. He’s driving me insane, making my body melt for him, making my mind explode, and making the moans drip from my lips as he coaxes me higher and higher.

      “Oh, God, Austin, honey-” I gasp out, feeling myself start to crest that ledge. “I’m going to- oh, fuck I’m going to-”

      “Come for me, Natalie,” he growls, and the vibrations against my overly-sensitive lips send me crashing over the edge.

      “Come on my tongue.”

      I scream as the orgasm shatters through me, shaking and moaning as his mouth takes me over that edge and floats me down into bliss.

      I’m still gasping for air as he gently lifts me up in his powerful arms. I look up at him with a lazy smile as he holds me and carries me inside to the living room and lays me down on the sofa. Austin turns on the automatic gas fireplace - the one he always groans about because it’s “not a real campfire” before he spoons in behind me.

      Buckley looks up from his perch on the easy chair and pants before turning around and going back to sleep.

      I can feel Austin pulsing hard against me through his pants, and I scrunch my face up as I turn towards him. I feel terrible, because God do I want him, but he’s also utterly and completely worn me out.

      “Honey, I-”

      “Darlin’, tonight was for you.”

      I make a pouting grin as I glance down at the huge bulge in his jeans.

      “Hey, I’m saving myself, you know.”

      I laugh. “Oh really?”

      He grins. “Oh, definitely. Saving it up of the wedding night, baby.”

      I give him a skeptical look. “That’s two nights away.”

      “Yep.”

      “You can hold out for two whole nights?”

      “Sure can.”

      I laugh. “You?”

      His eyes sparkle as he leans in and nips at my neck. “Just what are you implying, princess?” he murmurs into my ear.

      “Oh, nothing,” I say, grinning as I feel his cock throb against my ass. “But I’ll just believe it when I see it.”

      “Game on.”
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        Austin

      

    
    
      Turns out, my once and future wife is absolutely fucking right.

      I’m not gonna make it. Not even close.

      We spend the night before the wedding apart - something about it being tradition or some shit. And as dumb as I think that is, my mom ends up putting her damn foot down about it.

      So, I end up spending the night with Kyle, Eli, Daryl and Buckley, hanging on my back patio drinking whiskey. And we have a great time, and even my two teammates have moved on from telling me what a mistake marriage is to how awesome it is to be a father.

      But damn am I on fucking edge.

      We bullshit, we drink, we try and make Kyle fess up to what the hell is going on with Nat’s sister, and they all generally congratulate me on it all.

      But later, after they all take off, and after I take one last late-night neighborhood stroll with Buckley, I’m alone in my bed. And I’ve got a cock so hard it could pound nails.

      I wrap my hands around it in the darkness, groaning, and all I can think about is Natalie - her glowing pregnancy face, those big swollen tits, that huge round belly.

      How fucking good she tastes these days, how wet she is.

      Fuck.

      I want her, and I want her now.

      I groan as I slide my hand up and down the throbbing shaft of my cock. I want so badly to keep this going, but I stop.

      I take a deep, solid breath.

      I mean, I’m Austin Taylor, I’ve got self-control. I can wait until tomorrow night, when I can take my damn time with her in our marriage bed.

      Yeah, I shrug as I turn over in the empty bed, frowning. I can totally wait.

      Right?
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* * *

      Nope.

      Hard no on the waiting, because by the next afternoon, I know without question that Natalie’s totally right.

      I crave her entirely too much to go two damn nights in a row without feeling that sweet pussy sliding down my cock.

      Half an hour before the wedding, I’m prowling through the back halls of the marina, where we’re getting married in a small ceremony on Kyle’s boat. Natalie’s “getting ready” room is up here in the marina clubhouse though, and I know full well I shouldn’t be back here.

      But I seriously don’t care.

      I seriously can’t care right now, because I’ve got one damn thing on my mind right now.

      My wife.

      Well, about-to-be my wife.

      Again.

      I grin at the thought of Nat being both my first and my second wife as I straighten the bowtie on my tux.

      I spot the room where I know she’s getting ready, and I’m just about to open it when the knob starts to turn as voices trip out. I make a dodge for the door to the side, slipping inside what appears to be some sort of supply closet just as the door to her dressing room opens.

      I see my mom, Loraine, and Vivian all coming out - Loraine predictably with a glass of something in her hand, and my mom dabbing at tears.

      I wait a solid forty seconds for them to disappear around the corner before I slip out and stalk towards the door.

      The knob turns easily, and I step into see-

      Wow.

      And I do mean WOW.

      She’s fucking gorgeous - a damn vision sitting there at her vanity, her face down.

      A damn fairytale princess, only somehow even more fucking beautiful with how pregnant she is.

      Even more alluring.

      “Viv, seriously I need to practice my vow- Austin!”

      She gasps as she looks up and sees me grinning in the mirror. She whirls, all but shrieking as she grabs at a shawl to cover herself. She gives me a stern look. “You’re not supposed to see me!”

      “You were right.”

      She frowns at me quizzically as I move towards her, and then she gasps as I reach her and suddenly pull her into me.

      “What?”

      “You were right,” I growl again, my lips trailing across her neck and groaning at the feel of her soft body against mine. I slide a hand up to her breast, wanting her, needing her, and loving the way her breath catches.

      “I’m not going to be able to wait.”

      She moans quietly as my fingers find her nipple, teasing it through the dress.

      “You can not be in here,” she whispers out, her eyes darting up to mine, that look saying she’s dying for me as much as I am her.

      “Yeah well, I’m pretty damn good at doing what I’m not supposed to do,” I husk into her ear. “I think you know that.”

      “I think I do,” she moans, dropping her hand to the front of my tux and rubbing my throbbing bulge through the trousers.

      “Jesus, you’re big.”

      “I think you already knew that too,” I say with a grin, nipping at her ear.

      I pull at her dress, slowly inching it up her legs before she suddenly pulls back, shaking her head.

      “We can’t!”

      I grin, still tugging on her dress. “Why not?”

      “Because…” she trails off, her eyes closing as my fingers swirl across her nipple through the gauze and silk top of the dress.

      “Yeah, good answer.”

      “Oh shush.”

      And then she’s kissing me, and it’s just as hard, and wild, and fierce as it was that first night in elevator doorway.

      Her tongue pushes past my lips, wrestling against mine as she grabs at my clothes and claws at my arms.

      God damn do I love this woman pregnant.

      I groan as she attacks me, pressing her body to mine as her fingers slide into my hair, like she needs me.

      “I think I should have knocked you up when we first met.”

      Nat pulls back, her lips curling into knowing grin. “Do the math, I think you basically did.”

      I laugh as she kisses me again, her hands dropping to fumble at my belt and stroke my cock through my pants. She pulls away, teeth dragging over my bottom lip as she winks wickedly and slowly starts to drop to her knees. I groan as she takes my tuxedo pants down with her, cooing as she frees my cock and wraps her fingers around the throbbing shaft.

      God yes.

      She presses her lips to the head, looking up at me with this sultry look as she slowly parts her pillow-soft lips and slides them over the crown.

      And it’s a fucking dream.

      She looks up at me - my perfect, gorgeous, pregnant wife as she inhales my cock. Her lips form a tight seal as her tongue dances across the underside of me, making my damn toes curl as the pleasure rocks through me. She dips lower, moaning as she lets her tongue tease across my balls, her hands still stroking my shaft as I groan louder than I should.

      But damn do I want more - a lot more.

      I reach down and pull her up, kissing her fiercely as I push her back so that her ass is perched on the edge of the the vanity behind her. I attack her neck, not even giving a shit if I leave bruises for the wedding party to see as I suck the sweetness from her skin.

      “Fuck,” she groans, fingers twisting in my hair. “Watch the dress,” she says with a moan.

      “I think you know damn well how good I am at tearing these things off,” I growl into her skin.

      She giggles. “Yeah, well, I like this one.”

      “Me too,” I husk into her, my hands sliding to the hem and pushing it up over her creamy thighs. “I love this part of it.”

      I slide my hand under, teasing across her thigh and reaching for-

      Oh.

      I look up as Natalie blushes, biting her lip.

      “I think someone once told me they like ‘crotchless white lace’, I believe it was?”

      My cock lurches as the grin spreads across my face.

      “Goddamn I love you,” I groan into her lips, cupping her jaw and kissing her hard.

      “I’m going to love you even more when you slide that big dick of yours inside me,” she whispers lustily.

      I growl into her, my fingers teasing up and down her slickness. Crotchless or not, I’ve got them pushed to the side as I ease the head of my cock against her slick entrance. We both cry out as I push in, feeling her stretch around my thickness as I bury every inch inside her absolutely molten pussy.

      Her hands clutch at my back, wrinkling my suit, and I don’t even care. I rock into her with deep, steady strokes, my fingers on her clit while the other hand holds her by the hair at the nape of her neck. She wraps her legs around me, pulling me in, urging me on as I fuck her right there on the vanity table with her wedding dress bunched around her waist.

      “Oh, God, Austin-” she moans, kissing me like a woman possessed. “I’m going to- I’m-”

      I groan. “Fuck, me too.”

      “Too bad you already knocked me up,” she gasps out, grinning at me as her face starts to crumble.

      “Just call it practice for after,” I whisper into her lips. “Cause don’t you think for a second we’re just having the one.”

      “Oh fuck,” she moans. “Fill me up!”

      “I can’t wait to put another baby in you.”

      And that does it. She cries out, burying her face in my neck as she comes, gasping against my skin. I groan as my eyes squeeze shut and my cock lurches, exploding and pumping shot after shot of cum deep inside.

      We groan as we sink into each other, the pulsing, gasping aftershocks of our love still tingling through us.

      “Okay,” she gasps quietly, looking up and grinning at me. “That was so necessa-”

      “Natalie?” The sound of Vivian’s voice with the loud knock on the door has us both jolting upright.

      “One sec!” she calls out.

      “Ten minutes, Nat! Are you sure you-”

      “I’m fine! I’ll be one sec!”

      She turns back to me, her voice low. “Well, now I can’t surprise you with the crotchless undies later.”

      I grin. “Oh, I’ll still be surprised.”

      “No, I mean I can’t wear them now.”

      “Why not?”

      Her face goes bright red. “Because they’re crotchless, and I might leave a mess own the aisle,” she says, that blush only getting darker.

      I chuckle, kissing her. “Wear whatever you want, because I’m just going to tear them off of you the second we get done with this thing.”

      She grins. “You should get out of here.”

      I shrug casually as I slowly tuck myself into my pants and zip up. “You want to meet in a few?”

      “Sure, ten minutes maybe?”

      I nod. “Totally. How about that altar I saw out there on that boat in front of all those people. That work for you?”

      Natalie’s face breaks into a huge smile as she tugs me closer by the lapels of my jacket. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      “I love you so damn much,” I groan as I press my lips to hers.

      “I know,” she whispers. “And I love you too.”
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* * *

      And it doesn’t matter that ten minutes later, I’m saying the same thing in front of all those damn people. Ten minutes later, when we’re both flushed, slightly disheveled, hair slightly messed, and grinning at each other with the taste of each other’s lips still on ours, it doesn’t matter what came before.

      Because all that matters is now.

      I’m sober this time.

      I’m clear headed.

      I’m excited.

      I’m about to marry the girl of my damn dreams.

      I’m looking her right in the eye as we both say the words “I do.” And when they say I can kiss the bride, it doesn’t matter that I already knocked up the bride, or that I was already kissing her ten minutes before as we both came together.

      Because I’m not gonna stop kissing her.

      Not ever.

      

      
        The End. Again.
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      Silas Hart takes what he wants. Everything he wants.

      
      He’s a thief. Always has been, always will be. When we were kids, he taught me how to pick locks and pockets. 

      
      And then we got older, and we learned to open doors to places we never should have gone. 

      
      Eight years ago, I gave that thief everything, and he stole my heart. 

      
      But he also stole a lot of money working for some very bad people, and then the boy I knew disappeared. 

      
      But now we’re both back in Shelter Harbor, and Silas is no boy. 

      
      He’s a man. A hardened, cocky, demanding, very grown-up man. 

      
      A man who looks at me like he wants to steal me away again. Like he wants to take me, like he wants to make me lose my mind and scream his name. Just like I used to. 

      
      But I’m not that wide-eyed little girl anymore. He left nearly a decade ago, and I don’t give a damn what Silas Hart wants. 

      
      There’s just one problem... 

      
      Did I mention we’re still married? 
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          Prologue

        

        Silas

      

    
    
      There’s blood on my hands.

      They’re twisting in my lap as I sit there breathing heavily in the dark of my uncle’s truck. Rain drums like bullets across the roof, pouring in sheets across the windshield.

      “Fuck,” Declan mutters in the drivers seat, dropping his phone into his lap. “They’re onto the hit, kid. It’s all over the police scanners.”

      Shit.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      My heart’s hammering, the pain throbbing in my side from the crash.

      “Don’t worry, kid, I’m gonna help you outta this.”

      I look up through the rainy windshield, through the glass front doors of the hospital. I can see her crying, her family around her. Huddled, hurt, and broken.

      Because of me.

      Because of the job gone wrong - the one her brother never should’ve been on. I can still feel the sting of her words from twenty minutes ago, slicing right through me. Slicing me in half.

      “Why did you go?” Her eyes are pleading as she looks up into my face, tears running down hers. “Why’d you do the job?”

      I have no real answer, because I don’t know. Maybe because I’m young and stupid, and I wanted to be able to give her the kind of life she’d want - that kind of life she deserves.

      “I don’t know.”

      “I asked you not to, Silas,” she’s crying now. “I begged you not to do it.”

      It doesn’t matter that I was there to stop her brother - my best friend - from making the mistake of his life. Because he was only there because of me in the first place.

      This is my fault.

      “Ivy-”

      Jacob steps forward, moving between me and his daughter. “You need to get away from her, right now.”

      “Sir-”

      The reverend’s jaw tightens beneath his thick beard, his eyes twitching with rage. “You aren’t welcome here, Silas.”

      Ilene steps foreword, her hand on her husband’s arm as she dabs tears from her face. “Jacob-”

      “No.” He shakes his head, his eyes never leaving mine. “Get out.”

      I’m reeling, the world rocking beneath my feet. I’m face-to-face with the only family I’ve ever really known, and I can see the pain and the hurt I’ve caused across every single one of their faces.

      I turn to Ivy, but she shakes her head.

      “You should go,” she says softly.

      It’s the last words we speak to each other.

      And now I’m watching the aftermath of paths taken and choices made. I’m living with the outcome of going on the fucking job for Declan I never should’ve gone on - the job I only did go on because I found out Rowan had taken my place when I’d backed out the first time.

      I couldn’t have that.

      I’m already lost, but my best friend has his whole life ahead of him.

      Or did, until I just wrapped our car around a guardrail fleeing the scene of a crime I helped commit. Until I dragged him out of that wreck and carried him on my back to the hospital, his leg bloodied and raw, mumbling that he was sorry.

      Declan pats my shoulder. “Uncle Declan’s got your back, kid.” He shoves an envelope into my hands.

      It’s an Irish passport.

      I look up at him, my face caving. “What?”

      “All expense paid trip to the old country, kid. Ireland.” He chuckles as he pulls a cigarette from the pack on the dash.

      “Well, not all expenses.” He grins at me as he lights the smoke. “Nothing in this world is free unless you take it, ain’t that right, nephew?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Got some people we’re friendly with over in Dublin.” He gives me a hard look. “You’re going to be working for them now.”

      “I’m leaving?” I shake my head, my eyes narrowing at him. “No. No fucking way.”

      Declan cocks his head. “Kid, you robbed an armored truck.”

      “You set up the job!”

      He shrugs. “Yeah, well no one told you to pop a bullet in the driver’s arm, did they?”

      I can feel my blood pumping like fire, my breath coming raw. “I told you, that was Sean.” I swallow. “Dec, I was just the getaway driver.”

      “Just the driver.” Declan snorts. “Oh, yeah, they’ll love that.” He gives me a hard look. “Sean just got picked up, by the way.”

      Oh, fuck.

      “You shot a guard, kid.” He holds his hand up. “Doesn’t matter who pulled the trigger, you were there, and every fucking cop in the state’s going to be out for your balls.”

      His eyes narrow at me. “You got one chance to dodge the heat, Silas. You get to Dublin, you sit tight with my people, and you let this simmer down.”

      Holy shit. I’m going to Ireland. I’m leaving Shelter Harbor.

      “What about-” I look at the front door of the hospital. She’s still crying inside, rocking in her older sister Stella’s arms.

      “You stick ‘round, you’re going to jail for a very long time my friend.”

      “I didn’t shoot that guard,” I say quietly, still staring straight ahead through the rain at the one good thing in this world that I’ve ever known.

      “Don’t matter. Leave town, go to Dublin, and we’ll put those talents of yours to good use until this dies down.”

      “When.”

      “Tonight.”

      My head jerks around, my jaw dropping.

      “There’s a ship of mine leaving from the Dorchester docks down in Boston in about five hours.” He cracks the window an inch and flicks his cigarette out.

      “You gotta go now. I’ll get one of my guys to drive you.”

      I turn back, my heart shattering in my chest as I lock eyes on her - the only thing that’s ever mattered.

      The thing I’m about to walk away from.

      “But what about-”

      “Forget her, forget that family.”

      Declan turns the truck on.

      “Believe me kid, they’re already forgetting you.”
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        Ivy

      

    
    
      The boat rocks with the motion of the waves, heaving slightly in the current as we motor around the breakers at the mouth of the harbor.

      I smile as I breathe in the sea air -  the smell of salt brine and the cool edge of the Atlantic breezing across the bow of the ferry where I stand. You don’t get this kind air in New York City, which is fine in a way, because there’s a reason I left all this years ago.

      There’s a reason I left Shelter Harbor.

      I take another big lungful of New England air as I crack open the little nip of vodka I picked up at Logan International. I dump it into the tiny plastic cup of ice I got from the booze-free snack bar below deck and bring it to my lips, regardless of the late-morning hour.

      Sometimes going home requires a little fortification.

      I turn at movement, seeing the grizzled ferry captain grinning at me from the wheelhouse next to me. He adjusts the Red Sox cap on his head, scratching his silvered hair as he raises an eyebrow at the little bottle in my hand.

      “I’m on vacation,” I lie, smiling.

      “No judgment here, sweethawt,” he says, the thick, familiar Boston accent of home washing over me as he chuckles. “If I weren’t on the clock, I’d join ya.”

      “I won’t tell if you don’t,” I mutter as he turns back to the wheel, taking another quick sip. We’re almost there.

      “Are we there yet?”

      Ainsley looks green as she comes up from below deck, her mouth a thin white line as she grips the railing tightly.

      I raise the second little nip out of my shoulder bag at my assistant, which brings on a whole new color of chartreuse to her face as she quickly shakes her head.

      “God, no.” She swallows queasily. “Remind me why we couldn’t take the train, or drive in like normal people?”

      “Because this is way more fun.”

      The boat crests another small wave, and Ainsley almost loses it.

      “Thanks for coming, by the way.”

      “I mean, its my job, Ivy.”

      I roll my eyes. “Well, yeah, but coming back here is always….” I wave my hand distractedly.

      I’m home for a week this visit, which is about three times longer than I’m ever home. And it’s not that I don’t like coming back here -  I do, and I love my family - it’s just that I left the small town and all the baggage that came with it years ago. College in New York City, the fashion blog I’d started sophomore year took off, and then the age of Instagram launched me into the face of lifestyle and “fitspiration” that I am today.

      “What’s our shoot schedule look like, by the way?”

      It’s the other reason I’m home, aside from my dad’s dedication ceremony. All those Instagram stars with half a million followers who are always telling you about their favorite new cotton t-shirt, or sunscreen, or brand of sneaker?

      Yeah, we get paid for that. And when Lori, my management liaison heard I was coming back to Shelter Harbor, she opted to turn my three-day visit into a week long “product exposure and brand expansion” business trip.

      This really is what I do for work.

      Ainsley pales. “There is no way I can look at my phone right now,” she croaks out.

      I wink at her. “Yeah, but I’m sure you’ve got it all in your head. That’s why you’re the best assistant ever.”

      She grins wryly. “Nike and Under Armour want ‘active’ shoots by the beach, so we could do those whenever. Bliss wants the new skin line on display somewhere ‘shady but quaint’, as they put it.” She frowns. “I guess like, a picnic table by the water or something would work.”

      “I know a place.”

      I know all the places. Even being away, I know nothing changes in Shelter Harbor. The same New England beach town north of Boston. The same tourist-filled summers, the same cold, snowy, empty winters. The same active harbor, the same lobster boats. The same knick-knack shops, lobster take-out places, and “dive” bars for tourists. The same actual dive bars for locals. The same historic house where George Washington allegedly camped, the same Congregationalists church up on the hill where my dad’s been giving sermons every Sunday since before my siblings and I were born.

      “Oh, and Active wants the nail polish displayed by the water too, actually.” Ainsley frowns. “They actually all want that ‘New England chic’ look, come to think of it.”

      “Well, Shelter Harbor has that by the shit-load,” I say, belting down the rest of the vodka.

      “You sure?” I raise the second nip, and Ainsley goes green all over again.

      She takes a shaky breath. “And then of course, management wants your new line in as many shots as we can get.”

      I grin - the new yoga line. I actually worked my damn ass off to get to the point where I’m going to have my own line. I’ve spent years now pimping the latest green juice smooth cleanse fads, and active wear, and sneakers, and no-mess makeup, and sports bras, and running shoes, and basically anything else that fits the “fitspiration” social media trend. Basically, if you’ve seen it marketed to you by a girl on Facebook or Instagram in sweatshop-free sportswear at some yoga retreat - and it is being marketed to you - I’ve probably sold it.

      “And then when Blaine gets in, you’ll do some shots together of course.”

      Right, for the high ratings. For the massive number of likes we get when my boyfriend - an Instagram star in his own right managed by the same agency - joins me in pictures. Blaine’s the outdoorsy type of product placement - hiking boots, surf boards, kayaks. And he’s been home with me to Shelter Harbor before, but its always strange, bringing him here.

      Here where the history runs deep.

      Here where the boy from my past - the ghost of my time in this town - still haunts my thoughts.

      Silas Hart.

      The boy that I fell for all those years ago, and the thief that stole my heart when he left.

      The harbor is getting closer now. I can see the docks, the lobster boats, the crowds of tourists along the piers. The engine throttles as the boat starts to turn to make a backwards approach. Ainsley shuts her eyes, her knuckles white on the railing.

      But I just take another big breath of sea air, letting the memory of home fill my lungs. And when I exhale, I let the last little thoughts of Silas Hart that come with being here out with my breath.

      And at this point, that’s all they are - a lingering breath of sea air blowing out and away with the breeze.

      The ferry clanks against the docking port, the engine throttles, and the gangway lowers, and once again, I’m back in Shelter Harbor.

      Welcome home.
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        Silas

      

    
    
      Fucking tourists.

      This town is exactly the same as it was. The same Main Street full of kitschy shops, the same Commercial Street down by the piers with the touristy shit, and the lobster roll joints, and the booth selling whale-watching tickets.

      And of course, it’s summer, which means fucking yuppies and day-trippers choking the place up, out to see the “historic old port” of Shelter Harbor.

      They can drink Guinness and wear fucking Celtics hats and see the house where Whitey Bulger allegedly killed someone back in the eighties. And they can slum it at a cheesy dive bars by piers and feel like a local, even though the actual locals wouldn’t be caught dead in those places, and are busy drinking Bud Lights up the hill at the actual dive bar for half the price.

      I left this place for eight damn years, and even just being back a week, I can already see that it’s exactly the same.

      Well, except now I’m a ghost. Eight years away from anywhere will do that, no matter who the hell you are.

      Why the hell am I even back here.

      Well, I know why I’m here. I’m here because the one person in this town who managed to remember I existed asked me to be here for the park dedication in honor of his dad.

      The man that told me to leave all those years ago.

      And as much as Jacob probably still hates me for the what happened back then, he’s still the closest thing to a father I ever had after my parents died. Certainly more than my uncle who watched me after.

      Blood runs thick in Shelter Harbor.

      Thick like these fucking tourists.

      I growl as I shove past a middle-aged couple in matching fanny-packs with the Red Sox logo and t-shirts with a portrait of Benjamin Franklin and something about the fucking Freedom Trail on them.

      Oh, you’ve been to Boston. Good thing you’ve decided to tell the entire fucking world about it.

      I’m trying to make it to the steps to the lower docks to see old man Conlin about the rental, but a ferry’s just come in from Boston, vomiting tourists onto the pier. I’m muttering and grinding my teeth as I get shouldered by some idiot tourist for the tenth fucking time, when suddenly something catches my eyes.

      Something that looks fantastic in tight black leggings, heels, and that sleeveless top.

      I stop for a moment, temporarily ignoring the flood of dumb yuppies swarming past me as I lock eyes on the girl with the soft golden hair tossed back over one shoulder.

      She is every inch exactly the type of girl I make a point of avoiding. Fancy clothes, ridiculously nonfunctional shoes, hair that she’s clearly spent time on, and flashy, bangled jewelry.

      And yet, I’m still looking at her, seemingly unable to look away.

      She’s struggling with something, and I realize after a second that it’s her luggage, caught on the ramp from the ferry.

      Her absurdly large, expensive looking baggage.

      It looks genuinely stuck, too. She’s kicking it with her high-heeled toes, and yanking on the handle of the bag that doesn’t look like its going anywhere, all the while with her ear on her shoulder, yapping into her cell phone.

      God, its like every tourist cliché I’ve ever seen rolled into one. Well, minus the fanny pack.

      I roll my eyes at the city girl here with the rest of these stupid people, but for some reason, something stops me.

      After all, I am here to try and at least start the process of making up for the crimes I’ve done and the hurt I’ve caused, right? I mean, that’s the entire reason I let Rowan talk me into coming to his father’s dedication ceremony.

      I groan, glancing at the thinning crowd, and the steps to the lower docks that I can actually see now.

      Oh, fuck it.

      Might as well help.

      I sigh as I move my way through the last of the crowds pouring up the pier from the ferry, until I’m right behind her.

      “Yep, uh-huh, yeah. Nope, that shouldn’t be a problem.”

      I roll my eyes again as she yaps into her phone, yanking fruitless on the suitcase, which I can now see has a wheel wedged into the side of the ramp.

      “Hey, you need a hand?”

      “Yeah, no, we can- hang on.” She half turns, flashing a frown I can’t even half-see behind those huge Hollywood sunglasses she’s wearing.

      Of course she is.

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      She turns her back to me again as she kicks at the suitcase. “What? No, just some local.”

      I frown, not sure if I should be more offended at being called “some local” like that, or at the fact that I’m not a fucking local. Not anymore.

      “Look, do you want a hand with that bag?” I growl, stepping towards her.

      “Ugh, hang on,” she mutters into the phone again. “I’m fine, okay?”

      She puts her full weight into the handle as her body strains.

      “Oh, this is fucking ridiculous, just let me get that for-”

      “I said, I’ve got-”

      I want to say it happens in slow motion, but it honestly happens so fast I don’t even have time to blink.

      The handle on her fancy luggage gives way with a snapping sound, and before I can even move, her whole arm jerks back with the full weight of her pulling.

      Right into my face.

      I go sprawling backwards, knocked right off my feet onto my fucking ass right there on the pier, my hands clutching the elbow-mark on my cheek right below my eye.

      “Oh shit!” she screams, gasping as she whirls. “Oh my God!” She drops to her knees right next to me. “Fuck, are you-”

      And right then, she stops.

      Because right then, two things happen. I pull my hands away from my face, because that tone in her voice has just changed, and she pulls her ridiculous sunglasses off.

      And right then, we both know.

      Oh what the fuck.

      Somehow, I remember to breathe.

      Somehow, I remember to grin as I look up into the face I haven’t seen in eight fucking years.

      Ivy Hammond.

      The girl I left behind.

      The girl I’ve never managed to get out of my head or my damn heart.

      Oh, right…

      And the girl who’s my wife.
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      “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      I can feel the pier itself swaying beneath my feet, my breath tight in my throat as I stare into the eyes of the last man on earth I ever expected to see again. Not outside my own head that is.

      “I live here.” His voice is deeper than it was; older, more mature.

      It has the same effect on me now that it did eight years before though. The same shivering tingle up my spine, the same tightness in my throat.

      I quickly bury those thoughts deep as I frown at him. “No, you don’t.”

      He grins, a flash of that gorgeous, roguish and cocky smile that hasn’t changed one bit from the boy I knew all those years before. The stubble on his jaw is a bit darker, the lines around his eyes a little deeper, but it’s like time and age have conspired to make him even hotter - even more attractive than he was even back then.

      It’s unfair that he looks so good this many years later.

      It’s unfair that he looks this good after what he pulled.

      After he left.

      He eyes me. “Well, do you?”

      “Do I what,” I hiss, still blinking, still trying to process the ghost from my past standing in the flesh in front of me.

      “Live here.”

      “No,” I grumble.

      “Well how do you know if I do, then?”

      He’s goading me. Eight years after walking out of my life with my heart in his hand, he’s still teasing and needling me like we’re still kids - like nothing’s happened at all.

      Like he didn’t destroy me when he walked away and never looked back.

      This isn’t happening. I shake my head, sucking in a deep breath of air as I try and steady myself. This is the double vodka I had on the ferry, not reality. I’m not actually standing in front of Silas Hart on the piers of Shelter Harbor.

      This is a hallucination brought on by being home. It’s an apparition, and I’m eighteen again, and standing on the pier with those same piercing blue eyes looking right into my heart, knowing everything I’m thinking and letting me fall right into them, however wrong.

      But that was eight years ago.

      That was before he broke my heart.

      “I didn’t think you were coming in until tomorrow.”

      I narrow my eyes at him, focusing on his words. “You knew I was coming home?”

      He shrugs, bringing a hand up and raking his fingers through his mop of hair. “Well, yeah.”

      He says it offhandedly, as if of course he’d know I was going to be here. As if he’d know anything at all about me eight years after walking away.

      “How,” I spit out.

      Silas grins. “Think I’m supposed to know when my wife is going to be in town-”

      “Do not say that!” I snap, the heat rising in my cheeks as I jab a finger at him.

      “Why? It’s true.”

      I can feel my hands clench into fists. “It is not-”

      “Oh I distinctly remember a priest and something about ‘having and holding’, and then there was this bit with the rings-”

      “Shut up, just stop talking,” I hiss, my eyes darting around as if someone might overhear.

      “You gave up that title when you left me.”

      “I didn’t-” his eyes tighten before he scowls right back. “Didn’t take you too long to forget you had a husband, by the way.”

      “Because I didn’t,” I snap back. “I had a criminal.”

      “You knew exactly what I was when you said yes, sweetheart.”

      I roll my eyes. “Nice, Silas.” I scowl at him, still standing there grinning at me, as if that fucking charm of his is going to fix this.

      “I should have sued you for abandonment years ago.”

      He barks out a laugh. “Never too late, darlin.”

      I tighten my mouth, my gaze narrowed at him. “And by the way, were you just hitting on me?”

      He snorts. “I was, before I realized who it was.”

      “Oh fuck you,” I spit.

      “I didn’t recognize you, okay?” He shrugs again, raking his fingers across that distractingly attractive shadow on his cheek. “You got hot.”

      My eyes go wide as I feel the indignation boil up inside. “Excuse me?!”

      Silas laughs. “No-no, hang on, that came out wrong. I mean you got hotter.”

      “Keep digging, douchebag.”

      His eyes flare for a second as they hold my gaze, his lips tight.

      “You changed your hair.”

      Yeah and my direction in life, and everything else about me since you walked away from us.

      But I don’t answer him. Instead, we stand in silence right there on the pier of our hometown, right where we used to stand staring at each other under totally different circumstances. Under totally different stars.

      My mind reels, trying to take in this man from my past - the man from my past. And I don’t know whether I want to beg him to kiss me the way he used to where my damn toes would curl, or if I want to shove him right off the end of the pier.

      Or worse.

      “You didn’t answer the question,” I finally say quietly.

      “Which one is that.”

      I suppress the growl in my throat. “What are you doing here, Silas.”

      He shrugs. “It’s not every day Jacob Hammond gets a park named after him.”

      I stare at him. “You came back for my dad?”

      “Rowan invited me.”

      I make a mental note to bury my older brother. Alive. In a very deep hole.

      God he’s more attractive than he ever was. The boy I once loved became a man over the last eight years. He’s bigger all over - thicker chest, broader shoulders, more muscle on his arms. The smattering of teenage tattoos from when we were young have grown to full sleeves, and the smooth chin I used to kiss is now scuffed with a five o’clock shadow that was never there when we were young.

      When I was eighteen and madly in love.

      When we got married.

      When he left.

      “I thought you were in Ireland.”

      I say it quietly. I don’t actually know that he was, just rumors and conversations overheard. I never wanted to know for sure where he’d gone off to, because it made it easier to stomach that he’d left. He wasn’t somewhere else –somewhere tangible - instead of next to me, he’d just disappeared.

      Silas takes a deep breath, his eyes locked on mine. “I was.” His eyes search my face, though I don’t know what he could possibly be looking for. “Dublin.”

      “For eight fucking years?” My voice is shrill, and I hate that it is.

      “There-” he stops himself and shakes his head. “Yes.”

      I’ve gone over a reunion with Silas Hart in my head nine thousand times in my head over the years. Every conceivable scenario, every variable outcome, every possible conversation. At first, they were silly, stupid fantasies - he’d tell me how he’d been kidnapped, or thrown into a secret jail for years, and how the thought of me alone had kept him alive.

      God I was an idiot back then.

      But they soon turned more real - more grounded in the reality that the man I’d loved and given my heart to had willingly walked away and stolen it with him. And then my dream-conversations changed to me being this confident, self-sustained woman who casually laughs at the silly boy from her past who shows back up looking for forgiveness.

      And yet here I am, letting every insecurity come pouring out like the same silly little princess who married the thief and thought there’d be a happily ever after somehow.

      “Ivy-”

      “Do they have fucking email in Ireland, Silas? Phones?”

      He sighs as he drops his gaze to the boardwalk beneath our feet, the ocean sloshing gently beneath it.

      “Well, this is going well,” he finally says, looking up with that grin on his face and that token glimmer in his eye.

      “Don’t,” I say testily.

      “Don’t what.”

      “Don’t try and be funny, or cute-”

      “Oh?” He grins at me. “So you do at least still think I’m cu-”

      “Silas.” My eyes flash, his name almost choking in my throat. “Stop, please.” I shake my head. “I’m not that girl anymore.”

      The grin drops from his face as his sea-blue eyes narrow in on mine. “And what girl is that, Ivy.”

      “The girl you used to know,” I say, summing every ounce of firmness from deep inside and keeping my voice even.

      “I’m not anything like that girl anymore.”

      He shakes his head, a pained look creeping into his eyes. “Ivy-”

      “That girl died when you left her.”

      I whirl before he can answer, walking away down the pier as the echoing sound of the wheels of my suitcase follow in my shadow.
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      I blink as she storms away, that newly golden hair of hers blowing out behind her and that silly suitcase banging across the boardwalk in her wake.

      “Wait a second. Ivy-” I jog after her, snagging her arm and pulling her back around.

      “Hang on a sec-”

      “I did, Silas!”

      When she whirls on me, there’s fire and a pain in her eyes that I’ve never seen before.

      It’s a look that kills me.

      I never had to see the rage. I could picture the sadness and the anger, about a million fucking times over the years.

      But I never got to see it right there in front of my face.

      Not after I left.

      Not after the night that changed fucking everything. The night that shattered the perfection I’d held in my hands for a brief second before it all streamed away like the blood and rain of that night. I never had to look her in the eyes after that last time in the hospital lobby.

      I left because of the heat, but also because I couldn’t bear to hurt the only real family I’d ever known any more than I had after that night. It was bad enough that I was dating Jacob Hammond’s daughter - me, the wrong guy from the wrong side of town with one of his princesses.

      But after that night, and the crash, and Rowan?

      Yeah.

      I was nineteen, and stupid, and afraid. And I left the girl I loved more than anything in this world, three days after marrying her.

      That was eight fucking years ago.

      ‘Course, the pain of leaving was bad enough, but seeing how fast she moved on hurt even more. Even with the letter I left her, a month after I’d gone, she was off at college like she’d planned. Three months after that, she was with someone new.

      She never did write me back.

      So I stayed away, and I buried myself in the life I always said I’d never dive into. Five fucking years pulling jobs for Declan’s people in Dublin, earning a reputation as the best lift-man in town.

      I’d only thought about coming back about a hundred times, but the only things worth coming back for were her, and the rest of the Hammond family. The rest of them had written me off.

      She’d moved on.

      And just like that, I’d lost anything that would have brought me back, until now.

      And now here I am, in the town I left fucking years ago, in front of the girl whose heart I broke.

      The girl who shattered mine.

      Goddamn she looks amazing. I mean, the hair, the makeup, the clothes - they might not quite be the “her” I knew, but damn does she look good. Besides, the girl I knew stopped being the girl I “knew” the minute I left.

      I know who she is these days. Yes, Ireland has the fucking internet. I know about the seminars, the web series, the cookbook, the YouTube channel, the Instagram account full of fucking all-juice diets and holiday crafts and goddamn endless pictures of her looking just this side of sexy posing all over the damn place in yoga gear.

      Yeah, I know this isn’t the same girl, because I’ve watched her become the woman she is now, knowing I’d fucked that up.

      She turns back and starts walking down the boardwalk again, and I follow.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Home, Silas. I’m m going home and away from you and this asinine conversation.”

      “Do you want a ride or something?”

      We’re at the end of the pier and she turns and barks out a laugh. “Not a chance.”

      I nod at the beat-up old pickup truck parked behind her, and she stiffens.

      “You still have that?”

      I shrug. “Declan kept it, miraculously. I think he forgot it was in the garage or he’d have sold it for whiskey or cards about twelve hours after I-”

      I stop short, realizing how easily I’m falling into the same sort of banter and ease that I knew eight years before.

      “After you left?” she says sharply.

      My jaw tightens. “Look, I’ll give you a ride. There’s-” I look away. “There’s a lot to tell-”

      “Nope, no need,” Ivy says brusquely. “I’m getting a ride from Stella, and besides,” her eyes narrow on me, that fire burning fiercely. “I’m waiting for my boyfriend.”

      I know I have zero right to own the anger and the raw fury I feel at the mention of that word, but it doesn’t do a damn thing to keep my temper from roaring up inside.

      Of course, I know about the boyfriend - Blaine. The fucking douchebag with the bleached white teeth and the goddamn ponytail that’s always popping up in her social media posts. The smarmy looking prick with the store-bought tan and the magazine smile.

      The guy she’s clearly head over heels for.

      The guy that was me, in another life.

      “I can’t believe you came back here,” she says quietly, her voice like shattered ice as she slowly shakes her head at me.

      “I told you, I came-”

      “I don’t care,” she says sharply. “But whatever you think you’re looking for? Whatever ‘big conversation’ you think we’re going to have? Whatever bullshit answer you have for fucking me over all those years ago?” Her eyes narrow into mine, her face a mask of cold fury as she brushes hair back from it.

      “Forget about it.” She blinks twice. “I have.”

      She turns again on her high-heels and starts to march down Commercial Street, her suitcase rolling loudly behind her.

      “Go back to Ireland, Silas,” she calls over her shoulder.

      And then she’s gone.

      Again.
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      I force myself to keep walking - shoulders back, head high and forward all the way until I get around the corner of Hasting’s hardware store. It’s only then that I exhale, my legs turning to jelly and my heart skipping along at a hundred miles an hour. I drop onto the bench that runs along the side of the store, my hands pushing into my hair as I suck in lungsful of air.

      Silas.

      What the hell he’s doing here, how my brother managed to not tell me about that little detail before I got here, and about a million other thoughts go roaring through my head as I focus on breathing in and out.

      As I focus on holding onto my sanity.

      The man I never thought I’d see again, in the flesh, face to face.

      “Uh, are you okay?”

      Ainsley’s voice pulls me back into the now, and I quickly blink away the thoughts. “Yeah,” I force a smile. “Yeah, I’m fine, I just-”

      I just saw the ghost of heartbreaks past and now I’m finding it sort of hard to breathe.

      I smile at my assistant. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just hungry I think.”

      She makes a face. “After that boat-ride?”

      I grin. “You get used to it.”

      “No thanks.” She looks up at the old brick-style New England buildings that line the waterfront streets - the cobblestone pedestrian streets, the knick-knack shops, the touristy bars and restaurants all serving the same seafood menu and drink specials.

      “Cute town.”

      I make a face as I stand from the bench and pull out my phone. “Trust me, it’s all bullshit.”

      “Oh, Blaine called, by the way.”

      I roll my eyes as I glance at the blank screen of my phone. Blaine’s developed this annoying habit of calling my assistant instead of me - like he’s calling to network with me instead of to tell me which ferry he’s taking to my home town.

      “Oh yeah?”

      Ainsley clears her throat. “Yeah, he’s, uh,” she looks uncomfortable. “I think he missed the ferry after us.”

      I groan, but my phone buzzes in my hand as my sister calls.

      “Hey, I’m here,” I say quickly. “We’re next to-”

      I stop as I see Stella’s Volvo pull up to the curb at the top of the pedestrian side-street we’re standing on. Her hand sticks out the window and waves.

      I pinch the bridge of my nose, my mind still reeling from the man I’ve just come face-to-face with. “Okay, I’ll-”

      “Look, why don’t you go home?” Ainsley says, as ever, looking at whatever she’s typing on her phone instead of me. She looks up. “Go say hi to your folks, get something to eat, and relax. I actually just reconnected with a friend from college who lives like, thirty minutes from here.”

      I raise a brow. “Wow, really?”

      “Yeah, she’s gonna come get me for coffee or whatever. You go chill, and when Blaine gets in, I’ll have her bring me back here and we’ll cab it to you or whatever.”

      She frowns as she looks up. “Wait, are there even cabs here?”

      “There’s like one cab here.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Then you can come get us both. Dude, I got this, okay?”

      My shoulders slump as I smile wryly at her. “Thanks, Ains.”

      “Don’t mention it,” she says with a shrug. “It’s what I do.”

      “You’re the best, lady.”

      She grins as Stella honks up the street. “Go. I’ll call you when he gets in.”

      I give her a quick hug before grabbing my clunky suitcase and stalking up the street, the wheels thump-thumping over every stupid cobblestone and my brain flip-flopping over the boy from my past who just waltzed right back into my life.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I slam the car door shut in a fury before whirling on my sister. “Okay, you did not tell me that Silas was back in fuc-”

      Stella’s brow arches sharply as she coughs and jerks her head towards the backseat. I turn to see my four-year old nephew Carter sitting in his car seat, grinning at me impishly.

      “Auntie Ivy!” he squeals, waving a stuffed dinosaur at me.

      “Hey, little man!”

      I reach back and tickle him, grinning and momentarily forgetting what just happened as Stella pulls the car out into traffic.

      I turn back to her, wincing. “Sorry, didn’t know he was coming for the ride.”

      She shoots me a look, shaking her head. “Yeah, let’s watch the swearing like a sailor around the four-year old, shall we?”

      “Sorry,” I mumble.

      “Where’s Blaine and what’s-her-name? Your assistant.”

      “Ainsley,” I say absently. “Blaine took a later ferry so she’s hanging back to wait for him.” I blow air through my lips.

      Stella’s brow furrows as she pulls off of Main Street. “What’s this about Silas?”

      I give her an accusing look. “Uh, did you forget to mention before I came home that he was back in town?”

      Her frown deepens. “Silas Hart is here? Seriously?””

      “Yeah,” I growl, turning to stare out the window at the tree-lined streets. “Apparently,” I mutter before raising a brow at her. “Wait, did you really not know?”

      “If I’d known, I’d have chopped his you-know-what-off long before your ferry arrived,” she mutters, making me grin.

      “What the heck is he doing home is the real question.”

      It’s the only question. It’s the question making my damn head spin as I stare out the window, totally lost in it as we pull through my parent’s neighborhood.

