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      May·be (ˈmābē)

      

      adverb

      1. perhaps; possibly. Example: "Maybe this could work."

      synonyms; perhaps, possibly, conceivably, it could be (that), it is possible (that), for all one knows.

      

      noun

      1. a mere possibility or probability.  Example: “No ifs, buts, or maybes.”

      

      When dating, ‘maybe’ can be a girl’s best friend.

      “Maybe I’ll give you my number.”

      “Maybe we can go on a second date.”

      “Maybe he’s the one.”

      However, there are definitely times a girl doesn’t want to hear the word ‘maybe’.

      “Do you care about me or did you just want to sleep with me?”

      “Do you see this relationship going anywhere?”

      “Are you dating anyone else?”

      And the word ‘maybe’ should never be used when describing a boyfriend.

      “Zander O’Leary is your boyfriend, right?”

      Maybe, maybe isn’t such a great word after all?
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      Megan

      

      “Can we go over the itinerary again?” Megan asked while finishing her Irish coffee.

      “Good Christ, woman,” Devon muttered. “We’ve been over it a dozen times since we left Boston. Nothing’s changed. Zander’s picking us up in Dublin and we’re gonna have a grand ol’ time chasing leprechauns and rainbows.”

      “Don’t patronize me, Devon.”

      “Then don’t ask patronizing questions.”

      “I’m not sure you understand the meaning of the word, Dev. Still having trouble mastering English? I guess it’s understandable, but you have been living in Boston for almost three years. I’d hoped you’d have caught on by now,” Megan teased.

      “I speak English just fine.”

      “No, you speak Irish. But that’s a good thing since we’re going to Ireland! Now make yourself useful and read me today’s itinerary or make me another drink.”

      “Megs, that mouth a yers is gonna get ye in a right foul mess if ye don’t mind it, lass.”

      Megan crossed her arms and stuck her tongue out at Devon. She loved her best friend’s boyfriend dearly, but sometimes she wanted to murder his stubborn Irish arse. She didn’t have any siblings, but she assumed the love-hate relationship she shared with Devon was pretty close.

      Megan turned around in her seat searching Sam out. Her best friend, Samantha Connors, was six rows back in the private plane Cor-Tec had chartered to fly them to Dublin. Devon was part owner of the billion-dollar tech company, along with Sam’s father. That’s how Megan had scored such an amazing study abroad internship in Ireland.

      Going to Ireland was a dream come true for Megan Fields. She’d had an obsession with the whimsical country for as long as she could remember. But this was the first time she was actually able to visit. Megan was supposed to go for a semester her sophomore year, but Sam’s demanding sports medicine courses made it impossible. Seeing Ireland with her best friend was part of the draw for Megan, so she deferred her study abroad opportunity until they could go together. Luckily, Devon had pulled some strings so they could all attend this year.

      Megan was currently a third year film student at Boston University, where she shared an apartment with Sam and Devon. She loved them both dearly and was seriously happy that their relationship was going so well after all of the hurdles that almost derailed them in the beginning, but she often felt like the third wheel. Which was part of the reason she was out of her mind about going to Ireland, where she’d finally get to meet the love of her life in person—Zander O’Leary.

      The only problem? Zander had no idea that Megan was in love with him.

      Zander was Devon’s best friend and business partner. They’d had a complicated history for a while, but since Devon and Sam started dating, things had been better between Devon and Zander.

      Megan and Zander had actually been instrumental in getting Sam and Devon together and it had spawned their own cyber romance. Megan and Zander had been video chatting for nearly three years since first connecting Sam and Devon. But this was the first time they’d meet face-to-face, and the idea had Megan more than a little excited. Even though Zander shamelessly flirted with her online, he never gave her any real inclination that he wanted anything more than friendship. But Megan always suspected it was because a relationship hadn’t really been an option since they lived on separate continents. Although that certainly hadn’t stopped Megan from falling head-over-heels in love with the Irish heartthrob.

      Now that she was actually headed to Ireland, Megan was convinced she and Zander were meant to be. She’d always been a hopeless romantic, and watching Sam and Devon’s love story unfold had made Megan crave one of her own. She was convinced if she could just spend some time with Zander and play it cool that he’d find her irresistible.

      Unfortunately, playing it cool was definitely not one of Megan’s specialties. She was more of the in your face, impulsive type, and routinely contracted nerdy verbal diarrhea about useless movie facts when she was nervous. Megan could already feel her nerves flapping around her stomach like over-caffeinated bats. Which was precisely why she needed to distract herself for the rest of the flight.

      She glanced back at Sam again. All she could see was the headphone-clad top of Sam’s brunette head buried deep in her kinesiology book. Megan groaned. She was practically bouncing in her seat with excitement. Maybe the three Irish coffees hadn’t been such a good idea?

      She’d hoped the copious amounts of whiskey she’d added would counteract the caffeine but it seemed Irish coffee was stronger than the Boston beans she routinely mainlined.

      Megan glanced out the plane window as the clouds played peek-a-book with the patchwork of green and blue landscape below. The scenery only made Megan more jittery. She couldn’t wait to get her feet on the ground—and arms around Zander!

      Megan had always been a bit boy-crazy. She’d dated her fair share of Boston collegiates while nursing her crush on Zander, but none of them ever held a candle to him. Even without having met in person, Megan’s attraction to Zander was undeniable. Her mind raced away with visions of him waiting for her arrival and she vaguely found herself wondering if she could die of horniness as her legs bounced to the rapid rate of her hopelessly pining heart.

      “Do you need to use the loo?” Devon asked, interrupting Megan’s thoughts.

      “Huh?”

      “Yer legs are shaking like a jackhammer.”

      “Oh. I might have had a wee bit too much coffee,” she lied.

      In truth she just needed to talk to Sam about Zander before her anxiety got out of control.

      Megan was a take-charge, positive individual, but she wasn’t completely immune to doubts. She needed some girl talk with her bestie to calm her nerves. Her stomach had been a shitnado of stress since she boarded their flight in Boston, and presently, remaining silent and seated seemed like an impossibly tall order.

      Since the flight attendant would most likely frown upon Megan doing backflips in the aisle to expel some of her pent up energy, she decided to pester Devon some more.

      “Come on, Dev,” she begged. “Just keep me occupied. Let’s go over everyone at Cor-Tec’s names one more time. You know I love listening to your accent.”

      “Now who’s being patronizing?” he shot back.

      “I was just messing with you. You know that’s how I show my love.”

      “I know you’ve had everything ye need to know for yer Cor-Tec film project memorized months ago and yer just trying to drive me batty.”

      “Well Sam is busy being boring so you’re my only option for entertainment.”

      “Why don’t ye watch a movie?” Devon suggested pointing to the large flat screen on the wall.

      “I’ve seen them.”

      “All?”

      “Yes, I’ve seen all the movies. Now talk to me about something before I throw up, damn it!”

      “Wait, are ye really gonna be sick? Ye know I don’t do well with sick,” Devon said nervously.

      “No, I’m not going to be sick, you bitch waffle. I’m just nervous about meeting Zander in . . .” Megan glanced at her watch. “Oh God! Like twenty minutes! Shit! This is really happening. I’m gonna meet Zander!” Megan squealed, her voice near supersonic.

      “Sam!” Devon bellowed. “I could really use yer help up here. Megs has gone a wee bit mad.”

      Sam’s head emerged into the aisle several rows back. “Guys! I’m studying.”

      “But we’re on vacation,” Megan called back.

      “Study abroad, not vacation,” Sam corrected.

      Megan rolled her eyes. “I miss the old Sam,” she whispered to Devon. “Doctor Sam is no fun.”

      Devon glanced over his seat to see if Sam was watching them before replying. “I know. I tried to tell her double majoring would be no picnic.”

      “I can hear you!” Sam hissed from her seat.

      “Then just come up here already,” Megan begged. “You can study later. We’re going to Ireland for an entire semester! Get excited, people.”

      “I am excited,” Devon said giving Megan a goofy smile.

      “You’re just excited to see your mangy mutt,” she replied.

      “Eggsy is not a mutt!” Devon shot back, sounding sincerely wounded.

      “Who do you love more?” Megan asked. “Eggsy or Sam?”

      “That’s not a fair question. One is my best mate and one is my girl.”

      “Oh my God! You’re always supposed to choose girlfriend!” Megan yelled. “Sam! Devon loves Eggsy more than you.”

      “I didn’t say that!” Devon barked practically leaping out of his seat to silence Megan with a hand over her mouth.

      They battled with each other, Devon messing up Megan’s mane of wild black hair, while she tried to give him a wet willy.

      Sam finally snapped her book closed and marched up the aisle, shoving Devon back into his seat and plopping down next to him.

      Devon promptly gave Sam a kiss.

      “Hello, lovely,” he said pulling her onto his lap. “Nice of ye to join us.”

      “I didn’t have much choice with you two carrying on up here. What’s the problem?”

      “No problem,” Megan chirped, bouncing in her seat. “I’m just excited to go to my favorite country with my two favorite people!”

      Sam studied Megan quizzically for a moment, and then swiped the travel mug from her hand, sniffing it suspiciously. Sam’s eyebrows shot up and she turned an accusatory gaze on Devon. “You let her have an Irish coffee?”

      “No, he let me have three!” Megan squealed, wiggling her dark eyebrows.

      Sam glared at Devon and shook her head. “You’re useless as a babysitter.”

      Devon offered an apologetic grimace. “Megs is persuasive.”

      Sam narrowed her eyes and sniffed Devon’s breath. “And how much whiskey did you have?”

      “This many!” Megan giggled as she held up four fingers.

      Devon shot Megan a traitorous scowl as Sam swatted him.

      Sam sighed. “What am I gonna do with you two?”

      “I tried to refrain, love,” Devon murmured.

      “Yes, I’m sure Megan had to twist your arm.”

      Devon smirked his adorable crooked Irish boy smirk that he knew admonished all sins and Sam smiled back. “Come on, love,” he begged. “We can have a little fun, can’t we? We’re going home, after all.”

      “Boston is home, Devon.”

      “Aye, but Ireland be in our blood!” Devon yelled, before picking up the tune to his favorite Irish song. “In Dublin’s fair city, where the girls are so pretty, I first set my eyes on sweet Molly Malone.”

      Megan joined in and soon the two of them were belting the chorus. “Cockles and mussels, alive, alive, oh!”

      Sam rolled her eyes but eventually joined in when Devon substituted her name for Molly Malone’s and began serenading Sam with his best Irish brogue.

      “More Irish coffees!” Megan yelled when the song was over.

      “I think you two have had enough,” Sam warned.

      “Oh come on! You have to have one, Sam! I’ll order us another round!” she said, reaching for the flight service button.

      Sam was on Megan in a flash, pinning her arms to her sides. Megan knew better than to struggle. She never stood a chance against Sam’s soccer muscles or towering frame. At five-three, Megan was nearly a head shorter than her best friend. Plus, Megan possessed the pale string bean arms of a lifelong film nerd.

      She and Sam were opposites on almost every front, yet somehow they’d gotten along thick as thieves since the day they’d met. It gave Megan hope with Zander.

      Megan and Zander were so opposite that a relationship between them seemed as likely as Belle and the Beast—except Megan considered herself to be the beast in their scenario. She knew she certainly didn’t stack up to Zander’s past girlfriends on paper.

      Ever since taking over as the face of Cor-Tec, Zander had become a bit of a celebrity. He became the youngest billionaire in Ireland when he convinced the Core-Tec board they needed to move into military defense contracts. He landed a few rather high-profile contracts, launching the business as a global contender, which secured him as the company’s new CEO at just twenty-one years old.

      Zander’s promotion gave Cor-Tec some major media buzz and Zander more money than anyone his age ought to have. And he knew how to milk it.

      In the year since he’d taken over as CEO, he‘d made quite a name for himself. Zander donated money to children’s charities and sponsored Ireland’s premier football club in Dublin. He attended film openings and even rode on the Shamrock Rovers’ soccer float at the St. Patty’s parade.

      It also didn’t hurt that Zander was devastatingly handsome. His face graced billboards and ads across the UK. And his dating profile read like a who’s who of Europe’s rich and famous. He’d recently graced the covers of tabloid sites, linked to supermodels, actresses and musicians. But Megan was never someone who let things like that bother her. She was a self-proclaimed lemonade girl—give her some lemons and she’d find a way to make a killer vodka lemonade.

      As a short, nerdy, American nobody, Megan knew she wasn’t the typical type of girl that Zander dated, but she couldn’t deny the connection they had. Plus, the fact that Zander made time in his busy schedule to video chat with Megan almost daily. It had to mean she had a chance.

      But from the look Sam was giving her, Megan knew her best friend was about to give one of her famous, ‘don’t get your hopes up’ speeches.

      “Meg . . .” Sam started.

      “Save it, Sam.”

      “You don’t even know what I’m going to say.”

      “Yes I do. You’re going to say what you always do when I fall for a guy. You tell me to take it easy, go slow, pace myself, don’t overwhelm him with my fantastically quirky, yet adorable personality.”

      Sam tried to hide her grin. “Okay, but you know I’m right.”

      “No, you would be right if I didn’t know Zander, but this isn’t our first date. It’s practically our five millionth. He already knows and loves me.”

      “This is what I’m talking about, Meg. Tonight isn’t a date. It’s the four of us going for drinks at a pub.”

      “Fine, it’s a double date,” Megan protested.

      “Did Zander actually call it a date?”

      “No, but—”

      Sam crossed her arms. “See!”

      “What?”

      “We’re going to be living with Zander for an entire semester, Megan. You can’t go in guns blazing.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because if things don’t work out then you’re still going to have to live and work with him, and it’ll make it awkward for all of us.”

      “Why wouldn’t things work out? They worked out for you and Devon.”

      “That’s different.”

      “How?”

      “Zander is not Devon,” Sam said.

      “Why does she always say that?” Megan asked looking at Devon for help, but he only put his hands up in surrender, wisely choosing to stay out of the conversation.

      Sam continued. “I get it, okay? Zander is exciting and handsome and charming, but I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      “I hate that saying,” Megan said dismissively. “Plus, hello! Have you learned nothing from Dumbledore? Life is all about getting hurt. But our choices show us who we are,” she added quoting one of her favorite series.

      “You’re twisting that quote and you know it.”

      “Whatever, you know what I mean. I’m not like you, Sam. I’m not afraid of everything. I go after what I want.”

      “Fine,” Sam said, rising to her feet. “But this Cor-Tec film is a huge opportunity. You should think about the repercussions before you throw away your entire future for a fling with a cute boy just because you like his accent.” With that Sam stomped off to her seat in the back of the plane to resume her studies.

      “I like more than his accent!” Megan called after her, but Sam didn’t respond. Megan sunk sullenly into her seat feeling deflated. She and Sam rarely fought and it sucked that it was happening now. Why couldn’t her best friend just be happy for her?

      Megan turned to Devon. “Why is she so PMSy?”

      “Sam is on yer side, Megs. She’s just protective of those she loves,” Devon added softly.

      “I know, but you’re both acting like I don’t know Zander at all. We’ve been talking nearly every day for three years. And don’t forget we’re the ones who got you and Sam together, so we’re not total Muggles.”

      Devon smiled. “I know. But Sam’s not wrong. The Zander you know and the Zander we know might not be the same person.”

      “Like Peter Parker and Spiderman? Because I could get down with that.”

      “More like Jekyll and Hyde.”

      “Good reference,” Megan replied proudly. She’d spent the past three years helping supplement Devon’s severely lacking movie repertoire. “But I think you’re wrong.”

      “I hope I am.”

      “I know you are. I know Zander and there’s no way he’s secretly the monster you’re painting him to be.”

      “That’s not what we’re saying, Megs. But ye speak to him for two minutes at a time. Yer only seeing what he wants ye to see.”

      “I know that. But I don’t care. We have a connection and I’m honestly just happy to get to spend some time with him and see Ireland, so stop worrying so much. Let’s just enjoy the ride.”

      “If yer happy I’m happy, Megs.”

      “Good,” she said pulling two mini bottles of whiskey from the stash in her purse and handing one to Devon. “To Ireland and happiness.”

      Devon smirked devilishly as he uncapped the whiskey bottle and clinked it against Megan’s. “Sláinte.”

      

      Zander

      

      “Right on time,” Zander said to himself as he glanced at the clock on instrument panel again, grinning. There wasn’t much he loved more than flying his chopper. Well, maybe he’d love the look on Megan’s face when she saw him in it a wee bit more. But that was yet to be seen.

      He hadn’t told Megan he planned to pick her up in his chopper. He wanted it to be a surprise. He was pulling out all the stops to impress her. Ever since he found out that Megan, Sam and Devon were coming to Ireland, Zander had been on cloud nine. His life was definitely going well, but it was strangely lonely at the top and definitely more overwhelming than he’d ever imagined.

      But he wouldn’t trade it and he’d be a damn fool to complain. Zander had come from nothing and worked his arse off for the opportunity to run Cor-Tec. Devon had been happy to hand over the reins while he pursued environmental studies at Uni in the states, but Zander wasn’t one to let things lie. He never wanted to feel like he’d just been handed something. He believed in earning his place. He’d always been that way. With sports, women and now business.

      He certainly felt that way with Megan. She’d strangely become his crutch over the past few years. Zander rarely let himself rely on others. A long history of disappointment and abandonment had taught him he couldn’t count on anyone but himself. But Megan, with her bubbly optimism and infectious humor, had worn through Zander’s normally impenetrable exterior. And now that she was under his skin he didn’t know what to do.

      At first, Zander hadn’t seen the harm in letting Megan in. She lived in Boston. It’s not like she could hurt him from thousands of miles away. She couldn’t be anything more than a fun distraction with so much distance between them. But Zander hadn’t expected to become so attached to her.

      They talked nearly every day. Sometimes more. He’d grown accustom to Megan’s quirky texts and random quotes that he sometimes spent hours trying to decipher. She was also the only person he ever shared his personal thoughts and worries with. Megan just had this way of making him feel safe. She demanded authenticity and didn’t stand for his usual bollocks. He loved that about her.

      Megan had wormed her way into Zander’s heart and now that she was flying to Ireland to spend the next few months with him, he was starting to worry.

      What if he didn’t measure up to the guy she thought he was? Or what if she wasn’t everything he’d built her up to be? Or worse, what if she was?

      Zander knew he had a devastating crush on the adorable American, but he’d never expected to have the opportunity to pursue it. And now that he did, he wasn’t sure he should. Megan was only in Ireland for a semester. Afterwards, she’d return to Boston and go on being an incredible filmmaker, while Zander would be left behind as usual. He hated playing things safe, but he had a nagging feeling he needed to guard himself around Megan. He hadn’t even met her in person, yet he knew without a doubt she had the ability to hurt him like few others had.
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      Megan

      

      “Oh my God!” Megan squealed as she peered out the window of their private plane. “Is that him? Is that Zander?”

      Their plane had just taxied to a stop in front of a hanger and few yards away, a ridiculously fit man in a leather jacket and aviators rested against the sleek red body of a helicopter.

      “Please tell me that’s him,” Megan repeated.

      “Blimey!” Devon exclaimed joining Megan at the window. “Sam! You’ve gotta see this. Zander’s flown the chopper to greet us.”

      Megan barely heard Sam grumbling in the back of the plane. She was too busy gathering her things. She couldn’t wait to get off the plane and into Zander’s strong, leather-clad arms. She felt like she was on the set of Top Gun—Zander could be her Maverick any day. He certainly looked yummy enough to make her heart take flight.

      She took a deep breath, wondering if she was truly ready to meet the man of her dreams. She checked her breath and popped in a piece of rainbow gum as the flight attendants prepared the cabin for disembarking.

      Finally the stairs were down, but a sudden flurry of nerves made Megan insist Sam and Devon get off the plane first. She took the time to catch her breath.

      “Play it cool, Megs,” she reminded herself. “Play it cool.”

      

      Zander

      

      Zander fought his urge to jog to the plane and greet his friends. He wasn’t keen to look like an over-eager bloke seeking them out, but he was desperate to see Megan. Fighting his desires, Zander held back. It was better to let them come to him.

      Once the plane was parked and the stairs rolled out, he opened the door of his R44 Raven helicopter and let out the gangly wolfhound barking within.

      Eggsy saw Devon trouncing down the stairs of his plane and sprinted across the tarmac howling like a pup separated from its mum.

      Devon dropped to his knees to greet the gigantic mut. “Eggsy! I’ve missed you, boy!”

      Sam exited the plane next and Eggsy pounced on her as well.

      Both Sam and Devon were so busy coddling Eggsy they hadn’t even noticed Zander saunter up to them. “I see. It’s gonna be like this, is it, mates? Eggsy gets all the attention?”

      “Well he is Dev’s number one,” Sam teased scratching Eggsy under the chin while Devon let the massive gray wolfhound lick his face in a frenzy of affection.

      “What am I, chopped liver?” Zander joked. But just as he asked the question, he caught movement out of the corner of his eye and a whir of black propelled itself straight toward him.

      Zander turned just in time to catch Megan as she launched herself into his arms, squealing like a toddler on Christmas morning.

      “Omigod! Omigod! I’m really here! It’s really you!” Megan proclaimed, burying her face in his neck and squeezing him tight. “This is the best day ever!”

      Zander couldn’t help but laugh and hug Megan back. Her excitement was infectious and in one quick movement, Zander lifted Megan off her feet in a bone-crushing hug. And good Christ if it wasn’t the best embrace he’d had in years. Zander cursed his soft heart for opening to her. It didn’t help that she smelled like whiskey and sunshine. Shite! He was in for it with this one. She put stars in his eyes and dreams in his wild heart.

      Regaining his composure, Zander quickly put Megan back on her feet. “Yer pint-sized, lass.”

      Megan grinned. “Don’t worry. The best things come in small packages.” She followed her comment with a sultry wink of her sparkling blue eyes. It caught the attention of Zander’s own package and the muscles in his jaw twitched as he fought the coiling tension within him.

      Megan seemed to hardly notice as she flounced past him toward the chopper. “Is this for us?”

      “Of course,” Zander replied snapping back to the present. “Nothing but the best for my mates.”

      “Wait? You expect me to get in a helicopter with you?” Sam asked.

      “Why not? Eggsy does it,” Zander replied.

      Devon laughed and took Sam’s hand, kissing the back of it. “Come on, love. It’ll be an adventure.”

      “I’m in!” Megan exclaimed skipping around the gleaming bird, her glorious curves bouncing in all the right places.

      Zander rubbed a hand across his mouth to hide his smirk. He had a hard time containing his composure as he watched Megan smile back at him, black hair blowing in the wind, blue eyes full of mischief. Screw playing it safe. That philosophy never got him anywhere good in life. Zander liked to gamble and he’d be a right fit wanker to pass up the opportunity to see where things could go with a girl like Megan. She was a firecracker, and Zander had always liked to play with fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Megan

      

      Megan hopped herself into the front seat of the helicopter next to Zander, while Sam, Devon and Eggsy got situated in the back.

      Megan was near bursting with excitement. “Do I get to help fly us?” she asked looking at the complex panel of instruments.

      “Not this time, doll face,” Zander replied, making her insides glow.

      Megan loved it when he used that nickname for her. She’d tried to call him doll face when they’d first started getting flirty but his response was, ‘it’s such a shame to waste a name like that on a bloke like me when yer the one with the face of an angel.’

      God, how could she not melt into a puddle of drool when Zander said things like that?

      Megan realized her mouth was open and she quickly snapped it shut. It was proving more difficult than she thought to play it cool around Zander. She’d always known he was ridiculously good-looking, but he was a real life Adonis! Without the safety net of her laptop screen and a million miles between them, Megan was floundering. She found her normally rapid speech failed in his presence. But considering how nervous she was around him, maybe that was a good thing. If she could find her voice, she’d probably profess her undying love or say she wanted to have his babies.

      “Ready to see Ireland?” Zander asked.

      Megan nodded, grinning like a Jack-o’-lantern.

      Zander reached over and helped her snap the five-point harness into place. She was certain the fire in her panties was going to set off the smoke alarms when his large hand reached between her thighs to test if the harness fit snugly.

      “Down, boy,” Devon yelled at Eggsy from the back seat.

      The ill-timed comment made Megan blush, and she thought she saw Zander smirk shamefully too.

      Zander turned his focus back to the chopper instruments, his mood strictly professional as he took them into the air. Megan was slightly disappointed that his hands were so occupied by flying the helicopter. Her voice might be failing her, but her body wasn’t. Every nerve tingled and itched to make contact with him again.

      Thank God for the five-point harness. It was the only thing keeping her from floating away in a bubble of lovesick bliss. She didn’t even care that the tight straps restricted the wild pounding of her heart. She could have been plummeting to her death and she still wouldn’t have been able to wipe the grin from her face.

      Megan watched Zander’s strong hands expertly take control of the chopper and found herself desperately wishing she could trade places with the instrument panel. He caught her watching him and gave her a crooked smile as if reading her mind. She grinned back, letting go of any inhibitions she might have had at playing it cool with Zander. The man was a god and she wanted him—and she didn’t care if he knew it.

      

      Zander

      

      Zander banked over Dublin Bay and hugged the coast as he took the long way home. He pointed out sights to Megan, smiling as she oohed and aahed at the spectacular sunset that graced them. Zander couldn’t have planned it better. The weather was divine and Megan was clearly impressed with his flying skills. He’d caught her staring at him from under her thick dark lashes more than once.

      He loved the unabashed way she grinned at him and how she seemed to say exactly what came to her mind as she gazed out the windows of the chopper. Her child-like wonder was refreshing as she squealed and clapped with excitement when he swooped near the crashing waves or banked around castle ruins for a closer look.

      In honesty, seeing Ireland like this still took his breath away. Having the means to do things like this had opened Zander’s eyes to a trove of new experiences he’d never dreamt possible. Now all that was left was to find someone to share those dreams with. And as he looked over at Megan’s beaming face, fear gripped his heart, because he knew in that moment that he’d never been so close to what he wanted. It made him hope for a millisecond that maybe, just maybe, they could be more than a semester’s fling.
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      Megan

      

      Zander set the chopper down at a private hanger in Dalkey, where a shiny black Defender waited to take them to Finnegan’s.

      “My baby!” Devon crooned stroking the flawless black paint job of the SUV.

      “I’m beginning to think Eggsy and your car rate higher than me,” Sam teased.

      “Never, my love,” Devon replied, sweeping Sam off her feet and twirling her around.

      “Okay, knock it off. Yer in love, we get it,” Zander remarked. “Honestly, I don’t know how ye put up with them, Megan.”

      Megan laughed. “Trust me, it’s nauseating. But when I find my Prince Charming I’m sure I’ll be just as gag-worthy.”

      “I’m home for two minutes and yer already starting in, eh mate?” Devon replied.

      Zander elbowed Devon playfully. “Ye wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Devon put Sam down and the boys fake wrestled each other around the car while Eggsy tried to pounce on them, his barking echoing through the hanger.

      Megan couldn’t help laughing. Devon was in high spirits being back on Irish soil. She rarely saw him act so lively. He clearly loved Sam and enjoyed his time in Boston, but he always seemed a bit out of sorts in the states—like he was permanently stuck in a different time zone or something. But Devon was obviously in his element back in Ireland, roughhousing with his friend and his dog.

      Megan wondered if Devon secretly longed to come back to Ireland for good. She’d never heard him mention it, but watching him now made her think it must be what was in his heart.

      Sam walked over to Megan and leaned against the car, crossing her long legs in front of her. She had a smile on her face as she watched the boys goofing off.

      “Dev really loves it here, doesn’t he?” Megan asked.

      Sam bit her lip and nodded. “Yeah.”

      “What’s wrong?” Megan asked as she watched Sam’s sea-glass eyes get misty.

      “Nothing, it’s just good to see him so happy. The last time we were here he was still holding on to the loss of his father.”

      Megan took Sam’s hand in hers and squeezed. “Time heals those kinds of wounds.”

      “I know.”

      “For you too,” Megan said, knowing it still couldn’t be easy for Sam to return to the country where she’d buried her mother.

      Sam squeezed her hand back. “Thanks, Meg.”

      “I’m really glad we got to come to Ireland together,” Megan said, staring out the open doors of the hanger at the lush green landscape dissolving into the fading light.

      “Me too,” Sam replied. “And I’m sorry I was short with you on the plane. I just want to see you happy.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      Sam laughed and just like that everything felt right with them again. Megan loved that their friendship was so easy. She knew Sam was stressed with school and that coming back to Ireland had never been easy for her. It held a lot of heartache for her. It’s where she lost her mother to cancer as a child and where Devon lost his father to the same illness just three years ago. And it was where Sam and Devon almost lost each other.

      Megan was grateful that Sam had even agreed to come back for the study abroad program.

      Sam had been instrumental in setting it up with Cor-Tec. She’d even asked her father to set up a film grant so Megan could be hired to work on their corporate film campaign. It was a great opportunity and Megan was thankful for it.

      She hadn’t grown up with a lot of money like Sam or Devon. For a while it was just Megan and her mom, and they worked for everything they had. But Megan appreciated the way she was raised. It taught her the value of hard work and to appreciate everything. It’s why she treated the little things like big things, because to Megan, they were. She knew tomorrow and happiness were not guaranteed in life, and she wanted to make the most of every moment.

      “Come on,” Megan said pulling Sam by the hand. “Let’s get this adventure started.”

      

      Zander

      

      Zander let Devon drive his precious Defender to Finnegan’s after he whined like the prissy bloke he was. America and love were making Devon soft, in Zander’s opinion. But truthfully, Zander didn’t mind. He just liked giving Devon a hard time. He’d missed his best mate.

      Devon had only been back to visit once since he decided to follow Sam to Boston.

      And Zander didn’t blame him. Sam was a fine lass. Hell, Zander had even tried to pursue her when they’d first met. But in the end, he knew the better bloke had won. Sam and Devon were suited for each other. But sometimes Zander still couldn’t help feeling bitter. Devon and Sam had been his friends, but they were also two more people he cared about who left him behind.

      But as Zander slid into the back seat with Megan, his resentment melted away. She wiggled her curvy hips right up against him as she settled next to him so she could gaze out his window. His ego was thrilled that she was blatantly taken with him. The girl wasn’t shy. She took every opportunity to touch him.

      Megan’s hand rested on Zander’s thigh as she pointed out the window. He lapped it up, putting his own arm around her waist and pulling her closer as he narrated the scenery they passed, making up outlandish stories just to hear Megan giggle.

      “And that there’s where Dev and I got caught streaking in old Patty Malone’s field.”

      “Quit filling her head with lies,” Devon called back.

      Zander winked. “Guess he doesn’t want Sam knowing all his dirty secrets, eh?”

      Megan snorted. “He doesn’t know the half of hers.”

      “Hey!” Sam yelled.

      “What’s that?” Megan asked pointing to the stone castle that jutted up in the middle of town.

      Zander rolled the window down to give her a closer look, letting the salty tang of sea air blow into the car and rustle Megan’s glossy black hair. “That old relic is the Dalkey Castle.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course. Dalkey was a medieval port. Dates back to 700 AD.”

      “That’s incredible,” Megan whispered.

      Zander smirked as he watched her stare at the stone building like it possessed magic powers. “No castles in Boston, then?”

      “Not unless you count Fenway Park.”

      “And I do!” Sam yelled with pride.

      Megan rolled her eyes and stuck her tongue out at the back of her friend’s head, making Zander wish they were alone in the car. He had a sudden desire to kiss the raven-haired beauty sitting next to him. He was already having a hard enough time keeping his hands off of her curvaceous body—but maybe that’s what happens when you spend three years cyber flirting with someone?

      Zander couldn’t resist smelling the floral scent of her jet black hair as he moved his lips softly against her ear. “Do ye hear that?”

      Megan shivered. “Hear what?”

      Zander pulled her closer. “That wailing sound.”

      Megan listened harder. “I don’t hear anything.”

      “Do ye hear that, Dev? We found another one who can’t hear the Banshee singin’,” Zander announced.

      “Aye, she mustn’t be Irish,” Devon teased.

      “There’s only one way to find out.”

      “How?” Megan asked, her blue eyes as round as saucers.

      “Throw her in the sea,” Zander shouted, hoisting Megan onto his lap as they drove passed the harbor.

      Megan shrieked and giggled as Zander tickled her.

      “No! No,” she panted. “I’m part Irish,” Megan insisted. “I swear!”

      “Then the banshee will spit ye back out,” Zander said squeezing her tight.

      Her angelic face paled. “Did people really think that?”

      “Of course, doll face. And we dance naked under rainbows and swim in pots of gold, too.”

      Megan narrowed her brilliant blue eyes at him. “Ha, ha, pick on the tourist.”

      “You make it too easy, love.”

      Megan’s pretty face was screwed up in the, I-disagree-with-you, scowl that Zander had come to adore.

      “I’m just messing about. I know ye can handle it. Yer full a piss ‘n vinegar.”

      “That’s the Irish part of me,” Megan boasted, playfully shoving Zander.

      “Are ye really Irish?”

      “Yes, partly.”

      “Which part?” Zander asked. “This part?”

      Megan squealed as he grabbed her sides, tickling her until she was howling again.
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      Megan

      

      By the time Devon parked in front of Finnegan’s Megan was practically panting with desire. Zander had taken their casual flirting to a whole new level, and not having physical distance to buffer between them was starting to take its toll on her.

      Their attraction was combustible. It was January in Ireland and Megan felt hot enough to strip down to her florescent pink Minnie Mouse underwear. She was basically in Zander’s lap for most of the ride to the infamous Dalkey pub, and now that they were there she didn’t know how she’d be able to control herself.

      Zander had her so wound up she was likely to drag him into the first bathroom stall she could find and jump his gorgeous bones. Just the thought sent a thrill of exhilaration through her so strong she felt a tightness ratcheting inside her. Shit! She hadn’t even kissed the man yet and he was already giving her a mental orgasm.

      Megan’s eyes followed Zander’s finely sculpted ass strolling ahead of her. Her inner goddess raced after him. She wanted to shout, ‘Look, ma! No hands!’ because she was one strong breeze away from having a hell of a mindgasm.

      Luckily, Sam showed up to reel Megan back in. “Ya might want to put that thing away,” Sam said not trying to hide her shit-eating grin.

      “What? My winning smile?” Megan asked sarcastically.

      “I was gonna say your lady boner.”