      Stella coughs.

      “Hmm?”

      She gives me a look. “What’s he doing in Shelter Harbor?”

      “You’re not going to believe it.”

      “Try me.”

      “Dad’s dedication.”

      “Pop-pop!” Carter crows from the backseat.

      Stella balks. “You’re sh-” she catches herself. “You’re s-h-i-t-t-i-n-g me,” she spells out.

      “Oh,” I smile thinly. “It gets better. Rowan invited him.”

      Stella whistles lowly. “Remind me to kill our brother.”

      “Me first.”

      “So that’s going to be fun with Blaine coming,” Stella says dryly. “Wait, he doesn’t know about-”

      I shake my head, looking out the window.

      “You haven’t somehow fixed that thing and forgotten to tell me have you?”

      “It’s on my to-do list.”

      It was never going to be a “forever” secret. But we were young, and in love, and what started as a silly conversation in the back of his pickup under the stars one summer night turned into reality. Because when you’re eighteen and head over heels madly in love, you don’t think about the what-ifs, or what-may-comes.

      You only know one moment, sharing one heart with the boy you know without question is the one - the only one who’ll ever matter.

      “Distance is going to suck.”

      His arms are around me as I sit between his legs, leaning against his chest and staring up at the starry night sky.

      “It’s only New York.” His lips brush my neck, sending a glow through my body as I sink back into him. His arms growing a little tighter - the move protective and comforting, and it makes me grin.  Because it says that even as tough and as brave as the boy holding me is - even as fearless as he is with everything he’s gone through in his life - the thought of me leaving has him holding on to me, like he’s afraid to let me go.

      “Besides, you know I’ll be down there all the damn time.”

      “It’s an all-girl’s dorm,” I pout, my hands sliding over his arms and entwining in his.

      “Then I’ll dress in drag.”

      I giggle, turning back to press my lips to his. My eyes flutter open halfway through the kiss, flitting over his serene, happy face as he kisses me, and drinking in this perfect moment.

      “I just want this to be forever,” I say quietly, pulling away.

      “It is forever, Ivy-girl,” he murmurs, those eyes of his darting across my face, that roguish grin stretching across his face.

      I sink back into his arms as we both look up at the stars again.

      “What if it really WAS forever,” he says after a moment.

      I rake my teeth across my lip as the grin pulls at the corners of my mouth. “What do you mean?”

      He chuckles, the sound rumbling through his chest. “You know what I mean. What if it really was forever? What would you do if I asked?”

      I can feel this feeling of pure euphoria exploding through me, my eyes shining at the corners and the glowing feeling of his embrace buzzing through every nerve in my body.

      “Well, you’d have to get me a ring first,” I say primly, surpassing the giggle that comes to my lips.

      “What if I already had my eye on one?”

      I smile hugely as I turn back over my shoulder to look up into his face. “Does it come with a receipt?”

      He winks. “You really want to know?”

      I shake my head side-to-side.

      “So, if I got you a ring, and I asked-”

      “I’d probably have to say yes,” I manage to spill out before I turn in his arms, wrap mine around him, and kiss him with everything I have.

      Two weeks later, we’re saying I do in the rectory of a church two towns away before Sunday mass.

      Three days after, my whole life changes.

      When it all blew up, I finally caved and told my older sister, because keeping it inside after all that may have killed me.

      Him leaving like that almost did.

      Suffice it to say, that little piece of trivia has never made it past Stella.

      We pull around the corner, and suddenly I’m right back in my old neighborhood - right back where we grew up.

      It’s strange being here - so familiar, with everything exactly how it was.

      Hell, even Silas is back.

      “Your to-do list?” Stella spits out as we pull into my parents’ driveway. The huge old farmhouse-style with the wrap-around porch brings a smile to my face despite the run down memory lane.

      “Uh, maybe bump that to the top of your list, Ivy.” Stella frowns. “You don’t have to tell Blaine about him, but if things between you get more serious, it’s going to come up. I mean, legally-speaking.”

      I groan. “Yeah, well, I’d have had to have seen him at some point in the last eight years in order to get a div-”

      My sisters waves her hands as she’s nods at the backseat.

      “He’s on a big repeating phase,” she says with roll of her eyes. “So…”

      “Thanks,” I say with a grin. Stella shuts the car off and opens her door.

      “Look, I’ve been pretty flipping busy, you know.”

      She wags her brows at me over the top of the car as she opens the back door to get at Carter. “I know, I know, big fancy New York busy-body and all.”

      I stick my tongue out at her as she grins.

      “I’d just have thought that you’d-”

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t okay? We’re still….” I sigh, pushing my hands through my hair as I open mine.  “We’re still that.”

      Stella gives me a very certain look but doesn’t say anything.

      “Look, can we change the subject before we go inside.”

      She snorts. “Definitely.”

      “How was LA and seeing Kyle and Austin?”

      She laughs. “See how long we go without talking? That was like three months ago.”

      I make a face and sticks her tongue out at me like we’re teasing kids again.

      “It was interesting, and a very long story. He bought a boat.”

      I raise a brow. “Our brother or his NFL pal?”

      Our youngest brother Kyle is the de facto computer genius of the Hammond family, and has been out in Los Angeles for the past few years paling around with his college roommate-turned-pro-quarterback Austin Taylor. The fact that he’s a newly minted millionaire and never has to work again after selling this computer program he wrote to the U.S. Government seems to be lost on our brother, since he also just took a job with the FBI.

      “Oh, Kyle.” She shrugs. “It’s actually a really nice boat. Carter loved it.”

      “And he’s really dating the Vivian Ames?”

      New boats, swanky government jobs, and dating the gorgeous socialite queen of New York City. Somehow our awkward computer nerd of a little brother became James Bond.

      “Oh, she’s spunky, you’d like her.”

      I pop the trunk and lug my over-sized suitcase out. “Remind me again how he managed to get out of this?”

      Stella rolls her eyes as she pulls Carter out of the booster seat. “Ivy they’re naming a park after Dad. I know you go out of your way to avoid coming home, but it’s sort of a big deal.”

      I make a face. “I do not.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      Carter’s back is to me, and I flip her off, which makes her grin.

      “Look, forget about Silas Hart, alright?”

      Working on it.

      The front door bangs open as our mom comes bustling onto the front porch.

      “Oh my goodness! You’re here!”

      Stella turns back and arches a brow at me. “Game face, sis.”
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      As little as I come back here, and as wrapped up in my own life back in New York I am, there’s something just warm about walking into the house I grew up in. It feels wholesome, and comforting. It smells like Christmas trees of years gone by, family dinners at a full table, and summer vacations all at once, and I can’t help but just feel love the second I walk through the front door.

      I guess that’s why they say home is where the heart is.

      The same soft white curtains, the same wallpaper, and the same collection of wind-up clocks across the mantel. There are the same photographs on the wall leading into the kitchen - expanded a little with more memories, more friends, and Carter now, of course.

      The wall is of course less a few pictures too - there’s one of Carter stuffing Jello in his mouth where I know a horribly awkward picture of Silas and I at prom once hung.

      Where that’s gone to I can’t even imagine.

      Nor do I need to.

      “There she is!” My dad comes bursting out from his study, a big grin on his silver-bearded face, his still-thick hair combed back and to the side like it’s been for as long as I’ve been alive.

      “There’s my big shot!”

      He’s been calling me that since the first blog took off, and he chuckles deeply, his broad-chested frame booming as he brings me in for a big hug, squeezing me tight. He steps back, beaming like the king of a castle - ever the reverend at a pulpit watching over his flock.

      He gives another squeeze before he puts an arm around our mom, and I can’t help but grin at the two of them - exactly the same. Maybe a bit grayer, a bit softer around the edges than they once were. But 40 years, five children, and more memories than I can imagine later, they’re still happy.

      Still as in love as the day they got married.

      There’s a shriek at the top of the stairs, before Sierra comes tumbling down in her usual whirlwind state. My little sister half jumps into me, shrieking again into my ear as she holds me tight.

      “Well don’t knock her over, honey!” Mom chuckles, leaning her head against Dad’s chest.

      “What? I see more of her on the stupid internet than I do in real life.”

      I pull a face as Sierra sticks her tongue out at me. “I can’t believe you’re actually here.” Her eyes drop to my shoulder bag and her demeanor suddenly shifts. “God, where did you get that bag, I love it.”

      “Now where’s that boy of yours?” Mom raises her brows and looks past me, as if Blaine’s hiding on the front porch.

      My mom loves Blaine, and I think it’s for two very main reasons. For one, he makes me happy. But for two, he is nothing like the boy who I know broke her heart almost as much as mine. Sunny, cheery, golden-haired Blaine is nothing like the boy who always had a cloud over his right shoulder he could never shake.

      Hell, even my dad seems totally enamored with him, which is no easy feat. But I know that part of that is that this man who his daughter is wrapped up in is from the right family, the strong family, without the baggage and the darkness that came with the one long before.

      Dad clears his throat as mom bustles back into the kitchen with Stella in tow. “Rowan’s short-staffed right now, so he’s still at work.”

      Work being O’Donnell’s, the townie bar up the hill from the piers. Back in high school, we used to steal warm beers off the loading dock out back and drink them on the roof. Now our older brother owns and runs the place.

      The preacher’s son, running the town dive bar.

      Perfect, really, for the family black sheep.

      And I know most people - most people being our dad - think of that night as the kink in the ladder that threw Rowan off his path. But the truth of it is that the oldest Hammond’s been the black sheep since even before the rest of us were born. Given, the hockey scholarship to Boston University may have been a chance of leaving that moniker behind, but that all changed that night.

      A lot changed that night.

      Of course, Rowan also being Silas’s best friend explains why the little shit seems to have neglected to tell me about who I might run into back here in Shelter Harbor. I may have ended up being just some silly young fling for Silas Hart, but he and Row were like brothers up until the end.

      “The end” being the night of rain and sirens and heartbreak.

      I clear my head of the memory that I put to bed long before.

      Because the boy I fell in love with who was almost a sixth sibling here in the Hammond house - the boy my father taught to shave and drive, the boy who my mom used to teach piano to, the boy who seemed to finally be leaving the criminality and zero direction of his home behind…

      Well, that boy turned out to be exactly who he was always meant to be.

      A criminal.

      A liar.

      A thief who stole my heart.

      “Ok, dinner’s about ready, gang!” Mom calls from the kitchen. She pokes her head out and frowns. “Oh, shoot, should we wait for Blaine?”

      I smile as I scoop Carter up, tickling him until he giggles and squirms in my arms. “I can always heat him up a plate later,” I say, tossing a shrieking Carter up and down.

      My dad chuckles and puts an arm around both Sierra and I, kissing us both on the top of the head like he’s always done as we all head through the house to the backyard.

      It’s been eight years.

      Eight years later, I’m not the same person I was, and I honestly don’t even care if Silas is or not.

      Because I’m past it. I’m taking it off the wall like the goofy prom pictures.

      And right there as I step out through the kitchen door to picnic table in the backyard surrounded by family, I decide that I will see Silas Hart one more time.

      And this time, we’re getting a fucking divorce.
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      I sit on the hood of my truck out at the end of Commercial Street, at the edge of the piers where the town sort of runs out into the edge of the woods. From here, the long stone and evergreen curve of Turner State Park circles out around the harbor itself.

      The park’s closed after dark, which also means there’s not a soul around down here, which suits me just fucking fine right now.

      I reach for the pack of smokes in my pocket like some sort of phantom limb syndrome. They’re not there, of course, but the habit of putting my hand on that pocket remains, even thought I gave them up years ago.

      I gave a lot up years ago.

      So now I’m home, I guess. Home in a place that isn’t even home anymore - a town that’s forgotten I existed, and a girl who wishes she did.

      Oh yeah, coming back here was a great fucking plan.

      Of course what she doesn’t know - what I don’t think anyone knows aside from Rowan is that I’ve been a lot closer to home than Ireland for the last year.

      Because after five years in Dublin doing everything I always said I wouldn’t get into, I finally threw in the towel and came back to the States.

      It’s worth mentioning that five years in the Federal statute of limitations on bank jobs.

      Except I never actually made it home until three days ago. A year before, when I touched down at Logan, I didn’t make it past Boston itself. And so I landed in Southie and then spent three years working up the courage or whatever to make it to Shelter Harbor.

      Because there was nothing for me here.

      And yet here I am, and I already know it was a mistake coming

      back here. I also know my being here puts Rowan in a tough spot. Besides that, there’s the guilt. I mean hell, the guy knows I dated his sister, but he doesn’t know how much deeper it got.

      None of the Hammonds know how “like family” we all really are.

      My hand makes one more phantom pass for the cigarettes in my pocket that aren’t there before I shake my head. I bring the same hand up instead, pushing my fingers through my hair as I watch the last of the light fade over the breakers on the other side of the harbor.

      Fuck it, this was a terrible idea. Because all it’s taken is one run-in with the girl whose heart I broke to know there really isn’t anything left for me here.

      The engine turns and the truck creaks into gear before I turn it around and head back downtown. I’m heading to O’Donnell’s to see Rowan, and then I should just keep on driving until I hit Boston.

      I’d also really like to ask him how it is Ivy had no idea I was going to be here.
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      “Hey babe.”

      Blaine’s ultra-surfer California accent mellows through the phone. He’s actually originally from Ohio, but the blonde, top-knot and tanned surfer look is kind of his thing - it’s his brand. And believe me, I get brands. So, even though I know the voice is fake, I guess I get it to a certain degree. He’s just owning his own image.

      The thought of what Silas would say about someone going through life with a carefully cultivated and fake accent enters my head, and I scowl momentarily. For one, because I know his reaction would be so typically childish, and two, that he’s even entering my head at all.

      I’ve gone eight years with forgetting Silas Hart as a full-time job. I am not quitting now.

      “Hey!” I say brightly into the phone, standing off to the side of the backyard garden watching Stella and Sierra setting dinner. “We’re just about to start dinner! Are you in?”

      “Aww damn, sounds so good! It’s just…” he trails off, and I frown.

      “What’s up?”

      He groans dramatically. “Ivy, promise you won’t be, like, mad at me?”

      I furrow my brow. “Blaine, what-”

      “I missed the last ferry, babe.”

      My face falls. “Oh.”

      “Aaaah, shit, I knew you’d be mad!”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m not mad, I just-” I look at my toes in the grass. “I just thought you’d be here soon.”

      “Yeah, well hey, I just thought I’d crash here for the night and come on up tomorrow.”

      I frown again. “Wait, what? You can just take the late train tonight you know, you’ll be here in like ninety min-”

      “Uh, yeah it just sounds like this whole big thing though, you know?”

      “What?”

      No, I don’t know. It’s quite simple, actually. You get on the train, you sit down, you arrive an hour and a half later in Shelter Harbor.

      “Blaine-” I sigh, bringing my hand up to run it through my hair. “I just sort of needed you here today.”

      He makes a strained sound into the phone. “Babe…”

      “What?”

      He makes a clicking sound with his tongue and his teeth. “Babe, you know that’s not really my thing. I mean, you gotta do you, you know? Thought we talked about this, Ivy.”

      And we did, too. Well, he talked about it, a few weeks back over dinner at Roman’s in Williamsburg. How we need to “maintain our own strong independence as a couple.”

      I frown, shaking my head. “Yeah, no, I know we did, I just-”

      I just what? I just saw the man who left me shattered and stuttering eight years ago, and I need to forget about him with you? Like I’ve done with every relationship ever since him?

      I don’t finish my sentence.

      “So, we’re good then?” he says brightly.

      “Yeah, yes,” I say quickly.

      “Rad.”

      Rad.

      “So, I’ll check you tomorrow, kay?”

      I nod, eyes closed and blowing air slowly through my lips. “Yeah, tomorrow.”

      “Awwwwesome. Great talk, babe, I knew you’d understand. Later!”

      The line goes dead.

      I stare at the phone in my hand another minute, blinking in confusion before I open up my texts and fire one off to Ainsley, letting her know. The phone buzzes instantly with her reply.

      
        “No worries! Major catch-up with my friend. I can crash here. See U tomorrow?”

      

      I shrug as I type a quick “thanks, I’ll let you know” back, before pocketing the phone and heading back to my family.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I’m so happy you’re home, honey.” My mom squeezes my hand later after dinner, sitting next to me at the big wooden table beneath the Japanese maple tree out in the back yard. Cafe-style string lights illuminate the garden she and my dad have tended for more than thirty years - an oasis I’m definitely not mad at having grown up with.

      She lets go of my hand to pass me a plate of pie, cut from the lattice-top dish my dad apparently baked this afternoon.

      Yeah, welcome to the Hammond house - we seriously are this much of a Norman Rockwell painting.

      If I were back in Manhattan right now I’d be - I glance at the time - I probably wouldn’t have even had dinner yet. Maybe I’d be at Nomad at the Liberty Hotel getting cocktails, or calling a friend of a friend to get reservation hookups at Blue Hill. I’d be drinking an expensive, local craft-distilled all-potato vodka martini or a non-impact environmentally friendly, eco-farmed chardonnay.

      Not homemade raspberry pie.

      That said, after a day like today, I seriously need a drink, and the good Reverend Hammond isn’t exactly known to keep much in the house. Sure, Mom keeps a bottle of sweet, cheap, sauvignon blanc for occasions, but between her, Sierra, Stella and I, that was about a tenth of what I need right now.

      “So tell us about this new line!” Sierra beams at me across the table. “Are they seriously going to carry it at Lululemon?”

      Yes, they’re seriously going to carry the new line of sports bras and yoga pants at Lululemon, just like that coffee chain has been sniffing around for distribution rights on the new organically sourced anti-oxidant tea line we’ve been working on.

      But I don’t want to talk about that.

      I don’t want to talk about brand meetings and making sure the makeup I used on camera is fair trade and doesn’t contain anything terrible so I don’t get raked over the coals in some YouTube comment. I don’t want to talk about the fact that at some point while I’m here, I need to have pictures taken of me doing bikram yoga, or jogging or something here in quaint New England for the website.

      I want to talk about the fact that the ghost from my past just welcomed me home for the first time in eight years.

      I want to talk about the fact that my heart is still somewhere in my throat, or that I’ve been reliving and rewashing every damn memory I have of him in my head since the second I walked away.

      Every memory, from running around as kids, to him showing me how to pick locks with a pin. From first kisses, to, well, first much more than that. My cheeks flush at the thought, and I reach for the glass of wine next to my plate of pie only to remember the one glass I had is long gone.

      “Ivy?”

      I look up to see Mom, Stella, and Sierra all looking at me intently, waiting on an answer. Dad’s playing with Carter on his lap, not paying attention.

      “Oh, yeah,” I say quickly, clearing my throat. “It’s going into distribution.”

      “That is so exciting, honey!” Mom gushes.

      Five years ago, when the fashion and lifestyle blog I’d started in college started to take off, Mom and Dad thought I was insane to not pursue grad school.

      “What are you going to do with an undergraduate in psychology?” Dad had finally pointedly asked over dinner.

      Sell the fuck out, that’s what.

      Because an Instagram account with 900 thousand follows is a goldmine, for the record. Wear that certain sports bra while I’m doing yoga at an eco-retreat in Mexico for $5,000 from the brand that makes it? No problem. Wear those certain shoes when I go for a run through Central Park? For $8,000, I’ll do it singing Britney fucking Spears at the top of my lungs.

      But it’s not the money that Mom and Dad are proud of, they’re just happy that I’m happy, which is so “parent” its nauseating.

      I’m doing dishes in the kitchen later, alone with Sierra, when she finally leans in close to me.

      “Stella filled me in while you and Dad were getting Carter ready for bed.” She gives me a sour look. “That’s shitty that Rowan didn’t tell you.”

      I shrug, drying a plate before sticking it up in the cabinets. “Eh, it’s fine.”

      It’s not fine, but I’m trying to go five minutes straight without stewing on it.

      And failing.

      “Look, I’m not trying to cover for him, but he was probably worried you wouldn’t come home if he mentioned it.”

      I raise a single brow. “I wouldn’t have.”

      “That’s fair.” Sierra leans her head on my shoulder. “I’m really glad you’re home, though.”

      I grin.

      “Any idea what the fuck he’s doing here? I mean, just Dad’s thing, or is there something else?”

      I shrug. “Who the hell knows. He was being really vague about it.”

      She makes a face. “Jesus, you guys really talked, huh? Not just like a passing thing?”

      I nod.

      “How’d that go?”

      Horrible, like a stab to the heart. Like everything I’ve been holding back and holding inside and drowning in work and plastic veneer relationships is coming rushing out like blood. Or wonderful, because its so hard to hate the man who stole your heart eight years ago.

      “It was fine,” I say as casually as I can.

      “Just fine?”

      “Just fine.” I shrug again. “It was eight years ago, I’m not still hung up on my high school boyfriend like a weirdo.”

      She wags her brow. “Okay.”

      “I’m not.”

      She groans and rolls her eyes. “Fine. So, speaking of boyfriends, how’s Blaine these days?”

      I slump my shoulders. “What if we picked a new topic entirely.”

      “That good, huh?”

      I turn flicking soapy water at my little sister. “Okay dork, how’s your love life?”

      Her face goes red as she snorts. “Hard pass.”

      “Oh that good, huh?” I say, mimicking her and tossing my hair exaggeratedly over my shoulder.

      She gives me a mock scandalized look and starts to dip her hand threateningly into the soapy water of the sink before the clearing of a throat behind us stops her.

      “Yeah, if you’re just going to flood the place, I can take over.”

      I turn, grinning at my dad. “Nah, we’ve got it. We’ll try to restrain ourselves.”

      “Did you bring your own organic free-trade dish soap you can use on those?”

      Sierra snorts and I turn and stick my tongue out at my dad.

      He chuckles. “Seriously, your mom and I have this. You two should go see Rowan, I know he’s missing that he wasn’t here tonight.”

      “Wow, is Reverend Hammond telling his daughters to go to the local dive bar?”

      This time Dad rolls his eyes as Sierra gasps dramatically. “Such scandal!”

      Dad folds his arms over his thick chest and raises a brow. “First, it’s not a ‘dive’ bar.”

      “Dad,” Sierra shakes her head, grinning, “it totally is.”

      “Not since your brother took over the place,” Dad insists.

      My sister and I glance at each other, smirking.

      Okay, it’s slightly less divey than it was. But O’Donnell’s is without question a true local’s spot. No cutesy “quaint New England” crap on the walls, no lobster roll special, no fish and chips, none of that. Guinness, Bud Light, and obviously Sam Adams on draught, and Jamesons - not Bushmills - on the back bar. That’s basically it.

      “It is not,” Dad mutters with a grin. “Besides, I should know.”

      “Oh and how’s that?”

      Sierra laughs. “Did you not know?”

      I look at her questioningly, but Dad just casually shrugs. “What, I’m an investor now.”

      I burst out laughing.

      “The scandal deepens! Should we bring this up at the park dedication?”

      Dad grins through his beard as he shakes a finger at us. “Get.”
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      The thought from earlier reiterates itself the second we’re looking up at O’Donnell’s.

      Slightly less of a dive bar than it was.

      The barn-red clapboard exterior has a fresh coat of paint - barn-red, of course. The single wide, cloudy window across the front of the building that offers little more than silhouettes is a little less opaque - a little less streaked with grime. Though the same flickering neon Red Sox sign still casts its glow around the frame. The sidewalk outside is a little cleaner - devoid of the remnants of smashed bottles and the mountain of cigarette butts that used to trail like breadcrumbs back through the front door.

      “Has dad actually been to this place?”

      Sierra snorts. “What do you think.”

      “An investor?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Don’t look at me.”

      Walking inside is yet another step back in time.

      This place is exactly the same - the memories of it all coming rushing back the second the lights and the smells and the sound of it all comes wafting over me.

      To be fair, the floor is less sticky than it was, and you can’t smoke here anymore. Massachusetts laws may have changed long before I left home, but the patrons of O’Donnell’s back then were hold-outs. The last stand at the Alamo, with their God-given right to chain smoke Parliaments and Marlboro Reds in a haze of smoke on the line.

      Things have obviously changed with Rowan running the place, but you can still get that linger of tobacco that’s seeped into the rafters and the walls.

      The same jukebox with the same bizarre mix of country, 90’s R&B, and classic rock on blasts through the bar from the corner. The same Sox baseball posters with players that retired forty years ago still adorn the walls at not-quite-right angles. Okay, there might actually be more Red Sox crap in here since our brother took over.

      There’s two giggling girls at the end of the bar, gushing with the bartender in the black t-shirt, the hair cut short on the sides and long on top, the tattoos on his arms, the charmer grin on his face.

      I roll my eyes.

      “Rowan!” Sierra snaps.

      The bartender slash owner slash our brother looks up from the townie girls who look about nineteen, locks eyes with us, and grins hugely.

      Oh, damnit, he’s going to-

      “Oy oy! Ladies and gentlemen!” Rowan crows over the noisy bar. He reaches back for the old brass bell that hangs above the liquor shelves and starts to clang the hell out of it as I cringe and drop my face into my hands.

      “Ivy Hammond is back in town!”

      There are some drunken cheers from around the room, a few eyes from people who do actually know who I am - if even just by last name recognition in this town.

      I cringe as Sierra rubs my shoulders.

      “I mean, you knew he was going to do that, right?”

      Rowan ducks under the service bar door and runs over, scooping me up and giving me a spinning hug.

      “Hey, Slimy!”

      I groan and punch him in the arm. “Ugh, don’t call me that.”

      It’s not the nickname I hate, it’s who came up with it when I was twelve and he was fourteen.

      Silas, of course.

      “So!” Rowan hauls back over to the bar and ducks back under it. “What are we drinking!”

      “Something that isn’t Mom’s God-awful sauvignon blanc, please.” Sierra mutters.

      Rowan shakes his head with this dramatically contrite look on his face. “Sorry, Slimy, no fair trade free-union sun-warmed small distillery whatever here.”

      I flip him off with a grin.

      He laughs and holds up bottle of Jameson, and I make a face.

      “Uck, meet me halfway at least.”

      He laughs. “Beer, then? Or are you back to half-soy, non-gluten-”

      “Beer is fine, dick.”

      He chuckles as he reaches back for a cold glass from the fridge.

      “What do want, Si-Si,” he nods at our younger sister. “Shirley Temple?”

      “Har-har-har.” She rolls her eyes. “Vodka martini, dirty.”

      Rowan raise a brow at her. “Remind me if you’re even old enough to be here again?”

      Sierra turned twenty-one nine months ago, but I snort a laugh into the beer he slides in front of me at our brother’s inescapable need to get under people’s skin whenever he can.

      “Like you’ve ever been concerned with legal drinking age?”

      “Hey, I’m a responsible business owner now,” Rowan puts a serious face on as he straightens an imaginary tie.

      “Dick.”

      Rowan laughs as he grabs the mixing tins and starts to make her drink.

      “Hey, responsible business owner,” I raise a stern brow at him. “Are they old enough to be here?” I nod at the two girls in strappy tank tops with bare stomachs and pierced navels that he was flirting with when we walked in.

      Rowan nods seriously. “You know, that is a very good question, and I will certainly look into that.” His eyes twinkle as he grins.

      “I take it this means I won’t be seeing Sarah this trip?”

      “Sarah dumped him.”

      Rowan waves a hand at Sierra. “Mutual decision.”

      “His stuff was on the lawn,” she snickers.

      Rowan glares at Sierra and I laugh. “Same old, same old, huh?”

      He grins. “Yeah, well, you know how-”

      Rowan’s face suddenly goes dark. “Oh, fuck, actually…shit.”

      He looks at me. “Fuck, Ivy, I gotta tell you something.”

      I give him a sour look, the glee of seeing my brother for the first time in forever suddenly giving way to the dark cloud named Silas from earlier.

      “She knows,” Sierra says, shooting him a look herself.

      Rowan’s brows arch up as he winces. “You saw him?”

      “First thing off the ferry,” I mumble, taking a large sip of the beer in front of me.

      “Thanks for the heads up, by the way.”

      He gives me a rueful look. “You wouldn’t have come to Dad’s thing if I had.”

      “Nope.”

      “Sorry, Ives,” he mumbles, twisting the bar towel in his hands.

      “Forget it, I’m over it,” I say quickly, shrugging nonchalantly. I look up to see both siblings looking at me dubiously and I roll my eyes.

      “Guys, it was eight years ago.”

      And I’m still hanging onto it, as much as I’ll deny it if you ask me again.

      “You guys were close, Iv-”

      “Rowan,” I shrug again, taking another big gulp of cold beer. “It’s not a big deal. He was my high school boyfriend. And I’m very happy with Blaine now.”

      Rowan holds my gaze another moment before he nods slowly. “Okay, okay, fine. No harm no foul then?”

      I sigh, grinning at him. “No harm no foul.”

      “Whiskey to celebrate?” He beams at me as he holds up the bottle again and I make a face.

      “I’m in,” Sierra pipes up.

      “Adults only, kid.”

      She flips our brother off as he and I crack up.

      “You guys go ahead, I’m going to call Blaine.”

      “Yeah where is that guy anyways?” Rowan looks up from the two shots he’s pouring for Sierra and himself.

      “Long story,” I wave my hand, frowning at the shitty signal on my phone.

      “The back office actually has the best service,” Rowan says, raising his shot and clinking it against Sierra’s. “Quieter too.”

      I leave my siblings to their whiskey as I push my way through the crowded bar towards the back hallway - past the “Yankees Piss Off” sign on the men’s room towards Rowan’s office. It’s quiet after I shut the door, and I’m dialing Blaine as I sit in my brother’s desk chair.

      Straight to voicemail.

      I frown and send a quick “Miss you!” text with a stupid little kissy-face emoji, and then sit back to stare at the phone. I perk up for a second at the little blinking dots that alert me that he’s typing something back, but after a minute, they disappear.

      I scowl, my shoulders slumping as I get up from Rowan’s desk.

      The door slams open.

      “Alright asshole I fixed that keg line for-”

      Silas pauses, halfway through the door to the office, and about a foot away from me, wiping the grease off his hands as his eyes lock onto me.

      “-You.”
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      Well, so much for clearing my head.

      This town’s too small, cause here she is all over again.

      I’m wiping the grease and the grime off my hands from fixing the tap line I took it upon myself to fix when I first pulled up behind O’Donnell’s.

      Ivy’s glaring at me, shaking her head. “I should get going.”

      “Didn’t know you’d be here,” I mutter, my eyes locked on hers, dipping down over the swell of those lips, the curve of her jaw, the pulse in the hollow of her neck.

      “It’s my brother’s bar, Silas. What are you doing here?”

      Her brow wrinkles as she looks at dirty towel in my stained hands - this new clean, primped and manicured version of the small-town girl I used to know with skinned knees and torn jeans.

      “Just fixing some stuff for Rowan is all.” I shrug. “Least I could do for him putting me-”

      My mouth snaps shut the second I see the dawning realization on her face, but it’s too late.

      Oops.

      “You’re staying with my brother?” Her jaw drops, her look accusatory.

      I shake my head. “No, not at his place with the whole Sarah thing going on.” I jerk my head behind me. “He’s got a cot in the back store room here I’ve been posting up at.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You’re living at O’Donnell’s?”

      There’s something cutting about the words that makes my jaw tense. “I’m not living anywhere in this fucking town,” I growl out. “I told you, I’m just here for-”

      “Yeah, no, got it.”

      She grabs her bag and the beer off of Rowan’s desk. “Well, I’ve got a lot to do tomorrow for the website,” she waves her hand absently as she glances at her phone. “Shoot for Instagram, some calls to make.” She pushes past me into the hallway, but I turn and snag her arm.

      “Look, hang out for one-”

      She whips her hair back as she whirls at me, her eyes pulling back to mine, her look fierce. “I don’t have time for grimy dives like this.”

      “Hey, you used to love it here.”

      We both used to love it here when she and I used to sneak beers up on the roof. And later, when we’d forget all about the damn beers when we’d get lost in each other’s lips.

      Except that Ivy is gone, I can see that now. That Ivy wore ripped jeans and my old Sox t-shirts. This one’s wearing fucking heels in a place like this, and that skirt that looks entirely too good on that ass and those legs, with glamorous, bangly jewelry, makeup, and a scowl.

      I never saw any of those things on the girl I used to know.

      The girl I married.

      That girl’s moved on.

      “Yeah, well,” she waves her hand again dismissively, in this ridiculous “New York” way.

      And then it hits me.

      She hasn’t just gotten over me, she’s gotten over this whole damn town-  all of it.

      She thinks she’s better than all this now, with her stupid fashion crap, her insta-whatever, and all her fake online “friends” and “followers.” She’s forgotten all about the small-town girl I fell in love with all those years ago.

      And it digs at me.

      Because whatever happened with us, and that night, and then me leaving, this town is still home. This is the home that raised her, and this new big city social media queen version of Ivy is actually starting to piss me off.

      “So are we going to do this every time we bump into each other?” I glare at her.

      Ivy sighs dramatically. “Well I can’t imagine that’ll happen many more times since I’m leaving this town directly after Dad’s dedication.”

      I roll my eyes. “I just figured we should at least talk like normal fucking people, Ivy.”

      Her mouth goes tight, her eyes flaring. “About what, Silas? What do we have to talk about?”

      “I would think a fair amount.”

      “I already told you, I’ve moved past it,” she says, shrugging flippantly. “Yeah, it sucked when you left, but that was eight years ago, and believe me, I’ve moved on.” She holds my gaze a moment longer before she looks away. “I found someone else.”

      She says it like it’s meant to cut.

      It’s working.

      It’s a thought that’s stabbed at me for years, knowing there’d be someone else after me. It was knowing she’d move on eventually and find someone who saw how incredible she was and loved her. And even if they didn’t love her as much as me, hell, they’d at least fucking stay.

      At least they wouldn’t turn out to be exactly the criminal she never wanted to be with and live up to every shit expectation the rest of this fucking town had for them.

      And I’m no saint. It’s not like I’ve been some sort of celibate monk for the last eight damn years. But none of the others ever meant a damn thing. Basic needs were met, some nice words spoken, some fun times had, and that’s it.

      I never let a single damn one of them inside. Because no one ever came fucking close to holding a candle to what I had here all those years ago with this girl standing in front of me, glaring at me while Journey belts out over the bar stereo.

      “Right, the surfer.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “What, are you stalking me?”

      I bark out a laugh. “You’ve got like a million fucking strangers who follow your shit online, and you’re worried about someone you actually know seeing your boyfriend?”

      “He’s not a surfer,” she mutters. “He’s more of a digital nomad.”

      I roll my eyes. “Sounds very romantic.”

      “It is.”

      I shut up.

      “Good,” I finally say, my words crisp and my teeth grinding at the thought of her having something like that with whoever this prick is. “Good for you.”

      “Yeah, good for me, Silas.”

      The women’s bathroom door suddenly swings open, and two girls who I recognize from trying to run wingman for Rowan the other night tumble out, giggling. The brunette catches my eye, grinning as she recognizes me.

      “Hey stranger!” She gushes with this annoying wink, stepping right up to me and running a finger up my arm before giving Ivy a stink eye.

      “I didn’t even know you were here!”

      I frown. “Yeah, I’m- look, I’m sort of in the middle of something.”

      “Come dance!” The friend who Rowan was trying to charm the other night says with a booze-soaked smile on her face.

      “Maybe later.”

      I ignore them as they giggle and trip their way back around the corner to the bar.

      Ivy’s lips go tight as her brows shoot up.

      “It’s not like that,” I mutter.

      She smiles thinly, rolling her eyes. “I’m sure its not.”

      “Ivy-“

      “Silas, it’s exactly what it looks like because you became exactly what everyone said you’d be.”

      I can feel my brow furrow. “Oh? And what’s that, sweetheart?”

      “A townie.”

      She spits it out like it’s this dirty word and I snort. “Got news for you, Ivy. We’re both townies.”

      “I left.”

      “Yeah, so did-”

      I snap my mouth shut, but Ivy barks out a mirthless laugh.

      “Doesn’t look like it helped though. Here you are, right back in this fucking bar.” She nods at the backwards baseball hat on my head that I borrowed from Rowan. “You’ve got the townie Sox hat on and everything. Oh and picking up girls like that?”

      She jerks her head at the bathroom door.

      I fold my arms over my chest. “You done?”

      “Hardly.”

      I take a step towards her and she moves back, her back against the hallway wall behind her.

      “Please, continue. What other wonderful stereotypes have I managed to live up to?”

      “Being the thieving liar you were always going to be.”

      “I never lied.”

      “So is that a ‘yes’ on thieving?”

      I say nothing.

      Dead on the money.

      It was petty shit here, back when we were kids. It was lifting candy from Conlin’s drug store, a bottle of warm beer or two from the loading dock of this place. That all changed with the heist that night, eight years ago.

      That’s the night I went from junior varsity to the big leagues in the blink of an eye and the flash of a gun. And I’ve been playing the game ever since, working all sorts of jobs for Declan’s people over in Dublin.

      The thing is, I’ve only been great - truly great - at two things in this world.

      Taking things that don’t belong to me, and loving Ivy Hammond.

      …You could maybe lump that second one into the first.

      Ivy snorts at my silence. “Yeah, exactly what I thought.”

      “I never lied to you,” I growl, feeling my pulse jump up a notch.

      Her eyes dart across mine, her teeth rake across her lip.

      “You told me you loved me, Silas.”

      Her words are quiet, but icy.

      “You told me forever.”

      The color rushes into her cheeks, as if she’s embarrassed to admit she remembers that.

      I sure as fuck have.

      “You told me ‘I do,’” she almost whispers.

      I step into her suddenly, pushing her right back into the wall behind her as my hands land on either side of her.

      Fuck.

      It’s both totally different and exactly the same, being this close to her.

      It’s her scent.

      She’s got new shampoo, new perfume, and new clothes. But people just smell a certain way, even if you can’t explain it.

      And she smells like home.

      She always has, and goddamnit, she always will.

      She bristles as I close the distance between us, a shiver visibly running through her. Her pupils go wide, her sweet, soft lips part.

      And I’m right back to being a kid again.

      I’m right back to kissing her on the pier, in my truck, on the roof of this damn bar.

      “Step back,” she whispers, her lip trembling and her eyes locked on mine.

      “Excuse me?”

      She slowly shakes her head. “Step away from me, Silas.”

      No fucking way.

      Because as much as she’s getting under my skin, and as much as I want to call her this uppity city girl who’s left this small town her rearview mirror, I’m drawn to her like a fucking magnet. I’m glued to those eyes and dying to taste those lips. Being this close to her is like being starving and coming across the best meal you could ever imagine.

      Being this close to her is like coming home.

      “I need to go,” she says quickly.

      “Where.”

      She swallows thickly. “I need to call my boyfriend.”

      I grin. “Now is he aware that you’re a married woman?”

      Her eyes glare daggers at me.

      “Don’t think I won’t throw this beer in your face, because I will.”

      I wag my brow. “Beer, huh? I thought you were this big health nut yogi now.”

      “I’m going for a run tomorrow.”

      I laugh. “Jesus, I was kidding, Slimy.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Do not call me that,” she snaps. “And I’m not your wife.”

      “I beg to differ.”

      There’s a crash as her beer smashes to the floor. Ands suddenly, she’s shoving me back, turning the tables as I go tripping into the wall behind me with her finger right in my face.

      “You. Gave. That. Up.” she hisses through clenched teeth.

      She steps back, her shoulders dropping as if barking at me deflated her a little. She shakes her head at the broken glass and beer on the floor. “I- I need to go.”

      “Ivy-”

      But she’s ignoring me as she storms off back around the corner to the bar, leaving me alone in the dingy, dark dive-bar hallways with spilled beer on my shoes.

      Yeah, great to be home.
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      It started with locks.

      I was ten, he was twelve. It was a rainy afternoon, and he showed me how to use a paperclip to open doors in our house that we weren’t supposed to open.

      That sort of became our thing - going where we shouldn’t go and opening doors that we shouldn’t have opened. And that theme continued, until the whole thing blew apart.

      From locks, it was petty theft like pulling candy bars from Conlin’s down on Main Street. First me keeping a lookout by pretending to peruse magazines by the counter while Silas stuffed Milky Ways and Snickers down his shorts. But then it was me, and the thrill of my first “pull” - a can of Coca Cola.

      Carbonated sugar had never tasted as good as it did that day.

      And that was the thrill and the allure of Silas - the boy from across town, the boy I never should’ve gotten involved with. It was knowing deep down that he was trouble, and being powerless to say no to it.

      My parents had known his from church; that’s how he and Rowan got to be friends in the first place. I was young the night he stayed at our house to watch movies - the night the truck driver on interstate 93 topped off a forty-hour long-haul with half a bottle of tequila and drove right through his parents’ car at the Milton toll booth.

      Technically after that, he lived with his uncle, Declan. But there wasn’t a day that he didn’t spend at least partly at the Hammond household - basically just another brother to all of us.

      Well, not all of us.

      Because to me he became something more - something much more. Stolen sodas turned to stolen beer on the roof of O’Donnell’s, which turned to stolen kisses.

      Places we never should have gone.

      And then I fell, in the stupid, silly way you only do when you’re young and think you understand the world. He showed me things I’d never known - how to open doors, the illicit thrill of taking what you shouldn’t.

      And then the thief stole my heart.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Back home in my old bedroom, I pull off my heels, the skirt, the top, letting the air out slowly as I poke through my old chest of drawers for a t-shirt or something to sleep in.

      I pause in the full-length mirror, my eyes dropping to the small little mark on my left ribcage.

      I always make sure this is covered in pictures. Sport bras cover it, and I photograph the other side in bathing suits. Nothing on Instagram or anywhere else shows the ink I doubt anyone outside a few know I even have.

      The delicate outline of a key.

      It’s stupid, and I should have covered it up years ago. I’m sure he has.

      The boy with the matching one.

      I stop in the mirror, running my finger over it, tracing the lines and pretending I can actually feel the ink beneath the pad of my finger. I’ve always thought about getting another one - something else, anything else, if only just to diminish the weight this ONE tattoo carries.

      Except I never have.

      So instead, it’s just became one more piece of that picture of my past that I can’t seem to let go of. Another stupid thing from back then that I’ve hung onto for all these years.

      And it’s not the only thing.

      My hand moves from the tiny tattoo to the thin chain that hangs around my neck, to the small pendent that hangs delicately between my breasts.

      I had the ring itself destroyed after he left. I couldn’t wear it, not after that and not after everything that happened and everything that was said. But I couldn’t throw it away. It was ingrained too deep, too much a part of me. So I had the stone and part of the setting reformed onto the thin metal chain, and there it’s been.

      For eight damn years.

      I roll my eyes as I turn away from the mirror. Why I’ve hung onto this I don’t even know or fully understand.

      I’m sure he hasn’t.

      I’m sure there’ve been so many girls too, since me. The thought makes my face hot, and the jealous demon inside claw at my heart. That stupid, roguish smile, those dangerous and gorgeous eyes. Those dimples, the grooves of his face.

      The velvet temptation of that voice.

      The things he does with his hands.

      …Or with his tongue.

      The heat comes unbidden, undeniable, like it always does. The flush in my cheeks spreads down my neck to my breasts, my nipples puckering even in the summer heat.

      I blush as I turn back to the mirror, raking my teeth across my lip as I let eyes dip down over my naked body. My fingers move again to the ink on my ribs, but they don’t stay there this time.

      This time, they wander.

      I trace the soft curve of my breasts with both hands, moving my hands slowly up to and then over my nipples. The electric buzz of it tingles through me as I linger there, teasing the swollen pink buds as my body slowly responds.

      I move one hand down, tracing over the softness of my belly, down under the waist of my panties until I feel the heat pulsing there.

      The kind of heat that only comes from thinking of Silas Hart.

      My eyes flutter shut as my fingers push between my lips, sliding wetly across my seam and rolling electrically across my clit. And I think of his hands, because I’ve never been able to forget them.

      There’s a saying that you “never forget your first.”

      Forget? Hell, I can still feel Silas’s hands on me. Eight years later, I can remember every touch, every kiss, every lick, every caress.

      Every thrust.

      The moan catches in my throat as I sink a finger inside of me, curling it as I push my hand deeper beneath the cotton of my panties. My breath comes quicker as I stroke that place just inside, letting my thumb brush across the throbbing clit aching for attention.

      I force my eyes open, seeing how flushed and how red I am, which only make me blush even deeper of course. My eyes flit to the tattoo, and then move to the ring again, warm against my breast on its little chain.

      I step back until I feel the bed behind me. The panties slide down my legs into a heap at my feet before I kick them off and fall back into the bed.

      I can remember our first time in this bed.

      After months in the cab or the back of his truck, or out on the sand by the breakers on low tide the night we went skinny dipping, we finally had the house to ourselves. My parents were at a conference in Worchester, Stella at college in Boston, Rowan also in Boston doing God knows what he was up to for the three years he spent there. Sierra and Kyle were both at friends’ houses for sleepovers.

      The whole house to ourselves.

      I remember feeling so nervous, almost more so than the first time. Doing that here in my childhood bedroom felt almost sacrilegious, even if it was in the most sinfully wonderful way. I remember the strange mix of childhood stuffed animals still on the shelves and teenage music posters on the wall, mixed with the very adult feeling of sitting astride Silas Hart riding his perfect cock until I screamed out my climax.

      So wrong, so dirty, and so fucking good.

      Here in that room again, I can feel my body beginning to clench as I replay the memories. My fingers stroke in and out, my thumb tracing lazy circles around my clit as my breath and my blood pumps higher, hotter, faster.

      I remember him spreading my legs and taking me for a second time here in this bed that night - holding me, kissing me, claiming me.

      Making me his.

      All it takes is one more stroke of my fingers and one more rolling thumb across my clit after that before I’m rocking my hips off the bed and turning my head to bury my scream into the pillow. The memories sizzle through me, the ink on my ribs throbs, and the ring burns like a hot little coal between my breasts a I come.

      I lay there after, chewing on my lip and toying with the ring pendant again.

      And as hot as it just was reliving my past with Silas, all I can think about is how silly it is that I’ve kept it.

      Because again, I’m sure he hasn’t. And again, I’m sure there have been so many women after me that he’s forgotten the memories I still relive as fantasy like some sort of silly girl.

      The thought makes me furious, and then even madder that it has that affect on me at all, and I suddenly slide from the bed and skulk across the room to the dresser. I yank on an old softball t-shirt and sleep shorts.

      I don’t give a shit what Silas’s done since us. Because that all ended when he left. Let him chase skanky townie girls in townie bars all night, exactly like he was always meant to.

      Budweiser and Red Sox games, that stupid vintage pickup truck.

      It was a lie I was chasing before, and I’m done doing that.

      I’ve grown up.

      I slump back into the bed.

      Right?
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      The jangling ring of my phone wakes me up in the morning, jarring me half off my cot in the back storeroom of O’Donnell’s.

      I groan at the aching stiffness in my back as I turn over, only to be immediately confronted with the roaring of the hangover lancing through my head. Gingerly, I swing my legs out of the cot and sit up, wrinkling my face at the half-empty bottle of Irish whiskey sitting on the floor.

      For a moment, I’m thrown back to those first few days after leaving Shelter Harbor. In my head, I’m back in the belly of the cargo ship owned by one of Declan’s Irish associates that I crossed the Atlantic to Ireland in all those years ago. Cold, wet, hopped up on whiskey and cigarettes with the rest of the pirates, mobsters, and general low lifes on board.

      Missing the fuck out of the girl I’d left behind and trying to drown the screaming inside. Trying to drown the memory of walking away from the one thing I ever cared about and knowing I was doing it for her and that she’d never know.

      I drop my face to my hands, rubbing my eyes as I slowly climb from sleep there in the back room of the bar. Back here, back home.

      I gotta get a bed.

      I groan again as I straighten up, feeling my back crack after a night on this godawful fold-up cot.

      What I need to do is get a place that isn’t the spare store room of a fucking dive bar. That’s what I need to do.

      The thought stops me.

      Getting a place here means staying here in Shelter Harbor.

      I’m not sure where that idea comes from, but it stops me cold.

      The thing is, I’m lost, and I know it. Five years spent sans-passport in another country being the guy I never wanted to be in order to dodge responsibility here, followed by another three years of being a damn nobody in Southie Boston.

      I’ve been keeping my nose relatively clean. Trying to keep my hands clean too. Work-wise, I’ve been picking up the odd construction job for my landlord, who’s a contractor.

      There’s also my plan - the one plan that I haven’t really told a soul about yet, because it’s not quite there yet. Which is a nice way of saying I need a fuckload of money to get it off the ground, and a fuckload of money seems to be something I’m a tad short on at the moment.

      But whatever happens, I’m sure as shit not going back to Dublin, and there’s nothing really for me in Boston that I couldn’t walk away from, well, three days ago.

      That sort of leaves Shelter Harbor, I guess.

      The phone rings again, and I groan at the name that pops up across the screen.

      Valerie.

      Like I said, it’s not like I’ve been a monk for the last eight years. Valerie lives down the street from me - a loud, brassy, and if we’re being honest, trashy Southie girl. There’s nothing there but a warm bed, and even that was done with weeks before I came back here.

      I wince, pinching the bridge of my nose as I take the call.

      “Hey, Va-”

      “Oh, so you ah fuckin’ alive?”

      That thick, almost comically Boston accent with the dropped “r’s” hits me like a bucket of water to the face.

      “Yeah,” I clear my throat. “Yeah, I’m alive.”

      “Siiilaaas.” Her voice softens to a whine as she drawls out my name. “You didn’t come ovah last night.”

      Yeah, no shit.

      “You know Thursdays are our night.” I can practically hear the pout through the phone, and I can imagine those overly-plumped, thickly-painted lips puffing out, her hand toying with the frosted tips of her jet-black hair.

      “I waited up for you, wearin’ that little thing you like so much. I got worried.”

      I frown. “Feelings” and “worrying” about the other has never really been part of the equation with Val.

      “Yeah, sorry about that. My uncle’s sick.”

      I wish, I think with a grin.

      “Awww baaaaby!” she brays into the phone. “You should come ovah and I could make you feel bettah.”

      In another life, it’s a tempting offer. But not in this one.

      Girls like Valerie are who guys like me are supposed to be with. Girls like her, with the fake hair, the fake nails, the smell of cigarettes on their breath and cheap wine on their lips are who guys like me who come from families like mine are supposed to end up with. They’re the ones I’m supposed to punch a ticket at the factory for and come home to, so we can watch Sox games in fucking track pants and bang out a fourth kid named for a saint.

      Girls like her, and the stuff I’m supposed to do is what brought me to Ivy, and chasing after what I was never supposed to have.

      “Can’t, Val. I’m not in town.”

      “Well where ah you then?”

      Her tone instantly changes again, this time accusatory, suspicion lacing her voice. Except there’s no groundwork for jealousy or suspicion with people like us. I know exactly who I am to her. I’m the guy she doesn’t bring around to her friends - not yet at least.

      I’m the guy who has “a day” where I come over and fuck her hard, filthy, and fast. I’m the guy that she wants to call daddy or handcuff to the bed, or whatever crazy shit she’s afraid to do with a boyfriend.

      But I’m the guy she gets her claws in and hangs onto.

      And I don’t say that in some macho way or some bullshit misogynist way, I mean it cause that’s what girls like her do. I’m also five hundred percent sure there are three other guys in her life exactly like me, and she’s waiting to see which one ends up panning out as the best horse in the race.

      “I’m at my uncle’s- look, Val, I gotta go.”

      “Well where’s your uncle live?”

      “Another time, Val.”

      She clicks her tongue against her teeth, and I hang up.

      I drop the phone back on the cot and slump back against the wooden wall. Immediately, I wince and jerk back up at the prick of the roofing nail that jabs my shoulder.

      Wonderful, now I need a goddamn tetanus shot.

      I gotta get out of here.

      Staying or not, I need to improve my situation. And staying or not, there’s two things I’m here for. One, to see the man who basically raised me as a third son get a park named after him, whether he wants me there or wants me dead.

      And secondly?

      Secondly, I’m figuring out what the fuck I’m going to do about Ivy.

      But first, I’m getting the fuck out of this bar.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “You work here?”

      The voice startles me as I’m locking the back door to O’Donnell’s behind me. I turn to see a man in grey slacks and a white dress shirt - no tie, with the sleeves rolled up.

      “Yup,” I lie, quietly sizing him. “Bar’s closed though.”

      The guy sighs. “Damn, not even a quick one?”

      I frown at him. He’s acting casual, but everything about his stance and his eyes says he’s fully alert, and not the day-time drunk he’s trying to pretend to be.

      “Nope, sorry.”

      I pull on the door to make sure it’s locked before I turn back and go to walk past him.

      “We open at two.”

      “Man, I bet it’d be open if we were in Dublin, huh?”

      I freeze three steps from him.

      “Ever been?”

      I shake my head slowly as I turn back to him, my whole body on alert.

      “Nope.”

      The man grins at me. “You sure? You seem like the Dublin type.”

      “Wrong guy, sorry.”

      I go to turn, ready to get away from whatever the hell this is.

      “No I’m pretty sure I’ve got the right guy, Silas.”

      I whirl back to him, every muscle coiled and ready to spring, my hands in fists at my sides.

      He’s holding a badge this time, the dopey look gone from his face.

      “Special Agent Riley, FBI,” he says with a smug look. “I think we should probably talk.”

      “About Dublin?” I shrug as casually as I can, swallowing the lump in my throat. “You want the best places for fish and chips? If you’re looking more for a cultural thing, the Natural History Museum has this great two-for-one deal on Sundays.”

      Special Agent Riley smirks. “You done?”

      “Oh, I could write a tour book on Dublin, Agent Riley.”

      His grin fades. “I bet you could, Hart.” He tucks his badge into his back pocket and crosses his arms over his chest.

      “How’s your uncle?”

      I smile. “Cantankerous? Still full of shit?”

      I know what this is. It’s an intimidation game. Agent Riley here doesn’t actually have anything on me or that night eight years ago or I’d be in handcuffs right now on my way to Boston.

      But he’s not clueless either, that much is obvious.

      We stand there another full thirty seconds, not speaking, before I finally throw my hands up and shrug. “Well, look, Agent, if you still want that drink, the bar opens at two.”

      He nods slowly, his eyes never leaving mine. “I’m good. Just wanted to come by and see how my favorite ex-pat is doing back at home.”

      “Aww, am I your favorite?” I clasp my hands over my heart. “That- gee, Agent Riley, that really means a lot. Thank you.”

      He raises a brow at me as I grin right back at him. “I’ve got my eye on you, you know.”

      Fuck him. Again, if he had something concrete, I’d already be in an interrogation room asking for a lawyer. I’m not entirely sure what he’s playing at showing up like this, but I do know damn well that the Federal statute of limitations was over three years ago.

      “Just make sure you get my good side, okay?”

      I wink as he shakes his head at me, his arms still crossed over his chest.

      “Welcome home, Silas.”

      “Enjoy our lovely town, Agent Riley.” I call back over my shoulder. “Try the lobster rolls down on Commercial Street.”

      I wait until I’m a block away and around a corner before I almost drop to my knees, the wind leaving me in a whoosh.

      Fuck. Welcome home indeed.
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      I leave my sandals on the beach as I head down onto the rocky shore. The water is cold, as it always is in New England, even in the summer.

      I shiver as I let just the tips of my toes into the lapping waves, feeling somehow comforted by the feeling of the Atlantic against my skin.

      Shelter Harbor doesn’t get big surf-type waves. That’s out on the breakers around the mouth of the harbor itself. Here in the protection of the bay though, we just get little lapping ones - the ebb and flow of the water teasing endlessly against the shore.

      Tickle waves, my mom calls them.

      I grin as I let them tickle my feet, feeling centered - feeling at home.

      Of course, I’m also grinning because these tickle waves are about to become a $5,000 Instagram picture.

      I push the little bottle of skin cream down into the soft brown sand and black pebbles of the shore, pushing it just enough in, right next to my toes, so that the water just splashes gently across it.

      Perfect.

      This week’s skin cream product placement apparently specializes in minimizing high-heel-related calluses. Or, something. This one I’m not actually that familiar with, but my management team made sure it was part of the “to shoot” product bag - along with the sandals up on the beach, the sports bra I’m currently wearing, and of course the yoga pants that carry my brand - that I was supposed to come home with and photograph

      “Make sure you really get enough of that quaint Cape Cod charm, okay, Ivy?”

      I frown at Lori, my immediate manager. “Shelter Harbor isn’t actually on Cape Co-”

      “Hon?” She looks down over the top of her tortoise-shell glasses at me from behind her wide, glass desk. “It doesn’t really matter, okay?”

      Here in decidedly not Cape-Cod-located Shelter Harbor, I bring the phone up and point it down at my feet, framing it just right. Some people who do this kind of work hire a team, but polls have shown that people really dig my “home shot” aesthetic. They like that I’m “au naturale” and don’t use pro photographers. They like that I’m “so genuine” in my selfless quest to highlight-reel my life of endless yoga retreats, active wear, and goji-berry cleanses.

      Right.

      I mean, I’m going to Photoshop the shit out of these pictures later on my laptop, but sure - “au naturale” it is.

      The sun’s perfect right then too, the light great for that mid-afternoon summer dazzle. I swap to a video, shooting a quick one with sound that I’m sure will get 300,000 likes by dinner time if I can get it up in time.

      The skin cream along with my toes captured in about fifty shots, I make my way back up to the beach, slipping back into my sandals and climbing the wooden stairs back to the piers. My eyes dart across the harbor scene I could probably still navigate with my damn eyes closed. The smell of Halstead’s lobster-roll take-out window, the sounds of mechanical winches down on the docks loading empty nets onto trawlers or full ones off.

      The cool wind of the Atlantic blowing through my hair.

      I snap a few more random shots, getting that “New England charm” aesthetic I know the management team is looking for. I might’ve run away from this place a long time ago, but I will hand it to this town, charm it’s got by the damn bucketful. There’s a reason ferries and tour buses bring tourists by the truckload to this place between May and September. It’s charming, and quaint - picturesque enough that they’ve even shot movies here over the years.

      I head down to the lower piers, following them almost aimlessly.

      Of course what the movies don’t show and what the tour buses skip is the darker side - the part of town that behind the veneer of it’s adorable little main street. Beyond the charm and the little shops selling plush whale stuffed animals and keychains with founding fathers’ names stenciled on them, there’s the other side of Shelter Harbor.

      Silas’s side.

      The edgier side, home to the boy from across the tracks.

      The one I wanted to save.

      The one I thought I could save.

      The one I married, before he proved how silly and wrong I could be.

      The one who-

      “You lost, Slimy?”

      I jerk my head up, right into his grinning, cocky face.

      Silas.

      I’ve walked further down the piers than I thought, lost in my own head. I’m down by the resident slips, and he’s standing a foot above me, perched on the edge of a dilapidated looking tug-boat of some kind.

      

      Yeah, the years have been good to him - ridiculously, unfairly good to him.

      He looks older of course, but in that staggeringly handsome way. The lines by his eyes are a little deeper, but only in a way that makes him look better somehow.

      Dick.

      But there’s the same shadow across his eyes, the same dark hollows in his cheeks. That same perfect nose, and those deep, Atlantic-ocean-blue eyes.

      I shake those thoughts away as I hold a hand up and squint through the afternoon sun at him.

      “I told you not to call me that.”

      Silas grins. “Aww, but I like it.”

      I scowl.

      “C’mon, you used to like it.”

      “When we were ten.”

      He chuckles as he shakes his head.

      “Enlighten me how I keep running into you like this?”

      Silas straightens, raking his nails across the stumble of his chin. “Could ask you the same thing, Hammond.” He winks. “And anyways, you’re trespassing.”

      “What?”

      He steps back into the low boat moored to the docks and spreads his arms wide.

      “You’re on my lawn.”

      My brow jerks up as I realize it’s not a tugboat he’s standing on, it’s a houseboat. A very junky, very beat-up, very I-can’t-actually-believe-it’s-floating houseboat.

      My nose wrinkles. “You live here?”

      “Yep.”

      “Here. On a boat?”

      Silas rolls his eyes. “It’s a houseboat, yes.”

      “It’s a boat.”

      He chuckles as he runs his finger thorough his hair. “Yeah, well, it’s home.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “Since when?”

      “Since…” He glances down at the watch on his wrist. “Since about an hour ago. Rented through the month.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You’re staying in Shelter Harbor? Why?”

      Silas groans. “You know, you ask a lot of questions in the morning. How did I not remember that?”

      I swallow the lump in my chest.

      “Because I probably didn’t before,” I shrug. “Whatever, I’ve changed a lot.”

      “I can see that.”

      His gaze lingers, and I feel the heat before I can stop it. The same sort of forbidden heat from the night before.

      My face goes red as I shake my head.

      “Listen, you want coffee? I can’t do question-time before coffee.”

      “I’m fine, thanks.”

      He grins. “C’mon, Sl-” he stops himself, clearing his throat. “C’mon Ivy.”

      God the way he says my name. It’s like a lover’s touch all over again - the same velvet sound of his voice from that throat, tugging something inside of me like I’m hardwired to his sound.

      “Come on in, I’ve got some brewing.”

      I raise a brow skeptically. “You want me to come into your house?”

      He laughs. “Oh, so it is a house now?”

      I give him a look.

      “It’s coffee, Ivy. I think we’re adult enough to have coffee together. I’ll behave.”

      His face hardens. “Look, there’s some things I should tell you-”

      “There are things you should have told me,” I toss out before I can stop myself.

      “Eight years is a long time, you know,” he growls out, moving towards me with his eyes suddenly steely and locked right on me.

      I bark out a mirthless laugh. “Believe me, I know.”

      “What I mean is, eight years does a lot to change people, Ivy. I’ve changed.”

      I swallow thickly. “Well so have I.”

      “Yeah you have,” he says darkly, his eyes flicking across my face. “But you’re exactly the same too.”

      My mouth tightens, feeling my anger rising at the gall he has to assume he knows a single damn thing about the person I’ve become in a post-Silas world.

      “You don’t know anything about me, Silas,” I say tightly. “I am not-”

      “You still have it?”

      He nods his chin at the place beneath my breast to the side, and I blush.

      “No.”

      He arches a single brow, and suddenly I’m caving.

      “Yes,” I grumble out. “Yes, I still have it.”

      His lips pull into a white grin. “Me too.”

      He reaches down and snags the hem of his t-shirt, lifting it over that chiseled body. Sure enough, it’s right there, in the same place it was drawn nine years before at the place in Cambridge that only glanced at my ID.

      It was my first that night, his fourth or fifth. He’s added more since that night, it appears - much more, in swirls and images and lines of text across his skin. But it’s still there. The tiny outline of a key, with plenty of space around it from the other, newer tattoos.

      I shake my head. “We were young, and stupid.”

      He grins. “Young, yeah.” Silas shakes his head as he drops his shirt back down. “Not stupid, though.”

      “What are you doing here, Silas?”

      The question comes tumbling out yet again. Because past all this banter, past this little sugar-coated jaunt down memory lane, it’s the only question that matters right now.

      He shrugs again - that same effortless easy and easing motion that hasn’t changed at all as he’s gotten older.

      “Told you, Rowan invited me to see your dad’s-”

      “Yeah, that’s actually another thing,” I say coolly. “ You and Rowan all buddy-buddy.”

      “The guy’s my best friend, Ivy, despite what happened.”

      “Well he’s my brother, Silas. Even after what happened.”

      I hold his gaze another second before the words come tumbling out.

      “He doesn’t know, does he.”

      Silas frowns.

      I shake my head, raking my fingers through my hair. “No, he doesn’t. Of course he doesn’t. I’d have heard about it.”

      “Doesn’t know about what?”

      “About us.”

      Silas raises a brow but I shake my head. “No, not about us being together, I mean…” I take a big gulp of air before looking up into his eyes, my own narrowed. “Your best friend doesn’t know you fucking married his little sister before you ran out on her does he.”

      His mouth goes tight, and I bark out a small laugh. “Yeah, he doesn’t know about this, does he?”

      I suddenly reach into my loose beach shirt and yank out the thin silver chain, with the pendant that was once my wedding ring hanging from the end.

      Silas stares at it, his mouth hanging open.

      “Yeah, yeah, I know,” I mutter. I’m the idiot who kept it.”

      “Ivy-”

      “Stupid, I know.” My gaze darts from his bare finger to his eyes. “I’m sure yours is long fucking gone.”

      Slowly, Silas shakes his head, his eyes never leaving mine as he swallows. “Eight years later and you still don’t know me, huh?”

      Before I can say anything, he suddenly reaches down, grabs his shirt, and whips it off his body.

      “There.”

      And suddenly he’s right in front of me, the manly smell of him invading my senses, and his bare, chiseled and inked body right in front of my eyes. And right there, laying against his chest on a small silver chain…

      The silver ring.

      The one I slipped onto his finger eight years ago in the back rectory of the church in Stoborough.

      He kept it. It’s not tossed into the ocean, or flushed down a toilet, or hocked, or whatever I imagined he did with it after he left. It’s right there, laying across his heart on a chain that practically matches mine.

      “It’s not long fucking gone, Ivy,” he growls, so close to me, his words a warm tease across my upturned lips.

      “It’s been right here,” he growls, tapping his chest as his eyes pierce right into mine. “For eight. Fucking. Long. Years.”

      I nod, my eyes dropping again to the little silver band dangling from his neck.

      “Did it hurt?” I say quietly. “All those years?”

      He nods, his jaw fighting. “Yeah, it fucking hurt, Ivy.”

      I take a deep breath as I look him full in the face.

      “Good.”

      Somehow, I manage to pull myself out of the gravity of him, taking a step back from the proximity of him.

      “Now multiply that by a hundred, and you can get a taste for what I went through not even knowing if you were alive or dead.”

      He shakes his head. “Ivy, hang on.”

      But I don’t hang on. I don’t “wait” - not anymore.

      Instead, I turn my back to him, step back onto the dock, and walk away.
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      “Can I borrow your car?”

      Sierra looks up from the book she’s reading in the big armchair in the living room.

      “I’m going to go down to the train station and grab Blaine.”

      Sierra raises a brow. “He finally get on one?”

      I scowl.

      Yet another reason I’ve been in a sour mood the entire afternoon and evening. Because if running into Silas Hard, again, wasn’t fun enough, my boyfriend is apparently incapable of making a damn train to come see me.

      She puts the book into her lap. “Look, I’m sure he just had stuff to do that he got caught up in.” She shrugs her shoulders. “You know how you get when you’re sucked into those conference calls with marketing or whoever.”

      “He missed four trains today,” I mutter out, pouting.

      Sierra purses her lips. “Hey, you okay?”

      “Fine.”

      I haven’t told her about bumping into Silas earlier. I’m also trying to convince myself that doing so has had zero effect on me. I’m trying tell myself that the sole reason for my sour mood is Blaine missing trains, not Silas bringing up the past.

      Sierra nods. “Keys are in my purse by the front door.”

      “Thanks.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      By the time the parking lot is totally empty at the train station across town, I know I haven’t somehow missed him.

      He’s just not here.

      I can feel the heat rising in my face as I dial his number for the eighth time in as many minutes, letting it ring and ring until it goes to voicemail. Again.

      I slump in the seat, blowing air out through my lips and drumming my fingers across the steering wheel. I glance down at my dark phone, as if watching it will miraculously get Blaine to call and let me know that, yes, I have somehow missed him. Yes, he’s waiting at home with my whole family, waiting for me to get there so he can tell me everything is normal, and calm, and on track, and that the past is going to stay there.

      But it doesn’t. I check my call settings for the third time, to make sure I’m getting service or on the right network or whatever. But I know at this point I’m just fishing in the dark.

      The train’s long gone, and Blaine’s not here.

      I drive in silence back across Shelter Harbor to my parents’ place, letting the streetlight trail across the windshield and my thoughts trail across my mind until I pull the car back into their driveway.

      Then the phone rings.

      And I know I should let him wait. I should hold off until the very last ring to pick up. But I of course answer halfway through the first damn ring.

      “Hey!”

      Blaine clears his throat. “Hey.”

      “Did you miss the train?” I hate how eager, how needing my voice is.

      There’s a silence for another few seconds before he answers.

      “No, Ivy.”

      I let out a sigh. “Oh my God, I can’t believe I missed you then! I’m so sorry!” I grin, reaching for the keys. “Hang on, I’ll come back to the station and get-“

      “No, Ivy, I mean I didn’t miss the train because I never took it.”

      I blink in the darkness of the car, my brow wrinkling. “What?”

      “Look, Ivy-”

      “On purpose?” My voice squeaks.

      “Uh, yeah.”

      I shake my head, frowning and trying to wrap my head around this. “Blaine, if you didn’t want to come out here, you just had to tell me. I mean, my parents really want to see you, and of course I want to see you, but if you aren’t feeling it, you just have to-”

      “Ivy, I’ve been thinking.”

      I freeze, a sinking feeling in my stomach.

      I swallow the thick lump that forms in my throat. “About?”

      Blaine sighs heavily. “About us.”

      The sinking feeling starts to burn hot.

      “What do you mean?” I almost whisper into the phone.

      “Look, babe-”

      “What are you saying, Blaine?” I suddenly find my volume, and my voice ratchets up in loudness, a buzzing sound starting to ring in my ears.

      “Look, I-” he groans. “Babe, I just don’t know if I’m ready for the life you want.”

      My eyes start to narrow as the anger starts to bloom inside. “And what life is that, exactly?”

      “Ivy, I don’t know, I’m just-” He take a beat. “I’m just not ready to settle down I guess.”

      The floor drops out from under me. And I want to feel crushed, or broken, or hell, even sad.

      But all I feel is anger.

      “Is there another girl.” My voice is edged, my hand gripping the steering wheel of the dark car with a death-grip.

      Blaine clears his throat. “Ivy-“

      “IS THERE,” I belt out. The front door to my parents’ house opens as Sierra pops her head out. She raises her brow at me, but I shake my head, waving her back.

      “Blaine.”

      “I don’t know how you want me to answer that.”

      The sound that comes out of my lips is anything but a laugh - this harsh, cracked sound. “I think you know how I want you to answer that, Blaine.”

      He sighs again. “Ivy, it’s more complicated than that.”

      I slump in the driver’s seat as Sierra slowly makes her way down the front steps, a worried look on her face.

      “No, Blaine, it’s not. Just answer the damn quest-”

      “Yes.”

      The world goes quiet.

      “Yes, there is.”

      It isn’t until I hang up the phone that I let the scream that’s been bottled up in my chest come ripping out. I yell as loud as I can, squeezing my eyes shut and pounding on the steering wheel, only barely aware of my younger sister opening the door and helping me out. She hugs me, stroking my back like I need comforting.

      Except I don’t. I don’t need comforting, not for what I feel inside. Because I’m not sad or heartbroken or anything like that. I’m furious.

      “I need to get out of here,” I mumble out, starting to open her car door again.

      “Hang on,” Sierra looks at me with her lip between her teeth, her face fallen. “Where are you going?”

      “Out. Somewhere.” I shake my head, breathing hard and feeling the blood pounding in my ears. “Anywhere. I don’t know.”

      She shakes her head. “Not in my car you’re not. Not like this.” She gingerly pulls her keys out of my hand, and I scowl at her.

      “Sierra-”

      “Blaine?”

      My scowl deepens as I nod and look away.

      She puts a hand on my arm. “You want some company?”

      “Nope.”

      She closes her mouth and nods. “You do know I’m not going to let you drive like this though, right?”

      “Fine.”

      I turn and start to head back down the driveway on foot.

      “Ivy!”

      “I’m just going for a walk, okay?” I throw back, my sandals flapping against the sidewalk as I stomp down the street.

      I want to break something.

      I need to feel something.

      But most importantly and most immediately, I need a drink.

      “This stupid town is small enough for me to rage-walk to O’Donnell’s anyways,” I mutter out loud to myself as I storm off into the night.

      It’s gorgeous out too, which only pisses me off even more. The smell of salt brine, the warm summer air, the glow of a three-quarter moon illuminating the trees.

      It should be romantic. A night like this is for young love and forgetting about the future in favor of the now. A night like this is for stolen first kisses.

      Because a night like this is when a game of flashlight tag turned into something more - a first kiss, heated, stolen, forbidden, quick and light across my lips and leaving me breathless. And a week after that night, on another night much like this one, is when I confronted him about it. After a week of feeling like I had a wonderful hidden secret but also scared to death of what it meant.

      “You can’t just kiss me like that.”

      He grins, the moon flashing off his teeth and the whites of his eyes. “Sure I can.”

      “I- you-”  I have no words, lost when those eyes look into mine, that cool look on his face.

      “You shouldn’t have kissed me.”

      “Why not.”

      “Cause.”

      The weekly Saturday night game of flashlight tag plays out across half a block of back yards, my siblings and a dozen other neighborhood kids from the neighborhood howling and giggling in the late summer night. Silas is “it”, but I know full-well we’re playing an entirely different game, hidden here together behind Ms. Hempstead’s garage.

      I’ve got my back to the dark blue clapboard siding, my hair pulled back in a ponytail and my pulse skipping like crazy in my chest. Silas leans close, one hand on the garage wall behind me.

      “Cause you didn’t like it?”

      “No.”

      He grins. “No you didn’t like it or no-”

      “No, I mean, yes, I liked it.”

      I freeze, caught in my own words before I frown.

      “That’s- that’s not what I meant.”

      Silas just wags his brows at me as he steps closer.

      “Don’t you have other people to go find in this game?” I say quietly.

      “Nope.” He swallows. “Found the only one I need to.”

      I feel that thrill shiver through me. The forbidden, reckless thrill that’s started to come up in the last year or so whenever I’m around him.

      “My dad-”

      “Would kill me if he knew I’d kissed you.”

      I blink. “That doesn’t scare you?”

      “No.”

      It does, I can see that even at a young age. Jacob Hammond is… formidable, even to cocky, fearless kids like Silas Hart.

      “Rowan?”

      He shakes his head. “I can manage your brother.”

      “Manage?”

      He nods. “Yeah, like, make him cool with it all.”

      “What do you mean, ‘it all’?” I swallow thickly, blinking quickly. “It was just one kiss.”

      My first kiss. My only kiss I’ll never be able to forget.

      He moves closer. “Because, Slimy,” He grins at me, so damn cocky, so fearless.

      “I’m not JUST gonna kiss you once.”

      I swallow thickly. “What?”

      I can feel the electricity run through me, the crackling of it snapping through my synapses.

      “I said,” his hand slides to mine, fingers entwining as he pulls me against him, “I’m not gonna be able to stop kissing you.”

      And then he does it again, and after that it’s all over.

      After that he never does stop kissing me.

      Until he does.

      Forever.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The second I get to O’Donnell’s I regret my decision to come here. I still want a drink, but I want nothing to do with the crowd in there that I can see and hear through the half-frosted window. There’s a game on, and I know damn well I’m going to see at least five people I probably know.

      Nope.

      Instead, old habits take over, and I head around to the back door. I slip inside, ignoring the loud music and cheering from the bar up front as I dart down the back hallway to Rowan’s tiny office.

      The door shuts behind me. I move to slump into the chair at his desk, and I grin as I pull open the bottom drawer.

      Knew it.

      My brother is exactly the kind of guy who’d keep a bottle of scotch in his desk drawer at work. I make a face at the half-empty bottle of cheap looking stuff. It’s not ideal, but it’ll do the trick right now.

      Fucking Blaine.

      There’s a tumbler on Rowan’s desk that I wipe out with the edge of my shirt, pouring a healthy splash before bringing it to my lips. The amber liquid burns, making my eyes water and my throat ache, but it’s a soothing fire.

      A cleaning one.

      “Is there another girl?”

      “I don’t know how you want me to answer that.”

      I almost want to scream again, right there in the office. I want to smash the glass in my hand against the wall, or break something important just to feel.

      And I want to hurt. I want to feel sadness, and heartbreak, like I know I should in this situation. Because at the moment, I don’t. At the moment, stewing there in that bar office, all I feel is anger.

      I down the rest of the glass, and I’m reaching for the bottle to pour another splash when something across the room catches my eye.

      The lacy, delicate purple bra draped over the armrest of the ratty couch.

      I wrinkle my nose and roll my eyes.

      Jesus, Rowan.

      Or Silas.

      I quickly stuff the idea of him in here with some girl right out of my head.

      But then the anger comes bubbling right back. Because suddenly I’m thinking of Blaine’s other girl, whoever the fuck she is. I don’t own a bra like that.

      Maybe I should have. Maybe he wouldn’t have looked somewhere else if I did.

      The thought is so fucking ridiculous that I cringe at myself, finishing the drink in my hand and quickly refilling it yet again.

      There haven’t been many since Silas, and it’s one of the reasons I hate him. Because there can’t be others, not after that and what that was.

      It’s having the stars and the moon and then being taken to a cheap planetarium.

      And it’s the insecurities too. It’s stupid fucking thoughts like wondering if my fucking bra color would have kept my shitty boyfriend from cheating. It’s the insecurities that come with the man you love leaving without a word, and spending years - literally years - wondering what you did. Wondering why you weren’t worth a phone call or a letter.

      The third glass goes down even easier, and I sink into Rowan’s chair.

      I’ve been in this room before, long ago, when it used to be a storage room. Silas and I broke in through that same back door, swiping two warm beers each out of an open case and giggling like maniacs as we dashed outside and up to the roof to drink our spoils.

      I’m up before I know it, slugging back the drink and feeling the scotch burn through me like a whirlwind. Outside, I climb the old metal stairs to the roof, breathing in the salt air with each step back up to this place of memories.

      You can see the whole town from up here, with O’Donnell’s being up the hill from the harbor. The lights of Main Street - still choked with tourists milling around tourist bars and souvenir shops, or eating ice-cream cones and frozen lemonade down by the park.

      The knick-knack shops.

      The lobster roll places.

      The harbor.

      I can’t actually see it, but I know that his stupid houseboat is down there somewhere.

      This is a bad idea.

      Just…just a really bad one.

      I somehow make my way back down the metal stairs without tripping, and then I’m off.

      Because bad idea or not, I need some damn answers, and I need them right now.
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      Cold beer, sea air, the water rocking against the side of the boat.

      “The boat” being that rental I’d been trying to see Doug Conlin about before Ivy elbowed me in the face that day on the docks. Can’t say I was expecting a houseboat, but I’ve gotta say, it suits me just fine. It’s quiet, it’s cheap, you can’t beat the views, and my closest neighbor is old Mr. Conlin himself - five slips down the docks on a forty-footer he’s apparently decided to live on and restore since retiring from his drug store.

      So this is home now, apparently. Home sweet fucking home, where everyone’s either forgotten who I was or wishes they had.

      And yet, as glib as I want to be, and as much as I want to roll my eyes at even the idea of calling this damn town “home”….

      Well, it kind of is, whether I want it to be or not. You don’t get to pick where you’re from, unfortunately, only where you go. And somehow where I went took me right fucking back here. To the same town, and the same girl I left behind.

      I shake my head, sitting with one knee bent up on the roof of the houseboat, looking out over the harbor growing quiet for the night.

      In a funny way, the boat and the beer and the ocean air make me think of Dublin. Well, the same, and yet totally different. It was never this nice out over there, that’s for sure. It was dreary, and cold, and I never really had a moment like this just to be alone in my own head. I was too busy stealing, or pulling jobs, or drowning myself in whiskey, women, and the madness of my own head to let myself take a moment and just be.

      I spent eight years wondering what I’d do if and when I saw her again. And every single smooth, heartfelt, or thought-out thing I ever thought about saying went right out of my head the second I actually did.

      The girl I told “forever.”

      The one who said it back and then let me walk away.

      I take a long, slow pull of my beer as I stare out over the harbor.

      “I need answers.”

      And suddenly, her voice isn’t just in my head, it’s right here and now. I jerk my head around and look down at the dock from my perch.

      Ivy.

      I shake the lingering thoughts from my head as I raise a brow at her.

      “Looking to come aboard?”

      “No.” She shakes her head, her face angry as she jabs a finger at me.

      “No cute talk; no games, Silas. We’re done with that.”

      I frown. “Should I put Monopoly away?”

      “Silas.”

      “Okay, okay.” I hold my hands up as I slowly stand and turn to get a better look at her.

      She’s fury personified, her now golden hair flamed out around her face, her eyes flashing green fire.

      I cross my arms across my chest as I nod. “Come on up.”

      She stumbles as she clambers over the side onto the boat, swearing under her breath in the semi-dark of the twilight.

      “Those heels aren’t going to do you any favors on the ladder.”

      She glares at me as she kicks them off onto the deck of the boat, muttering under her breath as she makes for the ladder up to the roof. I finally relent, kneeling and giving her a hand up as she finishes the last few rungs.

      She brushes her skirt down, furiously pushing hair out of her face.

      “Beer?”

      “Why’d you leave.”

      Oh, we’re having that talk.

      Wonderful.

      “Ivy-“

      “No-no.” She shakes her head, her eyes still blazing as she swallows heavily. “No. Answers, Silas; you owe me that much.”

      I bark out a laugh. “I owe you?” I roll my eyes. “You told me to leave.”

      “The hospital, you asshole!” She yells, far louder than I’d have expected.

      “I asked you to leave the damn hospital, not the fucking country!”

      I hold her gaze. “It’s complicated.”

      “Un-complicate it.”

      I shake my head. “It’s things you don’t want to hear, I can promise you that.”

      “No, I can promise you that it damn well is!” Her chest heaves, her shoulders shuddering as she looks at me in the faint glow of the harbor.

      “Eight years, Silas.” Her hand darts into her tank top and yanks the necklace out, her face tight. “Eight years.”

      She shakes her head, her eyes full of all the sadness I know I put there.

      “Look, you want answers?” I shake my head as I step towards her, commanding her attention.

      “Then ask the questions.”

      She swallows, her face fierce. “Fine. The truck robbery that night.”

      I wince.

      “Why?” Some of the fire seems to go out of her eyes as she retreats. “Why’d you go?” she says, quieter this time.

      “You know why,” I say softly.

      “My brother?”

      I nod. “Couldn’t let him fuck up his life like me.”

      She shakes her had. “Silas, your life wasn’t-”

      “Ivy I was nothing like you and your siblings, and you know that.” She looks up into my eyes, blinking.

      I shrug. “That’s just the way it shook out. Fate, karma, history, whatever you want to call it.

      I step closer to her, and before I can stop myself, I’m reaching out and cupping her chin in my hand. “You know I always had a cloud following me.”

      “What really happened that night?” She looks at me pleadingly, not making a move to step away from my hand on her cheek. I stroke her jaw softly before letting it drop.

      “I mean, I basically know, but what really happened? Dad’s always been vague, and I don’t think Rowan totally remembers.”

      I turn, looking out over the water and the breakers crashing softly on the moon-lit horizon.

      “I got a call from one of Declan’s guys the night of the hit.” The memory of it start to come creeping back, the cold, bony hands of it clawing at me.

      “I had said no to the job, but I found out with that call that Declan had offered it to Rowan.” I can feel the same rage burning up inside that I felt that night.

      “But he didn’t go on the actual job?”

      I shake my head as I turn back to her. “I swapped back in. Declan wanted me anyways, and truth be told, I almost wonder if he offered it to Rowan just to get me to do it.” I look into her big green eyes.

      “I called Rowan and told him to fuck off, and then I…” I trail off.

      “You did the job.”

      I nod and she looks away, swallowing heavily.

      “You know that guard was Jimmy Doyle’s father, Silas,” she says quietly, her voice broken. “We went to school with him.”

      “That was never the plan,” I growl, my voice tight. “That shit was never supposed to happen. We knew the route, we knew the driver - fuck, Ivy, I played football with Jimmy. But Declan brought on one of his Southie Boston goons at the last minute. Nobody actually brought loaded guns, except that piece of shit.”

      She looks at me sharply. “Guns?”

      I quickly shake my head. “I was just driving.”

      She nods again, chewing her lip, her chest rising and falling softly as she sucks in breaths. “Rowan?”

      “He showed up, Ivy,” I hiss air through my teeth, looking away. “Your damn brother showed up anyways, right after the hit, right at the scene since he knew the route. One of Declan’s guys took over as driver and I dragged Rowan’s ass back to his own car, tossed him in the passenger seat, and got us the fuck out of there before he got implicated in the worst mistake of his life.”

      Her eyes drag back to mine. “And then you crashed.”

      I don’t look away this time. “Yeah. And then I crashed.”

      She shakes her head, her hand reaching out to my arm. “It was dark, and raining, Silas. You had a ton of stuff going on in your head.”

      I bark out a harsh laugh. “My fault, Ivy. No excuses. I almost killed your brother and my best friend.”

      “But you saved him.” Her hand tightens around my wrist, pulling at me as her eyes plead.

      “Why did you leave?”

      “Besides your dad telling me to? Besides watching your heart break right in front of me?”

      She blinks and nods.

      “The hit was all over the police scanners, and Declan was sure they had a mark on the car and anyone involved. I was scared, and young, and stupid enough to trust his judgment, so I left.”

      “You didn’t call,” Ivy’s voice breaks then, and I can feel my heart crack. “You didn’t even write?”

      I clench my jaw. “I did write. Once. You not responding was the last confirmation I needed.”

      “Liar.” She blinks back tears, turning away. “You did not write me. Believe me, I’d know.”

      My frown deepens. “No, I wrote you. I wrote you everything that had happened and everything I was fucking feeling, and I gave it to one of Declan’s guys to give to-”

      I whirl away, the rage of the sudden realization sliding into place like a knife’s blade.

      “You did write?”

      I turn back to her, nodding somberly. “I think I’m putting it together now that you never got it.”

      She shakes her head and I close my eyes before opening them and looking right at her. “Would it have changed anything? Even if you had gotten it?”

      Her face crumples. “Would it have told me why you left?”

      “Ivy, I left because what happened that night was the beginning of the end,” I say softly, reaching out and cupping her face again. “It was the beginning of me only causing you pain, and only hurting you and your family.”

      “You don’t know that,” she whispers.

      “I do know that,” I growl. And suddenly, I’m right in front of her, my hand right back to that soft line of her jaw again, my eyes blazing right into hers.

      “I was always going to be trouble, and you knew that.”

      I move right against her, so close that I can hear the catch of her breath and see the beat of her pulse in the shadow of her neck. I’m so close to her that I’m losing myself right there, drowning in the familiarity of her scent and her presence.

      “You knew I was trouble, Ivy,” I whisper across her upturned lips. “And I think that’s why you ever loved me in the first place.”

      I don’t think, I just do.

      I kiss her.

      I kiss her with eight fucking years of wanting to feel those lips again. I slide my hand into the back of her hair and kiss her with every single ounce of feeling I’ve had locked up inside on the other side of the damn ocean all these years.

      I half expect her to slap me, or scream, or shove me over the side of the fucking boat.

      But damn if she isn’t kissing me right back.

      She wraps her arms around me, pulling me tight as she presses her soft pillow lips to mine. And after that, I’m undone.

      It’s deep, and it’s burning - a Hollywood, soul-rendering kiss. And for one second, the whole rest of the fucking world and all of it’s history and hurt and pain just vanishes.

      And then it’s over.

      She pulls away with a gasp, her hand flying to her lips as if just realizing what she’s been doing. She brushes those lips for a second with her fingers, blinking quickly before her eyes flick to mine.

      She scowls.

      “You can’t kiss me like that,” she says breathlessly, her face bright red and her eyes burning like little fires.

      I grin, immediately thinking about the time we were kids when I did this the first time.

      “Sure I can.”

      But this time she’s not looking at me like she was back then, all full of wonder behind the garage while everyone else played flashlight tag.

      This time she means it.

      “No, Silas.” She shakes her head, still glaring at me. “No, you can’t.”

      She turns and half jumps down the ladder to the floor of the boat, grabbing her heels before she steps onto the pier and runs off barefoot into the night.