      Megan snorted. “Am I that obvious?”

      “I could hear your ovaries cheering in the front seat.”

      Megan laughed. “You’re sassy in Ireland,” she quipped. “I like it.”

      “Just don’t get too carried away. I mean you should at least be in the country for twenty-four hours before you get yourself deported for dry-humping their youngest billionaire.”

      “Yeah, yeah. How long did you wait before making out with Devon at this very bar, ya trollop?”

      Sam lifted her chin. “I have no comment.”

      Sam scurried away, catching up to Devon, who slung his arm over her shoulder, before turning back to face Megan. “She didn’t make it past the first day,” Devon commented, with a wink, eliciting a playful swat from Sam.

      Megan smirked, and tried uselessly to shove the hope filling her chest away. But as she watched Zander hold the door to Finnegan’s open for her, she felt like she was looking into her future, and she very much liked what she saw.

      

      Zander

      

      The pub was busy, packed with the usual Friday night crowd. Zander gave a nod to Pete at the bar and held up four fingers before ducking to his favorite room tucked away in the back. Zander wanted to be somewhere he could carry on a conversation. He worried if it was too loud to talk he’d have nothing to distract him from how much he wanted to throw Megan over his shoulder and haul her back to his place.

      If Zander had a type, Megan was it. She was built like a gymnast—tight and curvy, just the way Zander liked his women. Megan had curves for days and an arse to rest a pint on. He was itching to get his hands on it the minute he watched her sashay off the plane.

      Zander had always known he was attracted to Megan. They’d video chatted often enough that he knew she was gorgeous, but he hadn’t expected her body to be quite so vivacious. Though he shouldn’t have been surprised that Megan’s body matched her sassy attitude. That’s what had caught his attention in the first place. He loved that she was confident and went after what she wanted. And from the way she was looking at him now, there was no denying that he was on her radar.

      It was refreshing to know that for once a girl wanted him just for him. Not because he had arse-loads of money or could get them media exposure or a deal with Cor-Tec. Ever since he’d become the face of the company and assigned a PR team, his dating life had become a nightmare. He couldn’t remember the last time he just picked up a jersey chaser at a pub or skipped off with a lass he’d been chatting up all night. He missed the thrill of the chase, the adventure of the game.

      Now it seemed like every damn piss he took had to go through Cor-Tec’s public relations department. And Rita Barns, the old cow Cor-Tec assigned him, seemed to think the right women for Zander were all high-maintenance, skeletal types. He had no idea how much of a kickback Cor-Tec was getting from the mind-numbing number of appearances he was clocking with his so-called ladies of the moment, but if Zander had to sit through one more salad-picking, tonic-sipping, selfie-obsessed snooze-fest, sham of a date, he was going to lose it.

      Maybe that was why he felt such an instant attraction to Megan? She was real and she knew him. Both of those things normally would scare the piss out of him, but as he watched her marvel gleefully at the pub’s chaotic scene he knew it was more than lust. Finnegan’s and Dalkey were home, and that’s all Zander truly wanted—someone to share the things he loved with. Someone to bring home.

      Maybe Megan could be that girl.

      Before Zander could think much more on the subject, the last person he wanted to see rounded the corner—Tabitha Hall.

      “Shite,” he muttered under his breath as the leggy, blonde model sauntered over to him.

      The room cleared a path for her and she walked it like a runway until she snaked her bone-thin arms around him, air-kissing him on each cheek. “Zander, darling. I’m so glad I caught up with you.”

      “Ye are?”

      “Didn’t Rita tell you I was in town?”

      Zander had purposely left his phone in the car to avoid this exact kind of interruption. He just wanted to spend some time with his friends. Was that too much to ask? Shite!

      Tabitha smiled her practiced smile, waving away his confusion. “No worries, darling. I’m here now. We must catch up before the gala this weekend.”

      Double shite! Zander had completely forgotten to touch base with the PR team about his date for the gala. He’d been so busy with contracts and sponsorship appearances he’d run out of time to reply to Rita’s pestering emails about choosing a date to escort before he’d had to run off to the airport.

      Zander preferred to go to the gala alone so he could work the room. And since Megan and his friends had flown in specifically for the black-tie event, he was even more adamant that he not be tied down by the additional obligation of escorting some new eye-candy for the press.

      But apparently his plan had backfired if Tabitha Hall thought she was Zander’s date to the gala. They’d only gone out a few times, but the girl was an utter nightmare. She was a popular fashion model and thought she could get away with murder. Zander had never met someone who acted so rude to people she didn’t deem worthy of her attention. She was a complete social-climber and Zander couldn’t stand her.

      Of course, he didn’t find any of that out until their fourth date when she threw a drink in a bartender’s face because, according to Tabitha, he made it wrong.

      Zander’s first three dates with Tabitha consisted of them jumping each other’s bones in her limo. And until the drink-slinging incident, he’d been blinded by her beauty and thought he’d actually seen potential with Tabitha.

      She was the only one of his PR set-ups that he’d had any interest in. But after everything he now knew of her, Zander felt ashamed he’d ever felt anything for the superficial fembot. But Zander was only human. He couldn’t deny that Tabitha was stunning. She was of the long-legged, thin-boned variety, but she’d paid good money to enhance some of her best assets and Zander could attest that they’d been worth every penny. Plus, he was a man for Christ’s sake. Only a total prat would turn down a woman who graced the pages of just about every lingerie magazine on the planet.

      But Tabitha’s brand of drama was the last thing Zander needed right now. Especially with Megan within earshot. Zander had thought he’d seen the last of Tabitha when she told him she was jetting off to Milan on a photo shoot. But from the way she was cozying up to him maybe she’d thought otherwise.

      

      Megan

      

      Megan watched in disbelief as Tabitha Hall slinked up to Zander and wrapped her gorgeous mile long limbs around him. Her heart was split between jealousy and envy. Tabitha Hall was a world-renowned super model. And she was here, in the same bar as Megan! Ireland was the shit!

      All kinds of celebrities lived in Boston, yet Megan had never met one, and she’d lived there her whole life. Just a few hours into her trip to Ireland and she was rubbing elbows with the stars. And it wasn’t just that Tabitha was stunningly beautiful and famous, but she’d been in one of Megan’s absolute favorite horror films.

      “Omigod,” Megan exclaimed walking up to Tabitha, her hand outstretched. “I’m one of your biggest fans. I just loved you in 1922.”

      The model took a step back and smiled tightly. “Right, thanks. I’ll have a gin martini, dry.”

      “Oh,” Megan laughed, stuttering a bit. “No, I-I’m not the waitress. I’m here with Zander.”

      This time, Tabitha laughed, giving Megan a condescending once over. “You’re here with Zander?”

      Megan felt her cheeks burn. She could never hold a candle to Tabitha Hall, even on her best day—which was basically today, since Megan had tried to look her best to impress Zander. Megan was wearing her favorite vintage black leather moto jacket, a pair of skinny jeans that hugged her curves and the new black ankle booties her mom had gotten her for Christmas. But from the look Tabitha had given Megan, she might as well have been wearing her giant Weasley sweater and fuzzy pajama pants.

      It killed Megan how much Tabitha’s haughty look slayed her. But Megan was the master of her domain and she never let catty bitches get to her, even if they were world-famous super models who were trying to embarrass her in front of the man of her dreams.

      “Yep, I am,” Megan said pluckily. “I’m Megan Fields, Zander’s friend from Boston.”

      “Funny, he’s never mentioned you,” Tabitha remarked.

      “I was just thinking the same thing,” Megan shot back.

      “She’s hilarious,” Tabitha purred, turning her attention back to Zander. “Where on earth do you find these people?”

      “These people are my friends, Tab,” Zander replied taking a step away from her.

      Tabitha turned back toward Megan, seeming to notice Devon and Sam for the first time. “Really?”

      “Yes, this is my business partner, Devon James, his girlfriend Samantha Connors and my friend Megan Fields. Megan is shooting Cor-Tec’s new film campaign.”

      Tabitha’s demeanor noticeably changed once she learned everyone’s titles. She quickly shook Devon’s hand, flashing him a winning smile, while Sam got a curt nod and Megan a second glance. “Zander, darling, you should’ve told me your friends were coming out with us tonight. I would’ve dressed up.”

      Megan snorted. “Do you own pants that are more sparkly?”

      Tabitha was wearing a plunging black top that left little to the imagination, and there was no missing her in her silver sequin pants and stilettos. Megan couldn’t imagine what dressing up was if Tabitha thought she didn’t look flashy enough.

      The super model gave Megan a snide look but before Tabitha could reply a waitress squeezed into the room carrying four nearly overflowing pints of Guinness.

      “Thanks, Ali,” Zander said taking two pints from her and passing them to Sam and Megan. He grabbed the last two, handing one to Devon and keeping the other for himself.

      Tabitha made a pouty face. “Darling, you know I don’t drink that stuff.”

      “Right,” he said grimacing. “Ali, can I trouble ye for a drink for the lady?”

      “Sure, Z. What’ll it be?” Ali asked in a rapid Irish brogue.

      “Gin martini, dry. But only if you have Bombay Sapphire. Everything else is just piss.”

      Ali raised her eyebrows, but turned back the way she’d come muttering angrily under her breath.

      “Meg, let’s go to the ladies’,” Sam said linking arms with her as Megan drained half her pint in two long gulps.

      “I don’t need to go to the ladies’ room,” Megan muttered eyeing Tabitha jealously. The leggy twat had snaked a long arm around Zander’s waist.

      “I think you do,” Sam insisted, practically dragging Megan from the room.
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* * *

      “What the hell was that?” Sam asked when they were finally in the ladies’ room.

      “I know, right? Freaking Tabitha Hall is a total bitch waffle!” Megan exclaimed.

      “I was talking about you.”

      “Me? What did I do?”

      “Besides practically claw her eyes out?”

      “I didn’t touch her.”

      “You didn’t have to. You know your face is an open book. You looked like you wanted to punch her every time she opened her mouth,” Sam accused.

      “Well that’s because I did. The girl’s a class-A fame-whore. Did you see the way she fawned over Devon when she found out who he was? I hate fake bitches and that ho is wicked fake!”

      “I know,” Sam said. “And so does Zander, but if you don’t tone down your Boston brawler attitude, he’s gonna be pissed at you too.”

      Megan wrinkled her nose in disgust, but she knew Sam was right. Zander and Megan had several conversations about how much they despised phony people, or pretenders, as Zander called them. She remembered because she had unknowingly accused him of dating too many of them, causing him to admit that Cor-Tec’s PR team had been setting him up with all these high-profile head cases to ride the wave of fame as long as they could.

      Zander had seemed rather agitated about the subject so Megan tried not to press him when she saw tabloid photos of him with other women. Plus, it did her ego good to think he was only posing with them for press, not actually hooking up with these women who possessed unattainable levels of mortal hotness.

      And what could she even say? Technically she and Zander were just friends who flirted online. If she thought that gave her the right to act like a jealous diva than she had bigger problems than Tabitha Hall.

      “Fine,” Megan muttered. “But give me a sip of your beer so I can calm down.”

      Sam handed it over. “What happened to your beer?”

      “I chugged it on my way to the bathroom.”

      Sam rolled her eyes. “Can you at least try to pace yourself? You know you’re a lightweight.”

      “All is fair in love and beer,” Megan said after slamming what was left of Sam’s beer and burping loudly.

      “And now you’re speaking in quotes. Just great,” Sam muttered following Megan out of the bathroom.

      Megan tried not to let Tabitha ruin her night, but she couldn’t help being bothered by the fact that she’d never seen any photos of Zander and Tabitha together. Megan would’ve remembered that. Before meeting the model, Megan had been a big fan and she would’ve pestered Zander for details and at the very least an autograph if he was pretend dating her. Plus, he knew how much Megan loved 1922. She’d been nagging him to watch that movie for a few months now.

      They routinely watched the same movies so they could argue each other’s points. Their conversations mostly consisted of Megan telling Zander his taste in film was abysmal, which it was, but she sent him a list of movies he needed to work his way through to improve it. It was the same list she’d been trudging through with Devon to get him up to the twenty-first century. Ireland really needed to get up to speed on their movies.

      Zander had been surprisingly eager to watch nearly every movie on the list just so he could debate them with Megan. And now that Megan was thinking about it, it seemed strange that he had skipped over the one movie that Tabitha Hall happened to star in. It couldn’t be a coincidence. She really wished it were, but her gut was telling her something more was going on, and her gut was seldom wrong.

      A dark and doubtful seed began to take root in Megan’s chest. It worried her that Zander had kept whatever he and Tabitha were from her. They told each other everything—secrets, worries, fears, hopes, dreams. The fact that he hadn’t told her about Tabitha meant it was big. And maybe more of an obstacle than Megan’s resilient optimism could handle.

      Suddenly Megan wasn’t ready to face Zander and Tabitha again. She quickly changed course and veered toward the bar, easily losing Sam in the crowd. She quickly caught the attention of an old barkeep and held up two fingers.

      “Jägermeister,” Megan yelled.

      The old man eyed her suspiciously. “Ye got ID?”

      “Sure do.” Megan slapped it down on the counter and the bartender coughed a laugh.

      “Christ, ye look like yer sixteen.”

      Megan grimaced. “Yeah, yeah, I’m short and I’ve still got my baby fat, I’ve noticed.”

      The bartender laughed again. “Two Jägers?”

      “Yep?”

      “Both of ‘em for you?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Why don’t ye tell me who ye suppose the other is for, lass?”

      “Because the other might be to throw in the face of the slutty giraffe trying to steal my man.”

      “Aye, now if ye tell me dat I can’t be serving ye any Jägers, lass.”

      “But I’m old enough to drink. Look,” she said waving her ID at him again. “Megan Fields. Date of birth, August—”

      “Shite! Megan Fields, did ye say?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well why didn’t ye say so?”

      “I just did. Do you know me?”

      “Of course. I’m Pete,” he said excitedly.

      “Pete?”

      “I’ve known Zander since he was a wee lad. Still acts like one from time ta time but he’s turnin’ a new leaf it seems.”

      “So it seems.”

      “I’ll be,” Pete said slapping the counter. “Megan Fields.”

      “So Zander talks about me?” Megan felt like a schoolgirl asking such a question but she couldn’t deny the rush of relief that flooded her when Pete nodded enthusiastically.

      “All the time. He talks to ye here a lot. I’m sure ye know dat, but ye probably didn’t know I was privy to yer conversations. Hazard of the job I s’pose. But don’t worry, my lips are sealed.”

      Megan grinned. “Well maybe my second shot of Jäger is for you.”

      Pete made a face. “Nah, I don’t drink that shite.”

      “Well what do you drink?”

      “Whiskey, but not while I work.”

      “Ah come on Pete, you’re the first friend I’ve made in Ireland. We should celebrate.”

      “Dat we should.” Pete winked and poured two shots of Jäger for Megan and a nip of whiskey for himself.

      “Cheers,” Megan said shooting both shots in a hurry.

      

      “Sláinte,” Pete murmured.

      “So he really talks about me, huh?”

      “He certainly does.”

      “What does he say?”

      “Ah no ye don’t. Yer in Ireland, lass. The pub’s as good as any confessional and dats cause us barkeeps keep our yaps shut.”

      Megan grinned and nodded to the bottle of Jäger. “One more?”

      Pete poured her another shot and Megan drank it slower.

      “Did you know I’ve wanted to come to Ireland my whole life?”

      “I didn’t,” Pete said, leaning onto the bar, ignoring the throng of patrons clamoring for drinks.

      “Did you also know that I’ve had a crush on Zander for three years?”

      Pete gave her a toothy grin. “Dat I might’ve guessed.”

      “Three whole years, Pete! That’s crazy. I’m not usually crazy like that. Well, okay, I’m a little kooky but in more of a cute, artsy way. Not like a stalky way.”

      “I see.”

      “And ya know something? I think Zander likes me back.”

      “I’d say he’s quite smitten wit ye, lass.”

      Megan grinned. “Wanna know a secret, Pete?”

      “Always.”

      “I think he’s the guy I’m gonna marry.”

      “Is dat so?”

      “Yep.”

      “Do ye plan on lettin’ him in on dat dar secret?”

      “Maybe.”

      “What’s holdin’ ye back?”

      “Oh just a six foot gazelle in sparkly pants.”

      “Aye, he’s brought another of ‘em ‘round, has he?”

      Megan finished her shot and slumped against the bar, nodding.

      “Don’t look so glum, they don’t hold a candle to ye, Miss Megan Fields.”

      “Thanks, Pete. You’re a good friend. Has anyone ever told ya that?”

      “Aye, s’pose a time or two dat’s been said.”

      “Well it’s true.”

      “Look here, lass. Ye don’t seem like the type dat lets these paper girls stand in yer way.”

      “Paper girls?” Megan asked arching her eyebrow.

      “Aye, the pressed-thin kind dat look like they’re liable to blow away in a strong breeze.”

      Megan barked a laugh. “You’re right, Pete. You know me so well. I’m gonna go get my man.”

      “Ye do dat, lass.”

      “Bye, Pete! Good talk,” Megan called as she pushed her way back through the crowd.
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      Zander

      

      When Megan came back she was a much pluckier version than he’d yet seen. Her bright blue eyes were glassy and her porcelain complexion held a rosy glow. Perhaps she really was part Irish. She certainly had that Irish drinking flush.

      “There you guys are!” Megan exclaimed as she staggered into the room, rejoining Devon, Zander and Tabitha.

      Megan’s voice was too loud, even for the packed pub, and she nearly knocked Tabitha’s martini from her hand as she bumped into her.

      “Watch my drink,” Tabitha hissed pointing to the untouched cocktail in her grip.

      “Oh, thanks,” Megan said swiping the glass from Tabitha and slurping from it.

      Zander thought Tabitha’s eyes might actually pop out of her head. He was torn between admiration and shock that Megan had just stolen the pretentious model’s drink. He wondered how many people had done so and lived to tell the tale. Probably none.

      This was not going well. Zander edged closer to Megan ready to head off the hen fight that was sure to come. But Tabitha whirled toward Zander instead, her indignant look warning that he’d better avenge her stolen cocktail. But really all Zander could do was laugh. Tabitha had just been blithering on about how it was impossible to get a good martini in Ireland before Megan swiped the drink—and now she wanted it back? He was glad Megan had swooped in with her beautiful brand of oblivious chaos and stolen the martini. Someone may as well enjoy it.

      “Well?” Tabitha hissed, glaring at him impatiently.

      “It seems like Megan is enjoying the martini more than you,” Zander offered.

      Wrong answer.

      Tabitha gave him a simmering look before turning on her heels and stomping from the bar.

      “Bye, paper girl!” Megan called after her. Then she turned to the boys and whispered loudly. “I’m so glad she left, she’s kind of a buzz kill, right?”

      Zander burst out laughing.

      “Where’s Sam?” Devon asked, looking around the bar.

      “I dunno,” Megan slurred.

      “I thought she went with ye to the ladies’?”

      “Oh yeah. I lost her by the bar.”

      As Megan tried to point out the exact spot to Devon she bumped into him and he had to maneuver quickly to save his beer. “Christ, Megs. What have ye gotten into?”

      

      She giggled. “Some Jäger.”

      Just then Sam pushed her way into their space.

      “Good Christ, Sam. Ye were supposed to be watching her,” Devon said.

      Sam cut her eyes at him. “You were right, okay? She’s harder to babysit than she seems.”

      Devon puffed out his chest triumphantly at what must have been an inside joke. But Zander’s attention quickly returned to Megan, who finished her martini and twirled around in a circle. “I’m in Ireland!”

      “For now,” Sam warned.

      “Ah, come on. She’s just having a bit a fun,” Zander said sticking up for Megan.

      “Fine, then she can be your responsibility,” Sam said.

      “Fine by me. I don’t see what all the fuss is about. She’s positively pint-sized. How much trouble could a wee lass that fits in yer pocket be?” Zander teased scooping Megan off her feet.

      “This much,” she replied, planting a booze-infused kiss on his lips.

      Zander was so shocked he nearly dropped her. Luckily his body took over, responding to the hungry slant of her lips on his with a raging desire of his own.

      “Wow, I think she broke yer first kiss record, Sam,” Devon joked.

      “You’re the one who kissed me, Romeo,” Sam replied.

      “No, he’s Prince Charming,” Megan corrected once she unlocked her lips from Zander’s. She was still cradled in his arms and she looked up at him with her disarming blue eyes. “I think maybe you could be my Prince Charming.”

      Zander blinked back at her, utterly shocked. Megan had gone from flirty to frisky so quickly that he could barely keep up. The girl certainly moved fast and he gave her credit for going after what she wanted, but his heart pounded with fear. Things were moving too fast. He’d thought he was ready for this, but maybe he wasn’t.

      “Let’s go,” Sam insisted.

      “But we’re having fun,” Megan whined.

      “Ye heard the drill sergeant. Fun’s over,” Zander mocked.

      Sam rolled her eyes as Zander hoisted Megan over his shoulder before following her and Devon out of the pub.

      On the way to the door, Megan called out and waved toward the bar. “Bye, Pete!”

      And to Zander’s surprise, Pete waved back. He even smiled. The old bloke smiled for no one. Zander glanced over his shoulder at Megan who was still waving. What had he missed?

      

      Megan

      

      Thankfully the ride back to Zander’s was short because Megan could think of nothing but kissing him again. The man even kissed like a god. Megan found herself wondering if maybe Irishmen held magic powers in their lips. She’d always been partial to their accents, repeatedly telling Zander she could listen to nothing but him reciting the alphabet and die blissfully. But kissing Zander’s glorious Irish lips had been a whole different kind of bliss. The way his tongue caressed hers made her insides liquefy. She could barely remember her name or how she’d gotten into his arms. All she’d known was that she didn’t want it to stop.

      The car rolled to a stop as the gates to the James’ Estate creaked open. The pause offered Megan a momentary reprieve from her wanton thoughts. She looked out the window at the sprawling grounds and her jaw dropped.

      “Sam! You severely under sold this place. It’s even better than Hogwarts.”

      Devon laughed from the driver’s seat.

      “You seriously grew up here?” Megan asked.

      “Afraid so,” Devon replied.

      “That’s it, I’m never retiring the title Prince Charming.”

      “Why?” Devon asked.

      “You grew up in a freaking castle!” Megan squawked. “And you,” she said turning on Zander. “Why didn’t you tell me how Potter-rific this place is? I mean which way is the Forbidden Forest? Do you have your own Dementors too?”

      “Probably because he knew you’d react like this,” Sam teased.

      Megan scrunched up her nose in injustice. “I’m sorry, how is one supposed to act when they find out all of their friends lived in a fairytale castle?”

      “Exactly like this,” Zander said squeezing Megan’s knee reassuringly.

      The touch knocked all sense from her and she found herself at a loss for words again.

      Devon parked the Defender and Eggsy and a butler shuffled out of the castle to greet them. Megan recognized the butler instantly. “Thornton!” she cried, leaping from the car to give the old man a hug.

      Thornton stumbled back in surprise, but quickly regained his composure. “Hello, Miss Fields. Welcome to Ireland.”

      “Thornton, I’ve told you a million times. It’s just Megan.” She smiled at the butler she’d grown accustom to over the past few years of video chats with Zander.

      “Very well. Megan it is.”

      “Thornton, have their bags arrived from the airport?” Zander asked.

      “Yes, Master O’Leary. I’ve had them delivered to the rooms you specified.”

      “Great.”

      Sam and Devon walked up to Thornton hand-in-hand and the old man’s face cracked into a glowing smile. “Welcome home, Master James, Miss Connors. It’s wonderful to see you both looking so well.”

      “It’s good to be home,” Devon replied, clasping hands with Thornton.

      Sam greeted him with a warm hug of her own. “It’s good to see you, Thornton.”

      

      After the pleasantries were exchanged, Thornton led them into the warm halls of the James’ Estate. Megan didn’t know where to look first. She felt like she’d stepped into the pages of a fairytale as she gazed at the ornate artwork and opulent chandeliers. The halls glittered like a golden palace in every direction she looked.

      She turned to Zander. “Okay, tour, now!”

      

      Zander

      

      He grinned. “Where do ye wanna start?”

      “How ‘bout your bedroom,” Megan added with a playful nudge.

      Zander barked a laugh, impressed with her brazenness.

      “How ‘bout we do the tour tomorrow?” Sam suggested. “It’s late.”

      “Sam, stop being such a twat-block,” Megan whispered, not quite silently enough.

      Thornton cleared his throat and excused himself, his cheeks cherry red. Zander shook his head in amusement. At least he wasn’t the only bloke unprepared for the bold and beautiful Megan Fields.

      “How ‘bout I show ye to yer room?” Zander asked.

      “That’ll work,” Megan replied with a devilish grin.

      Zander led the way to their wing, pointing out key rooms to Megan along the way. Truthfully he just wanted an excuse to be close to her. His heart hammered every time she leaned into him, and he still couldn’t get his mind off their kiss and the way it’d felt to hold her in his arms. It frightened him how comfortable he was with her, yet how off-balance he felt.

      They’d known each other for three years. Zander had confided in Megan in a way he’d never allowed himself to do before. But for knowing each other as well as they did, it was still unsettling to actually have her here. Everything felt new, yet familiar—safe, yet dangerous.

      They turned a corner and Megan yelped at the suit of armor standing in the corner. She’d grabbed Zander’s hand in alarm.

      “Blimey, woman! It’s not real,” he said through his laughter.

      Megan pressed a hand to her heart. “Shit! How many more of them are there?”

      “I don’t think I’ll tell ye just yet,” he murmured softly, still holding onto her other hand. Zander worried he liked the feel of it in his entirely too much, but he couldn’t bring himself to let go.

      Megan smiled, threading her fingers comfortably through his and squeezing. The innocent act sent Zander’s heart skittering to his throat, yet at the same time he felt tension escaping his body. He took a steadying breath as he shook his head at his own uncertainty. His first day with Megan hadn’t gone at all how he planned. But wasn’t that the precise reason he’d been so drawn to her?

      Megan wasn’t like anyone he’d ever met before. She kept him on his toes—and maybe that was a good thing?
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      Megan

      

      “So this is yer room,” Zander said opening the door to the massive bedroom suite.

      Megan’s mouth dropped open in awe again. She was going to have to get headgear to keep her jaw from snapping at this rate.

      “It’s beautiful,” she whispered taking in the gray stone walls and guazy white canopy bed. The white down comforter looked like a heavenly cloud. A curtain of fairy lights cascaded under the canopy and down the gathered swags on each of the four ornate bedposts. “Sam, is this the room you stayed in when you lived here?” Megan asked noting the similarities.

      “No,” Sam replied sounding a bit awestruck herself.

      “But it looks just like the pictures you sent me,” Megan replied.

      “Strangely it does,” Sam admitted.

      Zander looked uncomfortable as he stuffed his hands in his pockets. “I wanted ye lasses to be comfortable here so I did my best to make yer accommodations look as much like Sam’s old room as I could remember.”

      “That was really sweet of you,” Megan said. “Wasn’t it, Sam?”

      “Yeah,” Sam confessed, still looking a bit baffled.

      Zander cleared his throat. “Dev and Sam, I set ye up next door, if that’s alright?”

      “Perfect, mate,” Devon said clapping Zander on the back.

      “The bathrooms adjoin and ye should have everything ye need, but I’m just down the hall if ye need me.”

      “Well, g’night, then.” Devon grabbed Sam’s hand and led her back out of the room, with Eggsy padding merrily behind them.

      Megan didn’t miss the warning look Sam shot her over her shoulder. Megan knew it well. Pace yourself.

      “So,” Zander said when they were finally alone. “Is there anything I can do to help ye settle in?”

      Megan grinned. “I can think of a few things.”

      Zander’s green eyes grew hungry as they darted to her lips. Megan’s pulse quickened as he took a step toward her. She answered with two steps of her own and in seconds they were in each other’s arms as if a magnetic force had pulled them together.

      Megan was way too buzzed to fight her attraction to Zander, no matter how foolish and impulsive she was being. She was twenty-one years old, on a semester abroad, in the arms of the gorgeous Irishman she’d been fantasizing about for far too long. If he wanted her, she wasn’t going to object. There was no reason either of them shouldn’t enjoy themselves.

      Megan’s breath caught as Zander pressed his body against hers, backing her against the cold stone wall of her new bedroom. His head bent to hers and he pressed his lips to her neck making her knees go weak.

      Zander caught her as her balance faltered. “Megan? Ye alright?”

      “I might be a wee bit tipsy,” she admitted clinging to his solid biceps for balance. God he smelled good—like wild clover and fresh mountain rain. He should be the God damned Irish Spring spokesmodel. Shit, now she was thinking about sudsing Zander’s gorgeous body with a bar of Irish Spring soap! “Is it hot in here?” she asked.

      Zander backed away in concern. “Ye look a bit flushed, love.”

      Megan fumbled through her purse as she tried to catch her breath. She found her inhaler and took two quick puffs. Instantly the tightness in her chest loosened. So maybe the lightheadedness she’d been feeling wasn’t entirely due to Zander’s Zeus-like body?

      “Megan? What’s wrong?” Zander asked, his green eyes teeming with worry.

      “Oh, nothing. Sometimes my asthma acts up in cold weather, or when I’m over excited, or well, whenever the hell it feels like it really.”

      “I didn’t know ye have asthma.”

      She shrugged. “Why would you? It’s not a big deal.”

      Zander didn’t look convinced. He pulled her over to the bed and lifted her onto it. She sat on the edge, her feet swinging miles from the floor. Zander leaned in. From that height they were nearly eye level. “It is a big deal,” he murmured softly.

      “No, it’s really not. It’s not like a major disruption to my life or anything. Besides, it’s not pretty. I don’t go around boasting about my spazzy lungs.”

      “But it’s part of yer life.”

      Megan shrugged again. “Yeah . . .”

      “I like knowing all parts of ye, Megan. Even the ones ye think aren’t so pretty.” Zander kissed her on the forehead. “Which by the way, I think ye should know, I think all yer parts are adorable.”

      “Just adorable?” she asked.

      “What’s wrong with adorable?”

      “Nothing, if that’s what you’re into.”

      “Ye know what I’m into,” Zander murmured skimming a kiss along her jaw.

      Damn him and his magic lips. Zander’s kisses made Megan want to forget everything, but the nagging voice in the back of her head wouldn’t let her. “You’re sure you’re not into leggy blonde lingerie models?”

      Zander stiffened and Megan’s heart dropped. He stood up, raking a large hand over his face. The dazzling sparkle in his mischievous green eyes dulled and he suddenly looked tired.

      “I’m sorry,” Megan stammered. “You don’t owe me any explanation.”

      “No, I do.” Zander sat down on the bed next to Megan. “I’m sorry about Tabitha. I didn’t know she’d be at Finnegan’s tonight.”

      “Is there something between you two?”

      Zander shook his head. “Not anymore.”

      Megan read between his words. ‘Not anymore’—but there had been. She was quiet for a moment considering this. Her mind was a bit too jet lagged and booze-muddled to make sense of it. She knew constantly comparing herself to the supermodel wasn’t a healthy option. And if Zander said they were over then maybe there wasn’t any use in worrying about it.

      “Okay,” she murmured.

      “Okay?” The edges of Zander’s lips ticked up. “Really?”

      Megan smiled at him. “Did you want me to cry or something?”

      “Christ, no.”

      “Good. Cause I’m not that kind a girl.”

      “And what kind of girl are ye?” Zander asked leaning into her shoulder.

      His breath was warm against her cheek and Megan felt her heart flood with hope. “The kind that’s happy to be in Ireland with you,” she whispered.

      “I’m glad yer here too,” Zander admitted, grinning that crooked smile she loved. The one she’d grown so used to. The one that haunted her dreams in the most blissful ways.

      Megan leaned into his touch and their undeniable electricity crackled to life between them again. It couldn’t just be her. “Am I stupid for thinking maybe there could be something between us?” she asked.

      “Maybe,” Zander replied moving closer still.

      Megan’s voice came out breathless. “Maybe?”

      Zander’s hand moved to tuck her hair behind her ear. But he didn’t stop there. His fingers slipped between her dark locks until his hand was buried in her hair, cradling the back of her head as he angled it ever so slightly toward his. His voice came out soft and low. “Maybe.” Then he grinned. “But maybe I like being stupid with ye.”

      Before Megan could respond Zander’s lips were on hers. The kiss started slow, building and deepening with the strength of a growing inferno. He pulled her into his lap, his strong arms made her feel weightless as they tightened around her possessively. Megan’s head swam as her heart pounded in her chest. She could hear and feel her pulse everywhere as Zander’s kisses gathered speed.

      Breathless, Megan yielded, opening her mouth fully to him. His tongue swept hers hungrily. The way Zander kissed her made the world slow, until Megan’s entire existence narrowed to the feel of their two bodies clinging to each other. A tightness coiled insider her with each feverish stroke of his tongue.

      Megan gasped for air, tilting her head back. Zander took the invitation to burn a trail of ravenous kisses down her throat, each one shuddering through her with an echo of pleasure.

      A sharp rap on the bathroom door broke them apart. Megan was panting hard, but Zander managed to gather himself and stand in time to see Sam poke her head in.

      Megan was still straightening her shirt from where Zander’s hands had twisted the soft fabric tight.

      Sam looked appalled at her obvious intrusion. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize . . . I-I was just going to see if Megan needed the bathroom . . . never mind. Sorry.”

      Sam shut the door quickly and Zander huffed a laugh, raking his hand through his bedraggled hair. Megan flushed, realized she’d caused his rumpled look, fisting his hair like her life depended on it during their impassioned make out session. Good God, she was acting like a horny teenager.

      “To be continued?” he asked, not seeming at all embarrassed to have been walked in on by Sam.

      Megan bit her sore bottom lip, nodding fervently.

      Zander grinned and crossed the room in two short strides. He planted one last kiss on Megan’s swollen lips before dashing to the door. He turned back, and for a moment he looked torn between leaving and finishing what they started.

      Megan swallowed hard, not sure which was the better idea. Her silence seemed to make up Zander’s mind.

      He winked. “Goodnight, doll face.” And then he disappeared down the hall.

      The moment Megan was alone, she hopped back onto the mattress and rolled onto her stomach. She screamed into the overstuffed pillows cluttering her rumpled bed. She’d just made out with Zander O’Leary! She shrieked again and rolled onto her back with an uncontrollable grin plastered on her face. She didn’t care how much of a horny teenager it made her, she was on cloud nine.

      She’d be Zander’s stupid mistake all semester if it meant she could continue kissing him like that. She wanted so much more, kissing him had made her absolutely certain of her feelings for him. But Megan had learned it was always better to take what she could get.

      She sighed as she gazed at the twinkling fairly lights suspended above her bed with a stupid grin on her face. The lights swayed in her vision and she tried to blink life back into her tired contacts. No such luck. Now the lights had started to spin.

      “Not the spins,” she muttered clamping her eyes shut. “Stupid Jäger.”

      Megan never learned. Jäger was not her friend. It seemed like it at first, making her feel invincible and sexy, but later it always turned on her, making the world spin until she ended up cursing on the bathroom floor.

      Dragging herself from bed, Megan grabbed her purse and made for the shared bathroom. She needed Tylenol, a shower and her glasses, stat. Make that a cold shower if she expected to get any sleep after Zander’s Olympic kiss session.

      Megan slumped her heavy red purse on the bathroom counter and dug around for her glasses and Tylenol. She gulped down two pills and tossed her contacts in the trash. It didn’t help her dizziness but hopefully the cold water would do the trick.

      She was about to lock the shared bathroom door that led to Sam and Devon’s room when she heard them arguing on the other side. She didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but they never fought, and Sam’s sharp voice stopped Megan in her tracks.

      “I don’t care, Devon. You need to talk to him.”

      “Sam, angel, ye really don’t need to get so worked up. They’re both adults. Ye don’t need to mother them.”

      Megan sucked in a breath. Never play the mother card, Dev! She waited to hear Sam mutter angrily and stomp away. But to Megan’s surprise, she only heard sniffling, and then Devon’s soothing voice. “Sweetheart, please don’t cry.”

      Cry? Did Devon just say cry? Sam never cried. The girl was like a fortress, never letting emotion crack her impenetrable exterior. Apparently losing a mother as a child had that effect on people—or at least it had on Sam.

      Megan swallowed her guilt. Was that why Sam was so stressed out lately? Did she think she needed to mother them all? It was true they were a rather strange group of misfits and orphans. Zander had no parents, Devon no father, and Sam no mother. Megan had an amazing mother and a step-dad she adored, but this was the first time she’d ever been away from them in her twenty-one years of existence. Maybe Sam felt the pressure to mother all of them through this strange transition to Ireland for the next few months.

      “I can’t help it,” came Sam’s muffled voice. “I don’t trust Zander not to hurt her.”

      “He’s not the same guy he used to be, Sam. He’s come a long way.”

      Megan could practically hear Sam’s eyes rolling.

      “He brought two girls to the pub tonight,” Sam replied.

      “Yeah, I don’t know what he was thinking there,” Devon admitted. “But Megs is a smart girl. She can make her own decisions, angel.”

      “I know I just don’t want to see her go through the heartache we did.”

      “Aye, but look how grand things worked out for us?”

      “We were lucky.”

      The room was silent and Megan imagined Devon was pulling Sam close to kiss the top of her head the way he did when she was being moody. Megan found herself wondering if it was odd that she knew that about her friends. It was funny the way you got to know someone when you lived with them.

      Satisfied that Sam and Devon had tabled the drama for now, Megan turned on the shower. She hopped in, letting the cold water shock the throbbing Jäger buzz from her head.

      Megan wished she could find a way to convince her best friend that she didn’t need to worry about her. Devon was right. Megan was a grown ass woman and she was responsible for her own actions. She knew falling for Zander was a risk. But it was too late to stop herself. She’d rather pursue him and fail, than regret never trying. She’d survived plenty of broken hearts. And Megan’s philosophy was always that it was better to be burned then never experience the warmth of the flames.
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      Zander

      

      Zander woke early. He’d had a piss poor night of sleep and was tired of tossing and turning. He couldn’t get Megan out of his head. Having her sleeping just a few doors down from his was proving a near impossible temptation. Twice he’d had to talk himself down from going to her last night.

      He honestly didn’t know what the hell was wrong with him. Zander never had women troubles. Mostly because ye never let them in, ye wanker, his subconscious chastised. “And whose fault is that?” Zander muttered to himself.

      He dressed quickly and laced up his trainers, knowing a run was the only way to set his head straight. He whistled for Eggsy. Zander heard the hound whining from inside Devon and Sam’s room and quickly let him out, slinking into the inky darkness that preceded the dawn.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Zander’s knee was killing him, but he pressed himself harder. He had a killer day ahead of him and he’d never survive it if he didn’t exercise some of his demons. His damn knee would have to wait. Zander had been putting off surgery for months after aggravating an old football injury when he was messing about with some blokes from the Shamrock Rover’s football club. He’d been invited to play in their charity exhibition game last month and had gone a bit too hard.

      His doctor recommended surgery to repair the damage, but Zander didn’t have the time to be laid up with knee surgery. Cor-Tec kept him too busy. And he’d assured his doctor he would do the necessary physical therapy to strengthen his stability. Normally he did, but sometimes life got in the way. Sometimes he had to just run through the pain and deal with it. But that was life, wasn’t it? Pushing past the pain only made you stronger.

      Zander had learned quickly that he preferred not to rely on others for help.

      He blamed his rocky upbringing for that character flaw. He knew he shouldn’t continue to place the blame on others, but he couldn’t help it. Zander hadn’t ever had a solid relationship that he could count on. His mother had died when he was a child, his father had abandoned him shortly after, and Sophie, the last girl Zander had truly loved, had only been using him to get to Devon.

      So it wasn’t any wonder why Megan was throwing him for a loop. He’d foolishly let her in, thinking she was too far away to ever hurt him. But now that she was here he couldn’t stop thinking about how much he wanted to keep her here. And Zander hated how weak that thought made him feel, because he knew he couldn’t keep her. She’d go back to Boston at the end of the semester—and where would that leave him?

      Zander was beginning to think maybe he’d been a fool to bring Megan to Ireland at all. He could handle pain, but he wasn’t a masochist. Even he had a breaking point. And Zander had a feeling he’d soon reach it.

      

      Megan

      

      Megan slept better than she’d expected considering her Jäger-jet lag hangover. When she woke she had to pinch herself. She was actually in Ireland, living in what she could only describe as a castle. And best of all . . . she’d kissed Zander!

      She practically floated out into the hall, where she promptly tripped over a massive furry rug.

      “Shit,” Megan muttered, realizing the rug was actually Eggsy. “What are you doing out here?” she asked the moping wolfhound sprawled outside of Sam and Devon’s room.

      Eggsy bayed woefully and Megan knelt down to scratch his scruffy face. “You’re just pitiful, aren’t you?” she crooned.

      Megan loved dogs. All animals really. She’d always wanted to have a pet but growing up barely able to make ends meet never afforded her the opportunity to have one. So she was excited for the opportunity to play with Eggsy for an entire semester. Devon had told her so many stories about his beloved dog that she felt like she knew him already.

      “So, where is everyone?” Megan asked.

      Eggsy sprang to his feet, tail wagging.

      “Do you understand me?” she asked feeling an equally measure of foolishness and excitement.

      The dog barked and scratched at the door.

      “Still sleeping, huh?” Megan knocked loudly on Sam and Devon’s door and Eggsy joined her in the racket-making by howling.

      A few seconds later Devon appeared at the door, brown hair rumpled, face scruffy. “Megs and Eggs! Morning, mates.” He scratched Eggsy’s head. “How’d ye get out here, Eggsy?”

      “I found him whining in front of your door.”

      “Poor fella,” Devon crooned, hugging the lanky dog.

      “You didn’t kick him out?” Megan asked.

      “Never,” Devon replied, looking appalled at the accusation. He turned his head back into the bedroom, seeking out Sam who was still face-down under the covers.

      Megan could see the wheels turning in Devon’s mind. He was wondering if Sam was the culprit who kicked out his darling hound. Sam and Eggsy hadn’t gotten along from when they first met, but Devon told Megan they’d come a long way since then.

      “Give me a moment,” Devon said, shutting Eggsy and Megan in the hallway.

      The dog looked up at Megan with his sad chocolate brown eyes.

      Megan just shrugged.

      Devon returned wearing a Red Sox hoodie, track pants and slippers. He grinned at Megan. “Ready for a traditional Irish breakfast?”

      “You know it!”

      Megan followed Devon down the sunlit halls of the medieval estate to what could only be described as a grand dining hall. Or course Devon called it the breakfast parlor.

      “What a ridiculous name. This place should be called the mess hall. There’s enough food here to feed an army.”

      Devon laughed taking in the overflowing spread on the serving buffet. “It does seem they’ve gone a bit overboard.”

      “Are we expecting company?” Megan asked looking down at her fuzzy pajama pants.

      Devon shrugged. “I thought it was just the four of us.”

      “Actually, just the three,” Thornton said appearing behind Megan, making her jump.

      “Shit!” she hissed. “A little warning!”

      “Sorry, Miss.” Thornton pulled out a chair for Megan and pointed to one for Devon. Once they were seated he said, “I’m afraid Master O’Leary has already retired to his office. But please do help yourself to breakfast. He was sure to have traditional American fare prepared as well to suit all of our guests.”

      “Well Sam will be happy,” Devon replied.

      Disappointment flooded Megan. “So Zander’s not joining us?”

      “I’m afraid not, Miss.”

      “Megan,” she corrected.

      Thornton nodded. “Master O’Leary rarely eats breakfast, especially after a run.”

      Devon perked up. “Did he take Eggsy running with him this morning?”

      “Indeed.”

      “Mystery solved,” Devon replied, pouring himself a steaming cup of tea.

      Thornton excused himself and Megan lost herself in the endless sea of breakfast foods.

      “Oh my God! There’s even Nerds!” she exclaimed. “I can’t believe Zander remembered those are my favorite.”

      “Of course he did. Yer a sugar-obsessed movie nerd. The candy is practically yer anthem.”

      “A match made in heaven,” Megan said, dumping a pile of the tart candy into her mouth.

      Devon shivered. “I’ll never understand how ye can eat candy for breakfast.”

      “Breakfast of champions,” Megan sang merrily.

      “How ‘bout an Irish breakfast of champions?”

      Devon was delighted to pile Megan’s plate with bangers, rashers, poached eggs, black pudding, boiled potatoes, brown soda bread, baked beans and fried tomatoes.

      “This is delicious, but there’s no way this much grease is good for you,” she moaned after only sampling small portions of the various items on her plate.

      “It’s definitely not,” Devon replied stuffing his mouth full of the crusty brown bread he’d used to sop up his beans and runny eggs.

      Megan wrinkled her nose in disgust, but broke into laughter when she saw a massive grin crack Devon’s face after he’d finished clearing his plate. He groaned and patted his flat stomach.

      “It’s good to see you in your element,” she said.

      “It’s good to be in it,” Devon replied stretching back on the hind legs of his chair. “I can’t believe Sam’s missing this.”

      Megan snorted. “Sam hates this kind of food.”

      “But Zander even got her favorites. Pop-Tarts and coffee.”

      “I noticed,” Megan replied.

      She hadn’t realized how much Zander felt he needed to impress Sam. Megan had assumed they were on good terms. They’d had a bit of a rocky start, but that was ages ago, plus Zander was practically family now that Sam and Devon were so serious. Megan couldn’t think of any reason Sam would have to dislike Zander, unless of course he happened to break Megan’s heart. But that was Megan’s problem to worry about.

      “Well I guess I’d better make my sleeping beauty a breakfast plate,” Devon said, popping up from his chair.

      “Is Sam doing okay?” Megan asked.

      “Of course, ye know our girl. She’s never been much for mornings.”

      “No, I know that. I mean, she just seems really stressed.”

      Devon sighed. “It’s just Uni, I think. The double major’s taking its toll.”

      “You think that’s all it is?” Megan asked.

      “What else would it be?”

      Megan chewed her lip.

      “Megs, don’t worry about Sam, she’ll rally. She just likes to push herself to be the best.”

      “I know,” Megan muttered.

      Devon was right. Sam had always been that way—great grades, great athlete, popular, perfect. Maybe it really was just school, but Megan couldn’t help thinking about the conversation she’d overheard last night.

      “I just don’t want to add any extra stress having her worry about me and Zander.”

      Devon laughed. “Believe me, I’ve tried to tell her that, but telling that bloody woman not to worry is like telling a bird not to fly.”

      Megan sighed, knowing he was right, and if Devon wasn’t worried than she’d let it go.

      “So what’ve ye got planned today, Megs?”

      “Shopping with Zander. He said he wants to take me to Dublin to pick out a dress for the gala!”

      “Grand! Just don’t let Zander turn ye posh on us.”

      Megan laughed. “Not possible.” She considered herself about as posh as a pocket protector. “What about you? Any plans?”

      “Me and Sam are gonna knock the ball around the pitch a bit with Eggsy.”

      Megan grinned. “Great idea.” Nothing put Sam in a better mood than soccer.

      “Well I’d better get my girl some coffee before she sleeps the day away. Have a grand time in Dublin, Megs.”

      “Thanks.”

      As Megan watched Devon walk down the hall whistling a merry tune she felt a grin tug at her lips. Devon certainly was a wonderful boyfriend and Megan was glad her best friend had found such an amazing guy. Megan wanted to find that too—that person who made her happy just to bring them breakfast in bed. Suddenly Megan wondered if maybe she should take Zander something to eat. “Wait, Dev. Where’s Zander’s office?”

      Devon turned around and pointed up. “Second floor. West wing.”

      Megan gave him a lost look.

      “Thornton will take ye,” he called back.

      “How may I help you, Miss?”

      Megan jumped. The butler had magically materialized again. “Seriously, do you just appear when you hear your name? How many of you are there?” she joked.

      “Just the one, I’m afraid. May I be of service?”

      “Yes, I wanted to bring Zander some breakfast. Can you show me where his office is?”

      Thornton looked uncomfortable. “Master O’Leary is rather busy today.”

      “Precisely why he could use some coffee and donuts,” Megan said giving Thornton a winning smile as she slipped back into the parlor to load up a plate with donuts.

      Thornton followed after her. “I’m afraid Master O’Leary doesn’t allow visitors in his office, Miss.”

      Megan put her hands on her hips. “Well it’s a good thing I’m not a visitor, Thornton. And please, for the love of magic, stop being so formal. I’m going to be living here. Just Megan, okay? And no more Master O’Leary when it’s just us. You’re gonna give him a bigger head than the one I saw plastered all over the billboards on the way here.”

      Thornton looked uneasy about the idea but he hid it with a well-practiced smile. “As you wish, Mis-Megan.”

      “Good,” she replied stirring three heaping teaspoons of sugar into her signature latte. Devon called it a Mega-spresso, because the sugar and caffeine always made him jittery, but she knew Zander would love it since he’d confessed his addiction to anything sugary and delicious—another reason they were perfect for each other.

      “So which way to Zander’s office?” Megan asked when she was satisfied with her sugary selection of breakfast treats.

      Thornton begrudgingly led her through the immaculate labyrinth of halls to the west wing. The journey took longer than it should have because Megan couldn’t help stopping to admire the views and ostentatious trinkets that lined every nook and cranny. The James’ Estate was a history geek’s paradise, and Megan considered herself a geek on all levels. She was dying to see the library, but she wanted to wait for Zander to give her a personal tour.

      Thornton cleared his throat when Megan stopped to gaze at yet another oil painting of some sprawling Irish landscape. “I hate to rush you, but your car will be arriving within the hour.”

      “My car?”

      “Zander has arranged for car service to take you to Brown Thomas on your shopping outing today.”

      Megan frowned, not liking Thornton’s vague phrasing. “And does my car come with Zander in it?”

      “I’m afraid his schedule doesn’t allow for it today.”

      Since when? Megan wondered. Before she could ask, Thornton gestured to a set of polished mahogany double doors. “Zander’s office.”

      She stepped forward ready to open the door but Thornton stepped in front of her. “I should announce you first.”

      Megan waved him off. “I can announce myself.”

      Thornton gave her a nervous look.

      “Don’t worry so much, Thornton. I’ve been in here before.”

      The butler raised his thin white eyebrows.

      “On our video chats,” she explained.

      Thornton still looked wary, but Megan ignored him and turned the doorknob.
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      “That’s absolutely unacceptable,” Zander yelled into the phone. “I want the situation corrected immediately. And I shouldn’t have to tell ye how important this is for Cor-Tec.”

      He slammed the receiver down swearing colorfully. Zander put his face in his hands. Today was not starting out well at all. His knee was killing him from his run and as usual, there were way too many fires for him to put out. It didn’t help that his stomach was grumbling. Unfortunately he didn’t have time to eat. Not with the crisis Rita had just dumped in his lap.

      “Bad time?”

      Zander’s head snapped up at the sound of Megan’s voice. She stood at his office door holding a plate of pastries and a mug of coffee. His face instantly lit.

      “Morning, love.”

      “Morning,” she said grinning at him so brightly his heart squeezed. “I thought you could use a pick me up.”

      “Ye thought right.”

      Megan beamed and shot Thornton a triumphant look. The butler looked skyward and let the office door close silently behind him as he left.

      “Bad day?” Megan asked handing Zander the coffee as she looked for a space to set the plate of donuts on his cluttered desk.

      “Ye could say that.”

      “Well I’m here now, so it just got better.”

      Zander couldn’t help but think she was right. Positivity flowed from Megan like an eternal well of it had been buried within her. He wished he could be more like her. But he was cursing whatever demon had sent him this angel only to take her away in a few short months. Zander was already mourning her absence even though their time together had just begun. He’d glimpsed the loneliness her absence would bring when he left Megan’s bedroom last night. Zander had immediately felt the dark shadows of loneliness closing in, and that was after only a few hours together. How would he ever survive watching her get on a plane back to the states?

      Megan’s cheerful voice interrupted Zander’s dark thoughts.

      “So tell me your troubles and we’ll figure them out together,” Megan said grabbing a glazed donut. “But first, sugar.”

      Zander watched her take a bite of it and could think of nothing but licking her sugary lips. “Come here,” he growled.

      “Where?”

      “Here,” he demanded pointing to his chair.

      Megan sidled around his desk and Zander pulled her into his lap, causing her to squeal with delight. He took a bite of her donut instead of kissing her, for fear he wouldn’t be able to stop.

      “So what’s this I hear about you not being able to come shopping?” Megan asked.

      “Shite, Megan. I meant to be the one to tell ye. Something came up and I won’t be able to get away today. I feel like a total wanker, but I swear I’ll make it up to ye.”

      “Zander, I don’t care if we go shopping.”

      “Ye don’t?”

      “No, I just want to spend time with you.”

      “But ye need a dress for the gala.”

      She shrugged. “I’m sure I have something that’ll work. Tell me how I can help make your day better.”

      “Unless ye can pull a new gala venue outta that sweet arse of yers I think there’s little ye can do, love.”

      Megan smirked and took a sip of his coffee. “Maybe I can.”

      “Oh yeah?” he asked squeezing her firm arse. “How’s that?”

      “Just have the party here.”

      “Here?”

      “Yeah, why not? The place is ginormous. The dining hall I just had breakfast in is bigger than my university’s.”

      The wheels were turning in Zander’s head. Maybe he could host the gala at the James’ Estate. It was Cor-Tec’s largest fundraiser and not having to fork out money for a venue would make it even more profitable. “That could work.”

      “Of course it can.”

      “What kind of space would be best?” Zander asked.

      “Give me the details; headcount, timeframe, guest list, theme.”

      “Tomorrow evening. Four hundred or so CEO and celebrity types. There’s not really a theme. It’s our annual black tie fundraising event for Unicef Ireland. This is the first year that I’m solely in charge of the event and it has to go flawlessly.”

      “Breathe,” Megan said, placing her hands on Zander’s shoulders. She squeezed at the knots of tension he held there. “Worrying does not empty tomorrow of its troubles, it only empties today of its strength.”

      “Meg . . .”

      “I’m serious. Take a breath.”

      Zander closed his eyes and took a deep breath while Megan continued to knead his shoulders.

      “Better?” she asked, when he opened his eyes a few breaths later.

      “Yes.”

      “Hey, Siri,” Megan yelled. “Schedule a massage for Zander’s hulk-sized knots.”

      He chuckled. “Only if yer the one giving the massage.”

      “I think that could be arranged,” she said coyly. “But first things first. Let’s plan this party. This place has to have a ball room, right?”

      Zander grinned and drew Megan closer so he could reach his laptop. He pulled up the estate’s security feed and tapped through a few rooms until he came to the one he was looking for.

      Megan stared at the cloth draped chandeliers and furniture in awe. “Holy hell, Batman! You seriously need to take me on a tour of this place. This room is Yule Ball worthy.”

      Zander laughed. “Only you could see potential in dust and cobwebs.”

      “It’s a gift,” she said. “But seriously, this will work, Zander. I’m sure you can get some staff to shine it up, right?”

      “Well yes, but—”

      “No buts. We just need to let the caterers and vendors know the venue location has been changed.”

      “What about the guest list?”

      “Have your PR team personally contact each guest to let them know the venue location has been generously upgraded to the James’ Estate.”

      Zander looked skeptical. “Ye really think we can pull this off?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “It’s going to take all day to work out the details.”

      Megan climbed off his lap and held her hand out. “Then we’d better get started.”

      Zander frowned. “There are a few more details I’d like to get yer opinion on before we get started.”

      “Shoot.”

      Zander suddenly felt sheepish and rubbed the back of his neck stalling for time.

      “What is it?” Megan asked sensing his hesitation.

      “Well, it’s the matter of who I’m taking as my date to the gala . . .”

      

      Megan

      

      Megan waited anxiously for Zander to pass her the phone once he finished relaying the details they’d worked out for changing the gala venue to the James’ Estate. Megan couldn’t wait to give the PR woman who’d been pimping Zander out to models and movie stars a piece of her mind.

      “My decision is final, Rita. I’m putting ye on with Megan. She can answer any questions ye have,” Zander said handing Megan the phone.

      “Hello, Rita,” Megan said confidently. “This is Megan Fields. How can I help?”

      “So yer the woman who thinks she’s taking my job?” Rita asked haughtily.

      “I’ll think you’ll find Zander has need for both of us today.”

      “Mr. O’Leary already has a PR person. Me!”

      “Actually,” Megan corrected, “You work for Cor-Tec. I’ll be acting as Zander’s personal PR manager for the gala.”

      “How is that different?” Rita asked angrily.

      “For one, you won’t be setting him up on any more dates.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Absolutely,” Megan replied.

      “I already informed Tabitha Hall’s agency that Mr. O’Leary would be escorting her to the gala.”

      “Well then you’ll have to inform them of your mistake.”

      Rita sneered. “Then I imagine ye have someone appropriate lined up for Mr. O’Leary to escort to the gala on such short notice?”

      “I do.”

      “Well do ye mind sharing? I need to be included on the details for the press release.”

      “Of course. He’ll be attending the gala with me,” Megan said, her inner goddess glowing. She’d literally shrieked when Zander had asked her to be his date before calling Rita.

      The old bat on the other end of the phone scoffed. “Yer joking?”

      Megan had expected as much, but she didn’t give a damn what anyone beside Zander thought. “I’m as serious as a heart attack.”

      “And what would ye have me write in the press release? No one knows who in the bloody hell ye are, dear.”

      Megan pushed her smile into her voice. “And you call yourself a PR rep? Here’s a headline for you. Zander O’Leary generously offers his home for Unicef gala, where he’ll be increasing international relations by escorting wunderkind American film maker, Megan Fields.”

      The other end of the line was silent and Megan smiled to herself. Take that, Tabitha Hall!

      “Do you need me to repeat that, Rita?”

      “No, I’ve got it.”

      “Good. I’ll email over the floor plan of the James’ Estate ballroom along with the address for you to forward to guests and vendors. If you have any further questions please don’t hesitate to call.”

      Megan hung up the phone and Zander applauded her. “Yer hired!”

      “Good,” she said sitting on the edge of his desk. “Crisis averted, now let’s do something fun.”

      Zander’s smile faltered as he looked past her to the mountain of papers piled on his desk. “I’m afraid we only managed to put out one of the many fires I’m dealing with today.”

      “What else can I help with?” she asked.

      He smiled. “You’ve done more than enough, love.”

      “Zander, I seriously don’t mind helping.”

      “The best way ye can help is by enjoying yerself, Megan. Besides, yer much too adorably distracting when ye sit on my desk like that,” Zander said pulling her into his lap again. “I’ll be much less stressed knowing yer out having a good time. Grab Sam and take the car to Dublin.”

      “I guess girls day could be fun,” Megan admitted. But then again she would agree to anything while sitting in Zander’s lap. Her head felt dizzy as she inhaled his addicting Irish Spring scent, and the way his voice rumbled through her did shameful things to her insides.

      “Buy yerself anything ye want. And something gorgeous for the gala, on me, of course.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” Megan protested.

      “I want to,” Zander purred pulling her closer until his mouth was at her ear. His warm breath kissed her skin sending tremors through her. “I can’t wait to show my stunning date off tomorrow night,” he whispered.

      Megan lost her ability to speak again, but it was just as well since Zander’s lips found hers a moment later. He kissed her slow and sure, and Megan gave up all her doubts.

      She wanted Zander. And his kiss said he wanted her back. They weren’t in a crowded bar, their inhibitions weren’t diluted by alcohol—their kiss was pure and relentless. He held her tenderly to him and as her hand settled over his racing heart Megan knew she hadn’t mistaken Zander’s feelings. She felt her own heart swell near bursting. The boy she liked, liked her back, and there was no greater feeling in the world.
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      Megan still felt as though she were floating as she made her way back to her room. If a phone call hadn’t disrupted them she’d probably still be kissing Zander. But the interruption was a blessing. A moment longer and Megan might have stopped breathing.

      She’d taken a quick puff from her inhaler as soon as she’d excused herself from his office. She needed to get her emotions under control. Zander had a habit of making her breathless—not a particularly good thing for an asthmatic.

      Megan was still a bit lightheaded but it was hard to tell if it was a side effect of her asthma or Zander. Both afflictions were potentially crippling.

      Once back in her room, Megan showered and changed, tugging on her favorite oversized argyle sweater and black leggings. She put her tangle of black hair into a messy top bun and added some creamy pink rouge to her full lips and pale cheeks. Megan smiled at her reflection. She felt right at home in Ireland, where her porcelain complexion, blue eyes and dark hair were celebrated.

      Megan tossed a few essentials into her giant red purse and grabbed her tweed peacoat that made her feel especially scholarly. She added a plaid scarf of fall colors to her outfit and then headed out to find her friends. She knocked on Sam and Devon’s door but got no answer. She eventually wandered toward the sound of Eggsy’s barking and a glance out of the massive diamond-paned windows showed Sam and Devon kicking a soccer ball around in the distance.

      Sam had just scored a goal on Devon. He scooped her up mid-celebration making her shriek with glee. Eggsy jumped and barked in circles around them, until all three of them ended up in a laughing heap on the ground. Megan smiled, happy Sam was finally cutting loose. When Devon leaned in to kiss Sam, Megan turned away. She decided to leave her friends to enjoy themselves.

      Megan headed back to her room and rang for Thornton. He answered on the first ring.

      “Hi, Thornton. Can I still get that car to Dublin?”

      “Of course. Will anyone else be joining you?”

      “Nope. Just me.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      A few minutes later Megan was bundled in the backseat of a black luxury town car. The soft leather seats hugged her curves, trying to lull her to sleep with the European car’s superior comfort and warmth, but she kept her eyes wide open. Megan didn’t want to miss a moment of the gorgeous Irish landscape that rolled past.

      She sighed as she looked out the windows. A mix of emotions tumbled around in her chest. She’d only been in Ireland for two days, but it wasn’t at all what she’d expected. The country hadn’t disappointed. It was full of all the beauty and magic she’d hoped for, but she couldn’t help feeling disheartened that she wasn’t getting to experience it with her friends.

      Zander had severely undersold how overwhelmed he was with his new role at Cor-Tec and Sam was preoccupied with schoolwork and girlfriend duties. So far, Megan had spent most of her time with Devon. It’s not that Devon was a problem. Megan loved spending time with him, but she’d been hoping for more time with her best friend and the guy she was smitten with.

      Megan shook off her disappointment, exhaling deeply. She needed to take her own advice. Just breathe and have faith everything will work out the way it should. Besides, she was in Ireland with Zander’s black card burning a hole in her wallet. It was an opportunity of a lifetime and Megan intended to make the most of it.

      

      Zander

      

      By the time Zander left his office it was dark outside. He came downstairs, knee wincing and stomach growling. He’d missed another meal and the pastries and coffee Megan had brought him hours ago had long since run out. He’d worked straight through lunch, but managed to get himself mostly out of the weeds with the backlog of Cor-Tec contracts that needed his attention.

      Zander checked his watch. He planned to order some dinner to be sent to his room so he could shower, eat quickly and finally seek Megan out to see how her shopping excursion in Dublin had gone. He was secretly hoping she might give him a preview of the dress she’d bought for the gala. He was failing miserably at not getting too attached to her. He hadn’t been able to get Megan out of his mind since she’d left his office. Every time he closed his eyes he saw her dimpled smile and brilliant blue eyes. And it didn’t help that he could still taste the sugary sweetness of her kiss.

      Zander sighed. So much for keeping yer guard up, ye wanker.

      Before Zander reached his room, laughter in the library caught his attention. He peeked his head in hoping to find Megan. Instead, he found Devon and Sam. They were playing Scrabble and drinking red wine in front of the fireplace with Eggsy stretched out at their feet.

      “Hey, mate!” Devon greeted. “Care to join?”

      Zander entered the massive library and greeted his friends with a nod, astonished by how much he’d missed seeing the lonely library, warm and inviting for a change.

      “Where’s Megan?” Sam asked as Zander pulled up a chair.

      “She’s not with ye?” he asked.

      Sam frowned. “No, I haven’t seen her all day. We thought she was with you.”

      Devon chimed in. “When I left her after breakfast she was in search of yer office. Did she find ye?”

      “Yes, but she left hours ago to go shopping.”

      “I thought you were supposed to be going shopping with her,” Sam accused.

      Zander rubbed his frustration from his face. “I know, but something came up. Megan said she was going to invite ye along since I couldn’t go.”

      Sam sat up straighter. “Well she didn’t.”

      Devon looked between Sam and Zander sensing the tension brewing. “I’m sure she just lost track of time. Ye know Megs and shopping,” he offered.

      Sam stood and pulled her phone from her pocket. “I’m calling to check on her,” she announced as she marched out of the library.

      Zander abandoned the chair he’d been moving. He sighed as he perched on the edge of the table instead, rubbing the exhaustion from his face.

      Devon turned his attention to Zander. “Ye getting on alright, mate? Ye look like someone took the piss outta ye.”

      “Fine,” Zander grumbled. “Just didn’t get much sleep last night.”

      “Life as Ireland’s most eligible bachelor wearing ye out already?” Devon asked with amusement.

      Zander knew his mate was just ribbing him. It’s how their friendship was, but it was comments like Devon’s that made Zander feel it was impossible to voice his frustrations. What did he really have to complain about? He was wealthy beyond measure, spent his days heading up a prestigious corporation and his nights entertaining models. Anyone from the outside looking in would think he’d gone absolutely mad if he started blithering on about how unhappy he was.

      But he was unhappy. His role at Cor-Tec had rapidly spun out of control since taking over as CEO, but he couldn’t say that to Devon. Zander had taken over for Devon when he decided he didn’t want the legacy his late father, Henry James, had left for him.

      Zander had leapt at the chance to take the reins. He’d wanted a part of Cor-Tec ever since his older sister, Cara, married Devon’s father. Zander excelled at all things technical. He’d always wanted to pursue computer engineering, but with his upbringing, it never seemed an option. After Zander lost his parents, he learned it was easier to survive if he played up his more obvious strengths—his looks and athletic ability.

      “Dating models must be exhausting, eh?” Devon continued.

      “Something like that,” Zander muttered, absently stretching out his bad knee.

      “The old knee still acting like rubbish?” Devon asked catching the movement.

      Zander shrugged. “It’s a bit dodgy today. Nothing a stiff drink won’t fix.”

      Devon laughed. “Then let’s fix ye one, mate.”

      Zander took up Sam’s seat while Devon went in search of a drink. Zander was relieved Devon seemed uninterested in pushing him further about his injury.

      For a while, Zander had hoped he might be good enough to play in the pro football clubs, but a knee injury had shattered those hopes. His doctors didn’t have to tell him his knee would never be the same. He’d known it the moment it happened. But he’d stubbornly refused surgery. What was the point when it would never be good enough to play pro? Plus, that had been right about the time Zander found out he had a shot at revisiting another dream—Cor-Tec.

      And of course now, Zander didn’t have the time to go under the knife. He was barely keeping his head above water as it was. Deep down he knew he couldn’t keep up the pace he was going at, but pride kept him from admitting it and asking for help. Sam’s father, Devon, and the Cor-Tec board had taken a big risk giving Zander such an active role in the software company.

      Early on Zander had gotten some big breaks and his bold initiative has propelled the company further than anyone anticipated. The problem was, they weren’t built to handle such growth. Zander was doing everything possible to make up the difference and deliver the programs Cor-Tec had promised their new clients.

      Now that Zander had been labeled the software wunderkind of his generation, he was under enormous pressure and he desperately wanted to meet expectations. It would kill him to let Devon and Mr. Connors down, not to mention everyone at Cor-Tec. But it was never enough.

      Zander had hoped the arrival of his friends would lift his spirits. His professional life had overshadowed his personal life lately and he was looking forward to reconnecting with Devon and Sam, not to mention getting to know Megan. But the arrival of his friends had only added more stress. He felt increasingly guilty for not having any time to spend with them. And having Megan so near was proving to be quite a distraction.

      Every time Zander found himself thinking of Megan he felt the balance of his precarious life slipping away from him. He’d been a fool to think he’d be able to guard himself against falling for her. Zander hated the hopeless feeling that had opened up in his chest. Every bit of him was craving the connection and comfort Megan was offering. But how could he let himself fall for a girl who would inevitably ruin him when she flew back to Boston, taking his lonely heart with her?

      “Brought ye the good stuff,” Devon said, wheeling in a bar cart and handing Zander a heavy crystal glass half full of amber liquid. “From Da’s stash.”