      I watch until she’s out of sight, before I rake my fingers through my hair and turn to look back out at the breakers.
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      I’m up early, just before the sun crests over the breakers.

      I’m always up early, at least since the crash. At first it was the nightmares - tires squealing, glass shattering, the weightless feeling as up becomes down, the sound of metal against the road. The sound of my friend’s scream going suddenly silent.

      Yeah, I had those for a while.

      But after that, being up early just became routine; something I did. Get up, get the strongest fucking coffee possible into my body, and then get the blood pumping. I stare into the mirror in the tiny bathroom of the houseboat while the drip machine works its magic, inhaling dark roast and the smell of low tide as I rub a splash of water across my face, my fingers raking across the stubble on my cheeks.

      The coffee scalds on the first sip, but I drink it anyways; getting at least a few more in before I drop to the floor. I count pumping breaths as I do my pushups, In. Out. Up. Down. I go until my arms burn, and then I do two more before I flip onto my back for crunches. For those, I count by twos for some weird reason, clenching my core again and again until I can barely breathe. After that, it’s right back to the pushups, and the cycle continues ten more times.

      When I’m done, my whole body is on fire, but every cell in my brain is firing on full cylinders. I refill the mug from the machine and take it out onto the deck, staring out at the mouth of the harbor as I take a fresh scalding sip.

      “Well shit, kid.”

      I whirl at the sound of the voice from my past - the voice of the man who sent everything shattering out of control.

      Declan.

      The world’s all-time shittiest uncle and legal guardian. I can’t really imagine a world where my parents’ legal will named a man like Declan as my next of kin, except in a world where I have no other family. A world where Declan McCreedy is literally the only option.

      That I basically grew up in the Hammond house makes a whole lot of sense once you know Declan.

      His hair is grayer now than it was then, slicked back to the point of pulling at the sallow skin of his forehead. He’s still got the same out-of-date mustache, grayer now, still tobacco streaked with yellow. I can remember him stroking it, like a nervous tick or a poker tell, that night in the car.

      The night I watched her heart breaking from the hospital parking lot through the rain-streaked windshield.

      The night he put a passport in my hand.

      And now he’s standing right in fucking front of me, on the docks of Shelter Harbor.

      He’s flanked by two bruiser-looking motherfuckers in black jackets and berets - the exact type of wannabe Irish-mob tools Declan’s always surrounded himself by. He’s got connections, sure, but he’s the big fish in a small fucking pond out here away from the city. He’s got his little criminal fiefdom here in Shelter Harbor, but he’d get eaten fucking alive in Southie or Charlestown, and he fucking knows it.

      He’s wearing fucking sunglasses - big, gaudy grandmother-style ones. But I can see the lines around his eyes crinkle as the corners of his lips pull back in a grin.

      “You look good, kid,” he growls out in that Boston-tinged townie accent.

      “Catch a lot of rays over there in sunny fucking Dublin?”

      The two goons snicker on cue. I just tighten my jaw.

      Part of me wants to destroy this man for fucking up my life. Except eight years later, I know that’s only partly the blame. Deep down, I know it was me that did the destroying. Declan may have helped, but I’m man enough these years later to know that I’m to blame for my own shit.

      As easy at it would be to kill this man with my bare fucking hands right here and now, even if it’d be my last move.

      His goons are still chuckling when I interrupt them all.

      “What do you want, Declan.”

      He chuckles as he reaches up to pull the shades from his face. His grey-green eyes narrow at me, his tobacco-stained smile still leering at me.

      “Just wanted to check in on my favorite nephew is all. Hey, if you don’t got family what do you have, huh?”

      “You’re a pillar of the modern family, Declan.”

      He grins, spreading his arms. “So, home sweet home, huh?”

      “Yep.”

      He shakes his head, his hand slipping into the breast pocket of his shirt for a pack of Lucky Strikes.

      “I mean, shit, kid. You got me all choked up over here.”

      I frown, my mouth tightening. “What.”

      “What?” He laughs with the cigarette in his lips as he brings the lighter up to the end of it. Smoke billows out as he chuckles through the lighting of it.

      “I mean, you don’t call, you don’t fucking write.”

      I level my eyes at him. “You get that I was in fucking hiding, right?” That I was in another country without a real fucking passport? Remember that part?”

      Declan pulls on his cigarette, his cheeks hollowing and his eyes never leaving mine. “Not talking about fucking Ireland, boy-o.”

      I say nothing, but he raises a brow at me. “Don’t bullshit me, kid. I knew when you came back.”

      I force myself not to react - not to show a single flinch or sign that I give a shit that he knows.

      He grins. “It’s not that big of town, Boston,” he says with a wink. “And boy, that Valerie sure is a piece, huh?”

      I can feel a horrible chill run down my spine.

      “Yeah, it’s not a big town and I know people, pal.”

      “Been spying on me, Dec?”

      He pulls the smoke from his lips and grins again as he hold his fingers up. “Teeny bit. What can I say? I missed you, kid.”

      “You didn’t.”

      He shrugs. “Well, not your driving skills.”

      I can feel my blood boil as he grins and as the two black-coated goons chuckle. I know he wants me to react, so he can. It’s how Declan works. Always the viper, always the provocateur, so he has a reason to strike.

      Don’t let him get to you.

      I’m past this.

      I’m better than this.

      “Whatever you say, Declan.” I purposely turn my back to him, taking a sip of my coffee as I look out at the waves beyond the mouth of the harbor.

      “But hell, I guess it’s not Valerie I should be watching these days, now is it?”

      I freeze, the mug halfway to my mouth, before I slowly lower it and turn back to him. He’s leering at me, a wicked grin on his face as he stands with one foot up on the side of my boot. And that look say’s he’s daring me to make a move.

      I don’t.

      “Oh yeah, kid, I see it all.” He taps the side of his face as he grins at me. “Like a hawk.”

      I’m turning, readying myself to ignore any more of his bullshit, when that voice of his cuts deep.

      “That Ivy Hammond sure has grown up.”

      I turn back, my face tight. “Watch it.”

      Declan chuckles. “That Instagram account of hers?” He whistles. “Shit, kid, I’ve fired off a few by myself to some of those yoga-pant and bikinis, if you know what I mean.”

      I’m on him in a second, hands grabbing him by the collar and my eyes burning like hot coals into his. “You watch your fucking mouth!”

      The two goons lunge forward, but my uncle waves them off with a hand. The corners of his mouth curl.

      “Now, what it is you said to me all those years ago when I helped you out? When I helped you get away?” He raises a brow. “‘She means nothing,’ I think it was? That she was ‘just some girl’?”

      I know what I said. I said exactly what I had to, to keep her distant from me; to make sure Declan didn’t think she was any sort of leverage on me. It’s also why I’ve got no intention of tearing a hole in him right now about the one letter she never got.

      My hands loosen on his shirt.

      “Just some girl, huh?” He shakes his head. “Eight years later and look at you - all piss and vinegar over it.” He snorts. “Must by some kind of cunt she’s got between her-”

      I roar as I drag him around and slam him into the side of the boat. I’m seeing fucking red as I raise my fist with every intention of slamming it through his teeth, but I’m suddenly stopped and pulled away from him by the two goons.

      “Whoa! Whoa!”

      He’s chuckling again - fucking laughing as he stabs a finger at me.

      “Mind your fucking manners, you little prick. Jesus fucking Christ, we’re family.”

      I snarl as I shake loose of the two thugs holding me back. “I try and forget that detail.”

      His eyes narrow as he jabs a finger at me again. “You got soft over there, kid.”

      I bark out a harsh laugh.

      It was the literal opposite. I grew hard over there. I grew rough, and unkind, and uncaring, doing jobs for Declan’s Irish connections that I wish I could take back.

      He clears his throat as he straightens his shirt collar, frowning at me. “Jesus, I just wanted to come by and say hello and welcome back to town. Jesus fucking Christ, throw a damn tantrum about it.”

      He shakes his head as he pushes past me. “Shit, guess we shoulda brought a fuckin casserole, huh boys?”

      The two goons smirk at me.

      “That’s all, Silas,” he says dramatically. “Just welcome home.”

      My mouth stays shut this time, and Declan just gives me a final shake of his head before the three of them turn and start to go.

      “Oh, Silas,” he turns. “Things haven’t changed, while you were gone.” His eyes narrow at me. “I still run this town, and kid?” He grins. “I still own you.”

      “The fuck you do.”

      Try me.

      “I did what you asked, Declan. I worked for your fucking people over there for five damn years.”

      “Beats jail, wouldn’t you say?” He pulls another cigarette out of his pack and jams it in his mouth.

      He’s the only person in the world I’d actively wish cancer on.

      “The statute of limitations is up,” I growl. “I did my time for you, but I’m done now.”

      Five years. After five years, they can’t prosecute. That was the whole arrangement. Dodge the heat, and do jobs for the Irish Kings instead of Bubba or Curly in Walpole prison.

      Declan puffs smoke through his nose as his eyes drag back to mine.

      “Federal,” he says with a small little grin. “Federal is five years for grand theft.”

      He flashes his teeth, his whole damn face smiling like he can’t wait to drop the other shoe on me.

      “But Massachusetts state limitations is ten.”

      I can feel my teeth grinding as he ashes his cigarette onto the floor of my boat.

      “Walpole, now that s fun little place, I hear.”

      He winks before he sticks the cigarette in his mouth and turns on his heel.

      “Welcome home, nephew,” he calls over his shoulder as the three of them march back down the docks.
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      I can’t believe I kissed him.

      And I did. I kissed him.

      That was no stolen kiss - nothing hidden in the shadows behind Ms. Hempstead’s garage. That was two people coming together for what they needed - magnetic attraction, like it always was with the two of us.

      That was stupid.

      It was stupid for me to be alone with him, to go there at all, really. So why did I? What, because I was sad about Blaine doing what I’m fairly certain deep down I always knew he’d do? What he’d probably done before he finally admitted it? I mean, I was sad, but I wasn’t heartbroken.

      I can’t be heartbroken.

      There’ve been three real relationships now, since Silas. Three that fell apart, because there was never anything of substance there, nothing that shook me to my core. Nothing that gripped me, or scared me.

      And I hate that that’s his legacy on me, all these years later.

      Every breakup hurts of course, but none of them ever really hurt - not in that way where you don’t know if you’ll live. Not in the way that brings you to your knees and crushes you under the weight of it.

      And how could they?

      Because it’s not just that Silas went away and left me with a broken shattered heart, it’s that he left and stole it with him. You can’t get heartbroken after that, with no heart left to break.

      I’m mulling it over on the bench in my parent’s backyard, under the red leaves of the Japanese maple tree. It occurs to me that I used to press my lips to Silas’s on this very bench late at night after sneaking out the backdoor. But then, there’s not a lot of places in this stupid town where I didn’t do that.

      Stupid, dumb, young love.

      “How’re you doing?”

      I glance up to see Sierra ducking under the canopy of branches with a sympathetic look on her face.

      “Ugh.”

      I shake my head and look away. I’m not ready to go there yet with anyone - not ready to tell her where I went last night.

      Or who I went there with.

      “Wanna talk about it?”

      I give her a wry, sideways smile. “Not really.”

      “Can I bribe you?”

      She brings her hand from behind her back, a plate with two white-bread, peanut-butter and jelly sandwiches cut on the diagonal on them.

      I grin in spite of myself.

      It’s exactly the type of lunch we used to munch on out here on this bench, and I know she knows that.

      She smiles and plops down next to me, grabbing a sandwich and passing me the plate.

      “Nosey,” I mutter, taking a bite of PB&J.

      “I know.” She arches a brow. “So, where’d you go?”

      “O’Donnell’s.”

      “No, I know that part.”

      I raise a brow and she rolls her eyes.

      “You dipped into Rowan’s stash. He noticed.”

      I laugh and pull a face. “His ‘stash’ is disgusting cheap shit. Tell him if he’s going to go through the trouble of a ‘stash’, he should at least make it the good stuff.”

      She laughs and then looks at me pointedly. “And after that?”

      I look away.

      “Silas?”

      I frown and take a mouthful of sandwich.

      Sierra groans as she slumps back on the bench. “Oh c’mon, Ivy!”

      “What?” I pout. “It’s complicated, okay?”

      Its complicated because we’re married. Because eight years later, he still holds everything I am in his hands and I don’t know how to get free of that.

      I take a deep breath.

      I don’t know if I want to get free of that.

      My phone pings beside me and Sierra throws her hands up as she rolls her eyes. “Of course; saved by Twitter or whatever.”

      I stick my tongue out at her as I glance at the text from my friend Meredith.

      
        WTF is going on with Blaine’s Instagram?!?

      

      There’s a cold, sinking feeling in my stomach. My hands shake as I quickly open the app, swiping down until I land on his name.

      Oh that FUCKER.

      He’s been posting all morning, it appears - easily twenty new pictures on his account.

      But they aren’t of surfboards, or fucking hiking boots, or whatever micro-distillery whiskey is paying him this week.

      They’re of her.

      I feel the fire exploding inside of me as my jaw drops. Twenty fucking pictures of the two of them - sitting on a bench in Boston Commons, a clichéd shot of two pairs of lips sipping a smoothie from two straws.

      Her lips on his cheek, his lips.

      Her face is half-obscured - shot only from the nose down on any picture she’s in, but it doesn’t matter. I don’t give a shit who she is. Truth be told, I don’t even give much of a shit that he’s found someone else, which is a weirdly cold feeling.

      But it’s true.

      I’m not mad - well, not that mad - that he stood me up at my own parents’ house. Or even that he left me for some other girl.

      I’m mad that he’s humiliating me about it. I’m mad about having my fucking face rubbed in it.

      “Oh that fucker!”

      Sierra snatches the phone from my hands before I can stop her, her jaw dropping even more than mine, her eyes looking even more livid.

      “Is he for real?!”

      “Apparently,” I mutter.

      Sierra stares at me. “Why aren’t you mad?”

      I frown. “I am mad.”

      “Not as mad as you should be.”

      I shake my head, looking away. I don’t want to get into how Blaine and I have been rocky for months. How he ended up keeping his own apartment when he was going to move into mine a month ago. How he canceled the plans I’d made for his birthday at the last minute because “something came up.”

      How the fact that this whole “I’m just not ready to settle down” bullshit actually being about another girl doesn’t actually surprise me that much.

      Sierra shakes her head at me. “Fuck, Ivy! Get mad!”

      I drop the sandwich back down onto the plate. “I am mad, okay? I just have a lot of other things on my mind right now, and a lot more to think about that you can even-”

      “Oh, what, like Silas?”

      I glare at her and she rolls her eyes.

      “Jesus, Ivy, he’s not your stupid high school boyfriend anym-”

      “I know that!” I snap, standing suddenly and feeling the blood pounding through me.

      Sierra’s mouth snaps shut as she blinks quickly at me.

      “I know that, Sierra,” I say, quieter this time. “I’ve known it for eight freaking years.”

      “Look, I know I was younger when it all happened, but I just-” she makes a face. “Okay, you know I loved Silas like all of us did, but he was bad news, Ivy. I mean even I knew that.”

      “People change,” I say quietly.

      “People change or you want people to change?”

      I look away.

      “Ivy,” Sierra puts a hand on my shoulder. “Look what you’ve got now, this empire you’ve built. Shelter Harbor is always going to be home, but,” she shrugs, “sometimes you need to move forward.”

      “I know,” I say with a sigh.

      “So why don’t you let it go?”

      Because he’s my husband, technically.

      It’s a stupid excuse, and I know it. I’ve used it for so long to justify thinking about him in my own head, but the truth of it is, if that were really the only thing still holding me to him, I could have done something about that years ago. Filed for an annulment, or abandonment or something.

      God knows I researched it.

      But that’s as far as I got. Because it’s more than the rings and the piece of paper filed in the Stoborough town records department, or even the ink on our bodies.

      It’s that a piece of my heart that left with him that night.

      And there’s something about him being here again, something about his proximity that makes the missing piece feel like it might be closer to being made whole again.

      One way or another.
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      Once again, I find myself up on the roof of O’Donnell’s.

      It’s funny how this place somehow became my escape over the years - how it still is even now. Long before my brother took over the place, long before I left this town, and long before everything changed, we used to come here.

      Maybe it was the view.

      I slump down into one of the same two vinyl lawn chairs that have been up here for at least two decades are still here - the ones I’m sure no one even remembers being put here in the first place at this point. I shake my head at the roles they’ve played over the years, from when we were kids to now. Monster fort, lookout post, a place for secrets, therapist chair, gossip chair, a place to explore the feeling of the lips of the last boy you should be kissing.

      I got engaged up here.

      Service hasn’t started yet at St. Michael’s church over in Stoborough. But we’ve been up the entire night anyways. Besides, it being this early means know one’s here yet. It means the priest is free.

      “I know who you are, you know.” Father Murray had said quietly, eyeing me. “I know your father, and I’ve got a feeling he wouldn’t be too happy about this.”

      “He will be when we tell him.”

      Because telling people and worrying about what they’ll say or how they’ll react is secondary to us.

      We’re young, and in love, and this is the be all to end all.

      This is our everything, our world.

      Father Murray does it anyways. We say the words, we make the vows, we exchange the rings.

      The woman who plays the organ and the groundskeeper finishing his shift are our witnesses. She cries, the gardener is drunk.

      And then we have three days. Three blissful days of perfection until it all gets shattered like windshield glass across a highway guardrail.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Thought I’d probably find you up here.”

      I’m not even surprised by his voice. It’s almost an eventuality it seems, running into him in this town.

      Eight years of absence followed by not being able to get away from him here back home in Shelter Harbor. And in a way, that’s why I’m even here. It’s why I’m up here, avoiding it all, running from the questions from family.

      Because I know as much as I hate him, there’s only one person who’s ever been able to listen to and hear what I need to unload. And somehow I think I knew I’d find him up here.

      “Beer?”

      I still haven’t said anything at his appearance, but I nod slowly as he hands me one from downstairs.

      “I thought you’d upgraded from storeroom to houseboat.”

      He grins as he sinks into the chair next to me. “Missed this place.”

      “And the kind of girls who leave purple bras all over the office?”

      He raises a brow and then chuckles as he shakes his head and looks out over the Harbor.

      I can feel a fire rise inside at how cavalierly he brushes it off, as dumb as that is.

      It’s been eight years. Eight years later, I’m sure there’ve been other girls. I mean God, look at him. Shadowed eyes, chiseled jaw, and the slight hollow of his cheeks.

      Those lips.

      That casual, supremely confident swagger.

      Yeah there have certainly been other girls.

      I look away.

      “Yeah, not from me, by the way.” He chuckles as he takes a swig of beer. “Might want to talk to your brother about making sure his girlfriends remember to put their shit back on when they leave.”

      I wrinkle my brow. “Yeah gross. I’m not asking my brother about his sex life.”

      Silas laughs. “I’ve been meaning to talk to him about his recent choices.”

      And I hate how relieved I am that the girl’s bra isn’t from him - that it’s not some lacy purple bra he pulled from some girl’s shoulders as he kissed her, as he slid his hands over her skin.

      Because I remember what those hands feel like.

      “So what are you doing up here?”

      I shake my head, sipping at the beer. “Stewing.”

      He says nothing, as I glance over to see him grinning that roguish, crooked smile at me. “I’m still shocked you’re drinking that.”

      I frown. “What, beer?”

      “Don’t you have like a cleanse or something going on? All kale-juice diet? Hot yoga tomorrow?”

      I flip him the middle finger and he chuckles as he turns to look out on the harbor. The lights glitter in his eyes as he pushes his fingers through his thick hair.

      And then somehow, I’m telling him. I’m spilling my failure of a relationship the man who left me incapable of succeeding at them.

      “Blaine left.”

      His head jerks towards me, a frown on his face. “Oh?”

      “He wanted to ‘slow things down’, but it was because he wanted to jump horses to some other girl.” I groan, almost embarrassed that I’m telling this to him - unsure of why I am.

      Maybe because long before all that, he was my best friend.

      “There’s another girl.”

      I glance up, and his face is dark, lines etched across it.

      “Blaine sounds like a piece of shit for leaving you.”

      “You really want to go there?”

      There’s a hint of a smile as he shakes his head. “No further questions, your honor.”

      He takes a sip of beer.

      “When?”

      I look at my feet. “The other night.”

      He swears under his breath. “Jesus.”

      “What?”

      He growls as he turns his body towards mine, his eyes flashing in the low light. “Is that what the other night was on my boat? You trying to ‘get back’ at your fucking boyfriend?”

      My eyes narrow at him. “You don’t have any claim on me you know,” I hiss. “Not after eight fucking years.”

      “You’re my wife.”

      I laugh mirthlessly. “This is insane. I don’t even know why I came here.”

      I stand, and I’m turning to stomp away back down the stairs and away from this place, but there’s a hand on my arm as he pulls me back.

      “You know exactly why you came here.”

      I look up into those eyes, and I can feel my heart, my pulse, my heat.

      I swallow quickly. “If that’s what you think, then you’re delusional.”

      I start to pull away, but his grip tightens as he shakes his head.

      “Tell me you still hate me,” he says roughly, his eyes burning right into mine.

      “Tell me you still fucking hate me, and that there’s nothing left of what we used to have still in there somewhere, and I’m gone, Ivy. I’ll walk away, I’ll sign fucking papers, I’ll do whatever you want.”

      I say nothing, the sound of my pulse hammering in my ears as I let myself drown in those sea-blue eyes.

      He moves even closer, so close that I can practically feel the heat from his body against mine.

      “But if there’s one fucking shred of what we were still in there,” his words tease across my lips, and I tremble.

      His hands move to my hips, like they know them.

      And they do.

      He doesn’t wait, he just slides them around me, until he’s holding the small of my back, pulling me against him.

      And I want him to.

      I want those hands there, comforting, holding.

      Familiar.

      “If there’s one shred of what was in there, Ivy,” he whispers gruffly. “If there’s one shred, then nothing on this earth is going to drag me away from you right now.”

      It’s like a flash of light, and a thousand memories pouring through my mind. A thousand little memories of what we were, and every single one ends with a kiss.

      And I already know this one will too.

      I know it even before I let myself go.
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      Her lips are soft and familiar, and I groan as she melts into me.

      I kiss her harder, taking that mouth like I once did so many years ago. But this isn’t any sort of quick kiss behind a garage - no stolen peck on the back porch of the Hammond house before dinner while she blushes and slaps at me playfully.

      This is raw, and primal. This is aggressive, and the desperate need to remember slamming through us both.

      She moans into my mouth, her sweet body pressing into me, molding against mine and making me remember.

      …Like I’ve ever fucking forgotten.

      And yet she’s even better than I remember. My hands slide up and down the small of her back, pushing under the hem of her shirt and sliding across the heat of her skin.

      I want to remap her body, inch by inch with my hands.

      She’s moaning into me as she pulls at my shirt, and then we’re just tearing at clothes. She’s warmer, softer, somehow sexier than she was when we were younger. She’s more of a woman now, less the girl I left behind.

      Totally new, and yet so damn familiar.

      Her scent, the feel of her skin under my fingertips. The way my hands know her body - how they know the way from the small of her back, to her shoulders, down to her sides.

      Her breasts.

      I break the kiss, hungrily letting my mouth re-familiarize itself with her skin all over again. And I know that we need to turn back before another crash, but I know there’s no fucking way that’s happening.

      Not after this long.

      She gasps as we drop back down into one of the chairs. I pull her into me, her legs fall on either side of mine, her lips hungry as she kisses my mouth again.

      My hands cup my cheeks, our kisses desperate and needing.

      And I still feel like I’m falling.

      My fingers find the catch of her bra, and I’m sliding it off of her as my fingers slide over the skin that I know so damn well.

      The skin I’ve missed.

      I taste the sweat from that skin, feeling her gasp as I find the hollow of her neck. Her hands pull at my t-shirt, yanking it up and breaking away so she can tear it off of me. But then we’re crashing back together.

      My hands slide down over her ass, needing her, wanting her against me. And she moans as she rocks into me, grinding her lap into mine, whispering at the feel of my lips on her collarbone and at the feel of my pulsing cock hard against her thigh.

      Her fingers tease over my bare chest as her mouth seeks mine again. I bring a hand between us and run it up her thigh between her legs.

      She moans.

      She wants this, and I know it’s not just the sex part of it. It’s not just that she wants that to happen.

      It’s that she wants me.

      My fingers pull at the button of her jean shorts and push inside, but the angle’s all wrong. She gasps into my lips as I grab her instead and flip us around, moving on top of her and letting my lips trace the contours of her neck. I move lower as her nails rake my shoulders, down over her collarbone, across the swell of her breast.

      I remember these pink, dusky nipples.

      I remember this skin - every fucking inch of it, every taste of it. Because I’ve been craving it for so damn long.

      She gasps as I take one of her hard nipples into my mouth, my hands working her shorts from her hips. She writhes beneath me, hands sliding into my hair, her breath hitching as I move lower. My lips trail across her soft belly, lingering at her navel before I move lower still.

      They kiss her across the edges of her panties, soft sounds dripping from her lips, her legs trembling. And part of me wants to just rip those panties the fuck off. Part of me wants to shred them away and bury my tongue in her like I’ve been dying to do for goddamn years.

      But I also want to unwrap her. I want her like a present I need to open slowly, not damaging the wrapping paper.

      I hook my fingers into the waist, slowly pulling them down and kissing across that little seam between her thighs and her pussy. She raises her legs and I pull them the rest of the way off before pushing her legs apart.

      Goddamn I missed this.

      She’s perfect - a fucking goddess laid out before me. She’s so damn wet, and so ready, that same look on her face that got me harder than stone years ago. It’s innocence, and yet so viscerally on fire - this cock-throbbing mix of sweet and sexy that has my blood roaring in my ears.

      How the hell did I leave this.

      I almost want to scream it out loud right there, but honestly, it doesn’t matter. The past is the past, and all I care about in this moment is her - here and now.

      I can’t hold back any more. My mouth dips to taste her, and it’s like heaven. She’s as sweet as I remember, as honeyed and perfect as I’ve dreamt about a thousand times. I drag my tongue through her soft folds, moving over every inch of her until I find the hard little nub of her clit. I tease her there, loving the way her moans drip from her lips.

      Loving her scent, her taste, her sounds - the way she moves.

      The softness as my tongue strokes through her lips.

      I’m relentless in my teasing, swirling my tongue around her clit again and again, letting her buck her hips against my mouth. I push two fingers into her, curling them up and forward and stroking that spot inside as she starts to go to pieces for me. I’m coaxing and dragging the orgasm from her. And as much as I want to drag it out all fucking night, I’ve gone entirely too long without seeing her come for me.

      “Silas-”

      My name falling from those pillow lips of hers has my cock straining in my pants. But this is about her. This about shattering her world and reminding her what I know she’s gone without these eight years.

      I stroke my fingers in and out, gently sucking her clit between my lips as I swirl it mercilessly with my tongue. Her legs tighten around my ears, her fingers pulling hard at my hair and her whole body arching off the lawn chair.

      “I’m- I’m going to-”

      She cries out when she comes, her whole body seizing up and bucking against me. Her breath comes staggered and shattered as she melts into me, her honey coating my tongue and her body going limp for me.

      I linger another minute, making her moan as she struggles for breath, my tongue dragging lazy circles across her pussy until she’s dragging me up.

      “Jesus, Silas-”

      “Silas! You out here?” The sound of the backdoor banging open and her brother’s voice has us scrambling apart.

      She jumps from the chair and grabs for her clothes, her face red and hot and her eyes darting wildly to the staircase down from the roof.

      Fuck.

      I yank my shirt back over my head, feeling my own heart racing a million miles an hour as I turn back to her.

      “Stay up here, I’ll deal with him.”

      I start to leave, but before I know it, I’m stopping and turning back to her. And I kiss her once more, pulling her against me and feeling her body sink into me as I sear my lips to hers.

      I pull away and turn to grab my beer from the ground near my chair, but her hand touches my arm.

      “Silas-”

      I turn back to see her eyes wild and hot, her lips parted like she’s about to say something.

      But she doesn’t.”

      “Dude, you out here?”

      Her whole face changes as she shakes her head. “Go!” she whispers urgently.

      I lock my eyes with her for one more final second before I whirl away and head for the stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          20

        

        Silas

      

    
    
      I clear my throat as I climb down the rickety metal stairs from the roof down to the ally behind O’Donnell’s.

      “Hey.”

      Rowan glances up and grins as he shakes my head. “Stealing my beer again?”

      “Same old, same old, man.” I wink. “Old habits.”

      I’m doing my damnedest to keep causal, trying to ignore the roaring of my pulse in my ears, the lingering sounds of her moans in my head. I can still feel her skin in my fingertips. I can still taste her on my tongue.

      Rowan eyes me. “Listen, man. Speaking of same old, same old.”

      I swallow thickly as he shakes his head.

      “Look, you and I are good, you know that right?”

      I nod. I do know that. He’s the only one that ever got what happened that night, since he was there. And if he hated me for what happened, I’d be okay with that, because I know the crash and the fallout from that was better than bringing him into what that night turned into.

      I might have derailed his life, but I made sure it didn’t end that night.

      “What happened…” he trails off and looks away. “It happened. I’m okay with it, you know.”

      “I couldn’t let you come that night, Rowan.”

      He gives me a wry smile. “I know.” He shrugs. “Dude, hockey wasn’t my thing anyways.”

      I raise a brow. “Buddy, you were all-state.”

      He smirks and takes a sip from the beer in his hand. “There’s no bad blood there, you have to know that.”

      I nod, clinking my beer against his when he raises it my way. “I know that.”

      “But.”

      He looks at me sharply.

      “Look, you being back here in Shelter Harbor isn’t easy either.”

      Yeah, no shit.

      “Lot’s changed, Silas.”

      “I know.”

      He looks at me sharply. “Do you? Look, what you did for me is enough for me to even look past what you did to my sister.”

      We lock eyes for a moment, the unspoken staying that way. He doesn’t know about the marriage, obviously. But he knows what we meant to each other, and he knows that I hurt her when I left. The whole damn Hammond family knows that.

      “You might be back, and I might have asked you to come back.” He levels his eyes at me. “Make sure stealing beers from the cooler here is the only habit you pick back up.”

      “Jesus, Rowan,” I growl. “I don’t do shit like that anymore.” I square my jaw at my friend. “Like you said, a lot’s changed.”

      “I know, buddy, but you need to know that I stuck my neck out vouching for you to come here for this.” He points at me. “Stay away from Declan and all that shit, alright?”

      I narrow my eyes at him and he put his hands up as he grins. “Hey, that’s it. Had to say it, but that’s the last I’ll say on that.”

      I nod. “So we’re good?”

      “Yeah,” he grins. “We’re good.”

      I turn to head back inside the bar when he stops me.

      “Oh, and Silas?”

      “Yeah?”

      His eyes narrow slightly. “It’d probably be best if you stayed the fuck away from my sister, too.”

      Oops.
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      The house is utterly silent and sleeping when I wake up abruptly a few nights later.

      I frown as I glance at the greenish-blue light of my old alarm clock, still sitting on my bedside table. I’m about to close my eyes again, when there’s a sharp knocking sound against my bedroom window.

      I blink, sitting up a little more in bed. I’m awake now, but it’s not like I was really sleeping all that peacefully before anyways.

      Because I’m still thinking of the night before.

      I’m still reeling from that kiss that brought me right back to where I’d been years before. The one that turned back the clock and dragged me right back to the girl I was back then. And suddenly, for the first time in forever, a night like that had been perfect.

      Until the reality of what I’d just allowed to happen knocked the wind from me. It was hearing Silas and Rowan talking about that night from where I was still hiding up on the roof. It was remembering and suddenly reliving that night that lifted the veil of the now away from it all.

      And that’s when I realized I was making the same stumbling, stupid decisions I’d made years ago, as if nothing had changed.

      Because that’s what Silas Hart does to me, apparently. He kisses the sense right out of me.

      By the time he made it back to that roof, I was pushing past him - shaking my head and offering no words as I ran down the steps from the roof and then all the way back home.

      And now I’m back to where I was. Bitter, confused, angry.

      Ready to fall into his arms.

      Or hit him.

      Or kiss him.

      I don’t actually know.

      The sound comes again a moment later, a small clacking sound against the pane.

      I frown, stepping out of bed and moving to the dark window. Hesitantly, I open it and glance down.

      Of course.

      It’s Silas. Silas standing there with a smug look on his face and a handful of pebbles in his hand.

      “Are you kidding me?” I hiss.

      Jesus this is just like high school. This is exactly what he used to do.

      He grins up at me. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m sleeping.”

      “Doesn’t look like it.”

      I roll my eyes. “You’re going to wake my dad.”

      He grins. “Never did before,” he whispers. “And I think we were way louder back then.”

      I blush bright red.

      Back then, when Silas would literally scale the drainpipe to the porch roof under my other window so he could sneak inside.

      He’s right, we were way louder, however hushed we tried to be,

      “Go away!” I hiss.

      He makes a face.

      “Come down.”

      “No, Si-”

      “Shhh!” he shushes me with an exaggerate gesture. “You’re going wake your pa-”

      “Oh shut up,” I mutter. “Hang on I need to get dressed.”

      “You’ll have zero complaints here if you don’t.”

      I can feel the rush again, thinking of the roof of O’Donnell’s from the other night. I duck back into my room, and I can feel my heart beating as I check my hair in the mirror, opting to let it down as I slip on a pair of shorts and a t-shirt.

      I frown, peeling the t-shirt off in favor of a much sexier tank top. And part of me feels ridiculous trying to preen like this for Silas, but you know what they say about old habits.

      A minute later, I’m closing the kitchen door quietly behind me as I tiptoe barefoot around the side of the house.

      “Hey.”

      He looks up at me and grins. “You’re still good at that, you know.”

      “At what?”

      “Making sneaking out look good.”

      My cheeks redden in the darkness.

      “C’mon.”

      “Where are we going exactly?”

      “A drive.”

      I raise a brow, and he grins almost sheepishly.

      Yeah, we both know what that used to mean.

      “I literally just mean a drive,” he says with a small chuckle. “I think I actually missed this town.”

      I furrow my brow. “I’m barefoot.”

      “Look, I’m not taking you on a date or anything.” He winks at me. “Come on, Slimy.”

      “Where’s your truck?”

      “Parked around the corner.”

      I smirk. “Guess I’m not the only one who remembers how to sneak out of the Hammond castle.”

      The truck is familiar when I climb in, the same vintage-y leather smell, the same cracked radio, the same choking engine sound as he cranks it on. We drive though the neighborhoods, saying nothing as the street lights wash over us and the houses slip past.

      Silas takes us into town, driving down Main Street, which is actually empty and devoid of tourists this time of night. We turn down Commercial Street by the pier, past the empty tourist shops, the whale-watching stand shuttered for the evening.

      We follow the street down until it starts to leave the downtown area, the buildings thinner as it gives way to trees and then tall grass as we pull around to the shore road. After another minute, Silas starts to pull over and off the road into a parking lot.

      I frown. “Where are we-”

      But then I get it, knowing exactly where we are.

      Willow Sands - the tourist-choked beach by day, and apparently totally empty at night.

      I actually haven’t been here in years.

      We step out of the car, breathing in the warm, salty Atlantic summer air blowing off the ocean up the beach. Silas grabs a six-pack and a handful of blankets from the back of the truck before we head down the trail through the tall grass down to the dark beach.

      It’s like clockwork.

      It’s like habit, coming back here.

      We find a spot by one of the old driftwood logs that doesn’t look like it’s changed at all since high school. Silas tosses the blankets down before we settle onto them, cross-legged and leaning back against the wood.

      He hands me a beer.

      “Kinda crazy how nothing’s changed, isn’t it?”

      I shoot him a look, and he raises a single brow.

      “The town, I mean.” He shrugs. “I don’t know, I guess I figured I’d find strip malls and a fucking Walmart when I got back here for some reason.”

      “There’s a Starbucks now, apparently. Out on Reed Road.”

      He makes a face.

      “Yeah, seriously. Watch out, this town’s on the up.”

      He laughs as he raises his beer. “Well, cheers to Shelter Harbor finally getting itself on the fucking chain coffee-retail map.”

      I snort a laugh as I clink my bottle to his before taking a sip.

      This is easy. It’s easy to lapse into this sort of rapport with him. So easy that the first beer goes easy, but I hesitate when he passes me a second.

      He shrugs as he starts to pull it away. “No problem.”

      “You know what, sure.”

      What am I doing?

      I’m alone, on a deserted beach, with Silas Hart.

      And I’m drinking.

      What good do I possibly think could happen from this?

      “Remember those bonfires we used to have down here?”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, stupid high school parties. Someone always ended up puking or naked.”

      He laughs.

      “God, or truth or dare.”

      He grins. “Hey, I loved playing that.”

      I give him a look. “Yeah, because you always took the dare.”

      “Yep,” he winks at me.

      I shrug. “Well, we could play now.”

      Silas eyes me. “Well, well, well, Hammond.”

      “What?”

      He grins. “Nothing, you’re just not really a truth or dare type girl.”

      I shrug casually. “You don’t know that.”

      “I thought I did.”

      “Well maybe I’ve changed.”

      He eyes me for a second, half-smirking, before he nods. “Fine. Truth or dare.”

      “No fair!” I push his arm, grinning. “I’m going first.”

      He laughs. “Be my guest.”

      “Truth or dare?”

      “Truth.”

      I blink, surprised, and he grins. “Weren’t expecting that, were you.”

      I wasn’t.

      But I shrug it off as causally as I can.

      “Did you ever kill anyone while you were way?”

      My eyes go wide, taken aback at my own words, and I bring my hand to my mouth.

      “Ohmygod, I’m so sorry! That-”

      “Wow, Ivy,” he chuckles. “You got deep on the first round there.”

      I shake my head still covering my mouth. “That’s none of my business, God, I’m sorry that was a stupid-”

      “No,” he laughs. “Jesus Christ, no.” He shrugs. “Got in some fights, but no, Ivy. I’ve never killed anyone.”

      He gives me a look as he grins and sips his beer, shaking his head.

      “Truth or dare, Debbie Downer.”

      I poke at the sand by my feet with a finger.

      “Truth.”

      “Ever thought of me while you were masturbating?”

      My face goes bright red as I jerk my head up to stare at him.

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “Well shit! You asked me if I committed fucking murder!”

      My face goes red.

      “Ivy…” he teases, grinning wickedly at me as he wags his eyebrows.

      “I…I don’t know,” I mutter.

      “It’s truth or dare, Ivy.”

      I look away sipping at my beer.

      “Maybe.”

      He chuckles. “Ivy-”

      “Okay fine, yes.”

      He’s silent, and when I turn back, he’s smirking at me smugly, his hand pushing through his hair.

      “Oh yeah?”

      I scowl at him. “Yeah, and it was awful.”

      He laughs, his eyes dipping over me as his brows shoot up again.

      “Oh shut up.” I stick my tongue out at him. “Truth or dare?”

      “Truth.”

      “Again?”

      “I’m full of surprises.”

      “Fine. Have you?”

      “Have I what.”

      I blush, almost not believing that I’m actually asking him this.

      “Ever, you know, thought of me when you…” I trail off as he meets my eye.

      “All the time.”

      I look away, my face hot. But when I turn back, he’s still right there, looking right at me.

      “Well then…” I mumble, swallowing thickly.

      Silas smiles. “Truth or dare.”

      I don’t think I can take what he tosses my way next in the truths department.

      “Ugh, fine. Dare.”

      His lips curl devilishly. “You sure about that?”

      No.

      “Yep,” I say defiantly.

      He shrugs, leaning back against the log behind him.

      “I dare you strip down and go skinny dipping.”

      My jaw drops. “I will not!”

      “Hey, you said dare.”

      “Yeah, but it’s dark!”

      “I’ll go with you if you want.”

      The smirk on his face says he’s only half kidding.

      Actually, I don’t think he’s kidding at all.

      “No way.”

      “Ivy-”

      I can feel my whole face go red.

      “Okay, okay. Fine.”

      I stand and start to reach for the button of my shorts when I glare at him. “Turn away.”

      “Nothing I haven’t seen before, you know.”

      “Watch it.”

      He grins. “Fine.”

      He turns his head as I slip my shorts down and pull the tank-top over my head. I toss my bra down before covering my breasts with my arm.

      “Finished?”

      “Yeah.”

      He stands, reaching for his belt.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I told you, going with you.” He turns, and I can feel the heat from his eyes as they dip over my basically nude body.

      I swallow.

      “Fine.”

      He drops his pants and yanks his shirt off.

      God.

      Even in the darkness, I can see how hard and how chiseled his body is; how much of a man he’s turned into since before.

      He turns away from me and drops his briefs.

      “Your turn,” he says with a chuckle.

      I tear my eyes away from his perfectly sculpted ass and turn, dropping my panties and covering myself with a hand as I turn back, even though it’s dark.

      And then I’m standing, naked, five feet from a very similarly naked Silas Hart.

      A terrible, terrible idea.

      “Race you down there?”

      I can see that grin of his sparkling in the moonlight.

      I make a face. “Oh, I don’t know,” I say hesitantly.

      But suddenly I’m bolting down the beach, laughing as he shouts and gives chase.

      I shriek as I hit the water, the ocean so cold it shocks me and takes my breath away. I can feel the Atlantic chill shiver through me as I go under, making me feel alive as it tickles and teases across my bare body.

      Silas hits the waves next to me, diving in before coming up for air and gasping.

      “Fuck, that’s cold.”

      “It’s always cold!” I giggle.

      My skin is like ice, my nipples hard as two little pebbles atop my breasts, even with the hot summer night air. I’m not covering anymore, either. I’m standing waist high in the low waves, my breasts definitely on display for him, but I don’t care.

      He’s right, after all. He has seen it all before.

      “Okay,” he nods after another second of us standing there shivering.

      “This was a shit idea.”

      I laugh. “It really was.”

      “As tempting as it is to stay here seeing as I’m getting an eyeful of your perfect tits, it’s fucking freezing.”

      I grin, blushing, but still not covering myself even when I feel his eyes on me.

      “Race you back up?”

      We go crashing out of the waves, running up the sand to the blankets by the driftwood logs. We stop, standing there dripping and covering ourselves for a second as we eye the two not-exactly large blankets.

      “Uhh…”

      “Look, just-” Silas frowns. “We’ll sit on the one, and cover with the other.”

      I give him a look.

      “Body warmth,” he says with a shrug.

      My brow arches.

      “Nothing I haven’t seen, gorgeous, remember?”

      I know this is a terrible idea. I know I should just throw on my clothes, wet or not, and have him take me home.

      But that’s the last thing I want right now.

      “Nothing I haven’t seen either,” I say with a shrug, forcing myself not to look down his toned torso to the one hand he’s only haphazardly covering his cock with.

      “That’s the spirit.”

      We sit.

      His skin is warm against mine - warmer than it should be after our freezing-cold dip.

      And I know it’s over the second I touch his skin with mine. We’re shoulder-to-shoulder, thigh-to-thigh under the blanket.

      This doesn’t lead anywhere we should follow, and we both know it.

      I turn to him. “This is a bad idea,” I say quietly, my eyes darting across his.

      “Horrible,” he murmurs.

      “The worst.”

      And then I’m kissing him.

      So much for that idea.

      I’m falling, tumbling into him as my lips part hungrily for his tongue. His hands slide up my arms, drawing me into him, growling as he kisses me fiercely. I moan into his lips, and then he’s pulling me into him, and I’m powerless to stop myself.

      My leg swings over his lap, and then we’re face-to-face, skin-to-skin, kissing heavily, and moaning into the other. His hand slides to my hair, tangling in my locks as he holds me tight and kisses me hard enough for my toes to curl. My nipples drag against his chest, and I can feel his thick cock pulsing so hard between us.

      I reach down, curling my fingers around his length before slowly giving it a stroke.

      “Fuck, Ivy.” He groans into my mouth and I stroke him faster, feeling him pulse and respond to my touch.