      Zander smiled tightly as he took the glass. His problems were a monster of his own making. The dilemma was he didn’t know how to solve it. But for now, the whiskey would help.
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      “Sam, everything’s fine,” Megan repeated. “I just lost track of time, but I’m almost back to the house.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes!” Megan said adamantly. “Will you please stop worrying about me? I’m not a child.”

      Megan could hear the relief in Sam’s sigh. “I think you and Devon spend too much time together,” Sam joked. “You’re starting to sound alike.”

      Megan laughed. “Well you should listen to us. We’re bloody brilliant,” she added in her best Irish accent.

      Sam sighed. “Fine. Come to the library when you get back. We’re playing Scrabble.”

      “I’m in!” she said before disconnecting.

      Megan felt bad for worrying her friends, but she really had lost track of time. Her shopping trip hadn’t gone exactly as she’d planned. She’d nearly died of sticker shock when she saw the prices of the dresses at the Brown Thomas department store Sam had recommended. Megan had access to Zander’s credit card, but she didn’t feel right spending such an obscene amount of money on a dress for one night.

      A lover of all things vintage, Megan had always been a bargain shopper. Thrift stores were her haven. Shopping at second-hand stores had started as necessity for Megan and her mom, but it became somewhat of a magical thing. Even now, when money wasn’t so tight, Megan still preferred to shop there. She’d always found something indescribably wonderful about taking home an article of clothing that had its own stories to tell. Plus, she was all for the up-cycle movement of breathing new life into old things. She liked preserving the past and referred to her closet as a fashion time capsule.

      So after kindly declining help from the posh staff at Brown Thomas, Megan made her way to a few adorable vintage boutiques she found in Dublin that were much more her style. Her favorite had been Lucy’s Lounge. The pink building had called to her like a beacon in the night, and it didn’t disappoint. Megan found the most amazing pair of white oxford shoes there. They weren’t at all practical, but they were her size and had tiny flowers stamped into the leather covering the front half of the shoe. They screamed Elton John, so of course she had to have them.

      She’d also found her dress for the gala at Lucy’s Lounge. She couldn’t wait to wear it. It made her feel like a fairy princess. Megan loved any excuse to get dolled up, and the fact that she’d be on Zander’s arm made her giddy. She’d pinched herself so often that she worried she might actually end up with a bruise.

      Megan looked at the sea of thrift store bags littering the back seat of the town car. She’d been in the process of tallying her damages when Sam called. Going back through the receipts, Megan began to sweat. She’d managed to spend almost three-hundred Euros! She’d gotten a lot for the money, but still, it was more than she’d ever spent in one outing.

      She’d told herself she’d bought things she needed, like sweaters and scarves and a fabulous yellow umbrella covered in pink roses. Okay, so maybe the umbrella had been an impulse buy. But Megan would be getting a stipend for the film project she was working on for Cor-Tec so she told herself she would pay Zander back to alleviate her guilt.

      The gates to the James’ Estate came into view and again Megan was swept away by the magnificence of it. “Hogwarts, eat your heart out,” she whispered.

      “Ma’am?” the driver asked overhearing her.

      “Oh, nothing,” she said hiding her flush. “Just happy to be home.”

      

      Zander

      

      Sam flounced back into the library, her sea-glass eyes a bit less stormy. “Megan’s heading back now.”

      “Grand!” Devon exclaimed. “We can have a proper game of Scrabble with the four of us.”

      “I can’t wait to see her dress for the gala,” Zander said, his lips looser than they should be thanks to the second glass of whiskey he was enjoying.

      Sam’s eyes flickered to Zander’s. “Why would you care about Megan’s dress for the gala?”

      “Because she’s my date.”

      Sam frowned. “You asked her to be your date?”

      “That’s right,” Zander replied, meeting Sam’s disapproving glare.

      “Do you really think dating someone you’re employing is wise, Zander?”

      “It’s certainly not the most foolish thing I’ve done,” he shot back.

      Sam threw her hands up. “Well that’s encouraging.”

      “Sam,” Devon warned, catching her hand when she neared his chair.

      “Do ye have a problem with me, Sam?” Zander asked.

      “I will if you hurt my best friend,” she replied.

      “I don’t plan on hurting anyone,” Zander argued.

      “Yeah, well the road to hell is paved with good intentions, isn’t it?” Sam said storming out of the library.

      “Sorry about that,” Devon apologized sheepishly when Sam was out of the room. “She’s under a lot of stress with Uni. I’m sure she didn’t mean it.”

      “I’m sure she did,” Zander replied. “She still hates me because of Sophie, doesn’t she?”

      “Hate’s a strong word.”

      “I’m not that guy anymore, Dev. And I think, maybe . . .” Zander sighed.

      “What, mate?”

      “I think maybe Megan’s good for me.”

      “Meg’s a great girl.”

      “She truly is. Today she helped me avoid a major crisis.”

      “Did she?” Devon asked.

      “Oh, right. I meant to tell ye. The gala’s been changed. We’re hosting it here.”

      Devon’s eyes widened. “We are?”

      “It was Megan’s idea and I think it’s brilliant.”

      Devon laughed. “I’m not sure Cara will think it’s so brilliant.”

      “Cara’d have to live here to weigh in on that,” Zander grumbled taking a large gulp of his whiskey.

      Devon laughed, but when Zander didn’t correct him, Devon’s expression changed to confusion. “Yer serious?” he questioned. “Cara doesn’t live here?”

      “Not since June.”

      “But I thought she was managing Cor-Tec’s customer relations.”

      “She is. And she liked managing one of our customers so much she moved in with him.”

      “What?” Devon’s dark eyebrows had practically knitted themselves together with worry. “But she . . . she wouldn’t do that to my Da.”

      Zander couldn’t take the hurt swimming in Devon’s eyes. He stood up and paced in front of the fireplace. He hadn’t wanted to be the one to break this news to Devon. But leave it to Cara to put Zander in an awkward spot.

      When Cara married Devon’s father it had nearly ruined Devon and Zander’s friendship. Zander had said and done a lot of things he wasn’t proud of. His jealousy and competitive nature had gotten the better of him. But karma had certainly been returned.

      He’d been a prick to everyone back then. Zander’s behavior caused him to become estranged from his sister Cara and lose his friendship with Devon. Zander had stupidly thought dating Devon’s ex was a way to get back at him, but dating Sophie only made things worse.

      Zander found out Sophie was only dating him as a way to try to get Devon back.

      

      Her scheme backfired, but not before ripping Zander’s heart out and almost ruining Devon’s relationship with Sam—something Sam had obviously not entirely forgiven him for.

      But Zander had learned the error of his ways. He’d grown up a lot since high school. Sophie’s cruelty had woken him up. And when all was said and done, Zander realized he needed to patch things up with the few people he could trust in his life—Devon, Cara and Sam.

      When Devon’s father passed away, Zander vowed to turn over a new leaf. Cara and Devon needed him, and for the first time Zander was realizing it was important to hold onto the little family he had left, no matter how dysfunctional it was.

      Zander thought he was doing a good job of being the improved version of himself, but from the look of anguish on Devon’s face, he realized he’d easily fallen back into his routine of secrets and lies. Zander knew he should’ve told Devon about Cara’s new romance right away, but he hadn’t wanted to hurt his friend. How could he tell Devon that while he was still mourning his father, Cara had already moved on? It was too cruel.

      “I’m sorry,” Zander muttered, at a loss for anything else to say.

      “Who is it?” Devon asked, color creeping up his neck. “Who’s the bloke who thinks he can replace my Da?”

      “No one ye know.”

      “Well he must be someone bloody important for Cara to move in with him.” Devon was standing now. “Is it serious?”

      Zander exhaled. “They’re engaged.”

      “Engaged!”

      “I don’t know what to tell ye, Devon. Ye should talk to Cara.”

      “Ye can bet yer arse I’ll be having words with her!” Devon shouted.

      “What’s going on?” Sam asked.

      Zander turned to see Sam and Megan staring at them from the doorway. Bloody perfect.

      Devon’s face was nearly the color of the red library drapery when he responded. “Zander’s just told me that Cara has moved out and she’s engaged!”

      Sam’s mouth fell open. “What? When did this happen?”

      “June!” Devon exclaimed.

      Sam turned her gaze on Megan. “Did you know about this?”

      Megan shook her head quickly. “No.”

      “And you’re just telling us now?” Sam asked Zander.

      He didn’t have a good answer for her. Instead he poured himself another drink from the bar cart next to the fireplace.

      “The children?” Devon asked, shock washing the color from his face. “They’ve moved with her?”

      “Of course they have,” Zander replied. “She’s their mother.” Cara might be a lot of things, but Zander knew his sister would never abandon her children the way their own parents had abandoned them.

      “They’re my father’s children too,” Devon hissed. “And they’re the only real family I have left.”

      Zander didn’t miss Devon’s dig. His sister’s children with Henry James were Devon’s blood relatives—something Zander would never be. And apparently being a relative by marriage didn’t grant Zander protection from Devon’s simmering disappointment.

      “Ye should’ve told me,” Devon muttered before storming from the library, Sam and Eggsy following in his wake.
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      Megan

      

      Megan watched Zander finish his drink and pour himself another before he slumped into the wing-backed chair in front of the fireplace. She silently poured herself a drink and joined him, pulling her own chair close enough so their knees touched.

      “Hey,” she said smiling softly at him.

      “Hey,” he replied without looking up.

      “Wanna tell me what I just walked in on?”

      “Not really.”

      “Let me rephrase that,” Megan said. “I want you tell me what I need to know so I don’t make things worse.”

      Zander sighed. “I don’t know how that’s possible. I’ve mucked it up quite well all on my own.”

      Megan put her hand on Zander’s knee. “Did Cara really move out?”

      He nodded.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What are ye sorry for?”

      “Lots.”

      He looked up for the first time, his green eyes full of hurt.

      “I’m sorry you’ve been dealing with this burden alone. And I’m sorry you didn’t feel you could tell me.”

      “That’s not it, Megan. I wanted to tell ye, but I needed to tell Devon first and I couldn’t. I just couldn’t bring myself to hurt him like that. I know he’s still broken up about his Da. I didn’t want to make it worse.”

      Megan smiled sadly. “I’m guessing you didn’t express things so eloquently to Devon?”

      Zander took another drink. “Not exactly.”

      Megan gently took the glass from his hand and set it down next to hers. Then she settled onto his lap. Zander was warm and his delicious scent held a hint of whiskey and sorrow. “Listen, Devon’s just in shock. Once he wraps his head around the idea, he’ll know you didn’t keep it from him to hurt him.”

      “I was trying to protect him,” Zander argued.

      “I know. And tomorrow you can tell him that. Just give him some space.”

      Zander let his head fall heavy into Megan’s shoulder. “I’ve made a mess of things.”

      She kissed his head, letting her fingers stroke his thick brown hair. “Repeat after me: my current situation isn’t my final destination.”

      Zander looked up at her, his deep green eyes searching hers. “How are ye always so positive?”

      She grinned. “It’s a choice.” Then she added coyly. “Being here with you kinda helps too.”

      Zander flashed her a crooked smile that made her heart melt. It was the one she’d grown accustom to greeting her on her video screen, and the fact that she was here, face-to-face with Zander instead of staring at him through a phone, made her want to grab onto his grin with both hands and kiss him until she was breathless.

      Somehow, she managed to refrain from her urges since Zander was still teetering on the edge of despair over what had just transpired between him and Devon. Instead she placed her hands confidently on either side of his shoulders. “Tomorrow’s a new day. Get some sleep and talk to Devon in the morning. And when you do, tell him what you told me. He can’t fault you for wanting to spare his feelings.”

      “Ye think so?”

      “I know so,” she said giving his shoulders a squeeze. “I also know you’re even more tense than when I left you this morning,” she added massaging the boulder-sized knots in Zander’s shoulders. “What have you been doing? Carrying the world on your back?”

      He laughed softly, but his eyes slid closed as she kneaded the taut muscles near his thickly coiled neck. Zander let out a grateful groan and Megan had the sudden urge to kiss him again.

      Zander’s eyes opened. “Ye know . . . I seem to remember a pint-sized Yank promising me a massage.”

      “And I seem to remember an ornery Irishman promising me a tour.”

      Zander squeezed Megan’s sides, pulling her closer. “Aye, it’s gonna be like that, is it?”

      Megan smiled. Unable to resist Zander’s wolfish grin, she stuck her tongue out in confirmation.

      “Well then, this is the library,” he murmured.

      “You’re gonna have to show me a lot more than some dusty old books if you want a massage from these magic fingers,” she said wiggling her fingers in front of his face.

      “Is that so?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Well, that’s a shame, because I happen to know ye love dusty old books.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “Some nerdy film student I used to call.”

      “Nerdy film student, huh?” Megan’s voice was full of well-practiced sarcasm. “Well, it just so happens I know that’s exactly your type.”

      Zander arched a mischievous eyebrow. “And do ye happen to know where I might find such a lass?”

      She feigned disinterest and began climbing off his lap, but his arms encircled her waist and pulled her back. She didn’t even have a chance to catch her breath before Zander’s lips were parting hers. His kiss made her dizzy and she clung to him, her hands sliding over the rippling muscles beneath his shirt.

      The kiss stopped as quickly as it started and Zander was setting her back onto her wobbly feet. He climbed to his and pulled her after him deeper into the dimly lit library.

      “Where are we going?” she asked trying to get her mind to catch up with her feet as she stumbled behind him.

      “I thought ye wanted a tour?”

      “I didn’t mean right this second.”

      “Ye sure?” he asked, a twinkle of mischief in his brilliant green eyes. “This is my favorite part.”

      “Really?” she asked, looking around.

      Zander had stopped in a secluded alcove of shelves lined with colorful spins that reach all the way to the ceiling. A tall worktable was situated in the center of the stacks with leather-topped stools neatly tucked beneath them. This section of the library was just as stunning as the others she’d glimpsed traipsing after Zander. But Megan couldn’t pick out what made it so special to him.

      “Why?” she finally asked.

      He took a step closer to her, bending to press his mouth to her neck. “Because no one ever comes back here,” he whispered.

      His voice was warm against her skin and it sent shivers down to her toes. Zander hoisted her onto the table, moving to stand between her knees.

      “That’s better,” he murmured, noting they were eye level now. “I had no idea how much of an obstacle yer height would present, doll face.”

      “I could say the same thing about you,” she teased back.

      “I’m average height, pipsqueak.”

      “There’s nothing average about you,” Megan said running her hands up Zander’s hard chest. Her mind was already racing to what the rest of his above average body parts might feel like.

      Zander grinned as though he knew what she was thinking. He kissed her, slowly at first. He still tasted of fine whiskey and Megan lost herself in the hungry passion of his mouth. She moaned as he moved to kiss her throat and in one quick move Zander had her back pushed flat against the table. Megan wrapped her legs around his waist as Zander’s hands roamed her body. She was an explosion of nerves as his hands slipped under her sweater. Megan gripped Zander’s shirt, untucking it from his pants as he practically crawled atop the table with her.

      She shrieked when they sent a lamp crashing to the floor, but Zander only laughed, still bent over her hungrily.

      “Shhh . . .” Megan warned. “We’re gonna get in trouble.”

      “By who? I’m the man of the house.”

      “And when do I get to see that room?” she teased.

      “My bedroom?” He smirked crookedly. “I’m sorry but that’s strictly off limits.”

      “Really? You prefer splinters in your fine arse?” she teased patting the hard wooden surface of the table.

      “I prefer kissing ye to arguing with ye,” he said, brushing a thumb across her lips before pulling her in for another Olympic kiss. God damn, Zander could bed her anywhere he damn well pleased if he kept kissing her like that.

      She was putty in his hands and he seemed to know it. Zander hoisted her off the table and over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

      “Where are we going?” she squealed as he made quick strides toward the library doors.

      “To my bedroom, woman. Now keep it down before ye wake the dead,” he joked giving her ass a playful slap.

      Megan bit her lip to keep from yelping. Then she realized she had her own private view of Zander’s perfect backside from her position. She reached down and gave him a swat of her own.

      He barked a laugh. “Yer knickers are mine, doll face.”

      “Promise?”

      

      Zander

      

      Zander couldn’t get to his room fast enough as Megan’s curvaceous body wreaked havoc on his normally controlled demeanor. She wriggled and squirmed in his arms, her fine arse rubbing against his cheek in the most arousing way. He couldn’t help but slide a hand up her thigh and squeeze, making her shriek with laughter. It was like carrying a gorgeous ray of sunshine in his arms and Zander wanted to get her back to his room and make her his before whatever spell she’d cast over him broke. For the first time he could remember, Zander wasn’t thinking, he was just reacting. He was letting himself enjoy the moment and it made him want to hold onto Megan even tighter and soak up the infectious joy she seemed to radiate.

      But of course, like all things in Zander’s life, his happiness was short-lived. He came to a screeching halt as he rounded a corner, almost colliding with Devon and Eggsy. The hound barked and Megan yelped. Zander quickly set her down stumbling over his words as Devon gaped at him in disbelief. Devon must’ve been taking Eggsy for a walk—probably to clear his head. Instead he’d run into Zander on his way to what was obviously a dodgy booty call, like he hadn’t a care in the world that he’d just dropped a bomb on his best mate.

      Seeing Devon’s hurt knocked the wind out of Zander’s sails. And before he had a chance to say anything Devon was tugging Eggsy down the hall away from them, shaking his head as he went.

      Zander barely felt Megan’s hand slip into his as he watched Devon disappear around the corner. He swore under his breath and looked down at Megan’s concerned blue eyes. He wished more than anything he could just drown his sorrows in her tonight, but it wouldn’t be right. The moment had passed.

      “Megan . . .” he started. “I think maybe tonight . . .”

      Her kind smile saved him from having to continue. She seemed to know the moment had passed too. “I know,” she whispered squeezing his hand reassuringly. “It’s okay.”

      “Can I walk ye to yer room?”

      She nodded.

      They walked silently, hand-in-hand, to her door. Zander took his time, not wanting their time together to end. Megan had been a delightful distraction in Zander’s otherwise miserable day.

      They arrived at her bedroom too quickly. Megan smiled at him, standing on her tiptoes to hug him around the neck. He wrapped her up in his arms, holding her tight for as a long as he could bear. As usual, his heart warred against the pull he felt toward her. One voice whispered, ‘You need her,’ while the other hissed, ‘Don’t get attached.’

      Zander finally untangled himself from Megan and took a step back. “I’m sorry about tonight.”

      “I’m not,” she said biting her lip and smiling. Christ! That smile made him want to be a better man. He felt his face fall as he looked away.

      “Hey,” she said, catching his hand. “We’re not in any rush, Zander. I’m not going anywhere.”

      But she was. Her words cut him like a knife.

      Seeming to sense his despair, Megan took a step closer, her pretty floral fragrance enchanting him. “Do you remember my favorite quote?” she asked.

      His eyes cleared with recognition. Of course he did. He’d told her it was his favorite quote too. Zander repeated it softly. “Maybe the stars have a plan for us.”

      She grinned. “That’s right.”

      The moment Zander found out they loved the same quote, had been the moment he’d let Megan in. It was from The Geneva Project, an obscure fantasy series that Zander was shocked to find Megan had read. They’d spent an entire evening debating the heroes and villains from the books.

      Zander had never done that with someone before. He’d always hidden his academic side when he was in school. He was expected to be a jock; popular, tough, unapproachable, and that meant he couldn’t be smart too. But Megan never judged him. She liked all his sides. And he found he liked opening up to her and exploring things like debating films and novels and music with her.

      Megan was an absolute treasure trove of knowledge. And she never made him feel stupid if he didn’t know what book or movie or song she was talking about. In fact she seemed to love getting to tell him everything she loved about it. It was one of the things he adored about her. That, and how she always seemed to know the exact thing to say to make him feel able to breathe.

      Zander met Megan’s sparkling blue eyes. They danced with the brightness of a flame and he couldn’t resist reaching a hand to her cheek.

      She covered his hand with hers. “We have nothing to worry about.”

      “The stars will worry for us,” Zander said completing the quote.

      “Exactly.” Megan reached up and placed a gentle kiss on his lips. “Goodnight, Zander.”

      “G’night.”

      Zander walked away from Megan’s room in a trance. He couldn’t shake the feeling that his world was spinning out of control. It had been for a while, but Megan had become Zander’s solace—his refuge from the crushing loneliness he felt in the empty house he now walked through.

      Normally, when he felt this way, he’d call her up and lose himself in their conversations. But now that she was here it had somehow rocked the sturdiness of the foundation they’d built. She was so close—so real. And the temptation was near crippling. Zander was terrified if he gave in to his desire for Megan that he’d ruin her, like he did everything. And then who would be left to save him?

      The thought haunted him as he walked straight past his bedroom knowing he’d not find any relief in sleep. Instead he went to the gym to push himself further toward the cliff that was looming ahead of him.

      

      Megan

      

      Megan spent the night tossing and turning. She hadn’t been able to get Zander out of her mind. Zander kissing her. Zander touching her. Zander carrying her toward certain bliss. Of course it wasn’t meant to be. Their unfortunate run in with Devon had been like being thrown into a cold shower. Megan had felt the change in Zander instantly. She worried for him. Of all the amazing things that had happened between them that night, it was Zander’s wounded look when he’d said goodnight that haunted her most.

      She’d always thought Zander played up the part of the poor little rich boy, but being here with him, Megan was beginning to see it wasn’t an act. As she lay there staring at the twinkling lights above her canopy bed, Megan vowed to help Zander see the light. His life was incredible. He just needed someone to share it with, and Megan was happy to be that someone.

      Of course she’d have to find a way to help patch up the rift between Zander and Devon first. She knew Devon was a level-headed guy. It was one of the reasons he was so good for Sam. She knew honesty was a big thing for Devon, being that it’s almost what tore him and Sam apart when they’d first gotten together. So it was easy to see how he’d been hurt by Zander concealing the truth about Cara. But Megan was sure after a night of sleep Devon would be in a better place. Maybe she would be too if she could ever manage to get any.

      Megan rolled onto her stomach and closed her eyes, forcing herself to write one of her various screen-plays in her mind—her sure-fire trick for falling asleep. Except tonight, every scene was filled with a sad, green-eyed prince, roaming his castle alone.
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      Megan

      

      Megan ran into Sam in the bathroom the next morning. She looked like she hadn’t gotten much sleep, which made Megan fearful Devon might not have either.

      “Rough night?” Megan asked.

      “You could say that,” Sam admitted drying her face.

      “How’s Devon taking things today?”

      “Not well. He was up all night talking to Cara.”

      “You let him call her?” Megan hissed.

      “I didn’t have much choice. And it’s not like you were here to help.”

      “I didn’t want to intrude.”

      “Yeah right. I know you were with Zander. Devon told me all about running into you two dry-humping in the hall.”

      “Nothing happened with Zander,” Megan argued. “He was actually really upset about Devon.”

      Sam huffed. “I’m sure.”

      Megan rolled her eyes, knowing better than to argue with Sam before coffee. “What did Cara say?” she asked changing tactics.

      “Zander was right. She’s engaged to some hotshot client who lives in Cork. She said it was unexpected, but she’s happy and the kids are happy, and she’s hoping Devon can find a way to be happy for them.”

      “What did he say?”

      Sam shrugged. “What could he say? He was pissed she didn’t tell him, but it’s not like he can be mad at her for falling in love. Even if it is kinda soon.”

      “I know,” Megan said. “But we can’t plan love. When it finds us we just have to jump in with both feet.”

      “That’s a good way to drown,” Sam muttered.

      “Or to get swept off your feet by Prince Charming,” Megan added with a winning smile.

      Sam rolled her eyes, but a smirk escaped.

      Megan took the opportunity to press the crack in Sam’s grumpy mood. “You know I’m right.”

      “Fine, you can’t hate someone for falling in love,” Sam admitted. “But—”

      “But nothing!” Megan interrupted. “Love wins. Discussion over.”

      “You don’t fight fair,” Sam grumbled. “You and your hopeless romanticism.”

      “Says the girl dating Prince Charming.”

      Sam stuck out her tongue, but there was a smile in her eyes. “He is dreamy,” she admitted with a sigh.

      “The dreamiest.”

      They both erupted into a fit of laughter right as Devon happened to walk into the bathroom. “What’s going on here?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” Sam and Megan sang in unison causing them to laugh harder.

      “Just girl talk,” Megan added.

      Devon’s face reddened and he backed out of the bathroom. “I don’t even want to know.”

      Megan gave Sam a quick hug and whispered in her ear. “Devon will be okay. But let me know if I can do anything to cheer him up today.”

      “Thanks,” Sam said, squeezing Megan tight. “Oh, we’re still getting ready for the gala together, right?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “And I want to see everything you got in Dublin yesterday.”

      Megan was beaming. “Fashion show at lunch?”

      “It’s a date.”

      

      Zander

      

      Zander was still on the phone with Cara when a knock rapped on his office door. Devon poked his head in and Zander waved him in.

      “Cara, I’ve gotta go . . . I will . . . Love ye too.”

      Zander hung up the phone while Devon shifted uncomfortably, rubbing the back of his neck. “Cara sends her love,” Zander said.

      Devon nodded.

      “Look,” Zander started. “I’m sorry about last night.”

      “No, I’m sorry,” Devon interrupted. “I shouldn’t have taken the piss outta ye for something that’s not yer fault.”

      Zander blinked in surprise. “But I should’ve told ye about Cara. And I meant to, but there just never seemed to be the right time.” He sighed. “I just didn’t want to see ye broken up about it. I’m sorry I mucked it up, mate.”

      Devon shrugged. “It’s alright. It was Cara’s news to share anyway.”

      “Yer really alright with it?” Zander asked.

      “It’s sooner than I expected, but it’s not like I thought she’d mourn my Da forever.” Devon sunk down into the chair across from Zander’s desk, the tension leaving his body. “And she sounds happy.”

      “She told me ye spoke.”

      Devon grinned sheepishly. “I sorta called her in a fit last night. Laid into her a bit before she could get a word in.”

      Zander laughed. “I’d have paid to see that.”

      “I can surely say piss and vinegar are a family trait,” Devon added.

      “She dished it right back, did she?”

      “And then some.” Devon smiled his easy smile and shrugged. “It was a bit of a shock, but Cara’s happy, and I’m happy for her. I know the past few years haven’t been easy on her. And it’ll be good for the kids to have a man about the house.”

      “Did she tell ye she’s not able to make the gala tonight?”

      “She did. Said the twins weren’t feeling well. But we made plans to get together next week. Sam and I are gonna drive over to Cork to spend some time with the kids and meet Cara’s new bloke.”

      “That’s what she was calling to tell me,” Zander explained.

      Devon smirked. “I figured she was calling to lay boots to ye for keeping me in the dark.”

      Zander laughed. “She did that too.”

      “So are we good?” Devon asked.

      “I should be the one asking that.”

      Devon held his hand out to Zander. “We’re good, mate.”

      Zander felt a huge weight lift from his shoulders as he shook Devon’s hand.

      “Speaking of good,” Devon said. “Seems like ye and Megs are getting on?”

      Zander flinched recalling how Devon had found them last night. “We are,” Zander said hesitantly, “but maybe it’s not the best idea.”

      Devon held his hands up. “Don’t think ye need to be sneaking about and snogging in the dark on my account, mate.”

      “Ye don’t think I’m daft for pursuing her?”

      Devon laughed. “Seems like she’s pursuing ye right back from what I saw.”

      “Sorry about that,” Zander said sheepishly.

      Devon waved him off. “Don’t worry about me. Sam’s the one who’ll take yer head off if ye muck this up.”

      That didn’t make Zander feel any better. “Sam’s a real ball buster, isn’t she?”

      Devon laughed. “Ye have no idea, mate.”

      “Any advice how to win some points with her?”

      Devon shrugged. “Sometimes I think I’m still figuring her out myself.”

      Zander didn’t like the forlorn look that had settled over Devon. “Things alright with you two?”

      “We’re grand. It’s just Uni that’s getting in the way. Sam’s taken on way too much with adding a double major and I think this study abroad semester might make her snap.”

      “Why’d she agree to do it?”

      “Megs,” Devon said matter-of-factly. “Megan is like a sister to Sam. She knew this trip meant a lot to Megs. They’ve been talking about coming to Ireland together for years. Sam just didn’t have the heart to let her down.”

      Zander was starting to understand why Sam was being so hard on him. If she was making sacrifices to make sure Megan had an amazing time in Ireland, it made sense that she didn’t want Zander to mess it up by toying with Megan’s heart.

      “I don’t have any plans to hurt Megan,” Zander said.

      “I know. But Sam’s the one ye gotta convince. She’s like an overprotective badger mum when it comes to Megs, and rightly so.”

      “What do ye mean, rightly so?”

      Devon shrugged. “Megs doesn’t have the best track record with guys. She falls hard and gets crushed harder.”

      Zander found that hard to believe. Megan was a continual ray of sunshine. He couldn’t imagine her letting a guy crush her. If anything Zander was worried he’d be the one who’d end up crushed.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Zander said glancing at his watch. “Speaking of our troublesome lasses, shall we invite them to lunch?”

      Devon laughed. “Last I saw them they were playing dress up in Megan’s room and ordering pizzas.”

      Zander laughed. “I could go for pizza.”

      

      Megan

      

      “Megan! You can’t wear that to a black and white gala,” Sam scolded.

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s pink and short!”

      “So, I like it,” Megan protested.

      “I’m sure it looks adorable on you,” Sam replied stroking the hot pink ruffles on the full skirt of the cocktail dress Megan was holding up. “But everyone is going to be wearing black-tie evening dresses.”

      “What does that even mean?” Megan asked.

      “It means full-length and black.”

      Megan frowned looking at her dress in the mirror. “I don’t see what the big deal is. It’s a dress. I’ll wear it in the evening. Voilà! Evening dress,” she said stroking the satiny fabric.

      “Where did you even get this?” Sam asked snatching the tag still on the dress.

      “I found it at this really cute thrift shop in Dublin.”

      “Thrift shop? What happened to Brown Thomas?”

      “All the dresses there cost more money than my car!” Megan exclaimed.

      “I thought Zander offered to pay?”

      “He did. But he didn’t say I could only shop at the snobby posh stores you like.”

      Sam groaned. “Why do I even try?”

      “I can’t help it. You know I’m a vintage vixen. And since when did you become the fashion expert, anyway?” Megan scolded. “You live in scrubs. And as I recall, I was the one giving you fashion advice when Prince Charming was taking you to the ball the last time you were in Ireland.”

      “That was a wedding,” Sam argued. “Not a black tie gala.”

      “Whatever. I dressed you cute and you got the guy.”

      “I’m not saying you’re not gonna look cute,” Sam said. “But this event has a dress code. And if you want to impress Lord Posh, like I know you do, you should stick to it.”

      “Zander’s not as stuck up as you think,” Megan said defensively.

      “Oh please. He probably has three wardrobe changes scheduled for tonight.”

      “He does not!” Megan frowned. Did he? “But if he does it’s only because of the cameras. He has an image to uphold for your company, I might add.”

      “My dad’s company,” Sam corrected.

      Megan jumped at the chance to change the subject. “I wish your dad was coming tonight.”

      Sam sighed. “Me too. I never see him anymore. Stupid Boston weather.”

      Sam’s father had phoned earlier saying his flight had been cancelled because of another snowstorm in Boston.

      “I was really hoping to run some more of my film ideas past him,” Megan admitted.

      “Meg, he loved your proposal. You got the job, you don’t have to keep trying to dazzle him.”

      “But dazzle is what I do best,” Megan said, holding up a sequin scarf she scored at another thrift store.

      Sam laughed. “That’s the truth.”

      “So what else did your dad say?” Megan asked, finally hanging up the dress and stripping down to her underwear so she could try on a different outfit.

      “Not much,” Sam said, watching Megan toss clothes onto her bed.

      Megan’s new sweater landed on Eggsy, who rolled onto his side, happy as a pig in slop to be sprawled out on Megan’s bed among her piles of soft sweaters and cozy scarves.

      “Did your dad know about Cara?” Megan asked.

      Sam’s cheeks pinked. “Yeah.”

      “What?” Megan exclaimed. “And he didn’t tell you?”

      “You know my dad. He only speaks computer.”

      “Still! It’s kind of huge news.”

      “I guess,” Sam said.

      “I guess?” Megan put her hands on her hips. “You were ready to go all Avada Kedavra on Zander last night for not telling you and Devon about Cara, and now you’re all ‘I guess it’s not a big deal’?”

      Sam shrugged. “My dad said he thought it was Cara’s news to share.”

      “Sam, can’t you see how unfair that is to Zander? You should cut him some slack. He felt awful about how upset you guys were last night.”

      Sam crossed her arms. “I know you believe in giving people a million chances, Megan, but I don’t.”

      “Well I like Zander, so you’re gonna have to suck it up, sister.”

      “Megan, I know you like him, and I know I sound like a broken record, but you can’t trust him.”

      “Why? Because of Sophie?”

      “Yes! Because of Sophie and the hundreds of other shady girls he’s dated since you two have been cyber flirting.”

      “Sam, I know about Sophie and all the other girls. But I still like him. He’s not the guy everyone thinks he is, and if you’d give him a chance you’d see that.”

      “Meg . . . I know you think he’s your dream guy—”

      “No, Sam. I know he is. This is more than just me being a sappy romantic. Zander lets me be me. He likes all my weird quirks and makes me feel appreciated. I know I don’t look like the models he usually dates, but we connect on a different level. And when Zander’s not so worried about what everyone’s thinking about him, he’s actually pretty incredible. If you’d give him a chance you’d see that.”

      Sam worried at her lip for a minute before sighing. “Fine. I’ll give him a chance for you. But I really hope you’re right about him.”

      Megan hugged Sam. “I know I am.”

      A knock at the door broke the girls apart. Sam went to answer it since Megan was still half dressed.

      Devon’s voice rang through the room as he pushed open the door. “Hello, lovely. Got any pizza left to share with us?”

      “Out!” Megan shrieked tossing a pillow at him.

      She barely caught the red flush of Devon’s cheeks as he noticed Megan was only wearing a bra and leggings before he slammed the door shut. Sam and Megan collapsed into a fit of giggles.

      “How does he seriously get embarrassed by bras after living with two girls all these years?” Megan asked between laughter.

      “I’m not afraid of bras,” Devon called through the door, which only made Megan and Sam laugh harder.

      “Watch this,” Sam said, pulling off her bra under her shirt. She cracked the door open and flung her lacey black bra at Devon.

      Megan heard Zander’s laughter booming in the hall as Devon swore under his breath.

      “Hey, where’s my lingerie?” Zander called through the door.

      “Come in here and get it,” Megan taunted.

      “Megan!” Sam hissed.

      “Oh go back to your room and let me have some fun,” Megan teased. “And show Devon the panties that match that bra to cheer him up,” she said slapping Sam on the ass.

      Sam yelped, but grinned devilishly. “Maybe I will.”

      Megan pulled on a sweater as Eggsy followed Sam through the adjoining bathroom to her bedroom. When the doors were shut Megan peeked out into the hall. Both boys were standing there. Zander was grinning as Devon pretended to model Sam’s bra. His cheeks turned scarlet when he noticed Megan smirking at him.

      “I-I was just messing about,” Devon stuttered dropping the bra.

      Megan stifled a laugh. “Sam’s waiting for you in your room.”

      “Right.” Devon gave them a salute and ran the short distance to his room.

      When Megan and Zander were finally alone, she slipped fully into the hall and grinned at him. Zander looked even more handsome than usual today. He was wearing a gray suit with a navy tie. He hadn’t shaved and the shadow of stubble gave him a rugged edge that made Megan’s toes curl.

      “I heard talks of a fashion show and pizza,” Zander said.

      “You heard right.”

      “Any chance I could get a sneak preview of tonight’s dress?” he asked with a sinful smirk playing on his gorgeous lips.

      “And spoil the surprise? Never.”

      

      Zander

      

      Zander couldn’t help himself from flirting with Megan. She looked adorable in her oversized sweater, fuzzy socks and leggings that hugged her curves. “Awe come on. I bought the dress, the least ye could do is model it for me.”

      “About that,” Megan said. “I’m going to pay you back for the dress and everything else I bought.”

      Zander smiled. “That’s not necessary.”

      “Maybe not, but I’m still paying you back. I didn’t come here to be a freeloader.”

      Zander arched his eyebrow. “No?”

      Megan swatted him. “No!”

      “Why did ye come here?” he asked playfully.

      “To spend time with you,” she said. All humor had left her sparkling blue eyes as she spoke, blinking up at him with trepidation.

      “I was hoping you’d say that,” he whispered.

      Zander could no longer resist temptation. He leaned in and kissed Megan, winding his arms around her. She sighed into his mouth and he had to restrain himself from taking her right there in the hallway. Instead, Zander picked Megan up, allowing her to wrap her legs around his hips as he pressed her against the door, kissing her feverishly.

      “You’re in a good mood today,” Megan panted between kisses.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “I’m assuming you and Devon patched things up?”

      “We did.”

      “I knew it,” Megan said wrapping her arms tighter around him.

      “It seems yer my lucky charm,” Zander said kissing her.

      Megan kissed him back, then spoke against his lips. “I’ll be your lucky charm any day, Mr. O’Leary.”

      “Is that so?” he murmured against her.

      “It ‘tis,” she teased, in her mocking Irish accent.

      “But ye still won’t show me yer dress?”

      “Nope, but if you’re lucky, maybe I’ll let you take it off of me later.”

      Zander barked a surprised laugh. “Ye always say just what yer thinking, don’t ye?”

      “Life’s too short not to.”

      “Well here’s to taking advantage of the time we have,” Zander said kissing her again.

      

      Megan

      

      When Megan floated back into her room she grabbed her inhaler and took two deep puffs to steady herself. When her breath finally came easier she slid down against the wall until she was resting on the floor. Zander had nearly kissed her senseless. If his cell phone hadn’t rung she’d probably have caught fire in his arms.

      Where the hell had he learned to kiss like that? Was there some secret school that Irish boys went to that taught how to make panties catch fire with just a kiss?

      Zander already had the advantage with his looks and adorable accent. It truly wasn’t fair that his lips were magical, too. Megan was defenseless against his charms. But she smiled giddily, realizing she didn’t care.

      She was hopelessly smitten with Zander. She’d never felt this way about anyone before, and that was saying something, considering how many book boyfriends she’d had.

      Megan looked at her pink party dress hanging on her closet door and grinned. There was no hope of keeping it on all night. Especially if Zander kissed her like that again.
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      Zander

      

      It was finally time for the Cor-Tec gala. The rest of Zander’s day had passed in a blur of chaos as he answered questions for staff and vendors, but the end result was perfection. Megan had been right; hosting the party at the James’ Estate was a brilliant solution.

      The ballroom looked spectacular. Zander took his final walk through, signing off on the catering order and leaving the bartenders to finish setting up their stations. Relief swelled inside Zander for the first time in months. Things were going well. He’d pulled off the venue switch, he’d made up with Devon, and things with Megan couldn’t be better.

      Last night Zander was torn between whether or not letting things go further with Megan was a good idea. But with today going so well, he found himself hopeful.

      

      Megan

      

      Megan was a ball of excitement when Zander knocked on her bedroom door. He’d texted her earlier and insisted on making a real date out of the gala. He said he’d pick her up at her door and drive her around front so they could make a grand entrance together.

      “Coming!” Megan yelled when Zander knocked again. She was just strapping the last buckle of her patent leather Mary Jane’s. They were the tallest heels she owned and she hoped they’d help make up the height difference between her and Zander. Although she certainly didn’t mind when he pulled her off her feet to kiss her.

      She glanced quickly in the mirror one last time—her black hair was pinned up, her pink dress pressed, her makeup flawless. She grabbed her little black clutch and trotted over to the door. When she pulled it open she squealed with delight.

      “You look like James Bond!” Megan exclaimed taking in Zander wearing a classic tuxedo.

      “I’ll take it,” he said giving her a smoldering grin. “Ye look stunning, doll face.”

      “Really?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “I told Sam you’d like my dress.”

      “It’s a bold choice,” Zander added. “But that’s how I like my women.” He held out his arm to Megan. “Ready, love?”

      “I was born ready!”

      “I was serious about making a grand entrance. Ye need a coat.”

      “I’d rather you keep me warm,” Megan said cozying up to Zander.

      He smirked and wrapped an arm around her. “Have I ever told ye I like the way ye think?”

      “Maybe, but I could get used to hearing it.”

      Zander led Megan to a side door, where a limo was waiting for them. The air outside was stunningly cold, but Megan barely felt it with Zander’s hand pressed to her back as he helped her into the car.

      The limo joined the processional of cars lined up at the gates to the James’ Estate and Zander uncorked a bottle of champagne. He poured them each a glass and held his up for a toast. “To our first date,” he said, clinking his glass against Megan’s.

      How long had she waited to hear those words? Megan was practically glowing as she drank her champagne. The bubbles danced through her chest, doing the tango when they joined the butterflies in her stomach. As Zander pulled her close, the butterflies morphed into bats. He tucked her under his arm and kissed her lightly.

      “Maybe we should just stay in here?” Megan teased, wishing she could climb into his lap and kiss him until she was breathless again.

      “And miss the party ye planned? I don’t think so.”

      “I didn’t do anything.”

      Zander snorted. “Don’t get modest on me now, doll face. I never would’ve been able to pull this off without ye standing up to Rita.”

      Megan smiled. “She’s a bit of a troll.”

      “Ye have no idea. Do ye know this is the first real date I’ve been on in years?”

      “Oh poor baby. Pretending to date all those gorgeous women Rita sets you up with must be pure torture.”

      “Ye joke, but it really isn’t as fun as it seems.”

      Megan crossed her arms. “Zander, you know you lived a charmed life, don’t you?”

      “I know, but—”

      “But what?”

      “Sometimes I wonder what I gave up to have all of this.”

      “You mean, like college?”

      He shrugged.

      “I thought Cor-Tec was what you wanted.”

      “It is. But I sort of skipped over the university experience and went straight to the working-yourself-to-death experience.”

      “Well you’re not missing much,” Megan said. “It’s mostly studying, with a few drunken parties thrown in for good measure.”

      “So high school, then?”

      Megan laughed. “Basically. Just less parental supervision.”

      “Sounds like high school to me.”

      Megan paused hoping Zander would go on. They’d talked about nearly everything in the time they’d been getting to know each other, but Zander always changed the subject whenever his parents came up. All Megan knew was that they weren’t around and his older sister Cara pretty much raised him.

      When Zander didn’t offer anything more she shrugged. “If you want a frat party experience all you have to do is ask.”

      “Ye go to frat parties, do ye?”

      “Have you met me?” Megan asked. “Unless there’s some film nerd frat I don’t know about, that’s not really my scene. But I am ridiculously good at drinking games.”

      “Now that’s something I’d like to see.”

      Megan stuck her hand out. “You’re on, handsome.”
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      Megan

      

      Megan’s fairytale night continued as she emerged from the limo onto the red carpet with Zander. Flashbulbs erupted as the mob of media snapped photos and shouted Zander’s name. Megan even heard her own name a few times. It made her grin, knowing Rita had done her job. Megan couldn’t wait to read the headlines.

      Boston belle on the arm of Ireland’s most eligible bachelor. It had a nice ring to it.

      Megan gave her best smile as she struck pose after pose on the red carpet, clinging to Zander’s steady arm. His smile was easier than she’d seen it in days as he answered questions for the press about the fundraising potential of the gala. Megan was enjoying seeing him in his element. For someone who said he didn’t enjoy the spotlight, Zander was certainly made for it. The cameras loved him and he had the press eating out of his hands.

      When they’d finally run the media gauntlet, Megan and Zander went to join Sam and Devon inside the ballroom.

      Megan’s mouth fell open as she stepped inside the transformed room.

      “It looks like the Yule Ball in here,” she exclaimed, taking in the breath-taking room.

      Zander laughed. “Then we’d better have a dance.”

      Megan felt like she’d stepped from fairytale to Hollywood as Zander led her through the crowded ballroom packed with Ireland’s elite. The room pulsed with a pale blue glow emanating from the dozens of glittering chandeliers. Swathes of white fabric had been draped to each of the massive stone pillars, giving the impression of walking into an elegant Arabian tent. Gargoyles guarded each corner of the vast black and white checkered dance floor, and fairy lights danced with life beneath the sheer fabric adorning the cocktail tables. The room shifted continually between hues of blues and whites, making it feel alive.

      Zander pulled Megan close to him on the dance floor and swayed to the barely existent beat of what was most definitely meant to be background music.

      Megan giggled. “I had no idea you were such a Casanova.”

      “Are ye criticizing my dance moves, doll face?”

      “I’d hardly call this dancing.”

      Zander pressed his mouth close to Megan’s ear. “Alright, ye caught me,” he replied. “Maybe I just wanted an excuse to be closer to ye.”

      “I told you we should’ve stayed in the limo.”

      “Remind me to listen to ye more often,” he murmured, sending a delicious tremor through her.

      “I will,” Megan whispered against his neck. “Now let’s go get a drink so everyone stops staring,” she said, doubting her bright pink dress for the first time.

      Sam had been right, everyone in the room was in full-length dark gowns. Megan felt like a glowing pink gumball in her short poufy dress.

      “One more song,” Zander begged, making all of Megan’s doubts vanish.

      Zander O’Leary wanted to dance with her—and she didn’t give a damn about anything else.

      

      Zander

      

      Zander gave the DJ a thumbs up and the trance-like house music morphed into a real song. Jose Gonzalez’s haunting melody filled the room and Megan reeled back, blinking up at Zander, here blue eyes aflame with wonder.

      “You planned this?” she accused, sounding astonished.

      “Maybe.” He gave her a crooked smile, admitting nothing.

      “You expect me to believe the DJ just happened to play my favorite song?”

      “I was thinking maybe it could be our song?”

      The smile that lit Megan’s face had been absolutely worth Zander’s scheming. Her dimples made his heart melt and he had an urge to bite the delicious apples of her cheeks.

      “I like the sound of that,” she replied.

      Zander pulled Megan to him and danced slowly, savoring the feeling of having her in his arms. The heels she wore made her the perfect height. Her cheek rested against his chest and he never wanted to let her go.

      “We should’ve picked a longer song,” Zander complained when the song ended, fading back into typical cocktail party music.

      Megan laughed. “Come on, Romeo. Let’s go enjoy the party.”

      Zander sighed, knowing the minute he left the dance floor his fun would be over and the work would begin. The ballroom was full of potential investors, clients and VIP’s that he needed to impress. But sadly, all he wanted to do was snog the adorable girl in the pink dress that was beating down his defenses.
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      Megan

      

      “He’s been over there for a while. Do you think I should go rescue him?” Megan asked.

      Devon laughed. “He’s a big boy. I think he can handle himself.”

      Megan frowned. She hadn’t seen Zander since their dance. The minute they stepped off the dance floor, Zander had been swept away by people in fancy tuxedos and ball gowns, clamoring for a minute of his time.

      Luckily, Megan found Sam and Devon, but she was beginning to think maybe Zander was right. Endless events like these could get boring after a while—especially when you couldn’t spend them with who you wanted to.

      Zander kept glancing apologetically toward the table where Megan, Sam and Devon convened, and Megan desperately wanted to whisk him away for the night of drinking games they’d concocted in the limo.

      Megan scanned the room putting together a plan.

      “What are you plotting?” Sam asked, eyeing Megan suspiciously.

      She grinned at her friends. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Sam, she has that look again,” Devon said, sounding worried. “I hate when Megs gets that look.”

      “Just meet me behind the fireplace with four beers in ten minutes,” Megan replied giving her friends a wink.

      Megan gathered her champagne flute and her courage as she marched toward Zander and the bushy-eyebrowed old man who’d been chewing his ear for nearly thirty minutes.

      When Megan was near enough she feigned a stumble, perfectly timing it to land right in Zander’s arms, spilling her champagne all over him.

      “Oh my God! I’m so sorry!” Megan exclaimed. “I’m such a klutz.”

      “It’s okay,” Zander replied, looking completely stunned.

      “No it’s not! Your poor jacket! I’ve gotten champagne all over it. Let’s get some club soda on it before it sets,” Megan said tugging Zander away from his startled-looking companion. “I’m sorry, sir. I’ll bring him right back.”

      Zander waved an apology as Megan pulled him away. They didn’t stop until they were behind the hidden alcove Megan had spotted behind the crackling fireplace.

      “Don’t be mad,” Megan protested. “You just looked so bored.”

      “Mad!” Zander hissed. “Are ye mental? That was bloody brilliant. Maybe ye should be an actress instead of a director?”

      Megan snorted. “I’m much more comfortable behind the camera, but thanks.”

      Sam and Devon slipped in behind them, carrying two beers each.

      “Perfect timing!” Megan greeted.

      “What are we doing back here?” Sam asked.

      “Showing Zander how we party, Boston University style!”

      

      Zander

      

      “I think I could love this girl,” Zander said to Devon as he watched Megan sink another shot of beer pong, causing her to high-five Sam and do an adorable celebration dance that involved chest bumps and arse wiggling.

      “Don’t let her hear ye say that, mate.”

      “Why not? She rescued me from spending my night talking to stuffy old men and she’s organized a secret drinking game racket at my boring gala. Not to mention that she’s mopping the floor with us, mate,” Zander said chugging the cup of beer Megan had just eliminated with her impressive aim.

      Devon chuckled. “Megs is the reigning Keller Hall champion.”

      Zander gave Devon a blank look.

      “Our university dorm,” he explained. “But ye can’t go throwing words like love around with Megs.”

      “Why not?”

      “For one thing, Sam will kill ye if you don’t mean it and . . .” Devon scratched his head. “And love is grand, but it’s a big commitment, mate.”

      “Maybe I’m ready for it,” Zander said, taking another swig of his beer.

      Devon slapped him on the back. “Say that when yer sober and I’ll almost believe ye.”

      

      Megan

      

      “In your face!” Megan sang as she bounded over to Zander and Devon after sinking the winning shot of beer pong.

      She still couldn’t quite believe she’d convinced the catering staff to sneak a few tables and beer pong supplies into the little alcove that had become their hideout. She could get used to having people do whatever she asked. And playing beer pong in crystal glasses was a whole new level of awesomeness.

      As Megan glanced around their little underground beer pong circuit, she realized she wasn’t the only one who thought it was awesome. They’d attracted a small audience.

      “I got next,” a man called from behind Zander.

      Zander turned, looking startled but genuinely pleased to see him. “Ted, good to see you,” Zander said shaking the man’s hand.

      “You too, Zander. What do you say?” Ted asked turning his attention to Megan, nodding to the beer pong table. “Rematch?”

      “Oh no,” Zander replied pulling Megan to his side with a crooked grin. “I’m afraid this one’s all mine.”

      Megan’s ovaries practically high-fived when she caught Zander’s smile. She didn’t know if she’d ever get used to a smile like that being for her.

      “I’ll play ye,” Devon said, shaking the man’s hand too.

      Zander took the opportunity to slip out from behind the hidden alcove, towing Megan behind him.

      “Who was that?” she asked.

      “Oh just the CEO of BAE Systems.”

      “Who?”

      “They’re a huge defense company we’ve been wooing.”

      “And their CEO just asked me to play beer pong?” Megan’s mouth dropped open. “Don’t you need to go back there and talk to him?”

      Zander chuckled. “Nah, I’m gonna let Dev take this one. Besides he’s better at beer pong than I am.”

      “But not better than me,” Megan gloated.

      Zander squeezed her hand. “Which is precisely why I pulled ye outta there. I can’t have the Keller Hall champ beating the pants off my potential clients, now can I?”

      “How’d you know about Keller Hall?” Megan asked, impressed.

      Zander winked. “Don’t worry about it.”

      God damn, even his wink was sexy. “Don’t worry,” Megan said. “Your pants are the only ones I’m trying to get off tonight.”

      Zander barked a laugh. Megan liked that she could still shock him. Maybe Irish girls weren’t quite so brash. But just as she formed the thought, Megan heard the voice of the last woman she expected. And it belonged to the brashest woman she knew—Tabitha Hall.

      Megan’s fairytale night shattered like panes of an evil queen’s mirror when she caught sight of Tabitha’s predatory grin.

      “Zander, darling, there you are. I’ve been looking all over for you,” Tabitha purred, slinking right up to Zander and cutting Megan out of his reach.

      “Tab? What are ye doing here?” Zander asked looking utterly confused.

      “What do you mean? I’m your date, darling.”

      “Rita didn’t call ye?”

      Tabitha made a sour face. “No, why would she?”

      Zander looked uncomfortably between Megan and Tabitha.

      Megan sighed and rolled her eyes, a bit annoyed she had to be the one to tell the leggy diva to take a hike.

      “Because, I’m his date,” Megan said finding her voice.

      Tabitha gave Megan her well-practiced degrading once-over. “And you are?”

      “Megan Fields. We met at Finnegan’s.”

      Tabitha looked down at Megan like she was an insect. “Right.” She turned back to Zander, her face changing from disgust to embarrassment. “How embarrassing. I feel like an utter fool. It’s not like you need two dates for your own party.”

      Maybe Tabitha should switch to acting fulltime, because Zander seemed to be buying her act as he struggled to find words.

      “No, he just needs the one,” Megan said stepping closer to Zander.

      Tabitha flashed Megan a swift look that said she wanted to stab her eyes out, but instead she sighed. “Right, of course. But Zander, if we’re not at least photographed together tonight we’ll both have to answer to my agency tomorrow. Would you mind terribly?”

      Zander grumbled something under his breath but then frowned apologetically at Megan. “Do you mind if Tabitha and I take a few photos?” he asked.

      “No, not at all,” Megan lied, fighting the tiny pinch in her chest as Tabitha smiled triumphantly.

      “We’ll be right back,” Tabitha sneered, taking Zander’s arm and leading him away.

      Megan wanted to chuck her shoe at the back of the model’s perfect blonde head. Why did it have to be Tabitha Hall? It wasn’t a fair fight! The girl was like perfection incarnate. Her legs went on for miles in the black satin gown she wore. It fit her like someone had poured the fabric over her flawless curves in liquid form. And the hip-high slits in the dress parted like mercury with each graceful step she took, showing off her glorious assets to everyone at the party.

      Megan cringed as she watched Tabitha drape herself on Zander while they posed for a lucky photographer. The flashbulbs attracted a flock of media and Tabitha preened like a proud peacock, leaning into Zander and laughing. Shockingly he played the part right along with her. He was better at being a celebrity than he gave himself credit for. The realization unsettled Megan, gnawing at her certainty that anything between her and Zander was real.

      Her resolve cracked. Megan had truck loads of confidence, but everyone had their limits. Apparently Megan’s was watching Tabitha Hall drag her perfectly manicured claws all over Zander. Not wanting to subject herself to that level of torture, Megan excused herself to the refuge of the ladies’ room.
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      Megan

      

      Megan had just finished giving herself a pep talk and was busy reapplying her lipstick when Tabitha slinked into the ladies’ room.

      She grinned wickedly at Megan. “That dress is just darling,” she drawled sarcastically. “Did you make it yourself?”

      “No,” Megan replied, determined not to let the model get to her. “But Zander likes it.”

      Tabitha laughed. “Please . . . You can’t honestly think he’d want anything to do with you when he could have me?”

      Megan’s confidence shattered as Tabitha voiced Megan’s fears. “I don’t really care what you think,” she shot back.

      Tabitha slinked closer, towering over Megan. “You should.” She smiled, turning to the mirror to examine her flawless complexion. “Because while you were in here trying to tart yourself up, I was doing what I do best.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Getting what I want.” Tabitha smirked. “In fact, I think I’ll get back to it.”

      Tabitha started to slink away and Megan called after her, her temper getting away from her. “You got Rita’s message, didn’t you?”

      Tabitha paused. “Maybe. But does it really matter?” She shrugged. “Guys like Zander don’t end up with girls like you.”

      Tabitha walked out of the ladies’ room leaving Megan alone and crushed, just as she’d planned. The sad thing was, Megan knew it was probably true. If she were writing this film script, she knew she was the underdog—the geeky nerd girl going up against the model.

      But sometimes the underdogs win.

      Megan reminded herself of every book and movie where the underdog was triumphant until she felt steady enough to return to the party. With one final glance in the mirror, Megan squared her shoulders. She knew she had a choice to make—either give up or put up. And Megan wasn’t one to back down from a challenge.

      She knew she had few options. She could tell Zander everything Tabitha just said to her in the ladies’ room, but Tabitha would deny it and then Megan would just look like a needy drama queen. Megan’s heart beat like a speed bag in her chest as she thought of another option. It was risky—but maybe some risks are worth it?

      

      Zander

      

      Zander was growing more anxious by the second as he scanned the ballroom for Megan. He didn’t see her anywhere. He’d even checked back with Sam and Devon but they hadn’t seen her either.

      He’d lost Megan when he was posing for photos with Tabitha. He should’ve never agreed to it. His night was going so well until he’d run into Tabitha. But Megan was always so confident and honest with him. Zander thought she would’ve said something if it was a problem. Megan had to know it was just part of his job description, didn’t she?

      ‘But not when yer on a date, ye wanker,’ his conscience chided.

      Zander blew out a breath of frustration. To make matters worse, Tabitha was headed back his way.

      “Have ye seen my date?” Zander asked shirking Tabitha’s grasp as she tried to link arms with him.

      “Right here,” she purred.

      “Tab . . .” Zander grumbled losing patience.

      “Oh, you mean the little girl in the pink Prom dress?” Tabitha asked, feigning innocence. “No, I haven’t.” She smirked. “Is she some sort of new charity project?”

      Zander cut his eyes at Tabitha, biting back his simmering temper.

      Tabitha took his silence as an invitation. She moved closer and slid her arm down his back, pressing her lips to his ear. “It’s getting kind of late. Do you want to get out of here?”

      Zander put his hand on her hip to keep her at bay. “What I want, is to find my date,” he growled.

      “I’m right here,” Megan said striding up to them.

      Zander froze realizing he and Tabitha looked rather scandalous in their current position. He started to sputter an explanation, but Megan didn’t let him get a word out. She strode directly up to him and shoved Tabitha out of the way before mashing her lips into Zander’s in an aggressive kiss.

      The shock of Megan’s unexpected kiss made Zander stumble back. He wrapped his arms around her to regain his balance. She’d caught him completely off guard with the move, but the flash of a camera brought him back to the present.

      Zander quickly broke their kiss and steadied Megan back to her feet. Another camera flash pushed him into action. He grabbed Megan’s hand and dragged her away from the media crowd that was forming.

      

      Megan

      

      Shit! So maybe Megan had been wrong to go with her risky plan. Because from the ticking muscles in Zander’s jaw, he was anything but pleased by her bold move. He gripped her hand firmly as he tugged her through the party.

      “Zander,” Megan panted trying to keep up with his brisk pace in her heels. “Zander, I’m sorry.”

      But he didn’t stop. He kept going until he pulled them through a heavy door that slammed shut with a foreboding finality.

      Double shit! There was a wildness in Zander’s emerald eyes that Megan had never seen before. She was about to apologize again when Zander’s lips collided with hers. His powerful body pushed hers against the cold stone wall behind her, his tongue caressing hers in hungry waves. Megan gasped as Zander’s fingers traveled roughly down her body until he was hoisting her up against him.

      Megan gasped as his mouth claimed hers again. She’d never been kissed so possessively. It set her on fire as her lungs ached for air. She finally pulled away from him, panting as his mouth ravaged a path down her throat.

      “So you’re not mad?” she asked, breathlessly.

      “Mad?” he murmured absently as his lips traced her collarbone.

      “That I kissed you in front of Tabitha?”

      Zander stopped his trail of kisses and pinned Megan with a look that made her naughty bits liquefy. “I’m not mad. I just prefer not to have an audience of cameras in my face when my girl gets me bloody well turned on.”

      My girl? Megan smirked. “Really?”

      “Really,” he growled pressing his lips to hers softly. “I’ve never had a woman fight for me before.”

      Megan laughed, finding that hard to believe. “You’re clearly not hanging out with the right women.”

      “Clearly,” Zander said, devilishly.

      “I thought you were pissed when you dragged me back here,” Megan admitted. “By the way, where are we?” she asked, looking around the dark, narrow hallway.

      “Secret passage,” Zander teased.

      “Hogwarts has nothing on this place,” she joked.

      “I don’t know, I could do with a Room of Requirement right about now.”

      “Oh yeah? And what do you require, Mr. O’Leary?”

      “To have my way with ye, doll face,” he murmured before teasing her with another tantalizing kiss.

      Screw a room. Megan was ready to tear her clothes off right in the damn hallway if Zander kept kissing her like that. “Where does this secret passage go?” she asked when his lips left hers.

      “Anywhere ye want.”

      “Your bedroom?”

      Zander’s crooked grin lit his face. “It’s like ye can read my mind.”

      Megan’s feet were back on the floor again and Zander took her hand.

      “Come on,” he said tugging her after him.

      Zander’s strides were too much for Megan to keep up with.

      “Wait,” she protested.

      “What?”

      “I can’t run in these stupid heels.”

      Zander paused only to hoist Megan over his shoulder in one fluid move. He gave her ass a smack and continued purposefully down the dark hall.

      The cold breeze against her backside alerted Megan that she was most definitely flashing the world her tiny black thong. “Zander!” she yelped. “My skirt is rather short.”

      “And yer knickers are rather sexy.”

      Megan giggled, delighting in the dirty commentary Zander was plying her with as his hands steadily gripped her thighs. They rounded a corner and nearly collided with a caterer carrying a crate of champagne.

      “Pardon us, mate,” Zander said sounding entirely too official for someone carrying a girl in a pink party dress over his shoulder.

      Megan snorted and swiped a bottle of champagne from the open crate as she bobbed past. “Pardon us, mate,” she yelled in her over-the-top Irish accent. “Pardon my knickers, too!”

      Zander smacked her ass, his deep laugh rumbling through Megan in a deliriously delightful way.
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      Megan

      

      “So this is your room?” Megan asked breathlessly.

      “Tis,” Zander replied placing her gently on his bed.

      Megan sat on her feet, trying to right her strapless dress, which had turned sideways during her whirlwind journey atop Zander’s shoulders. They’d skulked through a maze of secret passageways to get back to Zander’s bedroom, and now that they were there, Megan could barely control her glee.

      She watched Zander walk back to his door. His slid the lock home, its echo thrumming through her with the promise of pleasure. She swallowed hard, begging her lungs to take in enough air as Zander swaggered slowly toward her, undoing his belt buckle. He swiped the bottle of champagne from Megan and popped the cork, spraying a mist of sticky, sweet bubbly onto the bed.

      She giggled. “Ah, it’s okay, handsome. Sometimes I have that effect on guys.”

      “Minx,” he muttered giving her a smoldering look. He took a swig from the bottle, offering it to her when he was done but she shook her head. She was already love drunk just looking at him.

      Zander placed the bottle on his nightstand and locked Megan with his gaze. “Come here.”

      She couldn’t believe this was really going to happen. She was trembling by the time Zander reached for her. He pulled her to her knees and kissed her like he had in the hall—hard and deep. She tugged at his shirt, quickly undoing buttons until he shrugged out of it. The feel of his skin was like fire beneath her hands as she explored each ridge of his rippling muscles. He may not play soccer anymore, but his body hadn’t given up any ground. She couldn’t stop her fingers from caressing every fine inch of him, especially the patchwork of Celtic tattoos that started at his shoulders and wrapped around his back. He was a god swathed in ink.

      Zander pulled her closer, tugging her dark hair free from its pins. His hand slipped through her thick black mane, fisting her locks to pull her head back just enough to give him access to her throat. His mouth moved down her neck in a flurry of hungry nips and kisses. His teeth grazed the swell of her breasts as his hands tore impatiently at her dress.

      Megan’s hands flew to the zipper at her back. She wanted her dress off now—before she caught fire. The zipper slipped halfway down before snagging. Megan tugged desperately but it wouldn’t budge. “It’s stuck,” she whimpered.

      Zander’s gaze met Megan’s and for a moment she felt she could drown in the darkness she saw in the endless pools of his emerald eyes. Then his hands were on her again. He gripped her dress on either side of the zipper and in one powerful move, tore it in half.

      Megan yelped as she watched the helpless pink fabric flutter to the floor. Zander pulled her to him, pressing his burning flesh to hers. Her rapid breathing pressed their chests together. The feel of Zander’s heart beating against hers made it impossible to think.

      Zander leaned in, kissing her hungrily. “Tell me this is what ye want,” he said against her mouth.

      “It is,” she panted.

      “I need to hear ye say it, Megan.”

      “I want you, Zander,” she pleaded. “I need you.”

      He pushed her down on the bed, both of them tearing away the last of their clothes. “Tell me yer mine,” he murmured as his fingers traveled slowly down the smooth slopes of her body.

      “I’m yours, Zander,” she whispered. “I’m yours.”

      She said it again and again, until she didn’t know where he began and she ended. There was only the building ache between them and then unrestrained bliss as the world shattered apart.

      

      Zander

      

      A slash of moonlight spilled over Zander’s bed, illuminating Megan’s porcelain skin. She’d fallen asleep in his arms after they’d exhausted each other. As tired as he was he couldn’t bring himself to close his eyes. Having Megan in his arms was like being in a dream and he was afraid to do anything that might make it dissolve into the illusion it surely was.

      Zander hadn’t expected tonight to go as far as it had, but as he stroked Megan’s silky black hair, all the tension seeped out of him. How could he ever think he wasn’t ready for this? Or that he could fight it? He’d never felt such a connection with anyone before. Megan was the only person he’d ever let in. And it was only because he’d never thought he could have her. She’d always seemed safe—far enough away not to be a real risk.

      But here she was—in his bed, in his arms, and dangerously close to finding a way into his heart. If he was honest, he knew she already had hold of it. She had from the moment he’d seen her smiling face on Sam’s computer screen years ago.

      He couldn’t explain it. Megan just had a way of settling him and he craved her for it. Yes, it might have been a risk to let himself want her, but it was too late now. And since when did he play things safe? He’d always been a risk taker. That’s how he’d gotten Cor-Tec. And now, maybe, the girl of his dreams.

      Zander exhaled a shaky breath as he wrapped his arms tighter around Megan. She sighed contently in her sleep and he tried to stave off the fear that began to snake its way to his heart. The problem with having something he cherished was that it put him at risk to lose it.

      He kissed the top of Megan’s head, inhaling her calming floral scent, praying it would be enough to settle his nerves and keep his clawing demons at bay.
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      Megan

      

      Forget kissing school, there must’ve been some secret sex school that Zander was privy to, because Megan never knew sex could be that good. If she hadn’t woken up in Zander’s arms she would’ve thought she’d dreamt the whole tantric episode up. But then again, not even her wildest dreams were that good.

      She wanted to pinch herself to be sure this was real. She was in Zander’s bed! Megan ventured a peek under the sheets and felt herself turn fifty shades of pink as heat crawled up her from her toes. Not only was she in Zander’s bed, but they were naked! Yep, last night definitely happened.

      Megan’s inner goddess took a bow, preparing her acceptance speech while her ovaries cheered. So this is what it felt like to have your dreams come true, she thought. Boldness gripped her and she couldn’t help kissing a trail across Zander’s gloriously toned chest. His rumble of appreciation spurred her on and she moved further down his muscled abdomen.

      “Meg,” he growled, his voice heavy with sleep.

      “You awake?” she asked continuing her tantalizing trail of kisses to his pot o’gold.

      His answer was a satisfied groan and before she knew it, she’d awoken the beast inside him again. Zander pinned Megan on her back and showed her just how awake he was.

      After another unbelievable roll in the sheets, Megan found herself unable to catch her breath. She sat up gasping for air, her hand pressed to her chest.

      Zander sat up quickly behind her. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, I just . . .” she scanned the disheveled room. “Have you seen my purse?”

      Zander gave her a concerned look, still seeming a bit dazed from their exertion. “Yer purse?”

      “I need . . . my inhaler,” she rasped, her vision spotting. Megan reached for Zander to steady herself as her fingertips began to tingle.

      

      Zander

      

      Zander snapped out of his post-sex daze as Megan’s icy fingers closed around his arm. She was trembling.

      “Purse,” she wheezed.

      The rattle of her breath sent him hurtling from the bed in search of it. He ransacked the scattered clothing they’d been wearing the night before but he didn’t uncover anything that resembled a purse.