      His fingers dip down between us, finding me soaking wet. I moan into his mouth when he slides them across my opening, and when he curls a finger inside, I break the kiss for a moment to gasp.

      His thumb finds my clit, rubbing it in slow, lazy circles as he pushes a second finger inside my slick pussy. I whimper as I start to move, rocking on his fingers like I’m fucking his hand, stroking his cock in the same rhythm.

      His mouth drops from my mouth, kissing and biting it’s way down my neck to my nipples. He wraps his lips around one, his tongue batting across it and sending shivers through my body.

      I start to rock harder, losing myself in this moment, losing myself in him as we grind together, our hands doing the talking.

      His fingers move faster and faster, curling right inside against my spot as his thumb slips across my clit over and over again. I can already feel it starting in my toes - the burning, aching, breath-stopping feeling that I know I’ll be powerless to stop. His mouth moves back to mine, and his fingers keep moving - pushing, dragging, and coaxing me right to the edge of that drop.

      “Silas-” I gasp out into his lips. His cock pulses in my hand as I say his name.

      His mouth drops to my ear, his breath hot against my neck. “I want to feel this tight little pussy come for me, Ivy,” he growls. “Come for me, gorgeous.”

      A single, aching cry tumbles from my lips before I shatter for him. I bury my face in his shoulder, biting the skin there as the orgasm bursts through me, my whole body clenching around his driving, magical fingers.

      I gasp for air before I start to move my hand again, stroking him quicker.

      I want to feel him come for me now.

      “Fuck, Ivy,” he growls, his jaw tightening.

      “I’m-”

      And suddenly, I know what I want.

      I slip down off his lap, kneeling before him. And before he can say a word, I lean forward and wrap my lips around that big, perfect cock of his.

      Silas groans deeply, growling out his pleasure, his hand slipping into my hair.

      I swirl my tongue around him, feeling him pulse and throb in my mouth.

      “Baby, I’m going to come.”

      But I only move my lips faster up and down his cock, my tongue working the underside as I stroke the part of him that doesn’t fit inside. He groans again, his ab muscles rippling as I feel him grow even harder inside my mouth.

      And suddenly he’s coming.

      I swallow him as he fills my mouth, feeling him shudder against my lips as his growling moans send shivers though me.

      I give him a final lick, giggling as he shudders, before I sit up and grin at him.

      “Horrible idea,” he murmurs, grinning back at me.

      “Oh, the worst we ever had.” I snuggle back into him, letting my head dip onto his shoulder as he strokes my hair.

      We stay like that for a minute, basking in it, feeling our hearts thud and just being in that moment.

      Finally, I glance up at him. “At some point, I should probably get back home, you know.”

      He laughs, the sound rumbling through me.

      “At some point,” he murmurs, leaning down and kissing my lips.

      “But not right now, right?”

      “No, not right now,” I say softly.

      His hand finds its way to mine. “I say we stay here a little longer.”

      “Now that’s the best idea yet.”
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      “We’re here Mama!”

      Carter squirms in his mother’s arms as she pulls him from the car seat. I smooth my skirt down as I step from her car into the sunny morning air a block away from Marsden Park. Well, soon to be the Jacob Hammond park.

      It’s a weird thought, realizing that my family is such a part of this town that our name is going to literally be on the map after today. That’s all my parents, though. My mother, the music teacher at Harborview Elementary for thirty years. And of course my dad, the magnanimous, big hearted, strong-willed Congregationalist minister. Founder of two different soup kitchens, one of the biggest fundraising drivers for the North Boston home for boys, and general pillar of the community.

      It was crazy to hear about the park renaming, but not anything that surprising considering my dad’s place in this town. Well, that and considering that literally no one - including the Shelter Harbor historical society - can remember who the heck Marsden was, or why the park is named after him.

      Who better than Jacob Hammond?

      Mom and Dad and Sierra get out of their car parked right in front of us just as Rowan’s distinctively loud Indian motorcycle goes roaring past us.

      It’s an important day, and rightfully so. But my mind is honestly everywhere but on the fact that my family’s name is about to be emblazoned across the park where I learned to ride a bike, or where Sierra broke an arm on the monkey bars.

      It’s on the man whose touch I can still feel from the night before.

      Whose lips I can still taste.

      I force a smile to my face though as my mom puts her arm around me, all of us making our way to the gazebo in the middle of the park where the white folding chairs and podium is laid out for the dedication ceremony.

      “I’m just glad I’ve got so many of my babies at home for once!” she gushes, giving me a squeeze.

      Well, all of us except for Kyle, who’s got a work thing and gets a pass. But even if “work” wasn’t “the FBI”, Kyle would always get a pass being the golden boy in our dad’s eyes.

      After all, he’s got two sons, and one of them didn’t manage to almost get himself killed escaping an armored truck robbery with Silas Hart.

      But that’s in the past, and it should stay there.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mayor Thompson finishes her speech, and the crowd of people assembled in the park cheer as my dad takes the small stage. There’s a plaque given, and more words about everything our he’s done and how the Hammond name is a “pillar of the community.”

      But it’s not thirty seconds into Dad’s acceptance speech when I look up into the crowd, and my heart jumps.

      Silas stands at the back of the crowd, watching it all. He’s cleaned up from the t-shirt and jeans look I’ve seen him in so far back in town, wearing a charcoal grey suit this time, the jacket open to a well-fitted shirt, and a tie.

      Silas Hart has never worn a tie in his entire damn life. Hell, he didn’t even wear one to prom.

      He nods and claps when my dad accepts the award, and again when he ceremoniously cuts away the sheet covering the new sign for the park that’ll bear our name.

      Watching him there, I’m not thinking about the “good” Hammond name, and its established place in this town.

      I’m thinking about the boy that wasn’t from the right side of town.

      The boy with the broken past.

      The boy with the home I couldn’t visit.

      The boy that was all wrong for me that I couldn’t and had no intention of ever saying no to.

      What was I thinking?

      When you’re young, you know everything. More than that, you know everything, and anyone who tries to tell you otherwise is wrong.

      I realize now, as an adult, how moronically self involved that is.

      I was drawn to Silas because of that darkness that followed him. I was pulled into that storm inside his eyes, heedless of what anyone had to say about it. Because back then, no one was going to change my mind.

      I blink as the crowd cheers again, realizing I’ve been staring at Silas for the last few minutes across the crowd.

      He’s staring right back at me, and as the crowd claps as my dad leaves the stage, I tear my eyes away, remembering to bring my own hands together. I glance back after a second, but he’s gone from the spot he stood moments before.

      “Congrats, Dad.” Rowan claps Dad on the shoulder as Sierra throws her arms around him.

      “Pop-pop!” Carter squeals as our dad picks him up.

      “Hammond Park, huh?” Rowan grins, pushing his hair back from his face. “So are we on the lookout for any Marsden descendants looking for blood today?”

      My dad chuckles deeply, a warm rumbling sound. And I’m turning to smile at him when I suddenly see his face drop as his whole body stiffens.

      I turn back, following my dad’s cold stare, and there he is.

      Silas.

      Silas, eye-to-eye with my father for the first time since that night in the ER waiting room.

      “Oh-” my mother starts, bringing her hand to her mouth and drawing in a breath as she sees the boy who was all but a third son to her standing right in front of us.

      Dad clears his throat slowly, his eyes never leaving Silas. “You’ve got a lot of damn nerve, son,” he says gruffly. His eyes dart to Rowan, and then me. I cringe, wondering if everything from last night is written all over my face.

      Silas slowly shakes his head. “I don’t mean to start anything, sir, I just-”

      “You just what.”

      Dad steps towards Silas, his large frame drawn up high and protective.

      Stella reaches out with a hand. “Dad-”

      “Dad, I asked him to be here.” Rowan steps forward, shaking his head at our dad.

      “You what?” Dad turns a stern scowl on our older brother, narrowing his eyes at him.

      “It’s an important day, sir,” Silas says slowly. “I know-” he clears his throat. “Whatever the past, I didn’t want to miss something important like this for the Hammond family.” He looks my dad right in the eye.

      “No matter what happened.”

      Dad holds his gaze a moment longer before he mutters something under his breath and looks away.

      “You do what you like, son.” He turns back to Silas, his look solemn as he towers over him.

      “Just stay away from my family.”

      My mom is still looking at Silas like she wants to either cry or hug him - maybe both. Dad puts an arm over her shoulders though as he turns. “Let’s go.” His eyes drop meaningfully to me, his look stern.

      I look back at Silas for a moment, wanting to say something, but knowing I can’t.

      “Good to see you, man,” Rowan mumbles, nodding stiffly at Silas as my dad glowers at him.

      Silas’s eyes dart to mine, holding them just for a second before he nods, turns, and walks away.

      My sisters and Carter and our parents start to walk back to the cars. Rowan blows air out through his lips.

      “Well, fuck. That went well,” he growls.

      I shake my head. “Dad’s never going to forgive him, is he?”

      “For that night?” Rowan frowns and looks at his feet.

      “Maybe? Probably not?” He sighs. “I don’t know, Ivy.”

      “Even though he knows Silas was only there that night stopping you from doing the job.”

      “Jacob Hammond and his convictions,” Rowan mutters. “You know Dad. In his eyes, Silas fucked up my path, even though I never wanted that path anyways. I’ve told him a hundred different ways what happened that night, and what could have gone so much worse if Silas hadn’t been there.”

      “He just doesn’t care?”

      “He just sees Silas as the root of it all. I mean, Dad had a certain idea for all of us growing up, and a plan he thought we’d all follow. But then I’m busted stealing that six-pack, you’re dating Silas Hart, Stella’s off talking fuckin’ marriage with that asshat Mitch.” He shrugs. “That night was just the culmination of a lot of shit, Ivy.”

      “And Silas got the full brunt of it.”

      Rowan snorts. “Oh, believe me, I took a fucking sermon from Dad in that hospital bed. If I wasn’t his own flesh and blood, I’d be as gone as Silas, trust me.”

      “Silas was basically his flesh and blood,” I say heatedly, my face darkening as I think of the unfairness of it all.

      My brother nods. “I know, Ivy.” He meets my eyes. “No one said it was fair, it’s just the way things shook out.”

      He frowns. “How is it, by the way? Seeing Silas, I mean.”

      I swallow the heat from my face as I casually reach for my phone as a sort of cover. “Oh, fine,” I shrug. “I mean, you know, the past is the past. We were kids back then.”

      “You loved him back then,” Rowan says quietly.

      I look up from my phone, swallowing the pain and the memories that threaten to come tearing out as I put on a forced smile.

      “It was a long time ago, Row.”

      He nods before he glances at his watch. “Hey, I’ve got a bar that needs opening.” He looks up at me with a grin. “Feel like helping?”

      “Does it come with a free drink?”

      My older brother laughs as he puts his arm around my shoulders. “Today, Slimy, it comes with three.”
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      “You shouldn’t be here.”

      He sees me coming this time, sitting on the roof of his boat and watching me as I come down the docks towards him.

      “I should be wherever I want to be, actually.”

      He shakes his head, his jaw tight. “Not here.”

      I ignore what he’s said as I step over the side of the boat. “Silas, what my dad said-”

      “What your dad said is fucking true.” His words come sharp as he climbs down from the roof until he’s standing right in front of me. “I can’t be near you, Ivy,” he says icily. “I can’t be near you or anyone like you, it’s why I fucking left in the first place!”

      It’s only then, in the shadows cast from lights further down the piers that I see how strained he looks. His face is drawn, his eyes burning into mine as he slowly shakes his head. He looks hurt - broken from all those years ago.

      “I’m not your ‘bad boy’, Ivy,” he says quietly. “I’m not your walk on the wild side or whatever. I’m just bad. That’s it. My world and your world shouldn’t ever mix.” His chest rises and falls slowly as his eyes lock onto mine.

      “Done yet?”

      He glares at me. “What?”

      “I said are you done yet, with all your shitty excuses.”

      Maybe it’s seeing the hurt in his face, and being reminded of that knocked-down-but-not-broken boy I fell in love with all those years ago. Maybe it’s being so close to him after being apart for so long - the proximity of pheromones my body remembers.

      Or maybe it’s that I’m just confused, and scared, and looking for something to grasp onto in the storm of my life. And come hell or whatever happened in the past, he’s always been the lighthouse in that storm.

      But in the end, none of it matters.

      Because right then, I kiss him.

      I don’t even know why, or what insanity possesses me to do it, but before I know it, my lips are pressed to his, my hands sliding up his chest to his collar to pull him into me.

      But when I do kiss him, the reasons why become irrelevant - lost in the whirlwind of that moment.

      He holds back for one shred of second before he’s growling into my mouth, his arms wrapping tightly around me and pulling me into him. He kisses me hard right back, and I moan as his tongue finds mine, his hands sliding across my body.

      The reasons leading to this moment don’t actually matter, because we’re right back to that passion from before. It’s the visceral need for each other we’ve always had, before we decided to pretend it wasn’t there. He’s pulling at the hem of my dress as my hands drop to tug feverishly his belt, and none of the years matter as we pull away pretenses and clothes and come together.

      His hands slide down to cup my ass beneath the short dress, pulling me up as my legs wrap around his chiseled waist. He carries me into the houseboat, his lips never leaving mine.

      It’s small, bare.

      Perfect.

      His strong muscled arms lay me down across his bed, finally pulling the dress from my body and letting it drop behind him on the floor. His eyes lock onto me, devouring me like I’m a meal he’s been waiting a lifetime to feast on. His shirt and his jeans join my dress on the floor before he’s crawling over me, his mouth crashing into mine again.

      I gasp as he breaks the kiss, his lips sliding down my neck, down to my breasts. My back arches as he takes a nipple between his lips, one hand slowly sliding over my soft belly towards my panties. His fingers slip under them, and I moan as he finds me wet and ready for him. My legs spread as if remembering this dance, and as he moves further down my body, I lift my hips as he pulls them down my legs.

      He kicks his boxers off, and I can feel my blood run hot at the sight of his body after all these years.

      His chest, those grooves of his hips.

      That perfect cock that I’ve never forgotten.

      He’s got more tattoos and more scars than I remember, but it’s all coming rushing back as he wraps his arms around me, kissing my body. We’re bare but for the necklaces and our memories of each other, and I can feel his thick cock so hard and throbbing against me there between my legs. My body remembers what the mind never did.

      His lips drag low again, leaving kisses in their wake.

      “No-no,” I murmur with a moan as his tongue flicks across my thigh. “I want you now.”

      His eyes drag up to mine up the length of my body. “If you think I’ve waited eight fucking years for this and that I’m not going to taste you as much as I can, than you are sorely mistaken, gorgeous.”

      God, his mouth.

      I jolt as his tongue drags through my wetness, teasing over my clit and making my hips buck from the bed. He’s merciless in his teasing, his tongue and his fingers pushing me higher and higher, until my body sings and I feel like I might pass out with the gasping breaths I’m somehow managing to suck in.

      His tongue rolls across my clit again, and I come, biting my hand and gasping as the orgasm practically elevates me from the bed against his mouth.

      And I remember now that I’ve never come as hard or as earth-shatteringly as I did with him.

      And never since him.

      He starts to crawl up my body as I lay there like a puddle, but I grin and pounce, flipping him over. He laughs as I jump on him, sitting astride his legs and bringing my mouth down to his neck.

      Now it’s my turn.

      My lips kiss and bite and suck their way down his body, remembering every hard inch of it. My eyes drink in the newer tattoos, the scars I’ve never seen.

      “What’s this?”

      My lips and my fingers linger on the round little scar on his side the looks like I’d imagine a bullet hole looks like.

      He shakes his head, eyes sparkling at me. “It’s nothing.”

      “Silas-“

      “It doesn’t matter,” he says softly, kissing me. “None of it does.”

      I somehow drag myself from his lips, but only because there’s more of him I want to taste. I push him onto his back on the bed as I make my way down.

      God, he’s big.

      So hard, throbbing in my hands, like iron and silk. I stroke him as I wet him with my tongue, teasing and making him groan.

      I wrap my lips around the head, filling my mouth as I slowly move up and down. I’m loving the feel of him, how he fills my mouth and how he groans under my tongue.

      He pulls me up.

      “Get up here, now.”

      He’s more demanding than he was, and there’s something hot about that. There’s so something so masculine about - well - the man he’s become.

      My legs go astride his, and I can feel him hot and pulsing against my skin.  My eyes never leave his as I reach between us, fingers circling him and drawing him against me.

      He pauses, turning to stretch towards the nightstand drawer and pull a condom out, and I raise my brow.

      He grins. “No one else has been here but you, you know.”

      I swallow the heat that comes to my face as I start to look away. “I told you, it’s been eight years, Silas. I don’t have any sort of claim on you or any-”

      “Yeah, gorgeous,” he says gruffly, stopping me with a kiss. “Yeah, you do. You always have, and always fucking will.”

      He looks deeply into my eyes, the sea squall inside his own crashing like a storm.

      “I’m yours.” He shrugs, like it’s the only truth left in the world. “Always will be.”

      My mouth crashes into him, kissing him fiercely and gasping into his lips. He pulls away to tear the foil of the condom with his teeth before moving to roll it down his length. His hands slide over my hips to my ass, raising me up.

      And then I’m sinking all the way down.

      God, it’s so good.

      He’s so big, and yet so damn perfect as he slowly fills me.

      Perfect, like two puzzle pieces locking together exactly how they should. Exactly how they were meant to.

      We stay like that, gasping at the memory of this and what this feels like with each other again.

      Slowly, he brings me up, before pulling me back onto him, filling me with one stroke. He grinds deep inside, and my head falls back as we start to move together. Up and down, moving like one, riding with the motion of the waves lapping the side of the boat.

      This is memory.

      This is remembering.

      This is fickle time shattering away as we find each other again.

      When I come, it’s like the world freezes for a second. When the orgasm rocks through me like a northern storm, I’m frozen for one single second before I explode in his arms. He growls my name over and over into my ear as he comes with me, his hips rocking off the bed to meet me as we crash together.

      And it’s a white light, shining through the storm and the waves.

      It’s my lighthouse, all over again.
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      Silas

      We’re wrapped in each other’s arms, her breath against my skin, when she slowly raises her head from my chest. She blinks at me sleepily, like she’s been dozing.

      “Shit, I should go.”

      I frown. “Where?”

      “Home.”

      I scowl and she rolls her eyes at me. “I can’t stay here.”

      “Sure you can.”

      I almost want to tell her she can stay here forever. That she can stay right here with me in this bed for the rest of our damn lives - or at least until we make up for eight fucking years.

      Then we can get up.

      For food or something.

      She grins at me. “I can’t, and you know that.”

      I think of the implications of Rowan, or Jacob for that matter, putting two and two together somehow and coming looking for her here when she doesn’t come home.

      It’s not a fun thought.

      But at the same time, who cares? Ivy’s a grown woman, and capable of doing what she wants and making her own damn decisions. If those decisions just so happen to involve staying right here in my bed without any clothes on, all the better.

      “I think you should get back in this bed, and let me worry about what the Hammond family thinks of it all later.”

      She smiles, but shakes her head. “I need to go.”

      “So when am I seeing you again?”

      Her face darkens slightly the second I say it, and she looks away.

      Yeah, there it is.

      That nagging thought that’s been in my head since she stepped onto this boat tonight comes back with a vengeance, the same question on its lips: is this a reunion or a bookend.

      She shakes her head, reading the look on my face.

      “Look, Silas, I-”

      “It’s complicated, I know.”

      She laughs softly. “I don’t think that even begins to describe it.”

      And she’s right of course, even if I hate that she is. As much as I tried to deny it, I spent eight damn years trying to come right back here - imagining it in my dreams. In the fantasy, it starts right back up again, like turning on en engine or pushing a button.

      Except that’s not a thing.

      We’ve both changed since then, we’re not the same kids we were. We’ve been bruised and battered by pain and suffering, battled demons and the memory of each other - her more than me on that last one.

      “Look, Ivy, I don’t have any expectations of whatever this-”

      “Good.”

      We lock eyes for a second before she wrinkles her face. “Sorry, that came out harsh.”

      “It’s fine.”

      And it is.

      “Look,” she slips her hand into mine, squeezing my fingers. “Can we just not label this? There’s a lot going on, and-”

      “I know that.” I squeeze her hand back. “I’m here, just know that.”

      She looks at me as I stand and put my arms around her.

      “I wish you’d never left,” she whispers.

      “Me too.”

      “No, I mean…” she pulls away and looks down. “I mean I really wish you hadn’t left. It’d have been a lot easier.” She looks back up at me. “Who knows where or what we’d be today?”

      “I was on a course for disaster and I was going to bring you down with me.”

      “Silas, everyone knows what you did for Rowan.” She shakes her head. “But it doesn’t change that you left.”

      I tighten my jaw. “Doesn’t change much for your dad.”

      She nods, mulling it over. “Well, you know him.”

      “I was responsible for that, Ivy.”

      She bites her lip, her hands sliding into mine again. “He went on the job, after you told him not to, and after you weren’t going to.”

      “He was there because of me though,” I growl, reliving that night again in my head. “I pulled him into all that. I never should have let him near Declan and his poison.”

      I look away, glancing out the small round window of the bedroom at the dark ocean beyond. “I told you, I’m bad fucking news, Ivy,” I say quietly.

      I turn back to her. “Well, or I was.”

      She smirks. “Not bad news now?”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “I want to believe that.”

      “Do.”

      I pull her against me, running my hand up and down the bare skin of her back, drinking in her scent.

      “I need time.”

      I nod. “I’ll be here, just know that.”

      I pause, the grin spreading across my face before I whisper it in her ear.

      “Wife.”

      She pulls back and shoots me a look. “Watch it, buster.”

      I grin.

      She smirks at me as she pulls away and reaches for her clothes. “I do need to go.”

      “I’ll walk you up the pier-”

      “Hey captain Ahab, you home?”

      We both freeze at the sound of the voice I know she damn well recognizes as well.

      Fucking hell.

      Declan.

      Her eyes go wide as I whirl to her. “I need you to stay right in here and hide.”

      “Excuse me?” she hisses.

      “Look, just-” My eyes burn into hers, urging her.

      "Let me get rid of him.”

      “You told me you were done with-”

      “And I am,” I growl. “I’ll explain, just stay the hell out of sight.”
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      “Evening, Captain.”

      Declan’s leaning against the pier post with one foot up on my boat when I step out onto the deck, grinning at me with a cigarette between his lips.

      The two goons from before with the black jackets are back, camped out a few feet behind him and watching me like I might do something crazy like grab their boss by the throat again.

      It’s not entirely out of the question.

      “What do you want, Declan.”

      He grins, plucking the cigarette from his mouth and blowing a thin stream of smoke out.

      “Thought I told you the other day to be in touch if you need anything, nephew.”

      “And I don’t.”

      He meets my glare, unblinking, sizing me up.

      I have no idea how the grandparents I never met managed to have a kid like Declan with my mother being as good as she was. This look of his - this is his trick; his ace up the sleeve. I spent enough time with scumbags and lowlifes in my lifetime to know that small, weasely guys like Declan who are in positions of power like his don’t get there by accident. In fact, it usually means they’re even meaner, and crazier than the big guy with muscles who’ll just come at you head on.

      A guy like Declan hits you from the side, when you’re not even looking for it.

      He shrugs, grinning as if to break the tension.

      “Well, I do.” He jabs the cigarette at me. “Got a job for you, kid.”

      I bark out a laugh. “Well then you’re out of your damn mind.”

      Declan chuckles. “Need those sticky fingers of yours thief.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “I’m done with that.”

      He snorts. “The fuck you are. Nolan told me all about the shit you pulled in Dublin, kid. Your reputation, as they say, fuckin’ precedes itself.”

      “I did what I had to,” I say icily.

      “Yeah, keep telling yourself that.”

      I can feel my hands tighten to fists at my sides. “Fuck off.”

      “Shit, lie to yourself if you want, but don’t lie to me, kid. I get it.” He nods at me, his mouth curling into a sneer.

      “You’re good at what you do because you like it. You like takin’ what ain’t yours.”

      He grins again. “Like that Hammond girl.”

      “Watch yourself, Declan.”

      He makes a tut-tutting sound as he wags a finger at me.

      “So angry, kid. Maybe you should try some of that yoga shit your girlfriend is into.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend.”

      “Uh huh.”

      He glances past me and smirks. I turn, my blood running cold before I see the pair of Ivy’s panties on the fucking floor of my room just inside the door.

      Shit.

      “Well,” Declan shrugs. “I hope she’s not, for the sake of whoever’s those are.”

      I can feel my teeth grinding together, my blood running like fire.

      “Get off my boat.”

      Declan laughs. “With pleasure, captain.”

      He takes his foot off the side of the boat with a dramatic bow.

      “Listen, you get tired of being a bus boy for your crippled friend up at O’Donnell’s or playing fix-it man or whatever the fuck you’re doing for pity money these days, you come by and say hello, okay?”

      I watch until he and his goons are out of sight down the pier before I head back inside.

      Ivy’s waiting for me - dressed now, her arms crossed over her chest and a cold look on her face.

      “You’re still talking to your Uncle?”

      I frown. “Ivy, it’s not-”

      She narrows her eyes at me.

      “No,” I say evenly. “I’m not.”

      “But he was here the other day?”

      I peer at her. “He stopped by, yeah.”

      She shakes her head, pushing her fingers through her golden hair.

      “He knows about me, Silas.”

      I reach out for her but she steps away, making me frown,

      “He- no, not like that.”

      “This was a bad idea.”

      Her face is white as she goes to push past me.

      “Ivy, hang on.”

      “Silas,” she turns, her eyes looking sad. “I can’t do this right now.”

      There’s a final look, a final lingering reminder of what we almost got back to here, before she turns.

      And then she’s gone.
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      “Late night?”

      I jump at the sound of my dad’s voice from across the kitchen when I step in through the back door.

      He chuckles as I whirl to see him camped out at the breakfast nook with a book and a mug of tea on the table in front of him.

      “Sorry, sweetheart, didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “No, it’s fine!” I half-lie, feeling my pulse hammering in my veins as the shock dissipates.

      I’m suddenly reminded of other late nights where I came home by this door - nights where I thankfully did not run into my father.

      He’d have killed me back then if I’d come home from where I was coming from at that sort of hour. Actually, he’d kill me now if he knew where I’ve just been.

      He’d kill Silas for sure, in either scenario. I think even the good Reverend would look past scruples about that.

      “Can we talk?” He closes the book as he reaches for the mug in front of him, cocking a bushy silver brow at me.

      There’s that horrible feeling of having done something bad. It’s like sneaking half a beer when you’re young, and then sitting down for dinner with your parents, the guilt across your face.

      Or like running around with Silas Hart in his pickup truck and then coming home to your family when you just know they know.

      This is much worse than that, having just come from where I did, having just done what I did.

      “Sure?”

      “Have a seat.” Dad gestures to the chair across the table from him.

      I swallow the lump in my throat as I do. Dad looks at me across the table, his hands steepled in front of him as if about to give a sermon.

      “You doing okay?” He gives me a wry smile. “Stella spilled the beans about Blaine, honey.”

      The funny thing is, I have to suddenly remember to be, or at least look, upset.

      “Oh, yeah…” I trail off. “It’s fine, Dad.”

      “I’m not your sisters or your mother, but you know you can talk to me about it if you want.”

      I smile. “I know. I’m fine, though. It’s for the best.”

      He nods, chewing on his words before he opens his mouth again.

      “I’m worried about you, Ivy.”

      I grin as I shake my head. “Dad, you don’t have to.”

      “I do, I’m your dad.” He winks. “Sort of comes with the job.”

      I smile and nod. “I know. I really am okay, though.”

      “I never thought I’d say this, honey, but you’ve done pretty well leaving Shelter Harbor, after what happened to your brother, and with…”

      He trails off and looks down at his hands.

      “It wasn’t his fault.”

      The words fall out of my mouth before I can stop them - before I can rationalize in my head how this’ll only start a fight.

      “Excuse me?” Dad’s voice is edged, his brow furrowed.

      “You know what I’m talking about. The night of the crash.”

      Dad barks out a thin laugh. “Of course it was his fault.”

      There’s no winning this, and no reason to have this argument with my father, again, here at whatever time it is at night in the half-dark kitchen. But I can’t stop the anger and the frustration that comes tumbling out.

      “He was there trying to stop Rowan from being there, Dad!”

      “Who was only there in the first place, because of the damn shadow hanging over that boy, Ivy!”

      His voice booms louder than it should this late at night, and he shakes his head.

      “Because as lovely as his parents were, and as much as I loved them and as much as we showed him love and tried to give him what was missing after they passed, he still turned out exactly like I never wanted him to.”

      I can feel the heat rising in my face as I think of the boy I knew - the kind, loving, broken but not beaten, selfless boy I fell in love with.

      “He didn’t.”

      “Yes, he did, Ivy,” Dad growls, his voice edged before his face softens. “Look, I know how you felt, and I know how young love is-”

      “Apparently not.”

      He shoots me a look, but keeps going.

      “I also know that eight years later, you’re a grown, confident, bold, successful woman, honey. You’ve moved on and up from this town, and you don’t need anchors like Silas Hart weighing you down.”

      “Dad-”

      “Yes,” he says firmly. “Yes, I know what happened that night. But whatever the secondary motive, the fact remains that I almost lost my son because of that boy.”

      “That’s not true.”

      His fist slams down on the table. “It is, and we’re done discussing it.”

      I roll my eyes as I stand. “You started it.”

      “And I’m ending it.” He levels his eyes at me. “I don’t want you seeing him, Ivy.”

      I laugh coldly. “I’m twenty-six years old, Dad.”

      “So act like it. Make good choices, not familiar ones.”

      I say nothing, knowing it’ll just incriminate me.

      But I’m also wondering if he’s right.

      Make good choices, not familiar ones.

      Familiar choices. That’s exactly what Silas is. He’s a comfort - something I know. And even if I know the hurt that could come of it, it’s better than an unknown.

      Dad reaches across the table and pats my hand.

      “I’m sorry, honey, I just-” He smiles. “I just care about you. We all do.”

      I nod, looking down at the table.

      “So how long do we get you before you head back to New York?”

      I sigh heavily, slumping a little in my chair. “I don’t know, the whole thing with Blaine…”

      Dad just smiles as I trail off. “Well you know we’d love to have you as long as we can keep you.”

      I do smile this time when I look up and nod. “I know, Dad.”

      “I love you, Ivy-girl.”

      “I love you too, Dad.”

      “Everything okay down here?”

      My mom appears in the kitchen doorway, holding her robe and peering at us.

      “We’re fine, Mom,” I smile at her before turning back to my dad.

      “Everything’s fine.”
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        Silas

      

    
    
      I stand on the front lawn of the house, hands in my pockets and a scowl on my face as I stare up at it. This isn’t the house I grew up in - that one got sold to cover debts after my parents died. It’s also not the one I lived in with my uncle when he became my legal guardian, and God only knows what happened to that wreck of a place since I left.

      This new one is huge, a turn of the century style brick thing probably built by some shipping tycoon in the era of Vanderbilts and Carnegies, up in the East Promenade of town overlooking the harbor.

      Declan’s apparently done well as a small-town crook since I’ve been gone.

      Fuck it.

      I blow air through my lips as I step up to the front porch.

      “Oh hi, Silas!”

      I blink at the familiar face of the girl who answers the door. Okay, I’ve known that Declan married Stephanie at some point in the last eight years, but that doesn’t make it any less weird seeing her here.

      Stephanie, the consummate party-girl who Ivy and I went to high school with. Stephanie, who I’m pretty sure Rowan got his first blowjob from. Stephanie who was never really the brightest bulb in the pack, who as far as I’d heard had picked up an exciting career in pole dancing after graduating high school.

      I’m still not sure if it’s funny or sad that she’s ended up marrying a two-bit small-town gangster two and a half times her age.

      There in the doorway though, Steph throws her arms around me. “Oh my gawd, Silas!” She hits my shoulder, grinning widely at me.

      “I heard you were in Africa or somethin?”

      Well that’s a new one.

      I shake my head. “Ireland, actually. Not Africa.”

      Stephanie rolls her eyes and waves a hand at me, as if it’s an easy everyday mix-up. She turns and breezes through the house towards the kitchen, grabbing an enormous glass of wine from a side table in the hallway.

      “So you’re here for your uncle?”

      I nod as I follow her into the kitchen.

      “Oh my gawd,” she turns in the kitchen doorway, her eyes wide as she brings a manicured hand to her mouth. “Jesus shit, does that make me your aunt now? Gawd that makes me feel so old!”

      I knit my brow as I suppress the smile. “Steph, I’m a year older than you. And no, I don’t think that means you’re my aunt.”

      Her shoulders slump with relief. “Well thank fucking Christ. Oh! You should stay for dinner!” She turns and sweeps into the utter shit-show of the kitchen - raw spaghetti and splatters of tomato sauce like some sort of crime scene all over the place.

      “I’m making pasta.”

      Making it, or assassinating it?

      “Declan’s on his way home, actually, so we could have a proper family dinner!”

      I smirk at the idea of a that. Right, this family? Proper? My uncle the crook, my aunt the stripper, and me the career thief.

      Yeah, a regular nuclear family we are.

      “Didn’t know you cooked, Steph.”

      I’m not staying for dinner, but I don’t have to tell her that. I’m here to set some shit straight with my uncle about some boundaries and about staying the fuck out of my life, and then I’m leaving.

      I look up and frown as I suddenly see Stephanie with a metal bread-tin of some kind in her hand, heaped with pasta and sauce as she opens the microwave.

      “Whoa, Steph!”

      She looks up quickly. “Yeah?”

      “Can’t put that in the microwave, you know.”

      She furrows her brow as she looks at the metal dish in her hand piled with cracked, dry pasta and lumps of canned tomato sauce. “What do you mean?”

      I shake my head, staring at her. “Steph, it’s metal. You can’t put metal in the microwave.”

      She pauses for a second before she starts to laugh, waving a hand at me as if I’m pulling one over on her. “Oh, Silas! You almost had me there!” She laughs as she slides the dinner abomination into the microwave.

      “Stephanie!” I stare at her. “It’s metal.”

      “Well how else is it going to cook, silly?” She laughs as she turns away.

      The backdoor bangs open, startling us both as Declan himself comes striding through the door.

      He stutters to a stop as he sees me sitting at his kitchen table, his eyes narrowing as a grin spreads across his face.

      “Well, well, the prodigal fucking nephew!” He pulls his cigarettes out of his pocket as he moves towards me, swatting Steph on the ass and eliciting a giggling squeal from her before he settles across from me at the table.

      “You know Stephanie, right?”

      He knows I know his new wife.

      “I do, actually.” I look up at his new wife and my former classmate, who’s thankfully transferring the pasta from the metal dish to what looks to be a microwave safe glass one.

      “So, Steph, how did you and my uncle meet?”

      Cheer practice back when we went to high school together? Hopefully something much later than that?

      “Well, of course I knew this lovely creature from before,” Declan chuckles his wheezing laugh as he stands and grabs a bottle of whiskey and two glasses from the kitchen counter. He sits again and pours into both of them.

      “You know, from when the two of you were back in school.”

      I smile thinly. “Yeah, no, I remember.”

      He chuckles again. “Well, I lost track of her until about three years ago when I saw her dancin’, and I knew it was love at first sight.”

      I raise my brow, suddenly wondering if I’ve somehow gone through my whole life underestimating my uncle’s emotional capacity. Dancing? Love at first sight?

      Who knows, people can change.

      “Shit kid, I’ll tell you, the tits on this one when she was up on that pole-”

      Yep, theeeeere it is.

      Declan whistles. “Love at first sight when I saw those perfect fucking tits, I’ll tell you!” He chuckles, red-faced as he reaches over to goose his young wife.

      “Declan!” Stephanie giggles, feebly pretending to push my uncle’s hands away from her ass. “Dirty!”

      I take back what I said before. Apparently Declan still possesses the ability to make me cringe.

      “So,” he pushes a glass of whiskey my way, “about time you stopped by to say a proper hello.”

      I ignore the glass and shake my head. “I’m not here to catch up, Declan.”

      He grins. “Then to what do I owe the pleasure of your sour company, kid?”

      I stand, pointing at him across the table. “You need to keep away from me and that family”

      He snorts. “Sit, drink.”

      “No thanks.”

      “It wasn’t an offer.”

      He nods at the glass he’s pushed my way before he raises his own glass.

      I narrow my eyes at him before I sit, taking up the glass.

      “Slainte,” he says, using the Irish-Gaelic term.

      “Cheers,” I murmur before we both slug back the whiskey It’s sweet, and it burns.

      And I shouldn’t be here, sitting at Declan McCreedy’s fucking table drinking whiskey with him.

      “So are you joining us for dinner, Silas?” Stephanie asks from across the kitchen.

      “He’s fine,” Declan says quietly.

      “No, thank you, Steph.”

      My uncle turns to her. “Give us a few, wouldn’t you dear?”

      She smiles again at me. “Good to see you, Silas! I’d love to hear about Africa sometime!” She leaves.

      “So, gonna congratulate me?”

      I frown at Declan. “On?”

      He grins. “On my new bride, stupid. You missed the wedding.”

      “Mazel tov.”

      Declan snorts. “Yeah, she’s a real good one. Real church girl, you know? The kind you bring home to mama.”

      I smile thinly and nod.

      He chuckles as he pours whiskey into both of our empty glasses. “I’m just fuckin with you. I wouldn’t bring that girl within a mile of my Ma if she were still around, God rest her soul.”

      He raises his glass up. “Still, an ass like a fuckin’ drum, I’ll tell you. Slainte.”

      I raise my glass again before knocking it back.

      “Look,” he coughs and clears his throat. “I want to clear things up with you and me, you know? We’re family and all, and I’d hate to have this shit between us, kid.”

      I level my gaze at him. “I think I’ve been perfectly clear.”

      “Cant’ run from your family, Silas.”

      “My family’s dead, Declan.”

      He scowls. “Not all of them.”

      I meet his eye as I take a drink. “All of them.”

      Declan rolls his eyes. “I gave you what you needed.”

      I laugh harshly.

      “Oooh okay, I didn’t get you fuckin ponies or the new video games or whatever. But you had a roof over your head after my sister and your pop died.”

      He crosses himself, glancing up.

      “You had food.”

      I lean back in my chair. “Sometimes.”

      “Never claimed to be a chef, you prick.”

      I shake my head. “It’s fine, I had-”

      “Oh I know what you had.” His eyes narrow at me as he reaches for the pack of smokes on the table and pulls one out.

      “You had your fake family.”

      I glare at him, feeling the heat rise in my face.

      He grins. “Ooo, there’s that temper again.”

      “They took me in.”

      Declan lights his cigarette. “You were a pet.”

      “Fuck you,” I spit out.

      He shakes his head. “You were a side project, a fuckin charity case for the good Reverend. Remind me, how’d that whole thing go after you started porking his daughter?”

      I stand abruptly, my chair screeching back across the tile floor.

      “Oh sit your ass down.” Declan waves a hand at me. “Calm down, hot head. Where’s that family now? Still all lovely-dovey? Ilene Hammond still cooking you dinners? Still washing your clothes?”

      I sit slowly, hands gripping the edge of the table. “You know what happened there.”

      “Yeah, sure I do.” He blows smoke out of the side of his mouth as he leans back in his chair. “You fucked up.”

      I say nothing.

      “You made one little teeny mistake as a young kid, and they threw you out.”

      “It’s a little more complicated than that,” I growl.

      “No it ain’t.”

      My uncle toys with the wrapper on his cigarette pack.

      “You showed your true colors for one second, showed them the puppy they’d taken in had bark and a little bite, and they kicked you out into the rain. Don’t-” he shakes his head as he grabs the bottle and pours another glass for us both.

      “Don’t make excuses, you know its true. A real family?” He shrugs. “A real family forgives.”

      Declan’s words are poison, and I know it. They always have been.

      And yet here I sit, getting sicker by the minute.

      I shake my head. “Look I came here to tell you to stay away from them. Be sure to hear me say that.”

      Declan rolls his eye. “I don’t give a shit about the Hammonds, kid.”

      “Good.”

      “But I do give a shit about your talents. I wasn’t kidding when I said I had a job.”

      I stand. I’m done here. I’m done listening to Declan’s bullshit and his poisonous opinions.

      I push my chair in and turn towards the kitchen door. “And I wasn’t kidding when I told you I’m not interested.”

      “Seven figures.”

      I stop.

      He hoots out a laugh behind me. ““Yeah, that got your attention.”

      I turn. “No, it didn’t.” I shake my head at him. “I’m just remembering why I had to find a family somewhere else.”

      He snorts. “I know you the need the money.”

      “You don’t know shit about me.”

      “Believe me, kid. I do. I know about your little project, for instance.”

      I freeze, and he chuckles.

      “Yeah, that little nest egg idea of yours? Oh yeah, I know all about that shit. ‘Cept you’ve got a cash problem, and we both know it.”

      “We’re done here.”

      I try and make my voice level, like he didn’t just strike the nerve we both know he did.

      Declan chuckles and waves his hand. “Alright, run off to your fake family.”

      “Stay away from my boat, Declan.” I stride out of the kitchen towards the front door.

      “You were just a pet to them, kid,” he calls after me, still chuckling.

      “Remember that.”
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        Ivy

      

    
    
      Stella, Carter, and I wave to Sierra through the window of the train as it pulls away.

      “It’s totally a boy.”

      I laugh, perking my brows up at my older sister. “You think?”

      She snorts. “Oh, the friend she’s going to see in Boston? The one she spent an hour doing her hair and trying on clothes for?” Still giving me a look as she covers her four-year-old’s ears. “She’s wearing lingerie, Ivy,” she whispers with a scandalized look on her face. “Black.”

      I roll my eyes. “Well, good for her.”

      Stella tut-tuts as we walk back to the car. “Very out of character for her to be so mysterious, I’m just pointing that out.”

      “I’m sure she’s got her reasons.” I give Stella a meaningful look across Carter’s car seat as we both buckle him in. “I mean, this family being so understanding about relationships that don’t fit the plan.”

      She smirks. “Touché.” She coughs as we get into the front seats. “Still not going to tell me where you went the other night though, huh?”

      “Nope.”

      She groans as she puts the car into drive and takes us out onto the road. “You know you’re supposed to share stuff with your sisters. How did you and Si-Si not get that memo?”

      I laugh, turning to look out the window as we drive back through town to our parents’ house.

      I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t still dwelling on the other night with Silas, and what that all means. But I’ve decided I’m okay with it - with whatever I end up deciding to call it. A final farewell, the closing of a book.

      A new chapter?

      No.

      I watch the town pass us by. What happened happened, and maybe it shouldn’t have, but I can’t dwell on that. After all, he’s the one that taught me years ago that dwelling on things that happened with him is a fruitless venture. And I can’t lament on what’s happening now either - with him, with work, with Blaine.

      For now, and for better or for worse, I’m home. I’m surrounded by family, and here at home, I’m safe.

      “Who’s car is that?”

      Stella stops her car short of our parents’ driveway, and I frown at the black Audi SUV parked behind our dad’s old Jeep.

      “I have no idea?”

      We park at the curb and get Carter out of his seat before heading up the walkway to the front door.

      My mom meets us at the door.

      “Oh, honey! Good, you’re back. He’s in the living room talking to you father.”

      I frown again. “Who’s in the living room?”

      She smiles. “Blaine, sweetheart.

      Oh you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.

      “He’s here?” I hiss, panic rising in my chest. “Mom, you know what he did-”

      “Oh, no, Ivy,” Mom waves her hand, beaming at me. “It was all a big misunderstanding! He’s already explained the whole silly mix up to us.”

      What.

      I push past her into the living room in a daze, and there he is.

      Blaine.

      Blaine with the long flowing blond hair, those twinkling eyes. That face only plastic surgery could produce, even though he’d never admit it.

      He looks up a me from the pair of skis he’s showing my dad.

      “Hey there, beautiful.”

      I freeze, my jaw dropping and my blood boiling in my veins.

      “What are you doing here.”

      My dad clears his throat, shooting me a look.