      “It’s not here,” he shouted, panic seeping into his voice.

      “I . . . need it,” Megan gasped.

      Her lips had paled to almost the same color as her creamy, white skin. Zander’s heart slammed so hard in his chest he could barely think. “Megan, tell me what to do,” he begged taking her cold hands in his.

      “Sam,” she squeaked.

      Of course! Sam would know what to do. Zander jumped into a pair of boxers and was out the door in a flash.

      He pounded on Sam and Devon’s door like a barbarian until Devon answered looking bedraggled and bewildered. “Where’s the fire, mate?”

      Zander muscled his way past Devon into the room. “Sam!” he bellowed. “Sam! Get up!”

      She sat bolt upright in bed, shrieking when she saw Zander looming over her.

      “Jaysus!” Devon yelled, trying to pull Zander away from Sam. “What the bloody hell’s the matter with ye?”

      “Megan needs her inhaler!” Zander yelled, shoving Devon off of him like he was nothing but a pesky bug. “Now!” he shouted.

      Sam’s eyes snapped wide with understanding. She jumped out of bed and darted through the bathroom to Megan’s room, returning moments later with an inhaler. Zander took it and sprinted back down the hall.

      

      Megan

      

      Megan felt hands on her back as something plastic was pressed to her lips.

      Sam’s voice reached her like she was speaking under water. “Breathe.”

      Megan tasted the cold tang of aerosol and medicine as she drank in a shallow breath. “Breathe,” Sam said again and another burst of drugs pushed its way down her throat.

      Something else was pushed around her mouth. It crinkled with each desperate breath Megan dragged into her seizing lungs. She opened her eyes, blinking at the three figures looming over her. Zander had his arms on her shoulders, holding her in a seated position on his bed, while Sam, sat in front of her holding a brown bag to her face. Devon stood at the bedside, inhaler at the ready.

      The world came back into focus and Megan realized with utter shame that she was barely covered by the sheets she clung to. But there was nothing she could do, her body was still clutched by the crippling fear that came with not being able to breathe.

      Sam’s voice snapped Megan from her tumbling thoughts. “One more time, okay?”

      Megan nodded and let Sam trade the bag for the inhaler, pressing it to her lips again. This time Megan was ready and inhaled deeply when Sam counted to three. Megan sucked the medicine into her lungs feeling the burning sensation spread through her chest. She sputtered a cough and Zander gripped her shoulders harder.

      “You’re crushing her,” Sam hissed, batting Zander’s hands away.

      Sam propped a pillow behind Megan and let her lean back against the headboard. She put a gentle hand on Megan’s chest counting the seconds between her breaths. “Better?” Sam asked softly, her sea-green eyes stormy with concern.

      Megan nodded, as she felt the tightness in her chest loosen.

      Sam pulled the blankets up around Megan’s shoulders and squeezed feeling back into her cold fingertips.

      Megan felt involuntary tears slip from her eyes.

      “Can I do anything?” Devon asked, quietly.

      Sam let out a breath and turned to him. “Can you ring some hot tea to Megan’s room? And bring my bathrobe?”

      “Of course,” Devon said, leaving the room without another word.

      “What about me?” Zander asked. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Sam turned her stormy eyes on Zander and fixed him with an icy glare. “Yeah, you can tell me what the hell happened?”

      Zander looked like he was in danger of forgetting how to breathe as he sputtered frantically. “I-we-I-she . . .Christ!” He drew in a breath and ran his hands through his hair. “Is she gonna be okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Megan tried to say, but her voice cracked making her sound anything but.

      “Megan . . .” Zander’s face was pure anguish. “I . . .”

      Tears began to fall faster down Megan’s cheeks. She’d ruined what should’ve been a perfect morning. All she wanted to do was curl up in Zander’s arms again, but her stupid lungs wouldn’t even let her get a word out.

      “Can you give us some space?” Sam asked, though it didn’t sound like a question.

      Zander’s shoulders hunched but he left the room, shutting the door quietly behind him.

      Megan felt Sam inhale, readying herself for a verbal assault, but it never came. Instead, Sam stroked her hair tenderly. “Are you alright?”

      Megan bit her lip, nodding through the tears, her hand seeking out Sam’s. They stayed like that until Megan felt steady again. Her breathing calmed and she found her voice. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      Sam smiled tightly. “Let me get you some clothes.”

      She picked up Megan’s pink dress only to let it go again when the fabric separated into two frayed pieces. She rummaged through Zander’s drawers, coming back with a soft black t-shirt and a pair of boxers.

      Megan had just finished dressing when there was a knock at Zander’s door. Devon poked his head in, holding Sam’s purple bathrobe. Sam waved him in and wrapped Megan up in the soft material.

      “Better?” Sam asked.

      Megan nodded.

      “Good. Let’s get you back to your room,” Sam said helping Megan out of bed. “Devon, a little help?”

      Devon swooped in and scooped Megan into his arms.

      “No, I-I can walk,” she protested.

      “Aye, but ye know how Sam lives to order me around,” Devon teased giving Megan a bright smirk. “Let’s let her have this one, eh?”

      Megan couldn’t help but return Devon’s grin. She stopped struggling and let him carry her back to her bedroom.

      Disappointment flooded her when she realized Zander wasn’t there.

      “Where is he?” Megan asked once it was just her and Sam in the bedroom.

      Sam shoved a porcelain teacup into Megan’s hands. “Drink.”

      “Where’s Zander?” Megan asked again after taking a sip of the piping hot tea.

      The warmth felt wonderful as it spread through her, but she couldn’t ignore the unease she felt as Sam pressed her lips into a grim line.

      “Sam . . . I just want to talk to him. I don’t want him thinking this was his fault.”

      Sam’s eyebrows raised. “Wasn’t it?”

      “No, it was my fault. I’m the one who has asthma. It’s my responsibility to take precautions.”

      “You mean like keeping your inhaler with you, instead of in the purse you abandoned at a party?”

      Here it comes. “That wasn’t Zander’s fault,” Megan argued.

      “Well he certainly doesn’t help!” Sam yelled. “You act like a cat in heat around him, Megan, and it makes you stupid.”

      “Sam, that’s enough,” Devon said firmly.

      He’d just walked back into the room with Eggsy at his heels. His voice was sharper than Megan was used to. Sam looked like she wanted to argue with him but she didn’t.

      “Let’s cut Megs some slack, eh?” Devon continued. “It’s been an exciting morning and I think we could all benefit from some rest.” He smiled at Megan. “I’ll tell Zander ye asked after him, in the mean time I brought Eggsy to keep ye company.”

      The dog hopped onto Megan’s bed when Devon patted the comforter, curling up next to her and laying his angular head in her lap. Megan stroked his soft fur, feeling a lonely ache unfurl in her chest as she watched Devon lead Sam from the bedroom.

      

      Zander

      

      Zander ran until his knee threatened to buckle, but it was nothing compared to the pain he’d felt watching Megan suffer. Seeing her struggle for breath had nearly crippled him. He’d instantly been a child again, watching the traumatic end of his mother’s life unfold. He hadn’t known how to help her either.

      His mother’s dark hair had morphed into Megan’s raven locks in Zander’s grief-addled mind. He lurched off the running path and threw up in the bushes. He dropped to his knees panting as he began to weep. If Sam hadn’t been there . . .

      Zander retched again, unable to stomach the thought. He was cursed. He ruined everything he touched. Why in Christ’s name had he ever thought Megan would be an exception?

      He needed to get the hell away from her while he still could. He knew if he went back to the house he’d go straight to her bedroom and pull her into his arms, never able to let her go. But he couldn’t do that. This morning was proof that he wasn’t good for her. He needed distance. It’s what was best for both of them—even if his heart would hate him for it.
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      Megan

      

      “London?” Megan asked, sure she’d heard Sam incorrectly. “As in England?”

      Sam nodded, watching Megan warily out of the corner of her eye as she poured herself another cup of coffee.

      Sam and Devon were seated across from Megan at the breakfast table. Zander was notably absent. Megan hadn’t seen him since her embarrassing asthma attack the previous morning.

      “How long is he gone for?” Megan asked.

      “He didn’t say,” Sam replied.

      “But you told him I wanted to talk to him?” Megan pressed.

      Sam nodded.

      “I’m sure it was just a last minute business thing, Megs,” Devon offered. “He’ll be back soon enough.”

      “Right,” she said glumly. But it certainly didn’t feel that way.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Devon was wrong. It’d been more than two weeks and Zander was still on his so-called business trip. Megan grew more anxious with each passing day. She’d left him text messages and voicemails begging him to call her, but he didn’t.

      His absence was killing her, but she couldn’t let it show. Not with Sam watching her like a nervous mother hen. If Megan caved in to her slowly breaking heart Sam would only hate Zander more. And Megan had enough to worry about without adding that to her plate.

      Thankfully, Megan at least had her film project to keep her busy. She spent her days at Cor-Tec and her nights editing. But it did little to curb the ache in her heart.

      Walking the halls of Cor-Tec felt like chasing a ghost. Everything made her think of Zander. And he came up in nearly every personnel interview she conducted. She felt like she was in a nightmare she couldn’t wake up from. This wasn’t at all how her semester abroad was supposed to go. She was supposed to get the guy and indulge in Ireland’s wild beauty.

      Lately, Megan had only seen the inside of her bedroom. At least she had Eggsy to keep her company. The dog had become her shadow. It seemed he was just as lost without Zander around. She could tell Eggsy was torn between loyalty to Devon, his owner, and Zander, the man who’d cared for him for the past few years. Maybe that’s why the dog chose to spend his days with Megan?

      Whatever the reason, Megan was happy for Eggsy’s company. Between Sam’s insane hours interning at the hospital in Dublin and Zander’s disappearing act, Megan was feeling incredibly lonely.

      Eggsy was currently sprawled at the foot of Megan’s bed. She had her toes wedged under him against the chill that crept into her room during the late hours of the night. A knock sounded on the bathroom door that adjoined her room to Sam and Devon’s. Eggsy’s tail began to thump wildly on the bed and Megan felt a pang of sorrow. It’s not Zander, she thought bitterly. He’s left us.

      “Come in,” Megan called.

      Devon poked his head in. “Yer still up?”

      Megan shrugged and Devon took that as an invitation to join her.

      He sat on the edge of Megan’s bed, scratching Eggsy affectionately. “Whatcha working on?”

      “Voice tags,” Megan replied, knowing Devon didn’t really know what that meant.

      Devon had been overly smothering lately. It’s not that Megan didn’t appreciate his efforts. She knew he meant well, but his behavior only served to remind her of Zander’s disappearance.

      Devon folded his long legs in so he could rest his chin on his knee. “Sam’s staying at the hospital, again,” he muttered, glumly. “She’s a shift in the morning, so . . .” He trailed off with a shrug.

      It explained why Devon was in Megan’s room. She knew this trip probably wasn’t everything he’d been hoping for either. His girlfriend was moody and distant, drowning in her studies, his best friend had pulled a Houdini and Megan was hiding in her film project. Not to mention even Eggsy had abandoned Devon.

      “Wanna play cards?” Devon asked.

      She didn’t, but Zander had bailed on Devon too and Megan couldn’t help feeling it was her fault. Her guilt won out. “Sure.”

      Devon grinned and dashed back to his room to find playing cards. Megan sighed and saved her project before putting her laptop away. She couldn’t stop herself from checking to see if Zander had replied to any of her messages before shutting it down completely. He hadn’t.
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* * *

      “So, are ye keen ta get some wild Ireland footage this weekend?” Devon asked as he dealt what felt like the millionth round of cards.

      Megan shrugged and Devon stopped mid deal.

      “Megs, what’s eatin’ ye?”

      She shrugged again.

      “Come off it, mate. You’ve been blithering on about camping in Ireland since I met ye, and now ye expect me to believe ye don’t care?”

      “No, I’m excited. I just thought . . .” she trailed off.

      “Ye thought Zander’d be joining us?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He’ll be back, Megs.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Well, I know Sam’s father is flying in for a meeting with him at the end of the week and Zander will have his arse handed to him if he misses it.”

      Megan collected her cards, still not getting her hopes up.

      Devon sighed. “Megs, I don’t know what ta tell ye. I wish I could make sense of things for ye.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “But I think I do. Ye see, Zander’s a wee bit squeamish of drama.”

      Megan frowned. “I know. He hates drama queens, I get it.”

      Devon scrubbed his face. “I’m not saying it right. Maybe trauma is a better word?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I think yer asthma attack threw him back to some things in his past that he hasn’t quite dealt with.”

      “Did he say that?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Devon, what are you talking about? In English, please.”

      Devon exhaled and screwed up his face the way he did when he realized he’d said something he shouldn’t.

      “Spill it, Devon,” Megan demanded.

      “Has Zander ever talked about his parents with ye?”

      “Only that they’re not part of his life.”

      Devon shook his head. “I don’t feel right telling what’s not mine to tell, Megs. I only know bits an’ pieces anyway. But Zander’s been through some shite. He hates being made to feel helpless, and I think when he saw ye struggling it brought him back to a dark place.”

      “But—”

      Devon held up his hands. “That’s all I’ll say.”

      “So what am I supposed to do with that?” Megan asked aggravated.

      “Just know it’s not yer fault if he’s staying away. It’s how he deals with things. Give him space. He’ll come back when he’s ready.”

      Megan nodded, digesting what Devon told her. He finished dealing cards and she scooped the rest of hers up, feeling the tightness in her chest loosen for the first time in weeks.
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      Zander

      

      Zander wasn’t ready to face Megan yet. So when he saw her sitting on his desk after he finished up his partners meeting in the Cor-Tec conference room he was caught off guard. If it had been up to Zander he would’ve stayed in London and continued to work from his satellite office, but he knew better than to miss a meeting with Thomas Connors.

      “Hey,” Megan greeted warmly. “How was your trip?”

      There wasn’t a hint of anger or accusation in her voice. He shouldn’t be surprised. Megan was incredible like that. And that’s why I need to keep my distance, he reminded himself.

      “It was fine,” he replied, coolly.

      “Good,” she said, studying him with her brilliant blue eyes. “I’ve gotten a lot of great footage for the Cor-Tec film. Let me know when you have some time to look at it with me, okay?” She hopped off his desk and strode toward the door, brushing his arm when she passed. “See ya at home.”

      

      Megan

      

      Megan sighed with relief when she closed Zander’s office door behind her. She’d survived their first encounter. She even dared to think it went well—or as well as it could, considering the chasm that had opened up between them.

      Ever since Devon told her Zander might be keeping his distance for reasons that weren’t her fault, Megan had been trying to curb her panic. She wanted to give Zander his space, hoping he’d open up when he was ready.

      She couldn’t deny that for all her confidence she was still hurt by the fact that Zander had seemingly dumped her because she had an asthma attack. Megan was still kicking herself for letting it happen. She hadn’t had an episode that severe since she was first diagnosed as a child. She normally stuck to her preventative routine, rarely worrying about her less than perfect lungs. But apparently the damp chill of the Irish air combined with the way Zander took her breath away with his bedroom skills had proved to be a disastrous combination.

      Megan was desperate for an opportunity to explain that she wasn’t always a wheezing train wreck and apologize for scaring Zander half to death. It was hard for her to give him space. She was someone who liked to speak her mind, and she wasn’t used to having to sensor herself around Zander. It was one of the things she loved most about their relationship—she always felt they could talk about anything.

      When they’d first started their cyber flirting affair, Megan had been repeatedly shocked that Zander seemed to find her overzealous personality endearing. She kept waiting for him to outgrow the strange infatuation that kept him calling her day after day. But he never did. Maybe that’s why this was so hard?

      Megan thought things would be better once they were on the same continent. But doubt had begun to seep in. Maybe their relationship had only worked because they were thousands of miles apart? Maybe Zander had only wanted a convenient distraction? Maybe in person, Megan was too much? Maybe Zander preferred her in small doses? It wouldn’t be the first time Megan’s enthusiasm had overwhelmed one of her love interests. But she’d been so sure Zander was different—that they had a real connection. Either way, a myriad of maybes flooded her thoughts.

      It didn’t help that Megan was faced with seeing photographs of Zander and Tabitha all over the gossip sites. She’d been prepared for the ones from the gala, but it was the recent paparazzi photos that stabbed her self-confidence. The grainy photos of Zander and Tabitha spotted all over London were hard to ignore.

      Tabitha’s words started to take root. ‘Why would he ever choose you when he could have me?’

      Megan had to admit Tabitha had a point. Why would Zander want to be with Megan when he could have Tabitha?

      “I’m sure Tabitha doesn’t forget how to breathe when they’re having sex,” Megan muttered to herself bitterly.

      Megan’s inner warrior perked up. ‘You don’t want a man who can’t accept you, flaws and all.’

      Megan squared her shoulders and held her head high. Worrying wasn’t her style. Zander was back. She just needed to be patient and enjoy the moments she could. She was determined to make the most of her semester in Ireland, with or without Zander O’Leary.
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      Zander

      

      “Mr. Connors, I’m so glad ye decided to extend yer trip,” Devon said as he buttered a roll.

      “Please, Devon. Call me Tom. And I couldn’t resist spending some time with my daughter,” Thomas replied, smiling warmly at Sam.

      Zander had been surprised to see Thomas Connors in attendance at dinner. They were all sitting around the formal dining table at the James’ Estate, and of course Zander had been seated next to Megan. His heart seemed stuck in his throat being so close to her. The last thing Zander needed was the added stress of sitting through a dinner with his boss while trying to control his clashing emotions.

      “So Zander, we didn’t get to talk much about London today,” Thomas said. “Were you able to nail down the BEA account?”

      “Dad,” Sam interrupted. “No work talk at dinner.”

      Thomas held up his hands in surrender. “You’re right, honey.”

      “Besides,” Sam added glaring at Zander. “I think Zander was busy exploring old habits while he was in London, isn’t that right?”

      “Oh?” Thomas asked.

      Zander didn’t respond.

      “How is Tabitha?” Sam pressed.

      The table jolted suddenly as Megan tried to kick Sam beneath it. Zander watched the silent exchange between the women, feeling like even more of a wanker than he had while he was with Tabitha. He’d been foolish to think his slip up wouldn’t catch up with him. He hadn’t even wanted to get together with her, but his head was a mess after what happened with Megan and Tabitha’s offer to distract him was impossible to resist.

      Zander had thought they’d been discrete but the London paparazzi were relentless. And he wouldn’t put it past Tabitha to tip them off. She was a fame-whore, and she certainly wouldn’t mind the added bonus of hurting Megan in the process. She’d basically admitted as much after their unexpected reunion in London. That’s how Zander knew it had been a mistake.

      “I didn’t know she’d be there,” Zander said quietly.

      “I’m sure,” Sam shot back.

      “Can we not do this right now?” Megan pleaded.

      Thomas looked around the table in confusion. “Who are we talking about?”

      “No one,” everyone replied at once.

      “Okay . . .” Thomas replied, obviously uncomfortable he’d stumbled onto a sore subject.

      “So how long are ye staying, Tom?” Devon asked trying to steer the conversation into safer territory.

      “Just until tomorrow.”

      “Ah, too bad,” Devon replied. “You’ll be missin’ our weekender.”

      “What have you got planned?” Thomas asked.

      Devon beamed. “The four of us are heading out to do some camping.”

      “That’s right. Where are you headed?”

      Megan perked up. “We’re driving part of the Wild Atlantic Way so I can get some shots for the film. I wanna see the Burren, Torc Falls, the Ring of Kerry, Moll’s Gap.” She continued to list destinations ticking her fingers with each one.

      Thomas laughed. “So everything, then?”

      “Everything!” Megan confirmed; her excitement coloring the apples of her cheeks.

      “Isn’t it a bit cold to be camping this time of year?” Thomas asked.

      “We’ve got the proper gear,” Devon assured him.

      “Plus, I really want to film the same locations multiple times as the weather progresses. I think it’ll be a perfect segue to the growth and change I want to show in the Cor-Tec film.”

      Thomas grinned. “I knew we picked the right candidate for our film.”

      Megan was practically glowing as she smiled back at Thomas. It made Zander unreasonably jealous. But he couldn’t control the envy that unfurled in his chest. Seeing Megan smile that way at someone else made him crazy. He wanted to be the one to make Megan smile.

      Zander swallowed back the ache in his chest. He’d never survive a weekend sharing a tent with Megan. He could barely handle this dinner. He cleared his throat. “Actually, “ Zander said. “I don’t think I can make the trip this weekend.”

      Devon stopped eating. “But you’ve got to come, mate. Ye know the trails better than anyone.”

      “Ye know them just as well,” Zander argued.

      “You really can’t come?” Megan asked, her words slicing through his resolve.

      “I’ve got a lot of work to do with the new proposals,” Zander replied.

      “Nonsense,” Thomas interrupted. “They can wait. Go enjoy the long weekend. You’re only young once, son.”

      “There will be other camping trips,” Zander said. “I want to have some new accounts for ye by the next board meeting.”

      “Zander, you’ve more than proven yourself at Cor-Tec,” Thomas replied. “I don’t want you burning out. Take some time off, that’s an order.”

      Zander sighed. He knew arguing was pointless. He resigned himself to nod at Thomas.

      “Good.” Thomas turned his attention back to Sam. “So tell me how interning at the hospital is going?”

      

      Megan

      

      Megan spent the rest of the night packing her film equipment for the camping trip. She was relieved that Zander agreed to go. Although if Sam’s father hadn’t practically ordered Zander to attend Megan was sure he’d have found a way out of it. He seemed determined to avoid her.

      It stung to be shunned by the man she’d opened her heart to, but Megan had been dreaming of exploring Ireland for far too long to let Zander ruin the experience for her. It might be awkward at first, but she was confident they’d get past whatever this was.

      So what if Zander decided he didn’t want her? It wasn’t the end of the world. Megan’s heart had been broken before. She knew from experience how resilient the organ was. Megan had learned at an early age that she was the master of her own destiny.

      Her father abandoned her mom and her when Megan was only four.

      Rather than let it crush her, Megan’s mom had dug in and found a way to provide a good life for Megan. Her mom worked three jobs to keep a roof over their heads, showing Megan that if she wanted something in life she needed to go after it with everything she had.

      Megan was grateful she’d had such a strong role model in her life. Her mom taught her it was a waste of energy to complain and worry, and that most problems could be solved with positivity and persistence.

      Thinking about her mom made Megan strangely homesick. She finished packing for her camping trip and crawled into bed, dialing her mom once she was settled under the warm covers.

      “Hello?”

      “Stan the man!” Megan said, cheerfully greeting her step-dad.

      “Meggy!” he yelled. “Honey! Megan’s on the phone!”

      Megan grinned as she held the phone away from her ear while Stan shouted to her mom.

      She loved her step-dad dearly. He’d come into her life when she was eleven, another example of the power of positivity. Megan loved that her mom had never given up on love despite what she’d been through.

      “Megan?”

      As soon as her mom’s voice reached her ears, Megan felt her heart swell. “Hi Mom.”

      “Hi sweetheart! How are you?”

      “Great,” she said, letting her mom’s cheerful spirit fill her with strength. “Just wanted to hear your voice.”

      “It’s good to hear your voice too, baby. Now tell me everything! Especially about that Irish hunk of yours.”

      “Hey!” Stan yelled in the background. “At least pretend you don’t want me to overhear.”

      Megan laughed. She loved the honest humor her mom and Stan shared, but Megan couldn’t deny the dull ache she felt, realizing she thought she’d found that for herself with Zander.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      Megan

      

      Megan finished dragging the last of her camping gear into the foyer at the crack of dawn. She pushed her glasses into her unruly hair and rubbed her eyes. It was too early for contacts. She’d stayed up entirely too late talking to her mom and Stan last night. But it had been worth it. They’d renewed her strength, reminding her that all her worrying wouldn’t stop the bad stuff from happening, it would only stop her from enjoying the good. And Megan had a lot of good in her life. Two parents who loved her, great friends and an opportunity of a lifetime to make a film in Ireland.

      She settled down on a comfy chair near the fireplace and checked the time on her phone. Megan was surprised to be the first one ready. She wasn’t known for her punctuality, that was more Sam’s specialty. Megan was in the middle of tapping out a text to Sam when Devon came jogging into the foyer.

      “Hey,” she greeted. “I was just getting ready to text you guys.”

      “Megs, I’ve got some bad news.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      Devon rubbed the back of his neck. “Sam’s sick.”

      “What?” Sam never got sick. “Is she okay?”

      “I think she’ll be fine. Just a touch of dicky tummy, I suspect.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Devon sighed. “It just means she’s been up all night retching.”

      Megan wrinkled her nose. “Oh no.”

      “She swears it’s just something she ate, but between us, I think she’s plain overworked herself. She’s been exhausted for weeks.”

      “Is there anything I can do?” Megan asked.

      “Nah. Sam won’t listen to me, but at least her father’s convinced her to go to the clinic just to be sure it’s nothing serious.”

      “That’s good.”

      Devon rubbed the back of his neck again. “I don’t feel right leaving Sam. Would ye hate me if I skip out on the first leg of our camping trip?”

      “No, of course not, Devon. Go take care of Sam.”

      Devon gave Megan a quick hug. “Thanks, Megs. Maybe we can catch up with ye in Killarney if Sam’s feeling solid.”

      As he jogged back down the hall, Megan called after him. “Keep me posted.”

      Devon shot her a thumbs up.

      Just then, Zander pulled up out front in the Defender. He parked and left it running as he sauntered into the foyer looking like he’d just stepped out of a hunky outdoorsmen advertisement. Boots, beanie and backpack were a good look on him. Then again, what didn’t look good on Zander—or not on Zander?

      Megan shook herself from her daze, realizing Zander had asked her something. “What?”

      “I said, where is everyone?” Zander repeated, taking off his shades.

      “Oh, um it’s just us.”

      “What do ye mean?”

      “Devon’s taking Sam to the clinic. She has the stomach flu.”

      Zander looked like Megan had just told him Santa wasn’t real. Was the idea of spending the weekend with her that horrifying?

      “Maybe we should postpone the trip?” Zander suggested.

      “Devon said they’ll catch up with us if Sam’s up for it.”

      “It won’t hurt to wait a day, will it?”

      “Zander, I really need to get these shots for the film.”

      He pulled out his phone and dialed someone, striding back outside. When he came back in he looked angry, but he started scooping up Megan’s gear and carrying it out to the Defender.

      “What was that about?” Megan asked following him to the car.

      “Just confirming things with Devon.”

      Megan’s mouth dropped open. “Did you think I was lying?”

      Zander didn’t respond. He just climbed into the driver’s seat and strapped himself in. Megan sighed, walking around to take the seat next to him. It was going to be a very long weekend if this was how Zander planned on behaving. She took a deep breath and reminded herself that even lemons could be made into vodka lemonade.

      

      Zander

      

      The drive to the Burren wasn’t as painful as Zander had expected. Megan synced up her phone and played DJ as he drove. They could at least still talk about music. Music was safe. Music didn’t make him want to tear her clothes off—consequences be damned.

      Megan had excellent taste in music and Zander found his mood softening as he listened to the upbeat songs, letting the sun warm him through the windshield. He could almost pretend he was happy as he watched Megan stare out the window in awe of the misty green landscape they passed.

      He loved seeing her so delighted. He knew how much she’d wanted to see Ireland and he’d always wanted to be the one to show it to her. Zander loved his country. He was a proud Irishman and introducing Megan to the majestic wonders of his homeland should’ve been a dream come true. But it was dampened by his fears.

      Zander had always imagined this would be an experience that brought them closer together. And as much as he tried to fight it, he still wanted to be closer to Megan. He craved her with the devastation of an illness. He could hardly eat or sleep the entire time he’d been gone, but being back wasn’t any easier. Megan consumed his mind and not being able to act on his desires was killing him.

      He realized he was the only one standing in his way, but he’d convinced himself it was for the best. He’d tried to distance himself from Megan to protect her. But distance would be hard to come by the next few days.

      Zander focused his eyes on the road, determined to keep his guard up. He’d already let Megan get too close and the repercussions had been severe. He couldn’t let it happen again.

      

      Megan

      

      Megan couldn’t put into words how blown away she was by the wild beauty of the Burren. The massive national park stretched on for miles, its uninhabited landscape looking more like a host for alien life forms than anything she’d ever expected to find only a few hours from Dublin.

      Crags of fossilized limestone jutted in every direction, drenched with fog and dripping with glowing green moss and arid desert-like plants.

      “This place looks like a fairyland,” she said breathlessly as Zander cruised slowly down the dirt path they’d been following for miles.

      “Reminds me of the House of the Holy,” Zander said, referring to Led Zepplin’s iconic album cover.

      “Definitely,” Megan concurred.

      Zander queued up ‘D’yer Mak’er’ and she grinned. It was her favorite Zepplin song. The fact that he was playing it gave her hope that the boy she’d fallen for was still hidden somewhere inside the stony façade Zander had taken up recently.

      Their journey to the Burren hadn’t been as uncomfortable as Megan expected. She’d refused to let his mood upset her and went about the trip as she would’ve with anyone—happy and grateful.

      Megan had seemed to win Zander over some by talking about music. Falling into their familiar roles of debating song titles and band names eased some of the earlier tension. Food seemed to help too.

      Megan had packed a cooler full of sugary treats. It should’ve lasted them much longer than it did. But she suspected both of them kept their mouths full of food to absorb the moments of awkward silence they’d weathered.

      “I think this is a good spot to start filming,” Megan said, hanging her head out the window.

      Zander pulled the Defender onto a soft shoulder and Megan eagerly leapt out to unpack her film gear. She’d been shooting as they drove with her small shotgun camcorder, but she was anxious to try out her shoulder rig in such an expansive landscape.

      

      Zander

      

      Zander trailed Megan as they hiked through the Burren. She was so busy staring through her lens that she’d almost fallen twice and it was making him a nervous wreck. He kept close to her, his hand hovering near the small of her back to catch her whenever she was off-kilter.

      The terrain in the Burren was unforgiving. Crevices split the limestone like a snaking grid. A misstep could easily result in a broken ankle or twisted knee. Zander found himself relieved he’d decided to come with Megan on this expedition. If she’d been out here alone he would’ve been worried sick.

      Then there was the matter of her breathing. Ireland in February was brutal. Zander’s own lungs ached as he puffed steaming clouds of mist with every exhalation. He found himself watching Megan’s cloud breaths with restless interest.

      So far she seemed fine, but Zander’s worry for Megan was never far from his mind. Despite her tiny size she was fearless, jumping ravines and climbing crumbling stones to get the perfect shot. A Shakespearean quote popped into his mind as he watched her. ‘Though she be but little, she is fierce.’

      The trouble was, Megan was almost as clumsy as she was ambitious. After helping her cross a wide gap in the stones, Zander gave up trying to anticipate her blundering footsteps and just kept his hand attached to the belt loop of her jeans.

      After two hours of filming Zander gave her belt a tug. “We should be heading back soon.”

      “I just want to get one more panoramic,” Megan said scanning the horizon.

      Zander watched her zero in on a crumbling rock face a few feet above them.

      “I think I can get a great shot from up there.”

      “What’s wrong with right here?” he asked.

      “It would be a better shot if I was about ten feet taller.”

      “Would ye settle for six, four?”

      “Huh?”

      “Just get on my shoulders, I don’t want ye climbing that death trap.”

      “Why not?”

      Because I’m worried yer gonna stop breathing on me again. “Because the boulder looks one breath away from turning to sand,” Zander grumbled. “Shoulders. Take it or leave it.”

      Megan smirked. “Should we work out a cheerleading routine first, or . . .”

      “Just get on with it,” Zander griped. “We’re running outta daylight.”

      Megan’s laughter echoed through the barren landscape as she tried to situate herself atop Zander’s shoulders. Once she’d stopped laughing and managed to balance herself, Zander handed Megan her camera, slowing standing to his full height.

      “This is perfect,” she called. “Can you turn in a slow 360 degrees?”

      “Sure, would ye like me to do any other tricks, yer Highness?”

      “Hey,” she teased pinching his ear. “This was your idea.”

      “Don’t remind me,” he muttered.

      The moment Megan climbed onto his shoulders, Zander knew this had been a bad idea. His hands firmly gripped her voluptuous thighs, which rubbed either side of his neck, and when she’d slid her hands through his hair to steady herself it’d sent shudders through him.

      He’d barely been able to conceal his frustrating attraction to her all day. Why in Christ’s name had he thought having her thighs around his neck was a good idea?

      Finally, Megan had the shot and Zander helped her down. She packed up her gear and Zander offered to take the heavy pack from her. Halfway back to the car, Megan took another misstep. Zander grabbed her arm to steady her, but she still went down.

      “Shit!” Megan howled rubbing her knee as she clamored back to her feet.

      “Ye okay?”

      She hissed in pain. “Yeah, just banged my knee.”

      “Let me see.”

      “I’m fine. It’ll just be one hell of a bruise tomorrow.”

      “Can ye walk?”

      Megan looked at him like he was insane. “Yes, Zander. It’s just a bump.”

      “Yer sure?”

      She took his hand. “I’m not made of glass, ya know?”

      “Right.”

      There wasn’t any accusation in Megan’s voice, but suddenly Zander felt like a wanker for acting like a nervous ninny around her all day.

      “Thanks,” Megan said, not letting go of his hand as they continued their trek back to the car.

      “For what?”

      “For coming with me today. This was fun.”

      Warmth unexpectedly spread through Zander’s chest like wildfire as Megan smiled up at him. What a hopeless fool he was.
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      Megan

      

      It was dark by the time they arrived in Doolin. They checked into their Bed and Breakfast and carried their gear to their room.

      “Shite,” Zander muttered when he opened the door to their suite.

      “What?”

      “There’s only one bed.”

      Megan walked around Zander into the room. It was adorable—blue and white gingham curtains, hardwood floors, white walls decorated in Irish pastorals, and one comfy-looking king-sized bed. “Oh well,” she said dropping her things onto the floor.

      “I’ll go back down and see if they have any other rooms available,” Zander offered.

      “It’s not a big deal, Zander. It’s not like we haven’t shared a bed before.”

      Zander huffed.

      Okay, apparently he wasn’t ready to revisit that topic yet. He stared at her like she’d just uttered an unspeakable curse.

      “I’ll go back down and see about another room,” he said again before hightailing it out of the cozy bedroom.