      “Ivy, Blaine was just-”

      “I was just telling your dad about these new alpines I’ve been testing out.” He grins at me, that unnaturally white flashing smile dazzling. Dazzlingly, of course, from the custom crowns he’s had put in.

      How did I ever even LIKE this man?

      “Yeah, I got him a pair, since I know how much fun we had skiing last winter up at Sugarloaf.”

      “Get out.” I spit the words out, feeling the heat flood into my face.

      My dad steps forward, shaking his head. “Now, hang on, Ivy, Blaine just explained the whole thing to us.”

      “Dad he left me for another woman!”

      “Sir? May I?” Blaine beams at my dad, utterly charming him before stepping forward towards me. I take a step back.

      “Ivy, I was confused when I called you. I just-” He shakes his head. “You work so darn hard all the time, and I was worried that I was just going to be holding you back.”

      They’re not actually buying this shit, are they?

      But they are. Even Stella can’t help but smile at the stupidly charming man standing center stage in this ridiculous living room drama production of “Blaine lies through his fucking teeth.”

      “You’re joking, right? You posted pictures with her, you ass-”

      “Ivy,” my dad’s booming voice cuts through. “Let him explain, honey.”

      “Ivy,” Blaine reaches out for my hand, but I yank them back. “It was a shoot, Ivy. It was all a staged shoot to push that new casual city-wear line they’ve been pushing on me.”

      My jaw drops as I look around to see my family smiling and nodding, just eating this shit up.

      “She’s a model, Ivy,” Blaine laughs, like it’s just hilarious that I’ve misconstrued the situation somehow.

      “The management company hired her for the day, that’s all.”

      I haven’t misconstrued anything, I know that. Because I can remember that phone call.

      “Is there another girl.”

      “I don’t know how you want me to answer that.”

      And a hundred other times and examples come flowing though my head. The dinners he was an hour late for with bizarre “work” excuses and a wave of his hand. The anniversaries he missed entirely. The unwillingness to commit to anything.

      “No.”

      I shake my head, taking another step back from him as the color leaves my face. “No.”

      “Ivy-”

      “No, we’re done here.”

      “Honey,” my mom rubs my back. “Maybe you and Blaine should talk just the two of you?”

      It suddenly feels like the walls and the ceiling are closing in - the room growing smaller and the air slowly getting thinner.

      I have to get out of here.

      I whirl and run from the room, and it’s not until I get to the front door that I feel a hand on my arm.

      Stella.

      “Hey,” she gives me a meaningful look. “You okay?”

      “No,” I say quietly. “He’s completely full of shit.”

      She chews on her lip, nodding. “Okay, get out of here, I’ll cover.”

      “Thank you.”

      “What else are sisters for besides helping each other escape horrible and awkward family encounters, right?”
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        Silas

      

    
    
      “Hi.”

      I grin at the sound of her voice as I down the pier, even before I look up to see her sitting there.

      “Hi yourself.”

      She’s sitting on the edge of the roof of my boat, perched by the ladder with her feet hooked onto the top rung.

      “You lost, Hammond?”

      She shakes her head, her teeth raking over her bottom lip in a way that makes me want to grab her and claim those lips right here and now.

      “Blaine’s here. In Shelter Harbor.”

      I frown, my jaw clenching at the sound of that fucking douchebag’s name.

      “Oh?”

      I’m old enough to understand that what happened with us the other night doesn’t mean anything more than whatever it was that night. And I’m not stupid enough to think one night with her changes any of the other shit going on in her life - with her family, with work.

      With Blaine, even if they were officially split before I even touched her the other day.

      We’ll look past the part where she’s legally my fucking wife.

      But I’m also realizing how tenuous my newfound existence in her life is. Sure, she and I have a lifetime of history, but that history was a lifetime ago. We’ve both been out in the world, and as much as I want to bury that smug little shit Blaine at the bottom of the Harbor, I’m aware that he and her have their own history.

      She must notice the look on my face, because she smiles slowly and shakes her head.

      “Not what you think.”

      “I don’t think anything.” I shrug as casually as I can.

      “He just,” she scowls, glaring down at her feet. “The whole thing is just so stupid. I mean he cheated on me, and he left me for this other girl. And now he’s fucking at my parents’ house lying through his teeth about the whole thing being a misunderstanding, and bribing them with fucking skis!”

      She’s shouting now, her face red and her eyes furious as she looks up at me wildly. “My dad doesn’t even like skiing! He just went last year because he wanted Blaine to feel like he was fucking family, and- and-”

      She trails off, her shoulders heaving and her chest rising and falling as she sucks in air.

      She looks up at me after a second, a crooked smile on her face.

      “Can we…” She looks down at her feet before dragging those big green eyes up to my face. “Can we go somewhere?”

      I fold my arms over my chest, a grin on my lips. God, she sounds just like the girl I knew right now, sitting there like that in torn cut-offs and an old t-shirt.

      “Got somewhere in mind?”

      She shakes her head. “Just out of this fucking town.”

      I chuckle as I step onto the boat. “Gorgeous, you came to the right place.” She smiles when I offer her my hands to help her down.

      “Yeah, we can definitely do that.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The light fades over the town as we drive into the sunset, literally.

      The old red and white Ford 150 bumps and creaks as we take the back roads out of town, and I know she remembers this thing. This was our escape - our ticket to do what we wanted the second I got my license.

      We climb up past the promenade on Turner Hill, with the whole harbor and the port disappearing behind us. We don’t speak, but we don’t have to. We’re comfortable in this silence. At one point I see her phone light up on her lap, and I grin when I watch her ignore it.

      This is just us up here.

      She doesn’t ask where we’re going, but I know she knows. And I haven’t been there myself in eight years, but it’s basically on autopilot in my head. Ivy turns and smiles at me in the dim light of the cab as she sees where I’m turning off the main, knowing where we’re going.

      The overlook by the falls.

      Yeah, this place. This was a place of firsts. And I love that I know that even being here with me again has her flushed. I also know she’s hurt, and wounded from this Blaine asshole, and I know that means I should keep my distance.

      But I’m fairly certain I’m not going to be able to. Not ever again, and certainly not now.

      I grab the blanket tucked behind the driver’s seat as we step out of the cab. The trickling rushing sound of the waterfall - quieter in the summer - filling the silence across the glacial pool from where I’ve parked.

      I hop into the back of the truck and kick the tailgate down, putting the blanket down before I reach out with my hand, grinning as I help her up.

      It’s like second nature, being here and doing this. Hell, we did this before we were a thing, too. When I first got my license, I drove her up here so we could watch for falling stars.

      It was later when we came up here for other reasons.

      Other reasons like the night she gave herself to me for the first time. It was furtive and stuttered, but damn was it perfect - like a dream now, wrapped in gauze.

      She blushes as we lay back, the night going dark as the sun goes down over the cliffs of the falls.

      “Been a while, huh?”

      She rolls her eyes in the semi-darkness. “You brought me here jut to make me blush, didn’t you.”

      I laugh. “No, but I can keep going with that if you want.”

      “Okay.”

      I freeze, turning to look at her as she does the same. We’re face to face, breath to breath lying there in the back of my pickup. Her eyes glimmer in the light of the rising moon.

      Fuck it.

      I know I should keep my distance. I know she’s got a mountain of other things going on in her life right now, and I know historically, I’m the worst thing that’s ever happened to her.

      And absolutely none of that stops me from kissing her, right there and then.

      It’s small at first, just lip to lip. But she opens them and it grows hungrier. Her lips press hotly into mine, her tongue moving to meet mine. My hand slides to her cheek, cupping her jaw and drawing her even tighter to me before sliding into her hair.

      We’re moving closer together, writhing against the other. I roll on top of her, never breaking that kiss until I can feel her hands tugging at my shirt.

      Our clothes come off in a blur, her hands pulling at mine as I slip hers away. She wraps her legs around my waist and rolls us over, her mouth dropping to my chest. She kisses my skin, lingering over every tattooed line and every raised scar. I groan as she moves lower, and when those perfect wet lips of hers wrap around my cock, I’m fucking putty for her. Her mouth is warm, so insistent as she moves it up and down, stroking me with one hand while the other cups my balls.

      I sit up, reaching over her to slide my palm over the supple skin of her ass. I slide it between her legs, finding her wet and ready for me while she hums around my cock.

      She shrieks, the sound muffled, as I drag her around, bringing one of her legs over my head and pulling her towards my mouth.

      She pulls away from sucking me as I slide my tongue deep inside her slit, her moans soft and high in the moonlight as I taste her. I work my tongue in and out of her, using my hands to pull her back and forth on my mouth. I drag my tongue to her clit, lightly playing it across the little nub while I slide a finger inside of her.

      Her mouth drops back to my cock, inhaling me making me groan into her sweet pussy.

      I tease her higher and higher, loving that even after all these years, I know what makes her tick and what drives her crazy.

      I know what makes her come like I very much doubt she has since me.

      She explodes above me when I push her over that edge, my tongue swirling around and around her clit as my fingers stroke that place just inside. Her legs tighten around my head before her body goes limp, sprawled across mine.

      “Holy shit,” she mumbles out, idly stroking my throbbing cock as she looks back at me with nothing short of hunger on her face.

      She raises off of me, sliding down my torso until she’s hovering above my hips. I reach into my pants pocket for a condom, which she takes from me with an impish look. She pulls the foil apart and rolls it down my length, stroking and teasing me as she does so.

      And then she’s rising up, centering herself above me, and slowing sinking down onto me.

      We both moan when I’m sheathed entirely inside, and I rise up, wrapping my arms around her. My hands cup her breasts as she slowly starts to move up and down, rolling her hips as she rides me.

      I move my own hips to meet her, sinking deep on every thrust, groaning as her muscles grip and milk me. She moves slowly and purposefully, taking her pleasure as the stars move above and the water cascades across the rocks of the falls beside us.

      I move a hand to where we join, letting my fingers roll across her clit and making her cry out.

      “Lay back,” she whispers, turning over her shoulder at me, kissing me.

      I do, and flat on my back with her perched on me like that, I watch in awe as she starts to ride me like that. Her hair tossed back, her peach of an ass rising and falling in front of my eyes, swallowing my cock again and again.

      My hands guide her, reaching up to pull on her long hair just tight enough to make her cry out. We move faster, our breaths and her high, sweet moans drifting across me like honeysuckle.

      When she comes, I sit up again, wrapping her in my arms and rocking her through her orgasm before I go crashing over with her. I roar as I push in deep, seeing stars and feeling the world drop away from both of us as we collapse in a tangle into the blankets.
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* * *

      We go again later, this time face to face. I pin her hands above her head this time, like I know damn well drives her wild. And we never break eye contact as I fuck her slow and deep, her legs wrapped around my waist.

      We lie there after until it gets late, and I know it has to end even though I hate that it does.

      We drive back to town with her right against me on the bench seat of the truck, her head on my shoulder and the briny sea air drifting through the open windows.

      I stop a block before her parents’ house, and she grins as she looks up at me.

      “Just like high school, huh?”

      She laughs. “Yeah.”

      I don’t want this to end. I don’t want whatever this night was and what we keep finding again and again to expire. Not ever. I just don’t know how the fuck to tell her that. Or how the hell I expect her to hear that after what happened before.

      “Ivy-“

      She shakes her head, silencing me with a soft kiss.

      “We don’t have to go there,” she’s says quietly. “Not tonight.”

      She leans into me again, kissing me softly.

      “Goodnight, Silas.”

      “Goodnight, gorgeous.”
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      Morning sun steams in through the curtains of my childhood bedroom.

      Not much has changed in here. The same desk, the same white dresser, the same chair by the window. Heck, I’m lying in the same bed that’s been here since I lived in these four walls. Okay, the NSYNC and Lighthouse posters have thankfully been pulled down. But aside from that?

      Exactly the same.

      It’s late in the morning, but I’m still in bed, still glowing and grinning about the night before. I touch my lips, feeling like the same blushing teenager I once was, lying in this same bed thinking about the same boy kissing me.

      Its the same feeling I felt all those years ago. I might be twenty-six now, but I’m still getting the same butterflies I got after being kissed by Silas Hart for the first time behind our neighbor’s garage. I’ve got the same dopey grin on my face as the first time I truly let myself get lost in those sea-blue eyes of his.

      And I’m getting the same blush of heat through certain places in my body that I did the first time he slowly pulled my clothes off of me - the first time I took off his.

      “We don’t have to, not until you’re-”

      “I am ready.”

      I kiss him, holding his face.

      “I want this,” I say heatedly, feeling my heart racing in my chest. “I want you.”

      “You’re all I ever want,” he says softly, kissing me.

      I know I’m not his first, but if I ever thought that would bother me, it doesn’t. I don’t care about anything else actually, because I’m in love. We’re in love, and nothing else comes close to meaning anything besides that.

      We’re parked up by the falls, laying naked together in the back of his truck on a blanket, with the summer moon shining down and the falls gurgling like music in the background. He’s slow, and careful, and it doesn’t hurt like everyone says it will.

      In fact, he’s the best feeling I’ve ever felt in my life.

      I’m addicted after that. After that, we’re doing what we did that night all over again, every chance we get. And it’s like I love him more every single day.

      Later, what starts as a joking comment turns into reality. It turns into each of us saying yes in front of a priest, and putting a ring on the other’s finger.

      I never do lose those butterflies.

      And apparently, I really never did lose them. They just went into hiding over the last eight years. Because here I am in my bed, my fingers tracing my lips and still feeling the delicious soreness in my body from him the night before.

      I have NO idea what comes next. But here and now and whoever this is?

      It’s pretty perfect.

      I glance at my phone on my bedside table and roll my eyes. Twenty missed calls from my management company, another fifty texts. Utterly unsurprisingly, there are no missed calls from Blaine.

      I’m sure they’re freaking out, and I can picture Lori, my agency manager, tearing her hair out about the prospect of Blaine and I not being a “thing” anymore, and what that might do to my fan-base, and more importantly, my sales power.

      Fuck them. My fans are normal people, and they will completely understand the Blaine situation once I post something short and sharp about it. Hell, I’ll probably see an increase in sales and ranking after I do so.

      Grudgingly, I finally slide out of bed, and I’m pulling clothes on when there’s a knock at my door.

      “Yeah?”

      Sierra pokes her head in.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey.”

      She makes a sour face. “I heard about Blaine stopping by.”

      I roll my eyes and she scrunches up her face. “What a douche.”

      “Thank you.”

      She laughs. “Mom and Dad just want to see the good in everyone, you know that. I think they just really wanted to believe Blaine was…I dunno.”

      “Not a douche?”

      She grins. “I was going to say ’the one’. I mean, he’s not, well, you know, he’s not-” she trails off, but I know what she’s not saying.

      “He’s not Silas.”

      She nods, looking at the floor for a second before looking up at me with a sly grin. “Uh, speaking of which. I heard you got in pretty late last night?”

      “I plead the fifth.”

      She gives me a look. “Care to elaborate?”

      “You do know what pleading the fifth means, right?”

      Sierra laughs. “Fine, keep your secrets, even though I totally know where you were and who with.”

      “No you don’t.”

      She smirks. “Silas Hart? The falls?”

      My eyes go wide for second, totally betraying me, and she laughs. “Dude you’ve got grass in your hair, and a serious hickey on your neck.”

      My jaw drops as I jerk my hand to my neck, only to see my little sister’s eyebrows shoot up mischievously.

      “Well, I was kidding, but thanks for confirming that.”

      “Bitch.”

      She grins triumphantly, but then I decide to turn the tables on her.

      “And what time did you get home last night?”

      She blushes even though she tries to cover. “Oh, I stayed over.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Mhmm,” she says noncommittally, looking away.

      “At your friend’s house, right?”

      “Yep,” she says quickly before glancing back at me, her face still pink.

      “You uh, you do actually have grass in your hair, by the way.”

      “Ivy!”

      Our mom’s voice calls from downstairs.

      “Yeah?” I poke my head out of my room and glance down the staircase.

      “There are, uh, there are some people here to see you?”

      I groan.

      Now what.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Nope.” I shake my head furiously side-to-side. “No fucking way.”

      My dad raises a sharp brow at my language from across the kitchen, but he doesn’t say anything.

      “Ivy,” Lori sighs as she clasps her hands in front of her. “Ivy, this is damage control time.”

      “I don’t care what it is, I’m not doing it.”

      They can’t be serious.

      “You and Blaine are a business, Ivy,” Lori says sharply. “To be perfectly blunt, you’re commodities.”

      “Now you listen to me!” My dad suddenly growls, his face red and angry. I look at him and shake my head.

      “Dad, I’ve got this.”

      He’s mad. He’s mad like he rarely gets, but this time it’s actually making me smile.

      Stella apparently impressed upon Blaine to leave after I did yesterday, before sitting my parents down and explaining the situation to them.

      My dad was apparently ready to go after him with a golf club after that.

      He looks at me here in the kitchen, his eyes darting menacingly to Lori and the two members of her PR team standing timidly in the doorway.

      “Dad-” I smile wryly. “Let me handle this.”

      I turn back to Lori, smiling plastically. “My fans will understand, Lori. I’m going to post about the breakup today with a little fun note about Blaine and his other girls, and we all know the fans are going to eat that up with a silver-”

      “I’m just going to stop you right there, Ivy,” Lori says brusquely.

      Lori is all business. All New York sharpness and polish in her steel-grey business suit and pumps, all of which seems unbelievably out of place here in my parents’ farmhouse-style kitchen.

      “You’re both a business, Ivy.  You understand that we manage Blaine as well, right?”

      She raises a sharp brow, and my jaw drops.

      “Wait-”

      “I can’t let you tarnish his image, Ivy. That’d be bad for business.” She shrugs. “Not to mention a breach of your own contract.”

      Across the kitchen, Sierra is glaring daggers at Lori, and my dad mutters something under his breath through his scowl before my mom puts a hand on his arm.

      “You can’t actually expect me to do this.”

      “This” is the industry gala event Lori and the rest of the team apparently want me to attend, with Blaine as my date. They want me to smile for the cameras, model some new products, and act like I don’t want to punch the obnoxious loser next to me in the mouth.

      “The gala?” Lori smiles saccharinely. “I do, actually. We need you both there for exposure and branding power.”

      “I won’t do it,” I snap, folding my arms over my chest.

      “You’re contractually obligated, I’m afraid.”

      “And what happens if she doesn’t,” Mom says icily.

      Lori sighs like she’s an annoyance, which gets my blood boiling.

      “Contractually obligated, Ivy,” she says again, slower. “I don’t think we need to go into what happens if you break that.”

      “You actually want me to show up to some stupid event with Blaine and pretend we’re together.”

      “I actually do,” she says sharply. She taps something on her phone before she stands, smoothing her business suit.

      Efficient, cold.

      “You’re very good at what you do, Ivy. You’re witty, pretty, choose products well, and people like you. But this is the other side of the business, unfortunately. And I’m sorry to say, it’s the side that doesn’t move or change.”

      She nods at my family before turning to me.

      “Tonight, Ivy. We’ll send a car.”
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      “Hey.”

      He’s leaning against the main cabin looking out at the harbor, but he turns at the sound of my voice and grins.

      “I’m starting to think you just have a thing for houseboats, the way you keep showing up like this.”

      I smile as I stop over the side onto the boat. “Hey, you live here.”

      I shriek as he suddenly scoops me up into his arms.

      “And yet you keep coming around,” he murmurs. “You must kind of like me or something.”

      He kisses me and I’m falling right back into last night. I’m right back in the moment with just him and I with nothing else in the world mattering, just like it used to be. And I want to shove him into that cabin and pull his clothes off and do everything I’ve been waiting so long to do with him all over again.

      But that’s not why I’m here.

      He stiffens at the frown on my face. “What is it?”

      I sigh heavily, looking away. “I have to do something tonight.”

      “Does it involve me and a nice long drive somewhere, and maybe you in one of those short little sundresses I keep seeing on your Instagram page?”

      I bite my lip as I turn, shaking my head. “Sadly, no.”

      “Well?”

      “I have to go to Boston.”

      His face looks puzzled. “Okay, when should we-”

      “With Blaine.”

      The puzzled frown turns to a scowl.

      “Look it’s this stupid work thing. There’s an industry gala, and there’s going to be a lot of brand reps there, and Lori and the rest of the team think I should be there.”

      “Right, with Blaine.”

      He looks away, his eyes going distant.

      “Silas, it’s not like that.”

      He nods, his face still dark.

      “It’s this contractual thing. We poll better with fans as a couple or something.”

      “So you’re going with Blaine, as a fucking couple?” His eyes flash at me, and I can see the muscles of his shoulders bunch under his t-shirt.

      “Silas, I have to do this. I’m contractually obligated to pretend I’m ‘with’ him tonight.”

      “Yeah, well, shouldn’t be too hard,” he mutters.

      I slide my arms around him, trying to grin into his scowling face. “Oh, c’mon. What are you, jealous?”

      He turns back to me. “Yeah, Ivy, I am.”

      I roll my eyes. “Of Blaine?”

      “Yes!” he snaps. “Yes, I’m fucking jealous of Blaine, and every other guy who got to be with you while I was gone.”

      I can feel a sharp heat rise up inside as I narrow my eyes and pull away from him. “Okay, first of all, it’s not like you were off on military service or something and I was supposed to wait for you.”

      “That’s not what I-”

      “And second of all,” I cut him off. “‘Every guy’? What the fuck is that supposed to be mean?”

      He shakes his head. “I didn’t mean it like-”

      “I’ve dated three guys since you, Silas. Three relationships in eight damn years.”

      “Ivy, I wasn’t implying-”

      “Because you were gone, Silas! And after you left, I didn’t have the capacity to see ‘other guys’.”

      I stare at him, shaking my head and feeling the scorn tumble out. “You keep talking about how much you missed me and how much it sucked for you to leave but do you have any fucking idea what it did to me? I didn’t even sleep with another boy until I was twenty, you know.”

      His face tightens. “I’m sorry, Ivy.”

      “Yeah, well, me too.”

      I shake my head before I lean in and quickly kiss his cheek. Then I’m turning on my heel and stepping back onto the dock.

      Silas frowns. “Hang on, where are you going?”

      “To Boston, with fucking Blaine, because I can’t have this conversation for the hundredth time again.”
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      Well that could have gone better.

      I’m sulking later, laying back in the deck chair on the roof of my boat with my feet kicked up.

      She’s in Boston by now, with that douchebag. And I get it. I’m not actually childish or jealous enough to think she’s there for any other reason besides that she has to be there.

      But that doesn’t mean I have to like it.

      The other part of this is the sort of ambiguity we’ve fallen into here. I mean we’re falling right back into the old ways and going down the same paths we took all those years before, but we haven’t actually addressed that.

      We haven’t said what that is, or what it means.

      I mean, we’re married, but that joke’s getting old and I know it.

      Are we friends? Friends who fuck? Or is it something more?

      I want that third one. I want the third one and then some. I want everything with Ivy that I always assumed I’d have before it all went to shit. I want everything with her that I promised to her in vows spoken in a church rectory.

      Acting like a selfish, jealous little jackass earlier was hardly the way to show her that.

      I slump back in the chair and frown at the small ferry in the distance as it putters around the breakers.

      My personal storm-cloud is broken though by the pitter-patter sound of small feet running down a pier. I turn and grin as I see Stella with her son running ahead of her coming down the docks towards me.

      “Carter!” She catches up with him, swinging him up into her arms. “No running on the dock, honey.”

      He squirms, but she hoists him up and raspberries his belly, melting his little scowl away in a fit of giggles.

      I smile as I climb down from the roof of the boat. “What are you two doing down here?”

      I reach out and help Stella climb aboard.

      “I thought you might want a friendly face.” She gives me a wry look. “And I also thought you might want to actually meet your nephew.”

      I do a double take, blinking at her.

      My nephew, as in, family.

      She pushes her fingers through her hair and holds my eyes with a fierce gaze. “Look, I know, okay? About you and Ivy.”

      My jaw drops. “What do you-”

      “I know,” she says quietly, jerking her hand up and flashing her bare ring finger at me with a meaningful look.

      Oh.

      Shit.

      I stare at her, dumbfounded. “She told you?”

      Stella nods. “Pretty sure I’m the only one she did, but yeah.” She shakes her head at me. “Jesus, Silas, she had to tell someone after you left like that.”

      I meet her hard gaze. “I’m not the monster you think I am, Stella. You know that.”

      “I knew that,” she says, her eyes narrowing. “But that was before you left.”

      She leans closer out of toddler earshot. “By the way, I’m not quite ready to forgive you for doing that, either.”

      “You know it’s complicated.”

      She smiles thinly. “Yeah, heard that one before, sport,” she says, nodding meaningfully at Carter. “That’s a guy favorite for why they can’t act like men.”

      I glare at her, but she holds it, throwing it right back at me.

      I break first, looking away before glancing down at her son. Bright blue Hammond eyes, tow-headed blonde like his mom.

      I hate that I wasn’t around for this.

      Stella was basically my older sister growing up, even if we’re the same age. She’s always acted older, and she grew up fast. Had a kid fast, that’s for sure. And God should I have been there for this. For one, I wish I’d been there when Carter was born, to be the uncle I should have been. Well, secret uncle, or something.

      The other part of me wishes I’d been here so I could have knocked the teeth down the throat of the dumb prick who walked away from her when she was pregnant.

      “So, you’re Carter, huh buddy?”

      He moves behind his mom’s leg.

      Stella sighs. “Carter it’s okay honey, this is your Uncle Silas,” she says, shooting me a look.

      I kneel, smiling at him. “How’s it going, little man?”

      “Good,” he mumbles quietly, eyes wide.

      “You’re being good for your mom, right?”

      He nods, wide-eyed.

      “Good boy.”

      He smiles.

      “Can I get a high five?”

      He grins wider and nods as I raise my palm. He smacks it, and I glance up to see Stella smirking.

      “I’m trying to make things right, Stel,” I say as I stand. “I’m trying to be the man I need to be here. I’m not running from this, not anymore.”

      She nods slowly, her eyes sizing me up before the corners of her lips pull up just enough to count as a grin.

      Well, at least I’ll be counting it.

      I turn back to Carter. “You like fishing, buddy?”

      “He’s four, Silas.”

      “Well, high time he learned then.”

      She gives me a look.

      “I could show him how to pick a lock or steal a candy bar if you’d rather.”

      Her look sours, but she looks away to try and hide the grin that comes to her face.

      “C’mere, buddy.”

      I duck into the wheelhouse and grab a spool of fishing line and a lure hook from the rusty old tackle box that was in there when I rented the place. I lace on the lure and cut off a length of line before I kneel next to Carter at the back of the boat. He looks on with big, wide eyes as I show him how to hold on and dangle the line over the side.

      I turn back to Stella, who looks reluctantly impressed.

      “So. You and Ivy are….?” she trails off, raising a brow at me.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know what we are, but I’m working on it.” I hold her look. “I’m not giving up this time.”

      Stella moves next to me, her hand ruffling her son’s hair as he stares intently down the line into the water.

      “Silas, I wanted you to meet Carter, and I want to believe things are good now, but I haven’t totally forgiven you.”

      “You know why I left.”

      She nods. “I know why, but that doesn’t mean I like it. You were better than all that, Silas.”

      I shake my head. “No, I wasn’t.”

      I glance down at my nephew, feeling anger at all the years I missed, but also this glowing warm feeling at being so close now to what I’d always wanted.

      Family.

      “You all wanted me to be better than that, but I wasn’t.” I look up into Stella’s eyes. “But I am now.”

      Carter suddenly screeches as he looks up at me sharply with a wild look on his face and the line jumping in his small hands.

      Stella laughs. “Did he actually catch something?”

      I kneel next to Carter, who’s cackling away as I help him pull the line up out of the water with the flip-flopping 2-inch flounder flailing around at the hook.

      “Fish!” he says with almost wonder, his eyes round as he stares at his tiny catch.

      “Yeah, buddy!” I throw my hand up for another high-five, and he smacks it. “You got one!”

      I take it cleanly off the hook for him, letting him see it flop in my hand before I toss it back into the water.

      He giggles.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Stella,” I say as I stand. I glance back at Carter.

      “I’ve got a lot of making up for lost time to do.”
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      “Hi.”

      I glare at Blaine’s smug, tanned, bleach-toothed face in the hotel lobby.

      “Oh, hi.”

      “Ivy,” he reaches out to touch my arm but I pull away.

      “Contractually obligated, Blaine,” I say icily. “That is the only reason I’m here right now.”

      He nods, looking contritely at the floor. “That’s fair, I deserve that.”

      I roll my eyes. “Please don’t play the victim card. Spare me.”

      He nods again. “Thanks for being here.”

      “I told you, contractually-”

      “No, I know, it’s just-” he shrugs. “Ivy, your brand is better than mine, and we both know it. I know you’re carrying me, and I just want to say thank you.”

      “Please don’t.”

      I’m literally counting the minutes until this ridiculous thing is over. I’m here to mingle, smile for the branding teams from sneaker and cosmetic companies, and eco-travel destinations. I’m going to smile, I’m going to shake some hands, snap some pictures where I pretend I don’t want to drown Blaine in the punch bowl, and then I’m going home.

      To Silas.

      “Ivy, I know you don’t believe me, but that whole thing from before, that really was a photoshoot. There’s no one else.”

      “That’s great, Blaine,” I say evenly, not smiling.

      “I have to go.”

      “So we’ll meet here in the lobby before we head out?”

      “Fine.”

      I think he’s about to say something else, but I ignore him as I turn and step towards the elevator banks. The doors to one open, and I blink as I suddenly come face-to-face with my assistant.

      “Ainsley!”

      She jumps at my sudden greeting before she focuses on me “Oh, Ivy!”

      I throw my arms around her. “What are you doing here?”

      She frowns as she pulls away. “Uh, my job?”

      I grin. “Sorry I meant I didn’t know you were here here. Are you staying in the hotel?”

      She nods. “Yeah, Lori and her crew put me up for tonight too.”

      “So how’s Boston been? You’ve just been staying with your friend?”

      She blinks quickly. “What?”

      “Your friend? Isn’t she someone you went to college with?”

      Ainsley clears her throat. “Oh, right, yeah. It’s been fun. How’s home been?”

      I arch my brows. “It’s been…interesting.”

      “What happened with that guy you hit on the pier?”

      I laugh. “It’s a very long story.”

      She glances down at her wrist watch. “Can it wait? You have to be ready in two hours or Lori is going to have a fucking meltdown.”

      I grin again and give her another quick hug. “I’m so glad you’re here for this shit-show.”
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* * *

      After a long, hot shower, I check my reflection in the mirror in the hotel room mirror. Lori and her team have picked out this slinky black thing with tiny shoulder straps and silver sequins that wash down one side like a wave. I have to give her credit, it looks great.

      I finish piling my hair up on top of my head, the slight curl I’ve given it post-shower falling to my shoulders and giving me that “casually elegant without trying” look that I’ve actually spent the better part of two hours trying to nail.

      People always forget, even when they do it themselves, that the photographs people post online are the best of a bunch you took. We all forget that what people post about themselves is the highlights reel - the polished and shined side of what are ultimately the same, plain, everyday lives we all have. The same rough patches, the same bad hair days, the same hangovers, regrets, second thoughts, and heartbreaks.

      I frown as I think of the way I walked away from Silas down at the docks before I left - at the way I snapped at him like that. Being home in Shelter Harbor and being around him - it’s bringing it all back. It was never simple with us, but I just want it to all be how it was back then.

      Fresh, innocent, fearless.

      We were like little kids who go barreling down the hill on their bikes - fearless because they don’t know they can get hurt. It’s not until you do fall, and realize how much that hurts, that you’re suddenly more guarded, and more cautionary in how you do it the next time.

      I want to unlearn the hurt. I want to forget the history and the regrets and the broken hearts.

      I pick up my phone and call him, but my face falls as it goes to voicemail. I try a second time before sighing and stuffing the phone into my clutch and meeting my own eyes in the mirror again.

      I take a deep breath.

      Okay, time to do this.
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* * *

      “Where the fuck is he?”

      I’m pacing downstairs, checking the clock on the far wall of the lobby and grinding my teeth.

      Blaine’s late, of course.

      I mutter under my breath. “Seriously, he’s had two damn hours to put a fucking suit on. What’s taking him so long?”

      Ainsley is silent when I look up.

      “Ains?”

      “Hmm?” She jerks her head up as if I’ve just startled her out of her thoughts.

      “Blaine?”

      She blinks. “Yes?”

      “Do you know what’s keeping him?”

      “Oh,” she blinks again, looking bizarrely and very uncharacteristically unfocused and scatter-brained. “I don’t know?”

      I groan. “Okay, I’m going to do this stupid event, but I am not going to be late because Blaine’s rubbing tanner on his face or whatever he’s doing.”

      I scowl as I turn and storm towards the elevators.

      “Whoa, where are you going?”

      My storming away breaks Ainsley out of her weird daze as she comes scurrying after me.

      “To drag Blaine down here so we can get this thing over with.” I jab my finger at the elevator button.

      “I’m sure he’s coming, Ivy.”

      “Well he will when I go drag him out by the collar.”

      “Ivy, we should just wait.”

      Ainsley is frowning and checking her watch skittishly, but she follows me into the elevator.

      Blaine’s shirt is unbuttoned when he answers the door to my impatient knocking.

      “Oh, uh-”

      His eyes dart from me to Ainsley standing behind me.

      “Um, hey?”

      I roll my eyes. “Are you seriously not ready yet?”

      He blinks quickly, his eyes darting between Ainsley and I again. “Yeah, sorry, I got distracted.”

      I follow him into the suite as he tucks his shirt into his suit pants and grabs his jacket from the back of a chair. He stops in the mirror, posing with these ridiculous facial expressions, as if he’s trying out for the cover of GQ instead of going to a stupid vendor gala.

      Ainsley is wringing her hands, standing just inside the doorway when I glance up at her.

      “Ains.”

      “Yeah?”

      I give her a small smile. “Relax, we won’t be late.” I turn and sigh heavily at Blaine, who’s still preening in the mirror.

      “So long as someone gets their fucking hair in place so we can go?”

      Blaine looks up, smiling. “Well, shall we?”

      I roll my eyes again as I turn to my assistant. “Ains, can you call for the car?”

      Her face is white as she frowns.

      “Ainsley?”

      She swallows. “I, uh, I can’t find my phone.”

      I furrow my brow at her. “You sure you’re feeling okay today? You look ill. Is it in your bag?” I nod at the huge shoulder bag she’s hardly ever without.

      Ainsley frowns as she starts to dig through it. “I- I don’t know.”

      I sigh another exasperated groan as I open my clutch. “Look, I’ll just call it.”

      “No! That’s-” She looks up at me quickly. “That’s okay, I’m sure it’ll turn up.”

      “Why are you being so weird?”

      I give her another curious look as I hit the call button on my phone.

      Her phone rings its distinctive tone - the theme from Friends, and I watch as her face goes white.

      The phone rings again, and I’m still staring expectantly at her bag, even though that’s not where the sound is coming from, when it suddenly hits me.

      I turn slowly at the sound of the television theme song ringing melodically from across the room.

      …From somewhere in Blaine’s bed.

      I look up to see him looking at me in the same weird, slightly fearful way she is, and then it all clicks.

      Oh, wow.

      I’m dizzy from it, turning to stare at the two of them as Ainsley’s tell-tale phone goes quiet in the silence of the room.

      “Wow,” I say quietly, shaking my head and locking eyes with my assistant - my friend.

      She looks away quickly.

      “This is actually amazing,” I mutter before barking out a humorless laugh.

      “Blaine, you have outdone yourself.”

      “Ivy, it’s-”

      “Right, not what I think it is, is that it?” I look at him pitifully. “Please, spare me.”

      I turn back to my assistant, this time narrowing my eyes at her until she looks up mournfully at me.

      “And you?” I tsk as I shake my head.

      “Ivy-”

      “Go fuck yourself. Or Blaine, I honestly don’t even care.”

      And then I’m gone, storming down the hallway.

      I take the elevator to my floor, grabbing my things from my room and shoving them in my overnight bag.

      I don’t even stop to change.

      And then it’s down to the lobby, out the front door, and directly into a cab to North Station.

      Because I’m not upset, and I’m not even that angry.

      I’m just tired.

      And I want to go home.
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        Ivy

      

    
    
      The late train from North Station to Shelter Harbor is mostly empty. A few drunks, the odd late-shift waiter or bartender.

      I get some strange looks at the black and sequined cocktail dress I’m still wearing, but I don’t care. I’m tired, I’m drained, and inside my head, I’m closing the Blaine chapter of my life with a satisfied click.

      Because I’m going back to an earlier one - a better one.

      I’m going home, and right now, I just want my husband.

      I need my lighthouse.

      The cab driver I get at the Shelter Harbor train station gives me s strong look when I have him drop me off at the docks, but I pay it no mind. I slip off my high heels and walk barefoot down the pier, listening to the sound of the tide washing again the underside of the wooden docks.

      His houseboat is dark, but I know he’s there.

      I climb over the side and slowly open the door to the cabin. I watch him for a moment as he sleeps, his bare chest rising and falling in the glow of the moon. The dress slips from my shoulders, pooling on the floor before I slip my panties down my legs to join it there.

      There are no words, I just slide into bed with him, smiling as I find him as naked as I am under the thin sheet draped across his lower body. He stirs as my hands slide across his skin, turning to blink at me in surprise before I silence whatever he’s about to say with a kiss.

      I pull away slowly to see him grinning at me with a curious look on his face.

      “You’re back.”

      I nod, and his brow suddenly knits.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I smile. “Nothing.” I lean into him again, kissing his lips.

      “Nothing is wrong.”

      “How’d it go?”

      I roll my eyes. “What if we saved the talking until tomorrow.”

      “I think I can work with that.”

      And then there really are no words.

      He pulls me into him, kissing me deeply as his hands trace down the small of my back. I melt into him, feeling his skin hot against mine in the humid summer evening air and feeling the throbbing hardness of his cock against my thigh.

      His hands slide to my ass, pulling me hard against him, making me shiver as I feel him pulse there between my legs. Fingers slide across my ass, down further and deeper between my thighs. I lift one leg up and over his hip as his fingers trace across the dripping wet heat of my pussy, making me moan into his mouth.

      We roll over as he pulls me on top of him. And before I can do anything, those strong, powerful and demanding hands of his are pulling me up his hard, inked body towards his lips and his tongue..

      I whimper as he settles me onto his mouth, and when his tongue slides deep inside of me, I cry out. His hands hold me by the hips, pulling me tightly to his mouth as he slowly licks me - teasing me, tasting me, making me gasp as his tongue finds my clit. My hands slide up my own body, teasing over my breasts and pulling at my nipples before sliding up to my hair.

      I toss my head back, letting my eyes close and letting him rock my hips against his mouth, letting myself melt as he fucks me with his tongue. He moves faster and faster, his tongue swirling around my clit sending lightening through my body. His hands slide around to my ass, gripping at the curves there, holding me to his mouth. He spreads me wide, and I whimper as I feel his finger tease around my ass as his tongue curls around my clit.

      And when I come, it’s like a storm crashing against the shore. I cry out sharply, my hips bucking against his face and my body shattering as his tongue and his fingers drive me over the edge.

      I’m still shaking - still gasping for air - when he rolls us over. He starts to reach for his bedside table, but I stop him, bringing him down to kiss him fiercely instead.

      “Just you,” I whisper, feeling insane and crazy, and drink off my desire for him.

      “I want to feel you like we did that time.”

      “That time” being the time frantic and panting making out in the cab of his truck led to clothes being pulled from sweaty bodies, only to realize there wasn’t a condom to be found.

      The time I rode him bare - skin to skin and the notion of how risky it was only making it all the hotter.

      I stroke his face as he hovers above me, my legs spread for him.

      “I just want to feel you inside of me,” I say quietly, arching my hips up towards him and gasping as I feel the throbbing head of his cock slip across my opening.

      His eyes flash at me as he leans down to kiss me hard. He pulls back, sitting up as his hands slide down my legs from my ankles to my thighs, spreading them wide and pushing them up and over his shoulder. He eases against me, his thick head slipping between my slick folds and making us both moan.

      Slowly, he drives inside, filling me up with every thick, throbbing inch of him as I cry out. He leans down again, capturing my mouth with his as he eases out, leaving just the head inside before he pushes back in to the hilt.

      Oh God yes.

      I can feel him bare inside of me, my pussy clutching at his shaft and feeling him throb so deep and so hot inside of me. Silas groans into my lips as he starts to fuck me like that, his hands holding me by the backs of the knees as he pumps in and out with deep, even strokes. He sits up, his hand sliding to my ankles and holding them up in the air as his hips pound into mine again and again.

      I can feel my pulse racing, the breath hitching in my lungs as he fills me again and again, his eyes never leaving mine as he fucks me closer and closer to another orgasm.

      He reaches for my hand, bringing it to his mouth and sucking on my finger as I moan for him. He brings it down, placing my hand on the place where we join and letting me feel the slickness there as his cock pumps in and out of me. I start to rub my clit, my breath coming faster and shorter as my body starts to fall.

      “Oh, fuck, Silas-”

      But my words shatter before I can even tell him. I claw at the sheet beneath me, crying out as the climax roars through me.

      Silas groans as he fucks me through my orgasm, before suddenly he pulls out and grips his slippery cock firmly in his hand. He pumps himself twice before suddenly he roars as he paints my soft belly and breasts with his sticky cum.

      We both gasp as he rolls next to me, gathering me in his arms as I shake against him.

      “Holy shit, did you actually get better at that somehow?”

      I can feel him grin into the top of my head.

      “Hang on.”

      He slips from the bed and pads to the bathroom, where I hear water running. He returns a second later, a washcloth in his hand as he gently cleans my skin.

      He grins sheepishly at me. “I wasn’t sure if you-”

      “I’m on the pill.”

      He arches a wicked brow at me, his lips curling at the corners. “Oh?”

      I nod as he tosses the washcloth away and crawls over me, easing down to kiss me.

      “Well in that case, I’m thinking maybe we should do that again,” he murmurs against my lips before dropping his mouth to my ear and nipping at the lobe with his teeth.

      “And this time, I don’t think I should pull out until I fill you up with every drop of my cum.”

      I whimper at his words, shivering as I feel his cock start to grow again against my thigh.

      “Now?”

      He grins as he pulls back from my neck. “Got somewhere better to be?”

      I shake my head. “Not in the slightest.”

      My hand slides up into his hair as I pull him down to kiss me, melting against him.

      I have nowhere I’d rather be than right here in bed with him, and as I roll on top of him and feel his hardness pulse between my thighs, I’m pretty sure neither of us is leaving here until we make up for a lot of lost time.
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        Silas

      

    
    
      It’s a light grey outside, barely morning, when the phone buzzing across my nightstand wakes me.

      I blink in the misty dawn, momentarily stopping to grin at the face sleeping against my chest, her blonde hair teasing and tickling my nose.

      But the phone goes again, and reluctantly, I reach for it, frowning at the local number I don’t recognize.

      “Silas?”

      Her voice is broken and delicate sounding - hushed and scared.

      I frown. “Stephanie?”

      There’s a soft sobbing sound that comes hitching through the phone, and I sit up slightly, alertness flooding into me.

      “Steph, what’s wrong?”

      Ivy stirs against my chest, her eyelids fluttering against my skin before she slowly raises a sleepy face my way.

      “Silas, can you-” Stephanie’s voice hitches again over the phone. “Your uncle, he-”

      For one horrible, fucked-up and excited second, I think maybe he’s dead.

      She sobs. “He’s been drinking and, and-”

      Her voice breaks.

      “Steph, you need to tell me what happened.”

      “He didn’t mean it, Silas,” she says quietly. “I know that.”

      My eyes narrow as I sit up fully then. “Steph, what. Happened.”

      “He just, he just- I don’t know what I did, Silas. I don’t know what I did to make him so angry.”

      My blood runs cold, the anger flaring up inside of me.

      “Steph, did he hit you?”

      Ivy’s awake now, her own brow wrinkled as she looks at me.