      Megan sighed and sat down on the bed. “One step forward, two steps back.”

      She glanced at the bedside menu and frowned. The B&B had a café but it was only open for breakfast. Her stomach growled. She was in desperate need of a hot shower and a hot meal. Kicking off her boots, Megan padded to the en suite bathroom to satisfy one of her needs.

      Refreshed from a quick shower, Megan wrapped herself in a towel and headed back into the bedroom to change. She hadn’t been expecting Zander to be in the room and smacked into him. His arms circled around her, warm and steady. For a moment they just stared at each other, electricity crackling between them with each breath.

      Finally, Zander broke the spell and backed away. “Sorry. They’re full. We’ll have to share the room.”

      “Okay,” Megan murmured.

      “Okay.”

      After awkwardly shimmying past each other, Zander took his turn in the shower while Megan quickly dressed. She put on a vintage Bowie tee, her favorite baggy cardigan, jeans and the white oxford shoes she’d scored in Dublin. When Zander was ready, they grabbed their jackets and walked down the street to grab dinner.

      “This place looks fun,” Megan observed as they approached the little red pub.

      “Fitzpatrick’s is grand,” Zander replied.

      “You’ve been here before?”

      “I have.”

      “That’s all I get?”

      “Devon and I used to come here in the summer. There’s a surf camp not too far off. We used to come to Fitz’s for the music after a day at the beach.”

      Megan grinned, picturing teenaged beach bum versions of Zander and Devon tearing it up in Doolin. There must’ve been a trail of brokenhearted girls in their wake.

      Zander opened the door for Megan and right away she knew she was going to love Fitzpatrick’s. Traditional Irish music greeted her like an old friend as a trio of musicians serenaded the local crowd packed inside the warm little pub. Half of the patrons were singing along, raising their pints and belting out their favorite verses.

      Megan couldn’t wipe the smile off her face as Zander led her through the room. Her film critic’s eyes didn’t miss a thing. The crackling fire in the stone hearth, the old Irish advertisements for whiskey and beer, the vintage luggage and dusty instruments hidden in the open rafters, the seasoned taper candles dripping wax down the beer bottles that lit each table, the old wooden bar, polished to perfection. Fitzpatrick’s was a time capsule, capturing all the charm and allure Megan could’ve hoped to find in a seaside Irish pub.

      Zander shook hands with the host and they were led to a cozy table in the back of the dimly lit dining room. Megan was a bit disappointed they were seated away from the music and lively atmosphere, but when she saw the trays of mouth-watering food go by, her disappointment was quickly forgotten. And truthfully, the quiet room was a better setting, because clearly there were some things she and Zander needed to discuss.

      Megan ordered fish and chips and Zander ordered cottage pie. The food was phenomenal, and the pints of Guinness they ordered capped off the perfect meal.

      Megan savored the cool creamy taste of her beer. “Guinness truly is better in Ireland.”

      Zander nodded. “I agree.”

      “How do you know? You haven’t been to the states. Wait . . . have you?”

      “Ye know I haven’t,” he said taking a sip of his pint. “But I’ve been to other countries.”

      Like England. Megan took a big gulp of her own beer for a little liquid courage. “Zander, are we ever going to talk about what happened?”

      He distracted himself with his drink. “What’s there to say?”

      She gawked at him. “A lot.”

      He shrugged.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “If ye feel ye have to.”

      Megan wanted to scream. She wanted to shake Zander until he turned back into the boy she thought she knew. “What kind of answer is that? I mean since when did you start talking like you don’t give a shit about anything?”

      Zander stared into his beer.

      Megan reached across the table and took his hand. “Zander, it’s me. Just talk to me.”

      He didn’t look up.

      “Is it Tabitha?” Megan’s voice was barely a whisper. “If you want to be with her instead I can respect that, but just tell me.”

      He finally looked at her, his eyes pleading. “No, Megan . . . that’s not it.”

      “Then what is it?”

      Again Zander drowned his answers in his beer.

      Megan felt her heart hammering as she prepared to ask the question she wasn’t sure she wanted an answer to. “Were you with her in London?”

      After a long while, Zander nodded and Megan’s heart sank.

      “Look, I don’t want to lie to ye, Megan. I was with Tabitha in London. I didn’t plan it, but I ran into her and . . .” he rubbed his face looking miserable and exhausted. “It was a mistake, Megan. I’m done with Tabitha. I know that now.”

      Megan looked at Zander, desperate to understand him. He hadn’t made her any promises. He wasn’t her boyfriend. But it still hurt to know he’d been with Tabitha while Megan had been pathetically pining after him like a lovesick teenager.

      She didn’t know where that left them. “What about us?” she asked. “Were we a mistake too?”

      “Megan . . .”

      “No. I know I freaked you out, Zander, but that doesn’t normally happen. I mean seriously, it doesn’t. It’s never happened when I’ve been with a guy.”

      Zander’s voice was tight as he pulled his hand away from hers. “But it happened when ye were with me.”

      There was so much pain etched across his handsome face that she wanted to crawl across the table and kiss it away until his crooked smile returned.

      “Is that why you left?” she asked.

      He didn’t answer.

      “Zander?” Megan was unwilling to let it go. She couldn’t let him think he had caused her asthma attack. “Tell me why you left.”

      His head sank into his hands. “I left to protect ye.”

      “From what?”

      He looked up at her, his eyes green pools of despair. “From me.”

      Megan grappled to find the right words. “But that’s not what I want.”

      “Ye said it yourself. That’s never happened before.”

      “So we’ll slow down.”

      He shook his head.

      “Zander, I need you to know it wasn’t your fault. And it doesn’t change how I feel about you. I miss you. I-I want to be with you. And I thought you wanted that too.”

      His head continued to shake. “It’s not worth the risk.”

      “Why not?”

      Finally he snapped. “Because nothing can come of this, Megan! We both know that.”

      “Um, I don’t know that.”

      “Yer leaving in a few months.”

      “So what?”

      “So, if we continue down this path someone’s gonna get hurt.”

      “I’m not afraid of getting hurt, Zander.”

      “Maybe I’m the one who’s afraid,” he growled.

      “Of me?”

      “Come on, Megan. We both know what this is. Yer on vacation. I’m just a pit stop for ye. In a few months you’ll be back in Boston and I’ll be an after thought. There’s no reason to overcomplicate this.”

      “So that’s it? We haven’t even started and you’ve already given us an expiration date?”

      He shrugged.

      “Zander, that’s no way to live your life.”

      “I’m not like ye, Megan. I don’t need to see the good in everything. I wish I could, but life has taught me otherwise. Every time I have something good it’s taken away from me and I’m tired of it.”

      Megan threw her hands up. “Well that’s a fantastic plan. Just avoid everything good and waste your life.”

      “What do ye want me to say, Megan?”

      “I want you to stop being a coward and figure out what you want. I want you to be the guy I know you are. Because I fell for him. And I’d fight for him. But I can’t help you if you don’t want to help yourself.”

      “I never said I needed yer help.”

      “You’re right. And I’m not one of those girls who needs to save every stubborn, broken boy she takes to bed.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes!”

      “Well since ye have all the answers please go on.”

      Megan stood up. “I don’t have all the answers, Zander. But I know I’m not going to waste anymore time on someone who’s willing to throw what we could’ve been away because he’s afraid.”

      And then she stalked out of the dining room.

      

      Zander

      

      Zander sat in stunned silence as he watched Megan walk away from him until her sultry silhouette was swallowed up by the crowded pub scene. He blinked through his shock. What the hell had just happened? One minute they were talking about beer and the next she was telling him to go fuck himself.

      ‘You asked for it, ye stubborn git,’ his subconscious scolded.

      He had as good as told her that she wasn’t worth pursuing. Zander had nearly choked on the words as he’d forced them out of his mouth. And at the time, he thought he was doing the right thing, but now he wasn’t sure of anything—except maybe the boiling anger in his veins.

      This was not what he wanted.

      Zander motioned to the waiter and quickly paid their tab, prepared to chase after Megan and apologize. But by the time he reached the tavern room she was nowhere in sight. Panic lanced his gut. Where the hell was she?

      Doolin was a sleepy seaside town. How much trouble could Megan have gotten herself into in the ten minutes it took Zander to get his wits about him?

      “If yer looking for yer lass, she headed out for a smoke,” said a red-nosed patron deep in his drink.

      Smoke? Megan didn’t smoke. Zander nodded his appreciation to the patron and darted out the front door. It was freezing outside and the picnic tables were empty. He was about to go back inside when he heard Megan’s laughter drifting toward him.

      Zander rounded the corner and sure enough, Megan was there. She was wearing a leather jacket that didn’t belong to her and giggling as she passed a joint back to her newfound friend.

      “What the fuck, Megan?”

      “Chill, mate,” the guy said wrapping his arm around Megan. “We’re just having a bit a fun.”

      “Fun’s over,” Zander seethed. “Let’s go, Megan.”

      “No. I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      Zander reached for Megan’s arm and the stupid bloke she was with stepped in Zander’s way. “Ye got a problem wit yer ears, mate? The lass said she don’t wanna go wit ye.”

      Zander’s temper was near exploding. He grabbed the scrawny stoner by the neck of his plaid shirt and shoved him up against the building. “The only bloke with a problem is gonna be you if ye get in my way or touch my girl again. Do ye understand?”

      The man raised his hands in submission. “I don’t want no trouble, mate.”

      Zander let the squirming stoner slide down the wall. As soon as his feet hit the ground he was running.

      “You forgot your jacket,” Megan called after him, but he didn’t stop. “Real nice, Zander.”

      “Let’s go,” Zander growled reaching for her hand.

      “I told you I’m not going anywhere with you,” she hissed yanking her arm out of his reach.

      “We’re not all on holiday, Megan. I have work to do. I need to get back to the room.”

      “Then go. I’m not your responsibility.”

      “I’m not leaving ye here by yerself.”

      “Suit yourself,” she spat and turned on her heels.

      Zander watched in astonishment as Megan marched right back into the pub. He wanted to punch something, but against his better judgment he took a deep breath and followed her back into Fitzpatrick’s to play babysitter.
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      Megan

      

      Megan proceeded to get herself good and drunk inside the merry little pub. She did shots with the band and even joined them on stage when they started playing ‘Galway Girl’.

      “That’s me!” she shrieked jumping up and down to the catchy tune. “Her eyes were black and her hair was blue!” she belted, screwing up the lyrics.

      Her blunder got a roar of laughter from the crowd, but soon they were all taking turns spinning her around the makeshift dance floor that had opened up between the abandoned tables.

      When the song was over, Megan made her way to the bar gasping with laughter. “One more round!” she declared.

      “‘fraid not, love,” the bartender replied.

      “What? Come on! I’m yer Galway Girl,” she slurred.

      “Not tonight, darlin’,” he drawled nodding in Zander’s direction.

      Megan had tried to ignore Zander’s presence while she got obliterated, but it was nearly impossible with his hulking frame sulking at the corner of the bar. He spent the night sipping water and tapping at his phone. He looked positively miserable, which only made Megan want to rebel even more.

      Who was he to tell her what to do? Zander had made himself perfectly clear. He didn’t want her, not as a girlfriend, or apparently even a friend. And that was fine. It sucked, but it was life. She’d move on. But that didn’t mean she’d have to be miserable about it. She was in Ireland and she was damn sure gonna enjoy herself.

      And she had. She’d danced the night away to incredible music and she didn’t want it to end, even though she knew she’d already far surpassed her alcohol tolerance.

      “Just one more drink?” Megan begged. “The band’s still got another set.”

      The bartender laughed but shook his head, passing Zander the check. He handed over a wad of cash and shook his head when the bartender offered change.

      Megan had a sneaking suspicion Zander had paid the man handsomely to cut her fun short.

      “Can we leave now?” Zander asked, his voice sounding much more patient than he looked.

      “Fine,” Megan grumbled. “I was getting tired anyway.”

      Zander handed Megan her jacket and followed her out the door. The stinging February wind nearly knocked her on her ass, but Zander’s ever-present hand was there at her back to steady her.

      Megan pulled on her jacket and zipped it up to her nose. “It’s cold as balls out here!”

      Zander didn’t say a word.

      Megan shivered in her boots as she shuffled her feet, stumbling up the narrow path that somehow passed as a shoulder to the road. One of the things Megan had discovered on their trek today was that Ireland’s roads were definitely lacking.

      She slipped on the slick grass where the soft shoulder sloped down and Zander hauled her off her feet.

      “What are you doing?” she squealed.

      “It’ll take us ‘til St. Patty’s Day to get home at the rate ye stumble,” he growled hefting her into his arms like she weighed nothing at all.

      As much as Megan wanted to protest, it was much warmer to be snuggled against Zander’s massive chest. And damn the man for smelling like an eternal well of Irish Spring soap. She snuggled into him, tucking her head against his neck.

      “You smell good,” she murmured, giggling when she realized she’d said the thought out loud.

      “You smell like a distillery,” he muttered.

      “You’re mean.”

      “So I hear. But for now, yer stuck with me, so let’s just get ye home, eh?”

      

      Zander

      

      Zander had just managed to get Megan into bed when she turned green and sprinted to the bathroom to rid her stomach of the copious amounts of booze that led to her sloppy state. The rest of the night was spent walking her back and forth from bed to toilet.

      Finally, it seemed she’d nothing left to expel. Zander held her upright as she splashed cold water on her face and washed her mouth out. She’d exhausted herself being violently ill and swayed on her feet as she stumbled from the sink toward the bedroom.

      Zander silently scooped her up in his arms and carried her to bed. For once she didn’t fight him. It was how he knew she was finally ready to let sleep claim her. He gently laid her in the large bed and pulled the covers over her.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered, shivering against the chill of the night.

      Zander swept her damp black hair away from her pale cheeks. “Get some sleep.”

      He spent the next few hours burying himself in the task of weeding through his growing mountain of emails. He’d tried scrolling through them on his phone at Fitzpatrick’s but Megan was too damn distracting.

      Zander sighed and rubbed the drowsiness from his eyes. It may have been the weekend, but the work never ended for him. The software he had helped develop was making Cor-Tec the most sought-after system on the market. Proposals were pouring in and Zander didn’t have the manpower to keep up with them. He hadn’t been lying when he said he needed to work through the weekend rather than go on this camping trip. If things kept up like this he would burn out soon.

      Bleary-eyed, he finally called it a night. Wrestling his demons, Zander climbed into the bed with Megan. It was plenty big enough for them both, but it still felt risky to be so close to something he wanted with every fiber of his being. He prayed for the willpower not to wrap her in his arms and wake her with the desperate need of his lips.

      Even after seeing Megan at her worst tonight, it hadn’t been enough to make him want to walk away. She was a mess, but he wanted her to be his mess. Seeing her so wrecked had only endeared her further into his heart. He could see how good he could be for her if he’d only let himself. He was the anchor to her ship, the tether to her kite. Without him she was bound to rip wildly through the world, and without her he was just a dull weight without purpose.

      He wished he could be strong enough to repair the rift between them, but there had been too much tension and tonight he’d snapped. Zander was angry with himself for the things he’d said to her. He hadn’t meant them. She was right, he was a coward and he was broken. But she’d been wrong about one thing—she could fix him. If only he was brave enough to let her.

      Zander rolled over, turning his back toward Megan. The bed creaked loudly and he felt her shift toward him.

      “Zander?” she mumbled, her voice full of sleep.

      He didn’t dare reply. Maybe she’d think he was asleep. She sounded half asleep herself. She snuggled closer, her warm body fitting against his like they’d been made for each other. He stilled.

      “Zander?” she whispered again.

      Still he didn’t answer, though he was sure the pounding of his heart would give his desires away. His breath caught when he felt Megan’s fingers light on his back. At first he thought she was trying to wake him, but then he realized she was working out a pattern, her gentle fingers tracing lines among his tattoos.

      All at once, he figured out what she was doing and an ache washed over him so powerfully it was a struggle not to let the strangled cry from his throat. Megan was tracing his stars. The stars he’d had etched into his skin for the quote they both loved—Maybe the stars have a plan for us.

      Zander had found the quote after he’d lost his mother and he’d clung to the hope in it. It had become a steadying force in his world that felt otherwise adrift. He’d added the stars to the tattoo of his last name that adorned his shoulders as a reminder that there was a greater force at work and maybe better things were to come for him.

      He been shocked when he found the quote was special to Megan too. She’d said she loved the romanticism of it. Zander had never told her its significance to him, but here she was, tracing the stars of his tattoo, like she knew—like she’d always been able to see into his soul, no matter how hard he tried to keep it from her.

      Zander’s muscles coiled with tension as he resisted the urge to shudder against Megan’s touch. Eventually her fingers slow and then stilled, dropping away. Her head came to rest against the warmth of his back and he felt her eyelashes flutter closed against him. She sighed and soon her breathing returned to a regular pace as she let sleep pull her under again.

      Zander squeezed his eyes shut, his heart throbbing with grief. A dark thought pressed its way into his mind as he wondered what tattoo he would get when Megan left him . . .
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      Megan

      

      Megan woke with a splitting headache. The blinding sunlight spilling into the room did nothing to help. She covered her eyes with her hands, peering through her fingers to let the world come into focus. She moved slowly, fearing the wrath of her hangover.

      Her bed was empty and a wave of déjà vu washed over her. Zander had left a path of tangled sheets in his wake, like he’d been in a rush to vacate her bed. The great disappearing Zander strikes again, she thought bitterly.

      Megan was beginning to find it difficult not to take it personally. But then again, she was doing nothing to help her case as she remembered that Zander had witnessed her go all Jeffrey V-ahmer on the toilet last night. Not her finest moment.

      Groaning with embarrassment, Megan swung her legs over the bed and winced. A purple welt bloomed from her knee to shin. Great! She was cursing her clumsiness when she spotted a miracle on the bedside table. Coffee and a blueberry muffin had been laid out for her, and there was a note.

      

      
        
        M,

        Eat something.

        I’m working in the café.

        Z

      

      

      

      Shakespeare he was not. But he’d brought her food and left a note. That had to be a good sign, right? The coffee had gone cold, but Megan drank it anyway, savoring the taste of sweet cream and caffeine. She picked a sugary crumb from the top of the muffin and popped it into her mouth. It was delicious. She only allowed herself to eat half of it, not wanting to anger her alcohol-ravaged stomach.

      Megan pulled on a pair of sweats and limped to the bathroom. The reflection that greeted her wasn’t good. She’d managed to wash her face at least, but her eyes were bloodshot and her hair looked like a collection of dead crows had taken up residency. She turned the shower on and let the hot water singe away the remains of her humiliating night.

      She dressed slowly, dreading facing Zander. She knew she needed to apologize for acting like a sorority girl on a bender, but she wasn’t looking forward to it. Zander had made it perfectly clear he wanted nothing to do with her, and that had been before she’d turned into a vomit comet. But they still had three more days of camping to get through, so the sooner she apologized the sooner they could get on with it. With any luck they could at least call a truce.

      Megan trudged downstairs on her aching knee and hobbled into the B&B’s cheery café. Sunlight warmed the solarium, where Zander was sitting hunched over his laptop. His back was to her and Megan took a moment to appreciate the view. Why did he have to be so stupidly gorgeous? It made staying mad at him impossible—and wanting to drag him back to bed inevitable.

      She shook her disturbing thoughts away and sucked up her pride, ready to apologize.

      “Morning,” she said trying to hide her limp as she walked toward his table.

      Zander blinked up at her, his mouth in a tight, unreadable line.

      Megan sighed. He certainly wasn’t going to make this easy. “So I just wanted to apologize for last night. It wasn’t my proudest moment.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Ye seemed to be feelin’ mighty fine from what I recall,” Zander replied flatly.

      “Yes, well I was upset. I had a little too much to drink and I didn’t handle it well.”

      Zander huffed a laugh. “I’ll say.”

      Megan clenched her fists. “Ya know, you were easier to talk to when we lived in separate countries.”

      “Likewise.”

      Megan growled and stomped out of the room in frustration only to stop halfway to the door. Zander had gotten her so wound up that she’d nearly forgotten what she came downstairs for. She turned around and marched back up to his table exhaling dramatically. “I came down here to say thank you for taking care of me last night and I’m sorry I puked on your shoes.”

      His head snapped up. “What about my shoes?”

      Shit! Maybe he hadn’t noticed them in his haste to get away from her. “Oh, um. Nothing. I’ll let you get back to your work. I’ll be upstairs whenever you’re ready to go.”

      Megan ran back up to their room planning to clean Zander’s spew-speckled shoes or throw them out the window at the very least. She didn’t need to give him any more ammunition.

      

      Zander

      

      Zander’s guilt was getting the best of him. He slammed his laptop shut. He hadn’t been able to concentrate on work ever since Megan stomped out of the café. Why did he act like such an arse around her? Just because he didn’t have the stones to pursue her didn’t mean he had to treat her like an absolute wanker. But it seemed he couldn’t control his mouth whenever Megan was near. Stupidity just spewed freely in her presence.

      He scrubbed his face, unable to shake the lost feeling that had settled over him. If he survived the rest of this trip it would be a miracle.

      When Zander returned to their hotel room, he found Megan sitting on the bed, her pant leg rolled up to reveal an angry purple bruise covering her knee. He frowned deeply, his concern for her instantly overruling everything else.

      “Megan,” he breathed striding toward her.

      “It looks worse than it is,” she replied moving to push her pant leg back down.

      “Stop,” Zander ordered, sitting down on the bed, his hand pushing hers away so he could examine the bruise.

      “It’s really not that bad.”

      “Let me see,” he demanded, pulling her leg into his lap.

      

      Megan

      

      Megan forced herself to swallow her groan of pleasure as Zander massaged the sore muscles around her knee. Her cheeks flushed with shame at her weakness for him. Even after the way he’d treated her, she was still putty in his hands.

      He bent his head closer to hers as he inspected her injury. It was a test of her will not to kiss him.

      “Are you an expert on knee injuries?” she finally asked as he poked and prodded around her kneecap.

      “Ye could say I know a thing or two.”

      “From soccer?”

      “Football, but yes.”

      “You had a knee injury, didn’t you?”

      He nodded, continuing his examination.

      “Is that the reason you don’t play anymore?”

      “One of them.”

      “Oh?” she asked, wanting to keep him talking. It was the only thing distracting her from the way his hands were making her feel. “Did you love it?”

      “What?”

      “Playing soccer?”

      “Football. Yes, I did.”

      “Do you miss playing?”

      “Of course.”

      “Why’d you give it up?”

      He shrugged. “I wasn’t gonna make pro.”

      “Couldn’t you still play for fun?”

      He snorted like he thought it was the most ridiculous idea he’d ever heard.

      “What? You have heard of fun, haven’t you?”

      “Yes, but I wanted to play pro.”

      Megan rolled her eyes. “Fine, you have more money than you know what to do with. Why don’t you just buy a team and put yourself on the roster?”

      He looked up at her, bewilderment glowing in his sharp, emerald eyes. “Because that’s not the way the world works, Megan.”

      “Why not?” she challenged, knowing full well she was being childish, but she was just so happy he was talking to her that she couldn’t resist.

      “Because it’s not. It’s all fine and well to go about wishing and dreaming yer way through life, but just because ye say it’s so doesn’t mean it is. Ye can’t just go wishing things into existence.”

      “Well you can’t get what you want if you’re too afraid to go after it,” she countered.

      Zander shook his head and gently placed her leg back on the bed as he stood up. “Yer knee’s fine.”

      “Thanks Dr. Doom, I sorta had that one figured out on my own,” she called after him as he walked into the bathroom and shut the door.
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      Megan

      

      Tension stretched out between them the rest of the day. They’d stopped at the Cliffs of Moher after departing their B&B in Doolin, but Megan found the black sea-scarred cliffs devastatingly lonely. Zander waited in the car while she walked along the worn path high above the crashing waves. She took the shots she needed and packed up her film equipment, bitter that she was letting her fight with Zander get to her despite her best efforts.

      Megan had been dreaming of visiting the cliffs for years. She took in their stunning beauty, but she couldn’t help feeling the waves that battered the stony cliffs were hissing their disappointment far below. She plucked one of the stubborn wild daisies that clung to the hostile terrain from its stem. It was of the solid yellow variety, and its narrow petals reminded Megan of sunshine. She inhaled the flower’s fragrance, trying to fill her heart with positivity.

      “Stop worrying about what can go wrong and get excited about what can go right,” she whispered to herself. “You’re in Ireland. You’re living one of your dreams.”

      She knew she needed to appreciate life as it happened. Sadness passed, but missed opportunities didn’t. She didn’t want to go back to Boston regretting the moments she should have appreciated just because of a beautiful boy.

      Megan tucked the tiny yellow flower inside her coat pocket as a reminder to live in the moment. Then with one last look at the breathtaking cliffs, she turned and headed back toward the car.

      

      Zander

      

      Zander was determined to stop the stream of stupidity that flowed from his mouth in Megan’s presence. He’d been keeping his distance when he could and keeping his mouth shut when he couldn’t.

      The trouble with so much silence was that it gave him too much time to think and too much time to watch Megan. She was an enigma. Everything that crossed her path on their drive to Killarney National Park seemed to captivate her. From the coastal views, to the black-faced sheep that often blocked their path on the narrow roads.

      Zander found himself wishing he could see the world through Megan’s eyes. She had such an appreciation for life and nature. Zander’s mind flashed back to the one and only time he’d taken Sophie camping. She’d retained a look of disgust the entire time they’d hiked, whining about her designer boots getting ruined as they tromped through bushes that she’d claimed were nothing more than urinals for the wildlife.

      Zander wasn’t sure what Megan saw when she looked at the lush green landscape of Ireland, but he knew it certainly wasn’t a urinal.

      

      Megan

      

      The endless miles of gorgeous landscape had lifted Megan’s spirits by the time they’d reached the ranger station at Killarney National Park. Megan busied herself gathering her camera gear while Zander headed to the office to fill out their camping forms.

      “Ready?” she asked cheerfully when he returned with a permit for their dash.

      “Actually do you mind if I respond to a few emails?” Zander asked.

      “Sure,” she replied shrugging out of her pack. “I’ll just do some lighting tests.”

      Zander gave her what was almost a smile and it tugged at her heart. His phone had been going off all day and he’d refrained from answering it. Megan found herself wondering how much more stress she was adding to his plate by dragging him on this camping trip.

      For someone who supposedly lived a charmed life, Zander certainly didn’t seem happy. He was under entirely too much pressure for someone so young. These were supposed to be the carefree years of self-discovery. But Zander had skipped over them for fame and fortune.

      When they were finally ready to start their trek, Megan couldn’t help herself from attempting to bridge the gap with Zander.

      “Everything okay with work?”

      His noncommittal grunt let her know he still wasn’t going to open up.

      Megan did her best to let it roll off her shoulders. There was enough beauty in the moss-covered forest to keep her occupied. She set to capturing as much of it as she could with her cameras.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After a long hike Zander finally announced they’d made camp.

      Megan looked around the identical landscape in confusion. “Here?”

      “Yep.”

      The forest was thick with towering trees and damp earth. Fading sunlight filtered in through the canopy of moss-covered limbs and thunder growled in the distance. What was she missing? This section of the forest looked just like all the others they’d hiked through. It was serene and beautiful, but if there was a campsite hidden somewhere, Megan didn’t see it. Maybe it was camouflaged?

      “Here?” she asked again.

      Zander gave her a suspicious look as he shrugged his pack off and started unfastening the straps. “Is there a problem with this location?” he asked.

      “No, it’s just . . .” she looked around again. “Where’s the cabin?”

      “Cabin?” Suddenly Zander burst out laughing. “Did ye think I was toting a tent on a six mile hike for my health?” His laughter echoed through the forest. “Cabin!”

      Megan’s cheeks burned. “I thought . . . I mean when Sam and Devon went camping—”

      “Let me guess,” Zander interrupted, a wry smile still on his face. “Ye thought ye were gonna be staying in a prissy fairyland tent full of candles and romance just because that’s what Devon did for Sam?”

      “No,” she denied.

      Zander snorted. “Right. Well in case ye haven’t noticed, love, I’m not Devon.”

      “Clearly,” Megan muttered under her breath. Devon knew how to treat a lady. He was chivalrous and thoughtful. Zander hadn’t even offered to help carry Megan’s giant camp pack. It was leaden down with camera gear and her shoulders were screaming when she finally managed to free herself.

      How had she been so wrong about Zander? Megan’s fairytale was turning out nothing like, Sam’s. Devon had set up a romantic tent when he took Sam camping. She said it had mattresses, a bathroom and even a skylight so they could gaze at the stars! As Megan watched Zander unroll a small green rectangle of canvas she thought she’d be lucky if they both even fit inside his so-called tent.

      “I’m gonna go get a few more shots before we lose the light,” Megan announced wanting to put some distance between her and Zander before she got any more sullen.

      “Don’t go too far,” he called after her.

      She rolled her eyes and grabbed her small camcorder, tromping off toward the fading sun.
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      Zander

      

      Zander busied himself setting up camp, cursing Devon under his breath. Devon had set the bar impossibly high, but even if he hadn’t, Zander knew he’d still have fallen short. In truth, he had been planning an extravagant camping excursion for Megan. But those plans evaporated when Zander fled to London to escape his feelings.

      He hadn’t planned to come on the four-day hike at all, afraid it would only grow his affection for Megan. Little good that did, he thought as he stacked firewood.

      Another rumble of thunder caught his attention. It was much closer now. He scanned the forest, worry digging at his gut. He’d lost track of Megan when he was setting up the tent and he hadn’t heard her rustling through the underbrush in quite some time.

      She’s fine. He tried to reason with himself, but images of Megan’s less than graceful attempts to cross the Burren filled him with fear. She was ambitious and she didn’t know the terrain very well—a deadly combination.

      A crack of lightning lit the darkening forest making up Zander’s mind. He threw their packs in the tent, grabbed a flashlight and shrugged on his rain jacket. He set off into the forest, bellowing her name as the first few drops of rain started to fall.

      

      Megan

      

      By the time Megan realized she was lost, the storm had fully broken. She tried to calm herself, but the darkening sky opened up, pelting her with rain as booms of thunder shook the earth. She’d been trying to find the path she’d taken from camp for the past twenty minutes, but everything looked the same. She was starting to feel desperate now that the rain was cutting her hopes in half. The visibility was terrible and she had to shield her eyes against the storm, making it worse.

      Lightning forked across the sky like an angry serpent and Megan shrieked, suddenly feeling like Dorothy in the OZ-like storm. All that was missing were the flying monkeys.

      “Get a grip,” she told herself. “This is the real world. Not a movie set.”

      Somehow that seemed to make it worse. If it were a movie, Megan could keep pretending the director would yell cut. But this was terrifyingly real and everything inside her was screaming at her to run, but her aching knee warned of the consequences. The terrain she’d traveled was uneven and now slick with rain. Sprinting through it blindly seemed exactly like what the ditzy girl in the horror movie would do.

      “I am not that girl,” Megan muttered.

      She pressed herself into the trunk of a nearby tree, desperate for the bit of shelter it offered.

      “Think!” she hissed. “It’s just a storm. It’ll pass.”

      Megan pulled out her phone, her heart sinking when she saw the no signal sign glaring back at her. She hadn’t been able to get service since they left the ranger’s station. At least her phone offered light. Megan clutched it close to her chest and prayed for strength. The best thing she could do was stay in one place and wait for the storm to pass. Worse case scenario, she’d have to wait until dawn to find her way back to camp.

      It was cold, but it wasn’t like she’d freeze to death. She was wearing a thick jacket and good boots. Plus, she’d checked the forecast before they’d left Doolin, the temperature was only supposed to be in the low forties tonight. She’d be fine.

      But as the thunder roared, her confidence faltered. She shivered and found herself wondering what temperature caused hypothermia to set in.

      “Megan!”

      Her head snapped up at the sound of her name. Was she hallucinating already? Wasn’t that what hypothermic people did? But then she heard it again.

      “Megan!”

      Her heart leapt. “Zander! Zander! I’m over here!” She waved her cellphone wildly, its light emanating from her hand like a beacon of hope.

      Suddenly she saw him breaking through the darkness. Relief swept through her and she almost collapsed to the ground. His arms were around her in moments and she clung to him already sobbing.

      “Are ye hurt?” he asked, his voice raw from yelling.

      “No.”

      “Thank Christ,” he growled pulling her to his rain-drenched coat. “I thought I’d lost ye.”

      Megan held him as tightly as she could with her trembling arms. She’d been holding it together until now, but as she felt the raging swell of Zander’s ragged breathing she realized how bad things could’ve been if he hadn’t found her.

      “Can ye walk?” he murmured, brushing the tentacle-like strands of wet hair from her cheeks.

      She nodded.

      “Come on.”

      

      Zander

      

      Zander’s heart was still beating out of control by the time they reached the tent. He helped Megan inside, tossing their drenched jackets back into the rain to avoid soaking everything in the tent.

      “Ye need to get out of yer wet things,” he ordered.

      Zander set to work on the propane camp heater, thankful he’d had the good sense to pack it. When he turned back to Megan she was still fumbling with her shirt. Her hands were shaking so bad she couldn’t manage the buttons.

      Zander batted her hands out of the way and undressed her. Fear sliced through him as he felt the coldness of her pale skin. He stripped her naked and pulled one of his sweaters from his bag, tugging it over her head. He helped her fit her arms into the sleeves and then took care of his own damp clothes.

      He pulled Megan into his arms and ran his hands up and down her sides trying to spread some warmth into her shaking limbs. “It’s alright,” he murmured. “Yer alright.”

      Zander didn’t know if his words were meant to soothe him or Megan more, but they weren’t working. She continued to shake in his arms and visions of her last near death experience haunted him.

      “Do ye need yer inhaler?” he asked.

      She shook her head.

      “Are ye sure?”

      In answer Megan pulled his hand to her chest, making him feel the steady rise and fall of her breath. Her cold fingers wrapped around his and he pulled her toward him in a rush of emotion.

      “Ye scared the shite outta me!”

      “I-I’m s-s-sorry.” She shivered the words out, her face pressed against his neck.

      “I thought I’d lost ye.” Zander buried his face into Megan’s soaking wet hair, grateful it would hide his tears. Her hands griped his shirt and Zander’s lips sought hers out.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered against his lips.

      He kissed away her apology over and over. This had been his fault.