      “Can you just come over,” Steph says, her voice a whisper again. “I think he just needs some one here to- I- I don’t-”

      “Steph, I’m on my way.”

      I toss the phone to the side as I start to swing my legs out of bed.

      Ivy chews on her bottom lip, looking at me worriedly. “Everything okay?”

      “It will be,” I growl, yanking pants and a shirt on. “Look, stay here. I’ll be back soon.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The front door to Declan’s house is half open. But whatever sense of nagging dread I feel walking up to the place turns to ice in my veins at the sound of a scream as I step inside.

      I dash into the living room to see Stephanie on the floor with my uncle standing above her with his fist raised.

      “Declan!” I roar, grabbing his arm and twisting it behind his back before he can strike her again. I yank him away from her and slam him against the wall as he bellows at me.

      “Oh fuck off, you little cunt!”

      I slam him back against the wall by the shoulders, rattling framed pictures and shelves of china he’s never used.

      “You keep your hands off her!” I bellow in his face, knocking him against the wall again.

      He reeks of whiskey, his face red and puffy and his eyes wild. But he stops fighting me. His eyes narrow as he sneers out a grin.

      “Oh, now he’s interested in family going-ons.”

      “This isn’t a family ‘going-on’, you prick, this is you beating on your fucking wife.”

      His eyes narrow again as his lip curls.

      “She call you?”

      Steph sobs quietly behind me.

      “Did she?”

      I shake my head. “You’ve been drinking, Declan.”

      He sneers at her over my shoulder

      “You suck his dick too you little whore?”

      “That’s enough!” I shove him into the wall again. “Dec, I’m warning you.”

      “You’re warning me what, kid.”

      I glare at him.

      “You need to calm down.”

      He bares his teeth for a second like a cornered dog, looking like he might try and fight me again before he goes still under my hands.

      He breathes.

      “I’m going to let you go,” I say steadily.

      “Goddamn right you are.”

      “Declan.”

      He glares at me.

      “Fine.”

      I slowly drop my hands from his shoulders, my stance still ready to pounce.

      “What’s this about, Dec.”

      He laughs bitterly. “Jesus Christ kid, you want nothing to do with me and now you’re interested. Shit, if you’re feeling that curious, I’ve still got that job I could tell you about.”

      “You’re still stuck on that, huh?”

      His lip curls again. “Yeah, kid, I’m still stuck on the twenty million that’ll be sitting in the strong box in the North Shore Shipping manager’s office after their big fundraising hoopla.”

      I stare at him. “You’re talking about the ‘Carry On’ fundraiser.”

      He nods, and I cringe.

      “The fundraiser for fallen firefighters?” I shake my head, staring at him with a new level of disgust. “You’re fucking unbelievable, Declan.”

      “Oh fuck off, kid. It’s twenty mil, and those firefighters have fucking life insurance and union pensions. The fuck do they need that kind of money for?”

      “They don’t, Declan. It’s for their families you asshole.”

      He shrugs. “Not my fucking problem. All work has risk. They knew theirs, I know mine.” He jabs a finger at my chest. “Don’t pretend that fucking the Reverend’s daughter again suddenly gave you a fucking conscious.”

      I growl low in my throat, but he wags a finger at me. “Your cut would be five million, kid. Put that in your pipe and smoke it.”

      “I told you, I’m not interested.”

      “Jesus Christ, what fuckin happened to you, kid.”

      Declan pushes me way as he stumbles for the bar cart in the corner of the room and grabs a bottle of Jameson.

      I frown as he pours himself a glass.

      “Dec-”

      “Fuck off, you’re not my Ma.”

      There’s a sniffling sound behind me, and I turn back to Stephanie, still cowering in the corner of the room.

      “Steph, maybe you should go.”

      She blinks, like she’s not really hearing me. Declan pokes me in the back with a boney finger.

      “I need you for this job, kid.”

      “I’m not doing it. Not in a million fucking years, Dec.”

      He sways on his feet, whiskey sloshing. “It’s too much to walk away from, and you damn well know it.”

      “Dec, I can only say no so many fucking times.”

      He looks at me silently, nodding.

      “Alright,” he mutters, his eyes narrowing at me. “Fine, you want to play that game?”

      “I don’t want to play games, Declan, I just-”

      “You’re doing it.”

      I sigh. “I don’t think you’re hearing me-”

      “Did you know car accidents are the number four killer in this country? Number four, kid.” He shakes his head as he takes a drink. “You know, it’d be a damn shame if that family had another crash disrupt their lives.”

      I go still.

      “Accidents happen all the time, kid.” He chuckles, sipping his whiskey. “But shit, you already knew that, didn’t you?”

      “You wouldn’t,” I growl, my muscles tightening and my hands clenching into solid fists.

      “Wouldn’t I?” He grins. “It’s twenty mil, you prick. There ain’t a whole lot I wouldn’t do for that.”

      I bare my teeth as I take a step towards him, fists raised. “You don’t go near that family,” I growl.

      “And I won’t.” He shrugs. “If you do the job.”

      “I could kill you right here instead.”

      He laughs. “No, you couldn’t.” He chuckles through another drink. “Trust me, kid, I know killers, and you ain’t one.”

      “I’m warning you, Dec.” I grab his shirt, my fists raise.

      He grins.

      “You gonna hit me, kid? Go ahead, hit me.”

      I can feel the punch. I can imagine my fist knocking that smug, sleepy grin off his face right here in his own house.

      But I don’t.

      He shrugs, like he knew I wouldn’t.

      “Or don’t, your call. But I swear to God you’ll do this job, or my threat holds.”

      He knocks my hand from his shirt and straightens it before stumbling into the other room with his drink.

      I turn back to Steph, who’s on her feet now in the far corner of the room staring at me with big, wide, tear-stained eyes.

      “We should go.”

      She blinks. “Go?”

      I step across the room and take her arm. “Yes, go. I’m taking you out of here, Steph.”

      She frowns. “But I live here, Silas.”

      I stare at her. “Stephanie, he hit you.”

      “I- I know,” she says quietly.

      She looks down at her feet, picking at her cuticles.

      “He’s just drunk, Silas. He didn’t mean nothing.”

      I blink. “Stephanie-”

      “Thank you, Silas.” She looks up, smiling crookedly. “For coming over, I mean.”

      She reaches out and squeezes my arm. “You’re one of the good ones, you know.”

      “Steph, I can’t just leave you-”

      “I’m fine, Silas.” She smiles again, blinking as she’s reaches up and brushes a tear from her eyes. “I’m really fine.”

      I’m starting the truck up in the driveway when Declan comes stumbling out of his house. He leans against the door of my truck, pointing at me through the open window.

      “Family first, kid. I need you for this job, and you will fucking do it.”

      “The hell I am.” I start to put the truck into reverse, but he grabs my shirt.

      “Tell me I won’t’ do it, kid,” he growls, his whiskey breath sour as he leers close to me.

      “Tell me I won’t and see how wrong you are.” His brows knit. “Five million, kid. One last job. Shit, you don’t even have to tell her.”

      His lips curl into that evil smile.

      “Think about it. You could start that little side business I know you’ve been sniffing around about, and you could give that Hammond girl everything she’s always wanted. You could have it all, Silas - live the fucking dream. And all it takes is one easy job. Shit, we’re not even bringing guns on it, it’s that easy.”

      I stare straight ahead, pretending like I’m ignoring him.

      But I’m not.

      Slowly, my hand moves the gearshift into park before I even know what I’m doing.

      I grew up taking what I wanted, and what I needed. Consequences and morals be damned, the lure of the take that high you get from the rush of it was like a drug to me even back then. And now? Now it’s like I’ve gone straight and someone’s offering me one last hit. I’m sober, and someone’s dragging the edge of a needle across my skin, or letting me smell the sweet acrid aroma of alcohol.

      I’m a junky, and this is what falling off that horse feels like.

      I suck in a breath of air, staring straight ahead, but unable to ignore the devil on my shoulder - Declan, offering me the promise of finally going legit in this world. He’s offering me the life I want for one last sliver of my soul.

      And it’s getting harder to say no.

      But then all of a sudden, the dream and the fantasy of that life within my grasp goes drifting away like harbor mist, replaced by something new. Something better.

      Ivy.

      The fuck am I thinking?

      I have the life I want, or at least, I’m on the path to get that life. And this time, I’m doing it honestly. I’m doing it like a man.

      And I’ll be damned if I fuck that up again. Ever.

      I tighten my hands on the wheel as I turn to my uncle.

      “I’m going to say this one last time, Declan.” I narrow my eyes at him. “The answer is no. And I swear to God, if you try and hurt Ivy, or go anywhere fucking near her, I will bury you in the ground.”

      Declan just grins.

      “Oh, her?” He shakes his head, swirling the whiskey around his glass. “Shit, kid, you think I’d ever hurt poor little Ivy Hammond? What kind of monster do you think I am?”

      I’m opening my mouth to tell him exactly what kind of monster I think he is when he continues.

      “I ain’t going to hurt her, kid,” he grins at me.

      “I’m going to hurt the rest of them. The little sister maybe? The kid who’s leg you fucked up?” His eyes narrow at me as he smiles horribly. “How about that little one? The kid with the dad that ran off?”

      I roar as I start to shove open the truck door, but Declan stops it, shoving it shut again.

      “I’ll hurt every single fucking one of them but her, you little shit,” he hisses out, his face red and his eyes wild. “And I’ll make damn sure her and all the rest of them know exactly why. And she’ll hate you for it.”

      He jabs a finger at me through the open car window.

      “And when the light goes out of her eyes, and that little puppy-dog love bullshit you think you’ve got turns to ash around you?”

      He straightens up, his face pinched as he stares at me.

      “Then you’ll know exactly the kind of monster I am, kid,” he says quietly.

      The fight goes out of me like a snuffed out candle, and I blink as I sit back in the seat, feeling my heart racing.

      “When.”

      I say it with zero emotion, my heart sinking through my feet.

      Declan grins as he looks up at the grey early morning sky. “Bout three hours.”

      I whirl at him. “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      I can feel my pulse skipping, the horrible sinking feeling spreading through me like a disease as I stare straight ahead through the windshield.

      “No guns?”

      Declan’s still grinning at me, like he’s won.

      And he has.

      “No guns. One guard who’ll probably be sleeping. Two locked doors me and the boys can take care of, and one dial safe I need you for.”

      He knocks his knuckles against the car door.

      “Ten minutes of your life, Silas. Ten lousy minutes and you’ll walk with five mil and you can go do whatever you fucking want with the good Reverend’s daughter.”

      Ivy.

      I can’t just go do this. I can’t just leave her again without an explanation. Last time that cost me eight years and the only love in this world I’ve ever known, and I’ll be damned if I let that happen again. And even if every single cell in my body is screaming no, and screaming for me to run away from this and never look back, I know I can’t do that.

      Not when it’s their safety on the line.

      “I need to swing by my place first,” I say quietly.

      Declan laughs. “So you can spill it to your little girlfriend?” He snorts. “Not happening.”

      I shake my head. “No, I just need to change,” I lie, pulling at the grungy t-shirt I threw on before coming over.

      Declan eyes me. “Fine. We’ll swing by on the way.”

      He grins. “Now come have a fucking drink while we wait for John and the van.”

      I step from the truck in slow motion, like I’m watching my actions from outside my own body. The light starts to break across the harbor, the sun chasing away the creeping chill of the New England night.

      Except I can’t shake it.

      I’m still cold.

      Because something tells me, I’m about to make the biggest mistake of me life, again.

      And there’s nothing I can do to stop it.
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        Ivy

      

    
    
      It’s lighter out the second time I wake up, this time in an empty bed.

      Silas’s bed, where I spent the night.

      For a moment, there’s that initial hit of panic at having stayed here. The “now what” and “what does this mean” questions coming roaring up from inside.

      But only for a second this time. This time, I breathe, I exhale, and then I smile as I sink back into his bed, and I’m not scared anymore.

      This is freeing.

      This is home.

      I sink my face into his pillow, inhaling his scent and wrapping myself in it as I burrow under the sheets. This is exactly where I belong.

      Of course, it would be better if Silas himself were back here in this bed with me. I reach over and check my phone, grumping at the lack of messages or calls from him. I have no idea what time he left after getting the phone-call from Declan’s wife, but the sun is certainly a little brighter out now.

      And I miss him.

      The phone buzzes in my hand, startling me, and for a second my heart jumps thinking it’s him before I look at it.

      It’s Lori.

      Wonderful.

      I squeeze my eyes shut for a second, centering myself and getting myself ready for this conversation before I finally answer.

      “Hi, Lor-”

      “You left the event?!”

      Lori’s voice is tight and shrill.

      I shake my head, frowning. “Lori, I left because of Blaine.”

      “Ivy, for Christ’s sake, I thought we understood each other!”

      “He’s fucking Ainsley, Lori. He’s been cheating on me with my damn assistant!”

      Lori sighs exasperatedly into the phone. “Ivy, I don’t honestly care who Blaine sleeps with. Or you, for that matter, so long as you do what you’re supposed to do when it matters.”

      “Lori-”

      “No, Ivy, you listen. Image is important, and I thought you grasped that. This event was important, and you left a lot of important people in the lurch last night with your little disappearing act.”

      I scowl into the phone, the anger rising up. “Do you even care that Blaine wasn’t honoring his side of the contract?”

      “He was there, Ivy! As I said, I do not care whom either of you sleeps with! I don’t care if you hate each other, so long as you smile for the fucking cameras, engage the audiences, and play the damn roles you’re supposed to play! That’s it!”

      I swear under my breath. “This is insane.”

      “No,” Lori says sharply. She sighs. “Actually, Ivy, this is breach of contract.”

      I freeze.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Ivy, I thought I was clear about your terms with us, and what was expected of you last night.”

      “But Blaine-”

      “I do not care, Ivy. I apologize if that sounds cold, but that’s the way this works. You are a product, and we sell you. That’s what this relationship is, and I thought it was fairly mutually generous until you pulled this stunt.”

      I grit my teeth. “Fine, we’ll do some damage control. Look, are the vendors and brand reps still in town?”

      I can’t believe I’m actuality doing this.

      “I’ll come into the city right now. We can set up some brunch meetings, play it off like I was feeling ill last night and still-”

      “No, Ivy,” Lori says quietly and firmly. “I told you to go to that gala last night. I told you it was important.”

      “Lori, will you just listen to-”

      “This is going to have big consequences, Ivy,” she says icily.

      I narrow my eyes, sitting up in the bed.

      “And just what does that mean?”

      She sighs. “It means, Ivy, that you might want to get a lawyer.”

      I freeze, my stomach sinking in my gut.

      “What?”

      Lori sighs again. “I’m sorry it’s come to this, but a breach of contract is a breach of contract.”

      “This is ridiculous, Lori. You can’t actually be serious about this.”

      “I’m going to hang up now, Ivy,” she says sharply. “We’ll be in touch.”

      The line goes dead.

      What the hell just happened.

      Did I just get fired?

      Maybe you should get a lawyer.

      My head reels as I slide out of the bed and slip back into the dress from last night. A hundred thoughts stagger through my head - who I should call, what I should do, where I even begin to find a lawyer for this.

      I whirl, pacing the small room as it rocks gently on the waves. The panic starts to clutch at me, my breath coming fast ands my pulse pounding in my ear as the sick feeling from the conversation starts to wash over me.

      And all I want is for Silas to be here.

      I need my lighthouse.

      As if on cue, I hear the sound of footsteps coming down the docks towards me. My heart jumps a little, the pure need to feel his arms around me right now leaving me breathless as I duck out of his room and run for the door to the main deck.

      “Silas, I-”

      His face is grim, white, and drawn.

      And he’s not alone.

      “Well hello there, sweetness.”

      Declan stands a foot behind him flanked by three men in mostly black, a cigarette in his mouth and a smug grin on his face. He winks at me.

      “Damn, do I love being right about these things.” He chuckles, and I can see Silas’s face tighten.

      Declan gesturers at the two of us with his cigarette. “Knew I was right about you two kids.” He grins. “Dirty old habits, huh, Ms. Hammond?”

      Silas whirls on him. “You don’t talk to her, understand?”

      Declan grins and throws his hands up. “Whatever you say, kid.”

      Silas turns back to me, his eyes darting across my face.

      “Ivy-”

      “What is this?” I whisper, stepping towards him. “What’s he doing here?”

      Silas starts to say something, but Declan cuts him off.

      “Tick-tock, kid. Time waits for no man and all that. Let’s go.”

      “Silas-”

      “I have to go do something, Ivy,” he says quietly, his voice tight and his eyes searching mine.

      No.

      Oh God, no.

      And suddenly, I know exactly why Declan’s here. I know exactly what this is.

      I know what’s about to happen, because it’s like a horrible, horrible deja-vu from eight years ago.

      I’m right back to being in his arms, shaking my head with tears in my eyes as I look up at him, begging him not to go. I’m eighteen again, a ring on my finger and a choking grip on my heart as I plead with him to stay with me.

      “No,” I whisper, my eyes going wide as the realization of what this is washes over me horribly.

      I start to shake my head, my voice feeling like it’s drowning inside.

      “Silas, no, please-”

      “Ivy,” his voice almost breaks and he swallows thickly. “Ivy, I have to, you don’t understand.”

      I’m still shaking my head, may hand moving to grab his shirt.

      “No, you don’t. Just come home with me. Come back to the house with me, and we can tell them everything.”

      His eyes go wide for a second, as I realize I’ve just said out loud what I wasn’t even aware I was thinking.

      “I want to tell them about us. I want them to know, and to hear it from the both of us. Just please-”

      “Let’s go, kid.”

      Silas’s jaw tightens at the sound of Declan’s voice behind him. His eyes search mine as his hands come up to hold mine.

      “I- I have to, Ivy,” he says, his voice like sandpaper. “It’s going to be okay though, after this, it’s all going to be-”

      “It’s not,” I say pleadingly, feeling my heart start to crack. “You know it’s not.”

      “Ivy, I have to-”

      “I asked you once before not to do this, and you did,” I pull him closer to me, my hand moving up to touch his cheek.

      “And I lost you.” The tears start to trickle down my face as I bite my lip, gripping at him.

      “I don’t know if I’ll get you back this time.”

      “You will,” he says fiercely. “I swear to you-”

      “Now, kid.”

      Silas looks at me, his eyes burning right into mine.

      “I’m coming back, because I love you, Ivy.”

      I shake my head, crying now.

      “Please don’t say that.”

      “It’s true.”

      I press my face into his chest, my breath hitching.

      “If it’s true, then just stay.”

      I look up into his face, and for half a second, I think he might. For one flash of a moment, I think he’s going to stay, and come back to my parents’ house with me and tell them everything, and love me like I know he can.

      But then the moment passes.

      “I have to go.”

      He pulls away, and my heart shatters.

      “I’ll come back, Ivy-”

      But I don’t hear him. Instead, I’m pulling the necklace out of my dress and slipping it over my head.

      His face breaks.

      “No-”

      “I’m done, Silas,” I say quickly, shoving it into his hands.

      “I’ve carried it too long, and I’m done.”

      I push past him, push past Declan and his goons, and go running down the docks, the salt air cooling the tears streaming down my cheeks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          37

        

        Ivy

      

    
    
      I’m blinded by tears as I run down the dock, so much so that I don’t even see my sister until I literally run right into her.

      “Whoa! Hey!”

      I collapse into Sierra, shaking my head from side to side as I bury it into her shoulder. She throws her arms around me, pulling me close and stroking my back.

      “Hey now, hey…” She soothes into my ear, and the dynamic switch of my little sister comforting me almost makes me smile.

      “Thought I might find you here.”

      I sniff as I look up at her. “What are you doing here?” I mumble, pulling away and wiping my eyes dry with the back of my hand.

      “You weren’t answering your phone-” Her face tenses as she drags her teeth across her bottom lip.

      Something’s up.

      “What-”

      “There’s, uh…” She trails off and wrings her hands. “You should probably come home.”

      I frown. “Sierra-“

      “An FBI agent stopped by the house, Ivy.”

      What?

      Her face falls and she looks away from me.

      “You okay?”

      She turns back to me, a hurt look on her face. “Ivy, you’re married?”

      And that’s when the floor drops out. That’s when it suddenly feels like I’m floating in free-fall, flailing at dead air as the bottom rushes up to meet me.

      Oh my God.

      The wind goes out of my lungs and I stagger, turning to gasp for air as I stare out at the harbor, trying to focus.

      I turn back to my sister, shaking my head. “Sierra-”

      “Look, I’m not mad that you didn’t tell-” she trails off and looks at the dock beneath our feet.

      “Okay, no, I’m mad.” She looks up, a wry look on her face. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.”

      “I was going to,” I say softly, swallowing. “We were both going to, before…”

      I look away again, and I feel her hand on my shoulder, squeezing me.

      “Hey, I get why you didn’t.”

      I look up, almost hating to ask the question. “Does Dad…?”

      She nods. “Yeah the FBI guy sort of spilled the beans to everyone on that one.”

      I cringe, my face going white as I drop my eyes back to my feet.

      “It’s going to be okay, you know.”

      I can feel my head shaking as my eyes watch the ocean roll beneath the wooden slats of the dock.

      No, it’s not.

      Because there’s an FBI agent at my parents’ house, telling them the things I should have told them years ago.

      Because history is repeating itself.

      Because the man I love is about to break my heart all over again.

      And now it’s time to face the music.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Sit.”

      I nod slowly in the doorway to the living room.

      They’re all here - Dad, Mom, Rowan, and Stella. Sierra rubs my back gently as I swallow and slowly move into the room, still wearing my ridiculous evening gown. I sit at the far end of the sofa, Sierra sitting between Stella and I. Mom and Dad are in their favorite chairs by the fireplace, and Rowan’s pacing the floor by the windows looking almost more furious than my dad looks.

      Almost.

      “Why.”

      It’s barely phrased as question. I look up at my father, his eyes hard and focused as his hand strokes his silvered beard. It’s the only word he says, but it’s the only one that matters. I know it’s the only thing they’re all thinking anyways.

      Why.

      Why didn’t I tell them? Why did I marry the boy I shouldn’t have been with in the first place? And I want to say I don’t know the answer to either, but I do.

      Because I was scared.

      To the first question, I was scared about what they’d say. I was scared to have the conversation I’m going to have with them right now anyways.

      But it’s the answer to the second question, too. I was scared - scared of not taking that leap with the one who meant the world to me. I was scared of what it meant to not be with the one who held my heart.

      “Why didn’t you tell us honey?” Mom says quietly. She worries her hands in her lap, her brow wrinkling before she looks back up at me.

      “You’ve been married for eight years and we didn’t know?”

      “I was scared.” I swallow. “I was scared of what you’d say.”

      “Well you damn well should have been!” My dad erupts.

      Stella reaches over from her end of the couch and puts a hand on his arm.

      Rowan stops his pacing and glowers at me. “You married Silas.” He growls.

      I nod.

      “I’m going to fucking murder him.”

      Stella sighs loudly and glares at him. “Okay, everyone needs to calm down. And stop pacing while you’re at it.” She shoots a look at Rowan. “Sit.”

      Dad is still shaking his head, refusing to meet my eyes.

      “I just don’t understand, Ivy,” he mutters, still stroking his beard as if giving a Sunday sermon.

      “Dating the boy was one thing, but marriage?” He finally looks up at me. “Marriage is a serious thing, Ivy. I thought you understood that.”

      “I do.”

      But we were young, we were crazy, and it seemed like the only way to hold onto each other.

      I’m looking at my wringing hands in my lap, chewing on my lip as my dad sighs heavily again.

      “Ivy, I just do not understand why you’d tie yourself to a boy like Silas Ha-”

      “Because I love him!”

      The words burst from my lips like water from a broken damn. The words I’ve kept bottled up and held back, even from myself.

      I love him.

      Not past-tense, and not timidly.

      Fully, fiercely, and very much in the now.

      “I love him.”

      My family is silent, their eyes all fixed on me.

      My mother clears her throat. “You mean back then, right? When you were both too young to know what that means?”

      I can feel my heart pounding in my chest, my breath coming in heavy gulps as I face the music I should have faced eight years ago. It’s the music I should have faced before I let him walk out of my life.

      “No, that’s not what I mean.”

      My dad’s eyes flash as he looks at me, his brow knitting. “What was that?”

      “I said that’s not what I meant. Not past tense, not ‘back when I was young’.”

      I look up, looking right into my dad’s eyes.

      “Dad, I love him. I loved him back then, and I love him now, and that’s why we got married. It’s why we’ve been married for eight stupid years.”

      My dad glowers at me as he turns away. “You knew how I felt about you seeing him, Ivy. We gave that boy everything, but there’s no changing some people from doing what they were always going to do, or from becoming who they were always going to become.”

      “That’s not true,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “I beg to disagree!” Dad says heatedly, his face going red.

      Rowan is still glaring at me, his face tight, but I look at him pleadingly. He looks away, running his hand across his stubbled chin before dropping it to the knee of his bad leg and rubbing it.

      The leg from that night.

      Finally, he looks up at our dad.

      “Dad, you know it was me who went that night,” he says gruffly. “As much as you want to blame Silas instead of me for it.”

      Dad’s eyes narrow as he shakes his head at my brother. “Oh I blame you both for that night, but I also know you were only there because of him.”

      “No, Dad.” He shakes his head. “I went. My actions. Silas was there to stop me, and you know that.”

      “Ivy,” Dad exhales slowly, bringing a hand up to pinch the bridge of his nose before looking up at me.

      “You know I thought of Silas as another son of mine. And I want to believe he’s everything you want him to be.”

      He takes a deep breath, reaching for our mother’s hand before looking up at me. “But if he’s such a changed man, where is he now?”

      I look away.

      “Exactly my point,” he says softly.

      “We know where he is,” Rowan mutters from the chair by the window, still staring at he floor and rubbing his leg.

      He looks up at me with a strained look on his face. “And so does Agent Riley.”

      My heart lurches into my chest as the color suddenly drains from my face.

      No.

      No-no-no…

      I stand suddenly, stumbling, not knowing where I’m even going. I can feel the panic rising inside, clawing at my throat as the room starts to swim around me.

      And then suddenly, my dad’s there - his large arms holding me, hugging me close before I fall completely.

      “I’m sorry…”

      “I’ve never been mad at you for following your heart, honey,” he says quietly, rocking me as I start to cry.

      “I just never wanted to lose you because you did.”

      My mom comes over and hugs me as well, and then the tears really start to fall.

      “What can we do, honey?” Mom says, pulling me into her and stroking my back.

      I shake my head. “I think I’m just ready to go home,” I say quietly.

      “I think it’s time for me to leave.”
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      “Here, take this.”

      I look up from toying with the black ski mask in my hand to see Jerry, one of Declan’s “guys” looking at me blankly. I feel sluggish, my head still drowning slowly in my thoughts and my regrets - thinking of Ivy, and the way I just watched her run away from me.

      Something horrible inside of me wonders if this time, it really will be the last time I watch her do that.

      I blink at Jerry. “Huh?”

      He frowns and gestures down with his eyes. I follow them, and something seizes up in my chest.

      He’s holding a gun, handle towards me.

      “What the fuck is this?” I growl, finally finding my voice as I shake my head and lean away from the offered gun.

      Declan snorts from the front passenger seat. “It’s a nine millimeter, kid. The hell does it look like?”

      I narrow my eyes at him. “You said no guns.”

      “I lied.”

      Jerry chuckles. “No guns? Who the fuck do you think we’re ripping off here, a pizza place?”

      “You said no guns,” I say again, my voice cold and my pulse thudding in my veins.

      “Look I know what I said,” Declan turns, pulling his sunglasses down to look at me. “Deal with it.” He nods at the gun. “Take the fucking gun, kid. You probably won’t have to use it anyways.”

      Probably.

      It’s heavy in my hand - cold metal pressed into the hot palm of my hand. I check the safety, notice that there’s a round chambered, and then double check the safety again as we pull out of Declan’s ritzy neighborhood.

      What the fuck am I doing?

      There’s something screaming inside of me, there in the back of that van with a gun in one hand and a mask in the other. Because here I am making the exact same mistake I made eight years ago. I can lie to myself and say I’m doing this to protect the ones I love, but I know it’s more than that. I know that deep down, I’m drawn to this. Deep down, underneath the man I’d like to say I’ve become, I know I’m still the same thing I’ve always been.

      The wrong little boy, from the wrong side of town.

      The troublemaker.

      The rule breaker.

      The thief.

      Deep down, this comes naturally, and underneath the pain and the heartache and the regrets, I know there’s something else there.

      Excitement.

      It’s like a horrible little junky’s itch - the addiction of the steal creeping up inside like some sort of waking dragon.

      And I hate it. I hate it because it means no matter what I’ve said and done and strived for over the last eight years, I’m still the same fucking dumb kid looking for trouble that I was before.

      I think it was Einstein that said stupidity is doing the same thing again and again and expecting different results. And here I am doing the same damn thing all over again. Here I am on the same path, making the same mistakes. I am exactly the same guy I was all those years ago, making the same mistakes, breaking the same girl’s heart all over again.

      Except you’re not.

      The voice growls inside of me, tearing up from the depths of me and making my head spin.

      I’m fucking not the same dumb kid I was back then. I’ve grown up. I’ve bled, and made mistakes, and learned what it truly means to lose. Eight years ago I was an idiot doing some dumb shit with no conceivable idea of what the consequences would be. I was in love with a girl who I didn’t deserve in a million fucking years, and I thought I had something to prove to her.

      I thought I had something to prove to myself about being good enough for her.

      Except that was all bullshit inside my own head, and I know that now. I know now that she loved me for me back then. I know now that the only proving I had to do was to myself, inside my own damn head.

      I have no idea how she feels about me now, or if she could ever find her way back to loving me the way she did when we were kids, but there’s a moment there in the back of that van, with a gun in my hand and the weight of the world on my heart, that I know…

      I know I truly am damned and lost if I let the chance to find out slip away.

      I truly am forgotten if I lose that girl again.

      And I know right then that it’s time to prove I’m as good as she always thought I was. It’s time to be the man I’m supposed to be.

      For her.

      And I know what I have to do.

      “Stop the van.”

      Jerry turns to me, raising an eyebrow.

      The van keeps moving.

      “I said stop the fucking van!”

      The words roar out of me, and this time Declan, both other guys, and even the driver shoot me looks.

      Declan laughs, breaking the sudden stillness. “He’s got nerves.” He chuckles, turning to glance at me as he brings a flask to his lips. “I told you you’d gotten soft kid-”

      He goes silent as the gun in my hand presses to his chest.

      Jerry and one of the other guys go for their own guns, but I jerk my head around and shake it at them. “Don’t.” I shake my head. “Don’t try me.”

      I turn back to my uncle.

      “Stop the van, Declan.”

      My voice is level, even this time, and the whole car goes dead silent.

      Declan’s face darkens, his eyes dropping to focus on the gun. “Alright, listen kid, I don’t know what your play is here, but-”

      “Now, Declan.”

      The driver glances nervously at him, and my uncle nods. “Stop the fucking car.”

      We slow and pull to the side of the road out of town.

      “What’s your play here, Silas,” Declan says quietly, his eyes narrowed to slits at me.

      “I’m out. That’s my play.”

      Declan swears. “Jesus fucking Christ, kid!” he seethes. “We’re on a time limit here! We have a plan to-”

      “Fuck your plan, Declan,” I mutter, shaking my head. “I’ve got my own plan now.”

      I keep the gun to his chest as I reach for the side door, sliding it open and slowly stepping out.

      I keep the gun trained on him.

      “You walk away from this you’re walking away from family, you little bastard,” Declan growls. ‘And in case you fucking forgot, let me remind you that accidents happen to other-”

      “Declan, stop talking.” I shake my head at him. “You’re my uncle and in the interest of family and my mom, I’m going to say this once. Don’t do this job.”

      He rolls his eyes.

      “Dec, you’ve got a wife who loves you for God knows what reasons, you’ve got money, what the fuck are you even-”

      “Ain’t nothing in this world free unless you take it, right kid?”

      I shake my head. “You’ve been saying that for years, and you know what?”

      I smile thinly at him.

      “It’s bullshit.”

      I turn to the others. “Guns on the ground outside the van. Now. You can grab them when I’m a hundred feet down the road.”

      They hesitate for a second before I press the gun against Declan’s neck, and then they do as I say.

      I turn back to my uncle. “Last warning, Dec. You don’t have to do this, you know.”

      He sneers at me. “You know what? Fine. Walk away you ungrateful little bastard. This ain’t over though, between you and me.”

      I keep the gun leveled at him as I slowly back away from the van.

      “Yes it is.”

      I’m done.

      I turn and start to jog, almost expecting to feel a bullet in my back. But there’s only the sound of distant swearing, of the van door swinging shut with a thud, and of the tires kicking up gravel as the crew roars off to the job.

      Without me.

      I watch the van until it’s out of sight around a corner. Then I turn, and I start to run.

      I run like I’ve been late to get somewhere for eight fucking years, and now it’s my last chance to get there. I wipe the gun down with the edge of my shirt, and as I run down the shore road, I chuck it over the bluffs into the ocean.

      Because that’s not me.

      My feet pound the road as I run back into Shelter Harbor like a man on fire. I’m done making the same mistakes, and walking the same path, and watching myself lose the same girl all over again. Not this time. This time, I’m stopping myself before the fall, and I’ll be damned if I let myself lose her again.

      And this time, I’m ready to tell the whole fucking world that I love her, come hell or high water.
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      The pickup roars into the Hammond driveway, cranking to a shuddering halt as I turn off the engine.

      And suddenly, here I am; right back at the house I haven’t been to in years. The place I grew up - my other family until I let them all down.

      My steps slow as I approach the big white farmhouse, and I take a deep breath as my feet follow the familiar path up through Irene’s manicured lavender bushes and honeysuckle plants.

      I used to live here, really.

      This used to be my home, and I know that now that it’s been gone from my life all these years, more than I ever did before.

      The front door slams open suddenly.

      Rowan.

      He narrows his eyes at me as he steps out onto the front porch. His face looks furious as a he jabs a finger at me.

      “You.”

      I swallow, stepping towards him. “Row,” I hold my hands up.

      “You got a lot of fucking balls coming here, you fucking prick.”

      Tell me about it.

      I shake my head. “Hang on, buddy.”

      “Don’t!” He growls, scowling at me as he steps to the top step of the porch, glowering down at me.

      “Don’t fucking buddy me, man.” His nostrils flare as he shakes his head at me. “All these years, I fuckin stuck up for you and kept in touch as best I could, and I even forgave you for walking away like that.”

      “Rowan-”

      “You fucking married her?”

      Aww, shit.

      “Jesus fucking Christ, Silas! You didn’t just walk away from my sister, you fucking abandoned her!”

      He jabs a finger at me again as he takes another step down towards me.

      “What kind of fucking man does-”

      “Rowan!” My voice booms from my lips, stopping him short as I step right up to him.

      “You know what?” I’m shouting now, right there on the front porch, but I’m not even nearly done.

      “I was every bit the fucking coward you want to think I was,” I growl. “I was young, and stupid, and scared.”

      I take a deep breath, meeting his eye and hoping to God the friend I once knew remembers it too.

      “And I’ve paid for that. I’ve changed, Row, you know I’ve changed.”

      He says nothing.

      But he also doesn’t punch me in the face, which I’m going to count as a win.

      “Rowan,” I take a breath. “You’re my best friend, man.”

      “Best friends don’t walk away and flee the country, you prick.”

      I smirk. “I deserve that. You get why I left, right?”

      He looks away, running his hand through his hair. He nods.

      “But I came back.”

      “Yeah,” he mutters, turning and grinning a small grin at me. “I guess you did.”

      “And I’m not leaving, Rowan,” I reach out and put a hand on his shoulder. “Not this time. I’m not leaving you, or this family.”

      He nods and my jaw tenses.

      “And I’m not leaving Ivy, not now and not ever.”

      He glares at me, our eyes meeting as we stand there in brimming silence for a full ten seconds. But then suddenly, he’s nodding. He gives me a grim smile and clapping me on the back as he hugs me tight like the brothers we once were.

      “Good enough for me. Let’s go.”

      I frown. “Go where?”

      He growls, almost to himself as he fishes a set of keys out of his back pocket.

      “To the pier.”

      He pushes past me and moves towards his motorcycle parked in the driveway against the garage.

      “Rowan, where the fuck are you-”

      “Look!” He whirls and jabs a finger in my face.

      “You want to make good with my sister? You want to do the right thing to the girl you fuckin’ married?”

      I frown, and I start to open my mouth when he cuts me off by chucking a helmet into my hands.

      “She’s taking off, Silas. She’s leaving Shelter Harbor. They’re dropping her off at the ferry now.”

      Oh fuck.

      Rowan jumps on the bike and revs the engine. “Get on.”

      I eye the bike dubiously and he rolls his eyes.

      “Get on the bike, pussy.”

      I yank the helmet on and swing on behind him.

      “Hey,” he turns, grinning at me as we start to pull out of the driveway. “How poetically fucked up would it be if I crashed us this time and broke your leg?”

      A lump forms in my throat.

      Rowan laughs loudly. “I’m just fucking with you, man. Let’s go stop your wife.”
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      Yet again, I’m taking the ferry over the probably more sensible train back to Boston to catch a flight back to New York. But somehow, it feels like a fitting book-end to this debacle of a trip.

      I look out at the breakers at the mouth of the harbor, running the tally inside my head. Let’s see, minus one shitty boyfriend, minus one arguably shittier assistant, I’m being sued for breach of contract by my management company, and I may or may not be needed for questioning in conjunction with a possible armed robbery.

      Nice, Ivy. Nice.

      I’ve also lost the only man who ever truly had my heart.

      Again.

      Stella strokes my back as we all stand there on the pier, my parents off to one side as we all wait for the ferry that’ll take me away from here.

      “You’ve got Beth’s number, right?”

      It’s the fifth time Sierra’s asked if I have her lawyer-friend’s number. I nod.

      “It might not be her kind of case, but she’ll know people.”

      She means my upcoming fight with my own management company over the whole gala debacle.

      I smile at her. “I got it, thanks.”

      “Bye-bye?”

      Carter tugs on my shirt, and I reach down to snatch him up.

      “Yeah, buddy, I’m going bye-bye.”

      He pouts.

      Yeah, I’m definitely going bye-bye. I think I’ve done quite enough mayhem to my own life in the span one trip to Shelter Harbor. It’s time to head back to New York and see if I can try and put things back together.

      And at least there, there’s no family around to get the blowback from any of my self-destructive decisions.

      “With the fish man?” Carter says earnestly.

      I raise a brow at Stella.

      “Translate for me?”

      My older sister gives me a wry look as she takes Carter into her own arms. “Eh, it’s nothing.”

      She looks away and I furrow my brow.

      “What?”

      Stella glances at Mom and Dad, who’re still standing apart from us, looking out at the Harbor.

      “Silas taught him to catch a fish. He hasn’t stopped talking about it.”

      I swallow. “When did he meet Silas?”

      “Yesterday, when you were in Boston. I thought he should meet his nephew.” She gives me a guilty look. “Sorry, Ivy, I was just trying to help.”

      “I know,” I smile. “Thanks.”

      “You sure you want to leave?”

      I nod. “I think I’ve had enough Shelter Harbor for a while.”

      Sierra makes a face. “How long of a while?”

      “Ask me at Christmas.”

      “Fish man!”

      Sierra laughs, and Stella rolls her eyes.

      “Yeah honey, the fish man.”

      She gives me a look. “Sorry. He’ll be onto something else next time you see him.”

      “Fish man!”

      She glances at her son. “Carter, honey-”

      “Fish man!”

      Carter’s grabbing her arms, pointing over her shoulder.

      “Carter, what is-”

      But I’m following his little finger as I turn and look down the pier.

      And there he is.

      He’s running towards us, his face fierce and his eyes grim, looking right at me.

      “Silas?” Sierra says incredulously.

      Our parents turn, and Dad suddenly scowls as he moves between me and the man running towards me.

      “Hold up there, son.”

      Silas stops short, sucking in a breath of air before meeting my dad’s eye.

      “No, sir.”

      Jacob Hammond’s face darkens as he draws his full frame up.

      “Excuse me?”

      Silas holds his ground.

      “I said no, sir. Respectfully.”

      “Son, you need to-”

      “You’re the only family I’ve ever known,” Silas says, his voice almost breaking like the heart in my chest.

      “And this is the only place where I belong. Right here, with the only people who’ve ever felt like home.”

      Rowan comes jogging up behind him, puffing as he winks at me.

      My dad eyes Silas. “You gave that up when you walked away from it, Silas,” he says gruffly. His face darkens. “When you walked away from my daughter.”

      Silas shakes his head. “I’m not that guy anymore, sir,” he says fiercely. “I was a dumb kid, and I screwed up.”

      He steps right up to my dad.

      “I’m done screwing up, Jacob,” he says firmly. “I’m done being that kid.”

      “Silas,” Dad shakes his head, “son you have no idea how much I want to believe you.”

      “Then believe me.”

      I push past Sierra and Stella.

      “What do you want, Silas.”

      He turns to me, his eyes locking right on mine.

      “I want you to know its not too late, not for me, not for us.”

      He steps towards me.

      “I’m not lost, Ivy,” he says quietly. “Not if I’ve got you.”

      I look at him. “Silas, we all know where you just were.”

      He shakes his head. “I wasn’t.”

      “Silas, I watched you there with Declan, and there was an FBI agent at my parents’ house.”

      “I walked.”

      He moves towards me, his eyes still locked on mine.

      “Declan-” he looks away, his face grim.

      “He said he’d hurt you, all of you. I didn’t have a choice.”

      “Oh, Silas,” my mother’s voice breaks as she grips my father’s arm.

      I stare at Silas. “You walked?”

      He nods.

      My dad clears his throat. “Looks like you did have a choice then,” he says quietly.

      He sizes Silas up before just the faintest hint of a smile comes to his face. “And I think you made the right one.”

      “Thank you.”

      He takes a breath. “Sir?”

      Dad raises a brow as Silas turns to look him right in the eye.

      “I’d like to ask for your blessing.”

      Dad laughs - a belly-shaking, chest rumbling, actual laugh.

      I smile.

      “Little late, wouldn’t you say?”

      Silas grins. “Never to late to make up for it.”

      Dad eyes him.

      “I’m not going anywhere.” He turns back to me. “This is the only family I want, and you’re the only one I want.”

      And quite suddenly he’s on his knee, right there on the pier.

      The world starts to spin a little as I watch in almost slow-motion as his hand slips into his pocket and comes back out.

      With my necklace.

      “Ivy Hammond?”

      Oh what is happening.

      “Marry me.”

      He looks up at me, his eyes full, his lips slightly parted.

      “Again, or, I don’t know, stay married to me.”

      I’m speechless for one second, feeling the eyes of my whole family on me.

      Another second ticks by as I try and even comprehend what’s happening, and try and slow the thudding of my heart enough to even say the word I’m trying to say.

      Sierra sighs loudly behind me. “Oh say yes. We all know you’re going to no matter what anyone says anyways.”

      My dad chuckles, and Silas grins.

      “Marry me, Ivy,” he says, reaching out and holding my hand. “Stay with me.”

      And then the word does manage come out. The only word I’ve ever been able to say to the man kneeling in front of me who was once the boy doing the same thing.

      “Yes.”

      It comes tumbling out before I’m falling into him, feeling his arms go around me, feeling him spin me around as my mom and my sisters go nuts and Rowan and my dad grin and nod.

      Yes.
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        Silas

      

    
    
      I’m back at the house I used to know, on the back porch overlooking the backyard about to have a real, straight out-of-a-Rockwell-painting Hammond family dinner.

      And I couldn’t be more excited.

      Irene’s cooking, Rowan’s making smart-ass comments about me and his sister, Stella’s playing big sister and telling me to make myself useful and shuck corn.

      Ivy is sitting on my lap, her hand in mine.

      And it’s all exactly how I remember it.

      Well, the beer in my hand was given to me by Jacob instead of me stealing it out of his fridge when he wasn’t looking, but besides that?

      Exactly the same.

      “So now what?”

      I grin at Ivy, pulling her against me as I sit back against the railing of the back porch.

      “I’m open to ideas.”

      “Well,” she says, matter-of-factly. “I’m being sued by my management company.”

      “I have no job and live on a houseboat.”

      She laughs, turning in my arms to kiss me.

      Goddamn this is perfect.

      “We’ve got each other.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I’m going to ignore how cringingly cliché that was.”

      “Long as you keep kissing me, gorgeous,” I grin at her. “You ignore anything else you want.”

      She smiles as she presses her lips to mine. And there’s just a hint of tongue before there’s a coughing sound from behind her. She breaks away sharply, both of us going red as we look up at Jacob Hammond.

      He raises a single brow at me sternly.

      “Silas.”

      I clear my throat, trying to hide my grin. “Sir?”

      “Special Agent Riley is here.” He crosses his arms over his broad chest, looking at me with a stony gaze.

      “He’d like a word.”

      Ivy slips off my lap, and I’m standing from my seat when the screen door to the back porch swings open.

      “Now, you’re sure you wouldn’t like to stay for a drink or something, Agent Riley?”

      Yep, there’s Irene, offering the damn FBI agent some Hammond hospitality.

      Agent Riley smiles at her, shaking his head. “No, ma’am, but thank you.”

      He turns his eyes to me, and I can feel my heart draw up a little inside my chest.

      “Mr. Hart.” He steeples his hands in front of his chest, raising a brow at me.

      Fuck. This is it. This is where I get hauled in for being in that van, or for even being a fucking associate of my uncle.

      “Look, I don’t want a scene, Agent,” I mutter as I draw my head up high and meet his look. “Not here, not in this hou-”

      “You’re in the clear, Hart.”

      I blink, the words tripping over themselves in my mouth before I frown at him.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said you’re in the clear.”

      “Sir, I-”

      Ivy elbows me in the ribs and kicks my shin at the same time.

      I clear my throat and shrug at Agent Riley. “I mean, yeah, of course I’m in the clear.” I smile broadly at him. “I mean it’s not like I did anything, right?”

      He raises a single brow at me, clearly suppressing the grin.

      “So you wouldn’t know anything about an attempted robbery at the North Shore Shipping office down in Lynn?”

      My brows perk up.

      Attempted robbery?

      Agent Riley smirks at me. “Relax, Silas, I told you you’re in the clear. Your uncle on the other hand,” he shrugs, another smirk coming to his face, “well, not so much.”

      “And just what sort of trouble might my dear uncle have gotten himself into, Agent?”

      Ivy elbows me again, and Agent Riley arches another brow.

      “Don’t get cute, Hart. We got a tip-off call from your aunt right before Declan and his little pals tried to hit the offices.”

      Whoa.

      Agent Riley looks at me sharply. “I’d send that aunt some flowers, if I were you. When she called, she wanted us to be sure to know that you,” he jabs a finger at my chest, “that you were ‘one of the good ones’.”

      I grin.

      “I’m going to need you to come down at some point and answer some basic questions, but other than that, I don’t think we’ll be seeing each other much.”

      I frown, that last lingering thought in my head scratching to get out.

      “So, that’s it?”

      He nods slowly. “Declan and this Jerry character had prints that checked out with an open case - this armored truck robbery down outside Boston about eight years ago.”

      He grins thinly at me. “But of course, a good kid like you wouldn’t know a damn thing about that, would he.”

      I swallow.

      Agent Riley chuckles. “Relax. The prints match up, and I’m pretty a-okay closing an otherwise dead case. What do you think?”

      I bring my hand up and run my fingers through my hair. “I’ve lately decided that cleaning up lingering messes is a good idea.”

      He grins. “Let me know if you ever finish that tour guide for Dublin,” he half-turns to the backdoor.

      “Smart-ass.”

      He steps back into the kitchen, thanking Jacob and Irene and apologizing for interrupting dinner.

      And then he’s gone.

      And another chapter closes.

      “You are not that lucky,” Ivy mutters into my ear.

      I laugh as I turn and scoop her into my arms, pulling her against me.

      “Oh yeah? Think I should go correct his mistake?”

      “Don’t you even think about leaving me,” she murmurs, throwing her arms around my neck and kissing me.

      “Alright, alright,” Jacob growls behind us, breaking us apart again.

      He wags a finger at me. “Watch those hands under my roof, son,” he says with an arched brow and a grin on his face.

      Ivy goes bright red.

      “Shall we eat?”

      Irene steps onto the back porch with a tray of barbecue chicken.

      We follow her and Jacob down the steps and through the yard to the big wooden table - Rowan, Stella and Carter, Sierra, and Ivy.

      And me.

      All together, sitting at one table, eating one family meal.

      Exactly how I remember.

      And damn is it perfect.
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        Ivy

      

    
    
      I wake up in the morning to the smell of bacon.

      Yep, I’m home.

      I feel like I’ve been thinking about how much this feels like home ever since I got here, except it hasn’t quite been there. It hasn’t quite felt perfect until this very morning, because something was missing.

      And no, it wasn’t bacon cooking.

      It’s the man I know is sleeping on the couch down in the basement rec room.

      Silas, of course.

      Yes, I’m twenty-six years old. Yes, I’m a grown adult woman capable of having mature, adult relationships. Yes I’m married, for crying out loud. But my dad letting Silas Hart share a bed with me under his roof?

      Not in a million years.

      Some things never do change.

      I swing my legs out of bed and stretch, glancing at the phone still lying on the pillow next to where I slept and feeling my face get red. He might have been on the couch downstairs, but that didn’t stop a very steamy string of texts followed by a hushed, gasping phone conversation to take place anyways.

      I pull on my old softball t-shirt and a pair of loose pajama pants, ducking my face in front of a mirror and doing…something with my hair before I open my bedroom door and head downstairs. The smell of bacon, pancakes, and sweet, sweet coffee hits my nostrils, getting stronger with every step.

      The hallway door to the basement cracks open as I get to the bottom of the stairs, and I stop and grin at the sleepy, bleary-eyed man still pulling a shirt on that steps out into the light.

      “Hey sleeping beauty.”

      He jumps at the sound of my voice before he turns and grins at me.

      “Hey yourself, gorgeous.”

      He glances behind him at the sound of voices down the hall in the kitchen before he pulls me against him, kissing my lips.

      I wink at him. “You look tired. Did you sleep well?”

      Silas’s eyes flash at mine as he pulls me against him again. “Someone kept me up, actually.”

      “Oh?” I smile innocently.

      “You know,” he murmurs. “This someone has developed quite a dirty little mouth since the last time I had phone calls like that with her.”

      I blush scarlet at the memory of the night before.

      “And I can’t wait to learn more about it,” he growls, his hand sliding up my side and brushing against my breast.

      “Breakfast!”

      The sound of my mother’s voice calling from the kitchen has us jumping apart. We both catch it and roll our eyes, realizing we’re still acting like this is some sort of illicit teen romance instead of the two married adults we actually are.

      We turn towards the kitchen, but I stop short, frowning at what’s sitting in the foyer by the front door.

      “Who’s are those?”

      Two suitcases - one jet black and silver and very important looking and the other a very expensive Prada bag lie next to each other in the middle of the floor by the door.

      I turn to see Silas looking as puzzled as I am.

      “No idea?” He grins. “Maybe it’s for us? Think they’re trying to tell us something?”

      I laugh. “Yeah, right. Irene would have us live here if we’d go for it.”

      “Would that still entail me spending every fucking night on that shitty sofa downstairs?”

      I nod. “Most certainly.”

      Silas laughs before taking my hand. “C’mon, lets go get some coffee.”

      The sound of laughter and boisterous conversation gets louder and louder until we step into the kitchen and-

      And my jaw drops.

      “Kyle?!” I scream as my youngest brother looks up from his pancakes and jumps up from his chair.

      “Slimy! You’re up!”

      I shriek as I jump into his arms before looking over his shoulder and noticing a gorgeous, elegantly dressed girl who I’ve definitely seen in tabloid magazines.

      “Oh!”

      I pull away from Kyle and cringe at the goofy pajama outfit I’m wearing while I meet my brother’s girlfriend Vivian Ames - an actual socialite - for the first time.

      “Uh, hi, I-”

      “Dude, relax,” Kyle throws an arm over my shoulder as he grins at his girlfriend. “She’s a huge fan. She buys like every skin cream you market.”

      Vivian’s faces goes red and she rolls her eyes at my brother before giving me a sheepish look.

      “It’s true, I sort of stalk you on Instagram. And oh my God, I love your new yoga line!”

      I turn to my brother. “Oh, I like her-”

      I stop suddenly as I realize Kyle is ignoring me, staring and grinning at the kitchen doorway instead.

      “Well hell,” he says evenly. “Silas freaking Hart, back for breakfast at the Hammond house.”

      There’s only a second of hesitation before he suddenly grins and grabs Silas into a big bear hug.

      “Guess I should say welcome to the family, huh brother?”

      Apparently, Kyle’s been filled in.

      Silas steps away, a huge grin on his face as he stares at Kyle in disbelief. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      My dad coughs.

      “Heck, sorry,” Silas nods at my dad.

      Kyle shrugs, clapping him on the shoulder. “Look I’m sorry man, I got Rowan’s call like two weeks ago man. I’ve just been so busy. Work’s been taking all my time.”

      “Tell me about it.” Vivian sighs dramatically, bringing a laugh to the whole kitchen.

      “Hey, some of us have to work,” Kyle frowns.

      Rowan snorts. “Kyle, you’re literally a millionaire. Cry me a damn river, buddy.”

      Kyle grins sheepishly, but Silas looks at him curiously.

      “Phone call?”

      “About the company? Your company idea?”

      Huh?

      Kyle nods eagerly. “Dude, I’m in.”

      Silas’s jaw drops. “You’re in? Just like that? I haven’t even had a chance to tell you anything about it.”

      Kyle shrugs. “Eh, Rowan filled me in on the basics. I mean, I want to hash out some details with you, but I think we could kill it with this thing. Besides, I’m done grinding it with the Bureau, man. Apparently I’m not cut out for a regular desk job.”

      Silas is still shaking his head, a look of disbelief on his face. “Tell me you’re not messing with me, Kyle.”

      Our younger brother laughs. “I’m completely serious, man. I’m in for the whole thing. Let’s do it!”

      I shake my head as I step forward. “Hang on, hang on. You’re in for what exactly?” I raise a brow at Silas. “What company?”

      Kyle snorts. “She doesn’t know?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      He grins back at my husband. “Always with the secrets, this one.” He turns back to me. “A securities firm - private, corporate, the works.”

      I turn back to stare at Silas. “Are you serious?”

      He grins as he shrugs. “I didn’t want to tell you until it was more than just an idea.” He glances at Kyle. “It’s, uh, it’s gonna take some serious startup cash. You know that, right?”

      Rowan groans over the rim of his coffee. “Dude, he’s a millionaire. Why does everyone keep forgetting that?” he says with a wink.

      “A securities firm.” I cock my head, grinning as Silas moves towards me and puts an arm around my waist.

      “A thief and a hacker, what could possibly go wrong,” Sierra says with a laugh from the breakfast table.

      “Well these pancakes could get even colder, for one thing, and I am not cooking more.” Mom arches a stern brow as she comes up behind Silas and I, ushering us towards the table.

      My siblings scoot over as Silas and my dad pull two more chairs in from the dining room. Mom brings over another stack of pancakes and a pot of coffee as we all sit and start to dig in.

      It’s crowded, and loud, and everyone’s talking over each other, and by the end of it, someone’s spilled coffee in their own lap, and there’s sticky syrup all over the place.

      But everyone’s smiling.

      Silas says something that gets the whole table cracking up before he slides an arm over my shoulders, leaning down to kiss the top of my head.

      We’re all together, sitting here sharing a moment and a meal.

      One big happy family.

      And it’s perfect.
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        Ivy

      

    
    
      Emma runs across the sand, giggling as her cousin Carter chases her. She stumbles for a second before Carter catches her, both of them laughing up a storm before they run off again.

      “Is she wearing enough sunblock?”

      I grin as I turn back to look up at Silas, who I’ve been using as a beach recliner.

      Being seven months pregnant has its perks.

      “Yes, she’s wearing the SPF 9000,” I say evenly. I love how much he worries over our first daughter.

      He frowns, still watching Emma “They don’t make that.”

      “Silas.”

      He looks down and sees the sarcasm on my face.

      “Oh har-har-har,” he murmurs, grinning before he leans down to steal a kiss.

      “She’s fine, don’t worry.”

      We’re all fine.

      It’s been five years since the day on the pier of Shelter Harbor when I said yes, again. Four years and eleven months since we held a real ceremony, this time with my family present. We even got Father Murray, who married us the first time in the rectory at St. Michael’s, to come and preside over what was this time around just a formality.

      Silas and my brother Kyle started their securities company. It’s based out of New York City, so there’s a fair amount of travel involved for Silas, but its working out, and the company is doing phenomenally well.

      And he always comes home.

      “Home” being here in Shelter Harbor.

      Yeah, we stayed. We got our house, of course. No more basement couches under Jacob’s roof.

      Sierra’s friend did put me in touch with an amazing lawyer. But, it turned out I never really needed him because Blaine managed to break contract himself when he was caught on camera blowing coke at some nightclub.

      He and Ainsley are still together, for whatever that’s worth. I honestly don’t have an opinion on it.

      After that though, Lori saw no reason to sue each other, and actually asked me to stay with the management company.

      I declined.

      I went solo, and it’s been the best thing I could have done. Plus, it’s the digital age, and I could honestly do my work from anywhere. And as it happens, my fans love “quaint New England charm” in their pictures. I took my yoga line that the management company had been holding over my head for years along with me. And after Vivian put me in touch with a few of her high class trust fund friends, it launched six months after I left to a pretty huge response.

      Lululemon does carry it, by the way.

      I also expanded into a “mommy yoga” line after I found out I was pregnant with Emma, and business has been great.

      Declan’s currently serving twenty years in Walpole prison. Silas still goes to see him once a month, which at first I was appalled by, until he explained it to me.

      “Believe me, no matter how shitty you act, you can’t lose your family entirely. Nothing’s worse than that.”

      And so life goes on. Mom’s still gardening and teaching the odd piano lesson. Dad’s still giving sermon’s every Sunday. Sierra went back to her graduate program, Rowan went back to opening and closing his favorite bar six days a week, and Stella and Carter went back to being their own little team.

      And we’re right here in the thick of it. Because somehow, running from home and the places we knew only brought us right back to where we started and right back together.

      We just had to take the long way.

      But we’re home now, right where we belong.

      And nothing’s going to change that.

      

      
        The End.
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        Sometimes, when I finish a story, I realize I’m not quite ready to say goodbye to the characters I’ve just spent so much time with. It might sound stupid, but after giving them life, hurdles to climb over, and a true love to chase down, they become far more a part of me than just words on a page.

        

        Then again, hopefully that doesn’t sound stupid at all ;).

        

        As it happens, I wasn’t quite ready to say goodbye to Ivy and Silas. And so included here is the last three chapters of their story.

        

        I want to thank everyone for your endless and amazing support for an indie author like myself! Without further ado, kindly scroll on for the last ~5,500 words of this story.

        

        Please enjoy, with my compliments.
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        Silas

      

    
    
      “Are you shitting me?”

      Of course he’s not. It’s the fucking day before Christmas Eve, there’s a foot of snow on the ground, and I’d probably have to be suicidal to get on a damn plane right now anyways.

      Doesn’t mean I’m not still seeing red.

      Because I have to get home.

      The securities business Kyle and I set up is killing it these days, which is great. But it also means a shitload of traveling, which I kinda hate.

      I always get a weird sort of anxiety whenever I’m away from Shelter Harbor these days. It’s been six years since I spoke the vows a second time to the only girl I ever wanted to say them to – six years since we decided to settle down and make our lives right there in that town. But there’s something that’s always stuck with me after I spent eight years away from the place that still held my heart and the only family I ever knew.

      I hate when I have to leave it. Especially since now it’s not just Ivy at home waiting for me. Now there’s also Emma, our three-and-a-half-year old, and Nora, our thirteen-month old waiting for Daddy to come home.

      Oh, and Lucas, technically. Ivy’s pregnant again – six and a half months, and this time with a boy.

      I was starting to feel a little out-numbered in that house.

      The house I’m currently being told I won’t be able to get to for the next three days since there’s a perfect storm of being the day before Christmas Eve, the airlines pulling their usual overbooking shit, and literally a storm of snow and ice.

      Fucking wonderful.

      “There has to be another way into Boston tonight,” I growl, the thought of my two little girls and my pregnant wife beckoning like a beacon in my head. “A private plane, fucking something.”

      The guy behind the airline desk gives me the same genuinely sincere apologetic look he’s already given me about a dozen times.

      “I’m so sorry, Mr. Hart, but the whole Northeast has been grounded.”

      Fuck.

      I rub the bridge of my nose with my fingers, grinding my teeth before taking a deep breath.

      “Okay, how soon tomorrow morning do you think they could feasibly-”

      “How many times you gonna make the guy say no, pal?”

      I whirl on the dipshit standing in line behind me with a fury in my eyes I’m willing to bet he wasn’t quite expecting. His eyes go slightly wide as I draw up my full height and jab a finger at his pudgy chest.

      “As many fucking times as it takes to figure out how I’m going to get home in time for Christmas for my two little girls. That cool with you?”

      He swallows quickly and nods.

      “Great, thanks.”

      I turn back to the airline clerk, who does a pretty admirable job of hiding a grin.

      “If you’d like, Mr. Hart, with your corporate account with us, the airline is more than happy to put you up in deluxe accommodations for the night. We can give you a call first thing tomorrow when we know if conditions have changed.”

      I drop my face into my hands and growl as quietly as I can.

      “I’m really not getting out of New York tonight, am I?”

      He shakes his head, genuinely looking as upset about it as I feel.

      “Not on a plane, I’m afraid.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Are you with Santa?”

      I smile for the first time in hours at the sound of Emma’s voice on the phone.

      “I was earlier, pumpkin.”

      “Really!?”

      One of the weirdest parts about being a parent is learning when it’s actually okay to lie to your children. Besides, this is more of a story than a lie anyways.

      “Yeah, really. But only for a second, because he’s really busy getting ready to bring you and your sister all your toys.”

      Emma gasps over the line. “Did you see the reindeer?”

      The smile spreads even wider across my face. “I sure did.”

      “Mama!” I laugh as I pull the phone away from my ear. “Daddy met the reindeer!”

      I grin, imagining Ivy’s rolled eyes.

      Emma gets back on the line. “Mama says it’s time for bed.”

      “Well Mama’s right!” I lay back in the large hotel bed in the empty dark of the room, thinking of our bright, warm, kitchen back home and my family all there waiting for me.

      “I think you should get some sleep, pumpkin.”

      “Will Santa come early if I do?”

      I laugh. “I don’t think so, but I bet if you’re extra good to your mom tonight, he’ll know.”

      Emma gasps again. “Okay, goodnight Daddy!” she says extra quickly.

      “Night princess, I love you.”

      “I love you!”

      There’s a beat before I hear Ivy’s honeyed laugh come over the line.

      “Are you bribing our daughter with Santa in order to get her to go to bed?”

      “Definitely.”

      She laughs again. “You’re terrible.”

      “Is it working?’”

      “Well she’s manically brushing her teeth while changing into her pajamas, and trying to comb her hair at the same time. So, yes, it’s working.”

      I laugh into the empty silence of the room.

      “Is the hotel room nice at least?”

      I make a face. “No.”

      She snorts. “Oh, yeah, I hear the Ritz Carlton has really gone downhill these days.”

      Okay, the room is stupidly nice – gold trim, a huge king-sized bed, luxurious furniture, and a bathroom that Ivy would lose her mind over. It’s a room fit for a king, or, say, a CEO of a high-end securities firm that just signed a sweet government sub-contracting job.

      I’d trade all of it to be home right now with my girls.

      “How’s New York?”

      “Loud. Kind of dirty. Huge.” I grin. “You ever miss living here?”

      Ivy snorts again. “Nope.”

      “Oh, hey, did my presents arrive?”

      She hasn’t said anything yet about the two boxes I know have been delivered – one small and one quite large.

      “Oh, yeah, it- Emma! No running down the stairs, honey.”

      I smile.

      “Open it yet?”

      I can hear Ivy grin through the phone. “I assumed it was a Christmas present?”

      I push my finger through my hair, grinning and feeling my cock stir a little bit at the thought of the presents I got my wife.

      “Well, it is, but I’d meant for you to open it early. I mean, ideally with me there, but you should still open it early.”

      “I shouldn’t wait until Christmas morning with the girls?”

      “It might jump-start some really interesting conversations with our three-year old about the kinds of presents mommies and daddies give each other.”

      I can practically see the bloom of red across Ivy’s face through the phone.

      “Silas Hart,” she says quietly, breathlessly.

      “Yes?” I grin, slipping my hand behind my head.

      “Why do I get the impression that you’ve been naughty?”

      I groan at her words, my cock actually throbbing in my pants at the word “naughty” dripped from my wife’s sexy, pouty lips.

      “Cause I have been.”

      I can hear her swallow thickly. “I need to put Emma down, but can I call you after?”

      I grin as I stand from the bed. “Take your time. I’m going to rinse off, but call me after you open the small one. And say goodnight to our little munchkin for me.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m pouring myself a scotch from the mini bar, wrapped in a towel after my shower, when my phone rings from across the room.

      “Okay, someone was very naughty.”

      I grin. “Does that mean you like it?”

      Ivy breathes heavily into the phone. “You know I like it. And you know how much I love this shade of red.”

      My wife could wear fucking burlap and look sexy, but the thought of her in the sheer, lacy, wildly expensive red lingerie I got her has my blood pumping in my veins a little quicker.

      Ivy whistles lowly. “It’s really hot.”

      “It’s going to look even hotter on you.”

      She makes a sound.

      “What’s up?”

      “Silas, it’s gorgeous, I just don’t know if it’ll, I mean-” she sighs. “You do remember that I’m almost seven months pregnant, right?”

      “Yeah I thought I recalled something about that.”

      She giggles.

      “I had it special ordered. It’s maternity lingerie, specifically for six and a half months.”

      “Oh?” Her voice perks up.

      “Yeah, try it on.”

      She giggles again. “Now?”

      “Kids asleep?”

      “Well, yeah, but-”

      “So try it on, gorgeous.”

      Her breath comes heavy through the phone.

      “Okay.”

      I hear her put the phone down, and in the silence, I can imagine her slipping her clothes off and revealing that sweet body, swollen with our child. I imagine that rounded belly, her full, ripe breasts.

      The way I know she gets extra wet in the third trimester.

      The towel is barely hanging onto my hips at this point with how hard my cock is underneath it, so I toss it aside as I climb onto the bed. I lie back into the pillows, sipping at my scotch as I fantasize about my sexy pregnant wife.

      “Okay, um, wow.” Ivy sounds breathless.

      “Fit okay?”

      “It’s perfect,” she purrs in a way that has my cock pulsing even harder.

      “I’d love to see it, you know.”

      She laughs seductively. “Oh I bet you would.”

      “You know that phone has a camera.”

      She laughs again. “Dirty boy.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “Oh I think I do actually, but I think I’m going to make you wait on this one.”

      I groan. “You’re terrible.”

      “Awww,” she says it with an exaggerated voice. “Am I being too much of cock tease, baby?”

      I groan audibly at the word and she giggles seductively.

      “Do me a favor?”

      “Yes?” she breathes.

      “Say that word again,” I growl.

      “Cock,” she husks out.

      How the fuck did I get this woman again?

      “Fuck, I could hear you say that all day.”

      She giggles. “Well maybe I like being a little tease. Besides, if we wait, tomorrow I can be your Christmas present.”

      My hand wraps around my cock before I’m even aware of it as I growl into the phone.

      “Do I get to unwrap you?”

      “Mhmm,” Ivy half-moans into the phone.

      “I think you should open the other box now.”

      “Silas, it’s huge.”

      I grin. “Did the moving guys bring it into the bedroom?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Go ahead and open it.”

      “Okay, hang on.”

      There’s the sound of my wife pulling the tape on the large delivery box, and I can feel my blood pumping in anticipation. I was told when ordering the thing that it comes pre-assembled, so all Ivy had to do is pull away the outer shipping box and the actual packaging and it’ll be right there for her.

      The swing.

      This being our third kid, I’ve become pretty well schooled in how my wife’s body behaves during pregnancy. For one, she’s incredibly horny, especially in that transition from second to third trimester. “Insatiable” actually might be the best word to use there. She’s like a wild animal at times, pouncing on me even before I can get my coat off walking through the front door or straight-up jumping me in the shower.

      I’d be a fucking idiot if that were a complaint, by the way.

      But the other thing about her being almost seven months is that it gets harder to be, well, adventurous in our love-making. I know Ivy loves to be on top, and loves it when I fuck her from behind. But that gets tough when you’ve got a beach-ball in your belly weighing you down.

      Hence, the swing. The sex swing, to be precise - the one specifically built for pregnant women. It’s like a sling of sorts that hangs from a frame that allows some extra support. Hell, I took one look at it on the online store and thought of a million dirty things we could do with it. She could use it to ride me, or lay back in it while I spread her legs and fucked her slow and deep. We could even use it for to bend over in while I take her from behind – something that’s gotten harder and harder to do on a bed.

      I got my wife a dirty sex swing for Christmas, and she’s opening it right now.

      “Silas, what the heck is-” her words stutter and stop. “Oh.”

      I can hear her take a sharp breath as she realizes what she’s looking at, and I grin. I know that sharp breath. That’s the sharp breath of her body sizzling with desire. That’s the sharp breath of her hormones going into overdrive, her skin tingling all over, her nipples growing almost painfully erect, and her sweet pussy flooding with her juices.

      I would trade my right fucking leg to be home with her right at that moment.

      “Fuck, Silas,” she breathes.

      “Like it?”

      “I really wish you were home right now,” she husks. Her voice is smoky and raw, and I love that I know how turned on she is right now.

      I love that I know how fucking wet she is.

      “Me too,” I growl back, my hand wrapping around my cock again and slowly stroking it. I picture her standing there in that hot red lingerie. I picture laying her back in that swing, pulling those lacy sheer panties to the side and dragging my tongue through her slit.

      “The kids are asleep,” she says quietly, her voice still heavy with lust.

      “Get in that swing, gorgeous,” I say darkly, loving the way she gasps at my directness.

      “Hang on, I’m taking this lingerie off.”

      I start to protest but she shushes me.

      “I want to save it for tomorrow, and besides,” she giggles, the sound like a live-wire right to my rock-hard cock.

      “Besides, I want to be totally naked right now.”

      “I am,” I growl, and she moans.

      “Okay, I’m sitting in it,” she whispers, and that breathiness in her voice gets my cock throbbing.

      I groan, picturing her laying back naked in the swing, and I start to stroke my cock.

      “Play with your pussy, gorgeous.”

      She moans instantly. “I already am.”

      “How wet are you.”

      She gasps again. “I’m so wet, Silas. I wish you were here to see how wet I was,” she moans.

      I growl picturing her laying back in the swing with her legs spread, my name on her lips, and her fingers buried in that pussy.

      “Are you hard?”

      I groan. “I’ve been hard as a fucking rock ever since you said ‘naughty’.”

      She groans. “Stroke it for me, Silas?”

      I growl as I jerk my thick shaft up and down, my balls heavy and aching for release already. “I already am.”

      Ivy moans. “It’s so comfy in this thing,” she purrs. “God I can’t wait to use this with you.”

      Her breath catches, and I know she’s moving her thumb across her swollen clit.

      “Tease your nipples for me,” I command, knowing how sensitive they get at this stage in pregnancy.

      She gasps loudly. “Uh-huh.” She moans again. “Play with your balls, honey,” she coos out, making me groan and toss my head back as I cup them in one hand. “Pretend it’s my fingers, stroking them.”

      My eyes close, as I picture my perfect wife, swollen with child, lying back and playing with that sweet perfect pussy.

      We continue like that, our breaths and our dirty words mingling over the phone line.

      “Fuck, Silas…”

      “Ivy-”

      “I’m going to come soon,” she whispers heatedly.

      I can feel my blood pounding, and the familiar feeling of the inevitable welling up inside me.

      “I want to hear it when you come,” I growl. “I want to hear the sounds you make when you make that tight pussy come for me, baby.”

      She cries out softly. “Please come with me! Please stroke that cock and make it come for me!”

      I growl, feeling my cum boiling up inside. “Ivy-”

      “Oh God, Silas, I’m- oooooh...”

      It’s her moans that do it. It’s her moans that always do it.

      It’s the sound of her coming, of her shattering like that that pushes me over the edge. My cock lurches in my fist, and I can feel the cum rocketing out. My world spins and my blood roars in my ears. I keep stroking as I listen to my wife orgasm fiercely over the phone, gasping as the hot cum splatters down across my abs.

      And the whole time, she’s right there in my ear, coming with me.

      We take a second, breathing heavily.

      “Mmmm, okay I needed that,” she purrs, giggling quietly.

      I chuckle. “Same. But I want you here with me. Or I want to be there, next to you.”

      “I know, me too.”

      I put her on speaker as I check my phone for any updates from the airline and scowl when I see the big red “grounded” status still on the whole city.

      “I can’t miss Christmas with you and the girls,” I mutter sullenly.

      “It’s-” she sighs, “it’s not ideal, but they’ll understand.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll understand. I do understand, Silas.”

      “It won’t be the same.”

      The glow I’ve just experienced starts to fade as the reality of spending Christmas away from my family and my heart, here in this fucking hotel room starts to settle like a gloom.

      “We’ll just have it when you get back,” Ivy says brightly.

      “Oh, shit-” She pulls away from the phone for a second. “Shit, Nora’s awake, honey. Can I call you later? Or tomorrow?”

      I wince, wishing more than ever that I were home. “Go, go, it’s fine. How about I call you tomorrow morning with an update.”

      “Sounds good,” she says quietly. “Hey Silas?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I love you so much.”

      I grin widely, my heart soaring right out of my chest.

      “I love you too, Ivy.”
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* * *

      It’s after I hang up, and after I rinse off again in the shower, that something hits me. And it takes me a second to realize what it is that’s nagging at my thoughts until I remember standing there at the airline desk earlier.

      “I’m really not getting out of New York tonight, am I?”

      “Not on a plane, I’m afraid.”

      I’m pulling pants on and stuffing my shit into my bag in a nanosecond.

      Fuck this.

      I am not missing Christmas with my family, and I am not going to be kept from the home I once fought so hard to get back to.

      Not a chance.
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      “Santa comes tonight?”

      I smile at Emma as I finish putting Nora’s mashed carrot dinner in a plastic bowl with some tater-tots.

      “Yeah baby, Santa comes tonight!”

      “And Daddy?”

      I turn away to the kitchen sink to hide the frown on my face. I sigh as I glance out the window that looks out over the promenade and the harbor down below, bathed in the dim glow of the late winter afternoon.

      “We’ll see, honey. Daddy’s very busy with work.”

      “Is he working with Santa?”

      I laugh. “Yeah, he is.”

      “Oh okay then. It’s okay.”

      I turn back to smile quizzically at my precocious little three-year old. “What do you mean, Emma?”

      “It’s okay if he’s with Santa. I think Santa needs help.”

      “You do?”

      “Yeah. Daddy’s good with helping.”

      I smile as I move behind her chair and kiss the top of her head. I smooth down her hair. “Yeah he is.”

      Silas and I only had a brief talk this morning, and the reception was terrible. After that it’s just been a series of texts back and forth about the airports still being grounded, which has put a sour mood on my mind all day.

      It’s Christmas Eve, and my husband isn’t going to be home.

      And I’m not mad at him – of course I’m not. I know he’s just as, if not more, broken up about not being here as I am. But that doesn’t mean it doesn’t still suck that he won’t be here.

      I look out the window again at the mountains of snow still coming down on Shelter Harbor, which is more like Shuttered Harbor with this weather. It’s not like we get many tourists in the winter anyway, but with this, we’re guaranteed none.

      I realize I’m rambling inside my own head, trying to find something to latch onto besides Silas being gone.

      “Mama, Santa!”

      I smile wryly as I start to clean up the kitchen sink. “I know, honey.”

      “Mama, Santa!”

      “Yeah, I know, Em! He’s coming tonight, isn’t he!”

      Nora chirps from her highchair, and I turn to see her pushing mashed carrots around her bowl.

      “Mama!” Emma cries out, suddenly standing up in her chair, which she knows is a no-no.

      “Emma-”

      “It’s Santa!”

      “Emma, honey, what-”

      But that’s when I glance up to see her excited face. She’s grinning excitedly with her little arm raised and her finger pointing through to the living room and the big wide-frame window that faces the long driveway.

      The driveway with the giant, rumbling, red truck climbing through the snow drifts.

      “It’s Santa! It’s Santa!” Emma’s jumping up and down, and I scoop Nora into my arms before helping Emma by the hand to the front door.

      I’m grinning so hard it hurts.

      “It’s not Santa, honey,” I say, feeling almost as excited as my daughter is.

      Her face falls as I bring her to the front door and start to open it. The huge 4x4 truck rumbles to a stop in the driveway and Emma huddles against me as I open the door to the wind.

      “It’s better than Santa.”

      The door to the truck opens, and he jumps out, a huge grin on his face.

      Emma shrieks as he comes bounding through the snow towards us all, laughing with his arms wide.

      “Daddy!”
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* * *

      Later, I’m lying against Silas on our sofa by the fireplace. Miraculously, both girls are sound asleep, and it actually quiet for once.

      I turn and punch him in the arm playfully.

      “I’m mad at you, you know.”

      He chuckles, grabbing my wrists and kissing me. “For what?”

      “For driving through that storm to get here! You could have-”

      “Ivy, I was fine, and I rented the biggest all-wheel drive truck in New York City.”

      “The one that just happened to be Santa Claus red, huh?”

      “Oh, no, I asked for that specifically.”

      I laugh before I remember I’m mad at him.

      “You could’ve gotten hurt.”

      “There wasn’t another car on the road for miles. And anyways, there’s no way I was going to miss tonight here with you.”

      I snuggle into him as he wraps his arms around me.

      “Besides,” he whispers in my ear.

      “I think someone promised me a peek at the present I got her. I mean how could I not drive through a blizzard for that?”

      I grin, turning to kiss him fiercely on the lips.

      “Drove all this way hoping to get lucky huh?”

      He grins.  “Oh, I’m already lucky, gorgeous.”

      He leans in and brushes his lips across my ear, sending a shiver down my back.

      “I drove all this way so I could make you come on every inch of my cock tonight.”

      I moan, audibly.

      “You want to show me that present now?”

      I bite my lip as I look at him. “How about I show them both to you now?”

      His eyes flash as he nods hungrily.

      I peck him on the lips. “Give me ten minutes, and then come upstairs.”
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      I give it eight minutes, tops. Any longer than that and I’ll fucking explode.

      Eight minutes later, I’m tearing my shirt off as I climb the stairs, tiptoeing past the girls’ rooms, and down the hall to our master suite. I’m on edge I’m so excited. Because six years later, the mere thought of this woman gets me harder than anything. Six years later, and I can’t wait to taste her, and feel her come with my cock buried deep inside her.

      I knock once on the door.

      “Okay you can come in.”

      The door opens silently, and my entire mind goes blank.

      Holy fuck.

      She’s like a fucking vision. A vision in creamy skin and red lingerie that hides nothing.

      Ivy’s sitting in the swing, her legs spread with her ankles hooked into the special loops and her arms above her head, tangled in her own hair.

      I lock eyes with her as I slip into the room and close the door.

      “Jesus you’re gorgeous.”

      She blushes. “I’m getting huge.”

      “You know I fucking love you huge like that,” I growl as I step out of my pants.

      Her eyes drop to the bulge in my shorts and she licks her lips.

      “You know I love you pregnant.”

      She nods. “So, you like?”

      I grin wolfishly. “Yeah, I fucking like. I like a whole lot.”

      I drop my shorts and she moans a little bit as my cock bobs into view. I move towards her and drop to my knees between her legs. My hands skim over her thighs, tracing up and just moving past the edge of her delicate skin just to the side of her panties.

      Ivy shivers.

      “I need you, Silas,” she whispers. “I need you to take me.”

      My cock throbs as I plant a kiss on her thigh. I trace my lips higher, over her swollen belly. I kiss over her elegant and delicate bra, and then suck at a sensitive nipple through the thin material, loving the way she hisses as I gently mouth it.

      Her hands start to drop towards my cock, but I stop her.

      “Uh-uh, gorgeous.” I grin at her. “I think someone mentioned you being my present tonight?”

      My eyes pierce into hers as she nods hungrily.

      “Well, I’m going to take my time with my present.”

      I push her hands above her head and slip her wrists into the loose loops there. She’s not restrained but she keeps her hands there. Her chest rises and falls and her tongue darts out to wet her lips.

      Slowly, I kiss my way down her cleavage, leaving red marks across her breasts. I know the bra pops in the front, and I do it deftly with my teeth. She moans as her breasts spill out, the lacy material dropping to the sides as I feast my eyes on her tits. I bring my mouth back down to those swollen pink nipples and take one hungrily in my mouth. She moans, arching her chest towards me, and I love how extra sensitive she is.

      I move down, over her soft belly and down between her legs. I nuzzle at her pussy through the soaking wet panties, making her moan and whimper. Gently, I slip her feet out of the loops and push them up, sliding the panties slowly from her legs. I let them linger at her ankles for a second as I kiss the inside of her knee – a spot I’ve found drives her crazy - before tossing them aside.

      I spread her legs again as I hook her feet back into the loops, and I groan as my eyes zero in on the prize.

      God she’s so fucking wet.

      She so wet she’s glistening in the low light of the room. I can feel my cock throbbing with desire for her as I lean in, kissing my way up her thighs. I get closer and closer, and her moans get higher and higher, before suddenly I cut the teasing and move right in.

      Ivy cries out as I drag my tongue deftly across her slit, starting at the bottom and slowly curling it through her lips. I tease her hard little clit for a second before moving back down and pushing my tongue deep inside her pussy.

      And then I remember, it’s a swing.

      I grin as I start to rock her, using the motion of the swing itself to fuck her with my tongue. She gasps loudly, holding tightly to the loops above her head and straining at the ones at her ankles as I lick her mercilessly. She somehow tastes even sweeter when she’s so pregnant like this, and I moan as I taste her honey, lapping at her hungrily. My hands move to her ass, holding it firmly, kneading the skin there, and dipping between to tease a finger across her asshole.

      Ivy pants harder and louder, her chest heaving and her thighs quivering as she starts to shatter.

      “Silas, I’m-”

      I don’t let her finish, I just wrap my lips around her clit and start to flick it side to side with my tongue like I know she loves.

      She goes to pieces.

      She buries the scream in her arm as her whole body arches and then collapses into the swing.

      Slowly, I move my mouth away from her, kissing her thighs before I stand.

      “Oh my God, that was- fuuuuck…” her words stumble as I ease my cock against her opening and start to slide inside. “Oh God yes.”

      I slide inside to the hilt on one stroke with how wet and slick she is. We both groan as I come to rest against her, my hands holding her thighs and my cock throbbing deep inside.

      Slowly, standing still, I use the swing again. With her lying back like that in the sling, I push on her thighs, causing her to slide almost all the way off my cock before I pull her back hard. She moans wildly as my thickness fills her all over again, her hands clawing at the loops above her head.

      “Oh, fuck, I’m going to love this thing,” she moans, her head tossed back.

      I use the swing to pull her off and onto my cock again and again, rocking my hips to meet hers on every thrust. My hand drops to where we meet, my fingers lazily circling her clit as her moans drop like sweet honey from her lips.

      I can feel my muscles bunching as I roll my hips against her, my hands gripping her hips and my fingers sliding deliciously over her soft skin. I bring another hand to her belly, lightly tracing a palm over the bulge there as I feel her body undulate against mine.

      I want to do this all night to her. I want to make her feel like the queen of my fucking world she is until we have to get up and put presents out for the kids.

      But I also know I’m not going to last much longer. Not with how fucking beautiful she looks with her hair framing her face, her head tossed back like that, and her lips parted in ecstasy.

      I pull up on the swing, shifting her so she’s more into a sitting position in front of me. Ivy yanks her hands out of the loops and throws her arms around my neck, kissing me wildly as we come together again and again. We’re lost in the heat of our two bodies and the sounds of only our gasping breaths and the wind howling outside.

      This is perfect and this is everything.

      We come together like that, her fingers digging into my skin and clutching me close as she comes. Her moans in my ear, as always, push me over the edge, and I hold her fiercely as my cock lurches inside of her. I bring my lips to hers, kissing her with everything I have as I empty every drop inside of her, feeling her whole body pulsing and shuddering against mine.

      “Still mad at me for driving home?”

      She grins as she pulls away from me. “Yes, but not as much now,” she says, sticking her tongue out at me.

      I brush my lips against hers. “If I did what we just did, say, twice more tonight, would that make up for it entirely?”

      Her eyes spark with something hungry and fierce as she rakes her teeth across her lips.

      “I think it’d be a very good start.”

      I’m still hard, inside her. I’m still staring at this woman I love more than anything in this world - my wife, my soulmate, the mother of my children.

      And I can’t think of anything else I’d rather be doing than going for round two.

      Right now.
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* * *

      We’re basket-cases the next morning, catching maybe two hours of sleep before we’re up putting the presents out for Emma and Nora. Then we catch another 10 minutes before the little munchkins are up and screaming about Santa.

      Back downstairs we watch with grins on our faces as Emma freaks out about the new tricycle we got her. Nora mostly amuses herself with wrapping paper.

      Ivy turns and eyes the coffee in my hand with a pout – my second of the day, but she’s already had her allotted twelve ounces, what with being pregnant.

      “I swear I’m drinking a gallon of coffee the second Lucas is born,” she mutters. I chuckle as I put an arm around her and bring her close as we step into the living room to help Emma get on the bike.

      If you’d asked me years ago where I saw myself today, I’d have laughed. I’d have said lost, or broken, or in jail.

      Or dead.

      But I’m living the dream I never thought I could even have.

      Because somehow, here I am. I’ve got the girl of my dreams on my arm, our family growing around us, and I’m here, home in Shelter Harbor.

      And I’ll fight with everything I have to keep that.

      

      
        The End
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      Sinner, book 2 of the Shelter Harbor series, will be released in late November of 2016.

      This will be Rowan’s story, and while I don’t want to give anything away (also, I’m still writing it ;) ), I will say this:

      Prepare to be scandalized.

      Because really, when the tattooed, dive-bar-owning, motorcycle-driving bad boy meets Evangeline Ellis - prim and proper southern girl, and a preacher’s daughter - what else would you expect but scandal?

      Sweet, delicious scandal ;).

      Join the mailing list to be the first to hear about ARC opportunities as well as exact release date!
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        Sign up for my discreet newsletter - I promise I'll never spam you! Be the first to know of new releases at limited time discount prices, author giveaways, and a chance for a FREE copy of my next book as a member of the Aubrey Irons Advanced Reader Copy team!

        

        Click here or use the following link to sign up now!

        http://eepurl.com/bu3-3P

        

        Thanks so much for reading, and for supporting an independent author!
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      Aubrey Irons enjoys writing about bold, sassy, and intelligent women and the dominant, cocky, and quite typically forbidden alpha males who love and lust for them; gripping stories, happy endings, and enough heat to keep things extra steamy!

      In the real world, Aubrey is kept plenty entertained by her own tattooed Marine husband, their precocious and adorable three year old, and one very ill-behaved puppy.

      
        To find more of Aubrey’s books on Amazon,

        Click here!

        Always FREE with your Kindle Unlimited subscription!

        

        I love hearing from readers!

        

        Email: AubreyIronsAuthor@gmail.com

        Website: www.AubreyIrons.com
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        Twitter: @AubreyIrons
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