      Zander’s guilt overrode every other emotion, overwhelming him with the need to show her just how sorry he was. He wrapped Megan in his arms and pulled her to his bedroll, laying her on the soft down of his sleeping bag. Their kisses deepened turning from distraction to desire as they clawed at each other, desperate to be closer than their clothes would allow.

      Zander tore his shirt off, pressing his burning flesh into hers. Her hands roamed over him fanning his need for her. She arched her back and he dragged her sweater over her head. Caging her with his body, Zander groaned in satisfaction as Megan responded to his touch.

      Mine, his mind shouted. She’s mine.

      

      Megan

      

      Megan didn’t know when her shivering had changed from quakes of coldness to trembles of desire, but she never wanted it to stop. Zander worshiped her body, his hands caressing and kissing every inch of her as if it were the only way to satisfy his need to know that she was whole. But she wasn’t, and she never would be again. Not after the way he’d made love to her.

      There had been a desperate pain in his eyes as he worked her toward the edge of bliss. She’d never seen him look so broken or vulnerable as he did now, holding her against him, like she could slip away if he didn’t hold on tight. It wrecked her. She wanted to find a way to tell him she wasn’t going anywhere—that if he wanted her, she’d stay.

      Megan traced light kisses across Zander’s chin and his arms squeezed her tighter still. “I’m right here,” she whispered.

      He let out a shuddering breath.

      “I’m right here, Zander.”

      He opened his eyes, staring at her with alarming tenderness. He kissed her forehead, pulling the cocoon of sleeping bags tighter around them.

      She rested her head against his chest, listening to his thundering heartbeat as their ragged breathing slowed. Megan slid her hand soothingly above Zander’s heart. His fingers sought hers out, entwining comfortably. And though she sensed promise in his touch, Megan couldn’t shake the feeling that tonight had felt more like a goodbye than a beginning.
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      Megan

      

      The soft chirping of birds alerted Megan that the storm was over. She opened her eyes to the watery light of dawn. She was still nestled warmly in Zander’s arms among a tangle of sleeping bags. She didn’t want to move, afraid it would break the spell. She lay gazing at Zander for a long moment, wondering what version of him she’d face today. Would it be the man who rescued her last night, or the one hell bent on pushing her away?

      Zander’s eyelids fluttered open, dazzling Megan with their brilliant green hue. She noted how they matched the lush moss-drenched forest that had nearly gotten the better of her.

      As the sleep faded from his eyes, Megan could practically feel an icy chill fill the tent. It seemed he’d made his decision—pushing her away it was.

      Zander sat up, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Megan sat up too, already missing his warmth at her side. She pressed her cheek to his bare back and he stilled. Megan let her lips brush the edge of the tattoo on his shoulder and he flinched away.

      “Don’t,” he warned.

      “Why?”

      “Because.”

      “Because why?” she pushed, anger edging into her voice.

      “Ye know why.”

      “No I don’t! All I know is that you keep giving me mixed signals.”

      “Megan, I can’t give ye what ye want.”

      She flopped back into the sleeping bag with an exasperated sigh. “Then why did you even bother to rescue me last night?”

      He finally faced her. “That’s not fair.”

      “Really? Because I find this sex yoyo pretty unfair.”

      “Megan—”

      “No, I’m serious. You can’t keep doing this, Zander. You push me away and you pull me back. Make up your mind!”

      Zander opened his mouth, closed it, then tried again. In the end he turned his back to her and tugged his clothes on, before escaping from the tent.

      Megan rolled onto her stomach, fighting the urge to cry. She’d spent years hoping she could be the kind of girl Zander could want, but she was at her wit’s end. She always tried to see the best in people and let worries roll off her back, but Zander made it impossible. Every day she spent with him she felt more and more tangled in his complicated web of emotions. She didn’t want to give up on him but at what cost to herself? Her heart felt like a punching bag. It wouldn’t hurt so bad if she didn’t know that he cared. But he did. She felt it every time they touched. But what did it matter if he was determined to push her away?

      She’d never met anyone who made her feel more foolish, or more in love. It was infuriating, and she was sick of letting Zander get away with it. Shoving on her clothes, Megan gathered her courage and unzipped the tent flap, climbing out into the cold.

      Zander was knelt over a pile of soaked wood trying to start a fire. His gorgeous face was lined with stubble and determination. Megan felt a familiar ache twist around her heart and she wondered if there would ever be a time when she could look at him without it hurting.

      She picked up her bruised ego and marched past him.

      “Where are ye going?” he asked.

      “What do you care?”

      He grabbed her arm and pulled her to him.

      “Let go,” she growled.

      “No.”

      “You don’t want me, Zander. So just leave me alone.”

      “That’s not true.”

      She laughed. “Right. You like fucking me, but that’s it.”

      “Christ, woman! I’m fucking crazy about ye! Is that what ye want to hear?”

      “Yes!”

      Zander threw his hands up. “But it doesn’t matter.”

      “How can it not matter?”

      “Because we’re never gonna work.”

      “That’s because you won’t even try!”

      “Megan, I have been trying. That’s what I’m trying to tell ye.”

      She reached a hand out to his cheek. His eyes closed against her touch like it was painful. “Zander, just let me in.”

      “I can’t.”

      His eyes snapped open, pleading. “Megan, ye make me feel lost.”

      “Maybe that’s a good thing?”

      “How? How is feeling lost a good thing?”

      “Maybe you need to get lost before you can find yourself.”

      Zander shook his head, but Megan could see the fight slipping out of him. She pulled him closer, kissing him softly.

      “This is never going to work,” he murmured.

      “You don’t know that.”

      “Ye want more than I can give.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I know.”

      “Maybe I only want to kiss you.”

      “Do ye?”

      She kissed him again, but he broke it off early.

      “But is that all ye want, Megan? Just kisses? No strings?”

      Megan slumped down from her tiptoes, and shook her head.

      “Thought so.”

      

      Zander

      

      Zander packed up the wet tent in silence. One more day—that’s all he had to get through. They planned to hike to Torc Falls so Megan could get the last shots she needed. It was early. The hike was five miles, but if they made good time maybe they’d even be able to hike back out and Zander would be able to avoid one more excruciating night torturing himself by sleeping next to the angel he knew he couldn’t keep.

      The sooner this was over the better. Zander was convinced there was no way he’d survive much more of this. He found himself wondering if he and Megan would’ve ever had a chance. Even if she lived in Ireland or he in Boston, it didn’t feel possible to withstand such insufferable desire. It was unbearable to feel so much for one person.

      Megan made him feel like he was one short circuit away from a full-blown black out. She made his heart want to seize. He was constantly worried about her, thinking of her, missing her—even when she was right next to him.

      And no matter how hard he pushed her away, she kept clawing at his walls. It was like she could see something he couldn’t.

      He desperately wished she were right—that they could work, that he could try. But even if he could muster the courage to give her his heart, what was the point? She’d only break it in a few months when she handed it back. Or worse, what if he didn’t even last that long? What if he let her in and she saw the extent of his damage and it sent her running?

      That would be worse. But it was a very real possibility. Zander was convinced he was impossible to love. Why else would he have been abandoned so many times? He was so used to everyone he let in letting him down or leaving him that he couldn’t stomach the idea of letting it happen again. Better to be the one doing the leaving.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30

          

        

      

    

    
      Megan

      

      Zander set a grueling pace to Torc Falls. Megan was lagging behind for most of the hike, her anger simmering. She found herself slowing down on purpose to see just how far he’d let her get before he stopped. Apparently far.

      A few times Megan found herself jogging to catch up when she lost sight of Zander. Even though he’d wounded her pride this morning, her fear of getting lost in the forest again was too raw to let her pride win out.

      Again Megan wondered why Zander had even bothered to rescue her last night. Maybe he only enjoyed playing the hero when there was promise of reward? After their fight this morning she was more sure than ever that he wasn’t going to let her back in. She should’ve just accepted defeat. She knew there were more fish in the sea. But like Ahab, Megan had a stubborn streak a mile long and she couldn’t get her proverbial white whale out of her head.

      When they finally stopped for a modest lunch of stale PB&J’s and apples, Megan’s frustration had reached an all time high. She hated letting people get away with mistreating her and she could feel her anger building. Even if it wouldn’t change anything, Megan had a growing desire to give Zander a piece of her mind.

      Normally she would’ve tried to let it go, but her ‘suck it up buttercup’ attitude was diminished after a grueling hike in soggy boots. Her feet were killing her and her damn pack was rubbing her shoulders raw. She schlepped it against a tree and plunked down as close as she could to Zander just to piss him off.

      He gave her a wary look and scooted over to give himself some breathing room.

      “Ya know what I think is funny?” Megan asked irritably tearing into her last pack of Nerds. “Sam and Devon were right about you.”

      “I’m sorry?” Zander asked glancing at her sideways.

      “They tried to warn me that you weren’t the guy I thought you were. That it was all an act, but stupid me, I didn’t believe them.”

      Zander didn’t respond so Megan continued.

      “You should really come with a disclaimer if this is the way you treat people. At least give fair warning, ya know?” She added, “Proceed at your own risk,” in her official reporter voice.

      Zander glared at her. “People don’t come with warning labels, Megan.”

      “Well they should.”

      He snorted. “Oh yeah? And what would mine say?”

      She didn’t miss a beat. “Contents under pressure. Handle with care.”

      

      Zander

      

      Zander was stunned silent by the accuracy of Megan’s statement. He wrapped the rest of his sandwich up and stuffed it into his bag. He didn’t have an appetite anyway. He climbed to his feet, grabbed his pack and picked up the trail again, leaving Megan clamoring to catch up.

      “Do you know what mine would say?” she yelled when she reached him. “My label?”

      Zander ignored her, charging on.

      “It’d say fool! Idiot. Moron. Most likely to be used and still come back for more.”

      Zander whirled on her. “Megan, what do ye want from me?”

      “I want the truth!”

      “I told ye the truth. We don’t work.”

      “No, all you told me was that you’re crazy about me, but just not crazy enough to want more than a few one night stands.”

      “That’s not it.”

      “Then what is it? You say it’s not Tabitha. You say it’s not my asthma, but it has to be something. Just tell me. Lay it all out so I understand what the hell I did wrong, Zander, because I can’t figure it out.” The anger in her voice was strangled by a sob. “Stop being a God damned infuriating mystery with no end. Just tell me the whole story once and for all so I can hang up this fucked up chapter of my life and move on.”

      Zander’s heart beat against his ribs with painful ferocity, begging him to go to her. But he couldn’t, he was frozen to the spot. Nothing he said or did could make things right. The answer to her question was simple. He would ruin her like he ruined all things, but he couldn’t say it. She wouldn’t believe him and he’d only hurt her worse. Hell, he’d already started to wreck her.

      Megan stood before him, a sobbing shadow of the girl she’d once been, the girl he’d fallen in love with.

      “Zander, please. I can’t keep doing this. I don’t want to make this mistake again. I can’t keep handing my heart over to someone who’s going to stomp all over it. I don’t want to hurt like this anymore.”

      “And ye think I do?” he shouted, finally reaching his breaking point. “Do ye think I want to be the one left behind over and over again? But that’s just the way it is, Megan. I’m doing ye a favor. I’m saving ye time. You’d leave me in the end, just like everyone else.”

      “Everyone else? Who? Stop being so God damned cryptic and tell me what the hell you’re talking about!”

      “I’m talking about Sophie and Devon and Sam. I’m talking about my sister, my parents! How can I expect ye to stay if my own family couldn’t?”

      “Zander . . .”

      “No, Megan. It’s the truth. Ye wanted to know what the hell’s wrong with me, this is it. I’m broken. Ye said it yourself. I’m broken and no one can stomach sticking with me.”

      A bewildered smile crossed her lips. “That’s it? People always leave? That’s your major problem?”

      “Is that not enough?” he bellowed.

      “No Zander, it’s not. Devon and Sam haven’t left you. They’re in college. And your sister hasn’t left. She moved to Cork, that’s what . . . a few hours away? They haven’t left you. And besides, they’re not yours. They don’t owe you anything. They have to live their own lives.”

      “They were my friends. My family.”

      “They still are. They’re just following their hearts and pursuing happiness. That’s what life is about. That’s what you’re supposed to do.”

      Zander dragged his fingers through his hair. “Ye don’t understand . . . it’s not that simple.”

      

      Megan

      

      Megan could see the anguish in Zander’s eyes. She knew she was pushing him dangerously close to the edge of something ugly. She placed her hand on his arm hoping to soothe him.

      “Zander, I can’t speak for anyone else in your life and how they may have wronged you, but I can speak for myself. I’m not the one leaving, you’re pushing me away.”

      “For yer own good,” he muttered.

      She shook her head. “You say people always leave, but maybe it’s because you push them away.”

      He shook his head not wanting to hear her.

      “You have to give someone a chance.”

      “All I do is give people chances. But the outcome is always the same. My own parents left me, Megan. How can I expect anyone else to stay when the people who are supposed to love me couldn’t.”

      “Zander . . . I’m not your parents. You can’t let their mistakes shape your life.”

      “It’s not just that! It’s everything. It’s my job, this life! I can’t do it like this . . . everyone left and I can’t do it alone.”

      “Zander, part of growing up is learning when to ask for help. You don’t have to do everything alone.”

      “Yes I do! That’s what I’m trying to tell ye. I have no one left to lean on!”

      “What about me? I’m here. I’m standing right in front of you and you’re still pushing me away.”

      

      Zander

      

      A vast emptiness opened inside of Zander. She was right. She was still here, begging to be let in and he still couldn’t do it. He felt the fight slipping out of him and he set his heavy pack down, rubbing the sudden weariness from his face.

      “It’s my flaw, Megan. It’s why I’m destined to be alone. I can’t let anyone in. That’s why we were good when ye were in Boston. Ye couldn’t get too close and I couldn’t drive ye away.”

      “That’s not good enough, Zander.” Megan threw her gear down and shoved him. “It’s not good enough.”

      “I know! That’s what I’m trying to tell ye,” he erupted. “I’m not good enough. Ye can’t fix me.”

      “You don’t have a problem that needs to be fixed. You’re just lonely and in over your head, but it’s your own fault. You can’t fix everything yourself. You have to let people in.”

      “If I have a problem I need to be able to fix it myself. I’ve learned I can’t count on anyone but myself.”

      “Well that’s a pretty sad outlook on life.”

      “It’s a realistic one.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      He raged inside. “And what would ye know about it? Yer life is perfect!”

      Megan reeled back like he’d slapped her. “My life has been far from perfect. Did you know my dad left us when I was six? There was a time when my mom worked three jobs to keep a roof over our heads and we didn’t know where our next meal was coming from. I learned pretty quickly that if we were going to survive we were going to have to work together and take all the help we could get. And you know what? We survived—together. And it taught me to be grateful and appreciate life. It taught me to forge connections and give second chances. And most of all it taught me not to let others dictate my life.”

      Zander blinked back his shock. “I’m sorry. I-I didn’t know.”

      “Of course you didn’t. I don’t sit around whining about my problems. Life’s too short. I spend my time living, not bitching.”

      “So . . . Stan . . . he’s not yer father?”

      “He’s my step-dad. But that’s not the point. It’s that we didn’t give up. Life goes on and if you let it, it gets better. I don’t know why my real dad left us or why Stan found us. Maybe it was fate or maybe it was simple chance. But I wouldn’t be here if I’d try to do it all on my own.”

      “Maybe yer right, Megan. Maybe I wish I could be more like ye, but I’m not. And I can’t change overnight.”

      “And neither can I.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you were right before. I’m always going to want more than you’re willing to give. I want equal partnership. I want someone to be as good for me as I am for them. I want someone to trust . . . all the way . . . not just maybe.”

      Zander felt the bottom dropping out of his world. He wanted desperately to give her all of those things, but deep down he knew he would fail. “Maybe’s not enough, Megan. I know that. But’s it’s all I can offer.”

      Tears welled in Megan’s tranquil blue eyes. “Then maybe it’s time this is over.”
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      Zander

      

      Zander hadn’t waited to hear more after Megan’s declaration of defeat. His pulse had been hammering too loud to make out words after that point anyway. He didn’t even deem a response. Besides, what could he say? He’d ruined everything, including himself. Something had snapped within him, and an insatiable need to flee took over.

      He was on the verge of breaking down and all he knew was that he needed to be alone when he did. He could barely face his own weakness, but having Megan witness it would be unbearable. A twisting emptiness filled his heart, fueling him on, and he was desperate to outrun it.

      Zander had a vague recollection that his feet were carrying him upward as he scrabbled up the steep terrain. He could hear the rush of the waterfall growing near, but its sound was nothing beyond the screaming turmoil that was echoing in his skull. He pushed harder, punishing himself. Heart, lungs, muscles—they all must pay for his inadequacies. He needed something to hurt worse than the brokenness inside him.

      Physical pain was something he knew, something he could master. Pain centered him. It gave him something to focus on. It was all he thought of as he charged up the side of the sheer mountain running dangerously close to the waterfall.

      

      Megan

      

      “Where are you going?” Megan shouted after Zander.

      He’d fled like a spooked deer, bounding up the mountain away from her.

      “I’d like to point out that you’re the one leaving!” she called.

      Stubborn Irish bastard.

      “People always leave, my ass,” she grumbled under her breath.

      Zander had another thing coming if he thought he was going to add her name to his list of deserters. She tied the laces of her boots tighter and charged after him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Megan’s progress up the slick rocks was painfully slow. She was still trying to figure out how Zander had made it look so easy when she heard a bone-shattering scream.

      Her heart jumped to her throat. “Zander!”

      His answer was another gut-wrenching cry that sent a chill racing down her spin.

      She doubled her efforts, her lungs burning as she scrambled up the rocks as if chased by a demon. By the time she got to him, her fingers were bloody and raw from gripping the unforgiving terrain.

      Zander lay on his back, a gash dripping blood from just above his eyebrow. But the worst of it was his leg. It jutted out at an impossible angle and he writhed in pain trying to unpin it from the rocks that weighed it down.

      “Zander!” Megan rushed to his side. “My God! What happened?”

      He grunted, unable to get words out through his gritted teeth as he shoved at the rocks that trapped him.

      “Stop moving! Let me help you.”

      Slowly, Megan worked at the rocks, cringing each time Zander screamed in pain. When his leg was finally free the relief she expected didn’t come. Blood pooled around his ankle and it was clear that his injury was severe.

      “Can you stand?” she asked.

      Zander tried and failed. Megan steadied him, putting her shoulder beneath his arm. But even with her supporting his full weight, Zander could barely manage to stay upright for more than a minute at a time. It became apparently clear that Zander wouldn’t be able to walk out of forest on his own, and Megan feared her help wouldn’t be enough.

      Mist from the waterfall cloaked them like a fine silk, making the mossy rocks even slicker. Megan had barely been able to manage the climb on her own. There was no way she could do it supporting Zander’s massive frame and he knew it.

      Panting, Zander sat down, leaning against the damp mountainside. “There’s an access road about two miles from the base of the waterfall.”

      “No!” Megan objected. “I’m not leaving you.”

      “Ye have to. I’m not gonna make it down the mountain.”

      “You just need to catch your breath. We’re making progress,” she argued.

      Zander shook his head and Megan’s hope weakened as she realized they’d only traveled a few feet from where she’d found him. They were probably somewhere near the middle of the falls. Climbing up wasn’t an option on his leg, and down wasn’t much better.

      Zander continued. “When ye get to the base of the falls there’s a trail. Follow it to the road. It’ll take ye back to the ranger station. It’s a far hike, but if we’re lucky there could be a ranger patrolling the road.”

      “No, Zander! I’m not leaving you.” How could she when he’d just admitted his biggest fear was abandonment? If she walked out on him now there’s no telling the emotional turmoil he’d suffer.

      Zander closed his eyes tightly. Megan could tell he was fighting against the pain that must be eating him alive—from his injuries and the prospects of being left behind. “Megan.” He said her name like a plea. “Ye have to go.”

      “It’s better if we stay together. Someone will come.”

      “No. They won’t.”

      “They will! We’re near the falls. It’s a tourist attraction.”

      “Not in February,” he muttered.

      “Then Sam and Devon. They’ll send someone when they don’t hear from us.”

      “Not in time. We’re not due back for another day, we have no cellphone service and my leg . . .” he swallowed. “It’s bad, Megan. Ye have to go for help.”

      “I’m not leaving.”

      “If ye don’t—”

      “No!” she yelled. “If you think we’re going to fail then we will. You have to stay positive.”

      Zander closed his eyes again and leaned his head back, grunting as he tried to find relief, shifting his weight further from his injured leg. Megan’s heart was tearing itself in two. She couldn’t stand to watch him suffer. She knelt close to him taking his cheeks in her battered hands. She didn’t know what to do to take the pain away but she was desperate to do something. Megan pressed her lips to his forehead. “I can’t leave you,” she whispered.

      Zander opened his pain-shot eyes, giving her a long, pleading look. He pulled her toward him and kissed her lips. “Please,” he begged. “Please go, Megan.”

      Tears welled in her eyes as the mist turned to rain. Their situation was getting worse by the minute. Zander wasn’t wearing a jacket and their packs had been left behind—cast aside in the heat of their argument. The sun was already making its descent. Even if someone did come, it wouldn’t be until morning, and Megan and Zander’s odds of surviving the night weren’t great. He was right—she had to find help.

      “Okay,” she whispered. “But I’m coming back.”

      “I know.” But his eyes said he didn’t believe it.

      “I am, Zander. I promise.”

      

      Zander

      

      Before Megan left, she’d insisted on finding Zander a more sheltered spot to wait out the rain that had turned from a fine mist to raging downpour. It had been absolute agony trying to move the few yards to the rocky overhang she’d found, but at least it was dry.

      Zander wiped his mouth as he leaned back against the cold cave-like outcropping. He had vomited twice from the pain trying to get there. He was almost certain the gash to his shin was deep enough to reach bone, but the searing pain that radiated through his knee was worse. It had finally given out when he was blindly charging up the mountain.

      When his knee buckled, he’d heard a sickening pop. Something snapped and the sudden pain had made him lose his footing. He tumbled down the steep ridge, sending an avalanche of stone behind him. He was lucky to be alive, or perhaps unlucky. Zander could feel death waiting to steal him.

      There was no way he and Megan would survive a night in the elements without proper shelter. He didn’t even have a jacket and his clothes were soaked through from the rain. Hypothermia was a very real risk in this situation.

      But he’d be damned if his stupidity would cost Megan. He needed to get her to leave him. If she kept moving, it would keep her core temperature up and there was hope that she’d make it to shelter.

      “Megan, ye need to go, now. Yer losing light.”

      She stilled. She’s been doting on him, cleaning the wound on his head with the soft lining of her glove. He knew she was procrastinating.

      Her face was etched with worry. “What if I can’t find my way back?”

      “Ye will.”

      She looked at their surroundings, doubt swimming in her beautiful blue eyes. Suddenly, she pulled off her boots and tugged off her red socks. “I’ll leave pieces of these behind.”

      Zander did his best to give her an encouraging smile. “Good. Now get going.”

      Megan leaned in, wrapping her arms around him one last time.

      Zander tried to memorize her touch.

      “I’ll come back,” she whispered desperately.

      “I know.”

      She kissed his forehead lightly and shrugged out of her jacket, draping it over his chest.

      “No, Megan. Take it with ye.”

      “You can give it to me when I come back,” she murmured before backing out of the overhang.

      Zander’s heart hammered as they stared at each other for a long moment. And then she was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

        

      

    

    
      Megan

      

      Megan thundered down the mountain at breakneck speed. She knew she should take it slower and use caution, but fear drove her on. The sun was already sinking in the sky and she was desperate to reach the road Zander had given her directions to before dark. There would be no hope of her finding her way back to him once night fell.

      She’d used Zander’s pocketknife to leave torn pieces of her red Gryffindor socks, marking a path back to him. But they would do her little good in the dark. The thought pushed her on.

      Megan allowed herself quick moments to stop and check her phone for service while she caught her breath, but it was useless. The no service icon greeted her each time. Still, she typed out an SOS message to Sam and Devon, praying she might cross a miracle pocket of cell service that would deliver her distress call.

      She reached the bottom of the waterfall sooner than she’d expected. Megan followed the trail Zander described and made it to the road. It was deserted and the light was fading quickly. She rubbed her arms and jogged in place to stay warm as she desperately hoped to see headlights.

      An hour later the road was still empty. Megan had a choice to make. Attempt the near ten-mile hike to the ranger’s station or go back to Zander?

      She checked the time. She had about an hour left before the sun was completely absorbed by night. An idea stirred her and she made her decision.

      

      Zander

      

      Zander assumed he was hallucinating when he saw Megan coming toward him through the mist. It wouldn’t be the first time he thought he saw her. He’d spent the hours since Megan had left thinking of nothing but her—reliving each of their kisses, begging his mind to recall her sweet floral scent and the feel of her peach-soft skin.

      He shivered as his grip on reality slipped away. The temperature was dropping and Zander could see each frigid breath he exhaled. He shifted deeper into Megan’s jacket, disgusted he hadn’t the strength to stand up and wrap it around her shoulders before she’d left.

      Guilt gnawed at him as he shoved his numb hands into the pockets of her jacket. His fingers wrapped around something silken and he pulled out a single yellow daisy. Zander was stricken by how much the stubborn flower reminded him of Megan—it’s beauty relentless and unyielding, even in such inhospitable conditions.

      Megan was Zander’s willful daisy, determined to make him see beauty and light even when drowning in his own darkness.

      “Zander?”

      Megan’s voice shattered Zander’s hallucination and he dropped the flower, startled to see her beautiful face staring back at him. She had raindrops tangled in her dark eyelashes and he smiled, sure he’d never seen something so lovely.

      

      Megan

      

      Megan was so relieved she’d made it back to Zander that she was near tears. She crawled next to him, dragging her pack behind her. Her plan had worked. She’d found her way back to their abandoned packs, put on his jacket, gathered everything that would help them survive, and made her way to Zander.

      “Megan?” Zander whispered, sounding astonished to see her again.

      “I told you I’d come back,” she panted, throwing her arms around him.

      He was shaking and she quickly dug through her pack, pulling out a small wax fire starter log, along with the kindling she’d collected. With the help of Zander’s lighter, she had a tiny fire blazing in minutes.

      “It’s not much, but it’ll help,” she offered.

      Zander was still staring at her in disbelief.

      “Ye didn’t go to the road?” he finally asked.

      “I did. I waited and waited but there was no one.” She frowned, picking up his frozen hand. “Please don’t be mad, but I couldn’t just leave you here alone all night. I can try again tomorrow.”

      “I’m not mad,” he whispered, pulling her tight to his chest. “How could I be mad? Ye came back.”

      “I told you I would.” She laughed at the absurdity of their situation. She clung to him. “We’re in this together now.”

      Zander repeated the word, like it was foreign to him. “Together.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      They spent the rest of the frigid night huddled together under their sleeping bags and the tarp Megan had pilfered from Zander’s pack. Megan forced him to eat and drink, and demanded he move every few hours to keep his blood pumping. She didn’t know if it was the right thing to do, but she’d seen enough survival movies to feel her actions had merit.

      She wanted to keep Zander conscious. He seemed to be drifting in and out of coherence, which prickled at Megan’s nerves. The gash on his head had clotted, but there was no telling how hard he’d hit it. She was afraid he might have a concussion. Then there was his leg. An alarming amount of blood soaked his pant leg from knee to ankle, but Zander was in too much pain to let Megan examine his injury—not that there was much she’d be able to do for him. She didn’t have any medical training and their supplies were limited. Her best hope was to keep his spirits up.

      “This is kinda of like Hunger Games,” she said, hoping to get him talking.

      Zander’s slight smirk was the only indication that he’d heard her.

      “You know . . . the part where Katniss and Peta are hiding in the cave?” She laughed. “But at least we have Nerds,” Megan said, shaking the box of candy.

      The sugar was helping her stay awake and she forced Zander to eat some as well.

      “I always wanted to be Katniss,” Megan added. “Do you think I could pull it off for Halloween?”

      “Mmm,” Zander murmured.

      Concern swept through Megan. She shook Zander’s shoulder forcing him to look at her. “Zander, stay with me, okay?”

      “I’m here,” he mumbled.

      “Good. Keep talking. We need to stay awake.”

      They were probably only a few hours from dawn. The last of the wax logs was fading and Megan felt the frosty temperature biting at them again. They would make it. They had to. She refused to let her story end this way.

      Megan snuggled into Zander’s chest, comforted by the steady rise and fall of his breathing.

      “Tell me a story,” she begged. “Something I don’t know.”

      She felt him exhale but he was silent for so long she worried he may have fallen asleep. She was just about to check when his voice slipped through the night as silent as a thief.

      

      “I was the last one with her,” he whispered, his voice heavy with pain. “I was there and I didn’t help her.”

      Megan didn’t move. She wanted to ask him what he was talking about, but the ache in his voice was like a spell she was terrified to disturb.

      “I was there . . .” he said again. “I should’ve saved her.”

      Zander’s voice cracked and it tore something loose in Megan. She sat up, pressing her lips to his temple and pulling him close. “Who,” she asked.

      “My mother,” he croaked.

      Megan watched the anguish fill his green eyes and her heart went out to him. She took both of his hands in hers. “Tell me.”

      Zander let out a shuddering sigh. “My father was a drunk. Did I ever tell ye that?”

      She shook her head.

      “He beat my mother nearly every night of his miserable life, and I did nothing to stop it.”

      “You were a kid, Zander. It wasn’t your job to stop it.”

      He shook his head, lost in the painful memories. “I should’ve done more. I should’ve tried to stop him. And now I’ll always wonder if it would’ve made a difference.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “One day the fighting got worse than usual. They didn’t know I was home from school, but I was. I hid in my room, wishing the yelling would stop. Then I heard a crash and the door slam. I found my mother lying at the bottom of the steps.” He shivered. “My father just left her lying there. He must’ve taken off so, I-I took her to bed. She should’ve gone to the hospital, but I took her to bed. She said she just needed to lie down. But she-she didn’t get back up.”

      Megan felt tears burning tracks down her cheeks as her heart squeezed for Zander.

      “I stayed with her, holding her hand. I thought she was just sleeping. But then she got cold. She was so cold, and her lips . . . they turned white. That’s when I knew.” He inhaled sharply. “She was so cold. She wasn’t breathing and I . . . I let it happen.”

      “Zander . . .” Megan didn’t know what to say. No words would make what he’d gone through okay. She couldn’t believe Zander felt he had to keep this part of himself hidden from her. It explained so much. Why he’d freaked out when she’d had her asthma attack and when he’d thought he’d lost her in the woods. Both times she’d been ice cold, her lips probably blue. She was practically a walking ghost of what he’d endured with his mother.

      “Zander, I’m so sorry. But it wasn’t your fault.”

      He shook his head. “It was his fault, but I didn’t stop him, so I’m just as guilty.”

      “Zander, your father is the only one who’s guilty.”

      He huffed a bitter laugh. “Then why did he get rewarded for killing her?”

      “What?”

      “He cashed in her life insurance and then he left us like we were nothing. That’s why Cara had to marry Henry James. She’ll never admit it but I know it’s true. We had no money and she had to keep us afloat. All of it . . . my whole life, it’s all built on a lie.”

      A startling realization prickled Megan’s scalp with goose bumps. “Zander, who else knows the truth?”

      He shrugged. “No one.”

      She couldn’t believe it. “Not even Cara?”

      “I couldn’t tell her. My father made me swear not to. He said he’d go to jail if the truth came out about my mother, and Cara and I would be split up in foster homes.”

      “How long have you kept this secret?”

      “Ten years.”

      Megan shook her head, completely at a loss as to how Zander had managed to carry such a burden. He was twenty-two. That meant he’d been alone with this nightmare since he was twelve. No wonder he was terrified to let anyone in.

      She placed her hands on either side of his face. “Zander, I need you to hear me. You’re not alone anymore. I’m here. And I’m not going anywhere. We’re gonna get out of here and we’re gonna get you help.”
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      Zander

      

      Zander blinked as the first light of dawn broke through the mist, lighting their shelter. They’d somehow made it through the night. Their fire had died out long ago but Megan refused to let Zander give up. She proved him wrong, time and time again. He was humbled by how fiercely she fought to protect him against the elements and his own dark thoughts. She had so much faith in him. And maybe it was time he had some too.
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* * *

      Zander’s heart ached as he watched Megan prepare to hike back down to the road again. Though he knew it was their only chance of survival, he didn’t want to let her go. He felt so much stronger when he was with her. The prospect of spending the day alone was eating at his resolve.

      “Okay,” she said, leaning in to kiss him lightly on the lips. “I guess I’m ready.”

      He nodded, holding her to him for a moment longer. “Megan . . .” he started, his forehead pressed against hers. “I need to tell ye—”

      “No,” she said, pressing a finger to his lips. “You can tell me when I come back.”

      He bit back the strangling ache in his throat and nodded.

      “I’ll come back, Zander. I promise you.”

      She kissed him once more and then disappeared into the mist.

      

      Megan

      

      Megan finally stumbled out onto the service road, collapsing to her knees. Her lungs were burning and even her inhaler didn’t seem to help, but she had to keep going. She told herself she’d only rest for a minute, but as the seconds ticked by, it became harder and harder to find the will to climb back to her feet. She ate the last of the chocolate bar she’d been saving, hoping the sugar would give her the last bit of strength she needed.

      It was still raining and the cold wet drops mixed with her tears as she sent up a silent prayer for strength.

      “Just a little bit further,” she told herself heaving to her frozen feet.

      She took two faltering steps and pictured Zander waiting for her. It summoned strength from some unknown reserve. Megan trudged forward, picturing everyone she loved—her mom and Stan, Sam and Devon, Zander . . . She couldn’t give up. “Just keep going,” she begged her frozen limbs. “Just a little bit longer.”

      All at once the forest filled with the roar of an engine. Megan screamed when she saw headlights splitting the mist. Salvation! Her lungs crackled as she screamed and waved her arms, running toward the vehicle like a crazed banshee. It came to a halt feet from her and the doors of the muddy truck sprang open.

      Two rangers ran toward her.

      “Miss Fields?” the one with the flashlight asked.

      “Yes!” she yelled shaking with relief.

      “We’ve been looking for ye.”

      “You have?”

      “Yer friends said they received an SOS from you and Mr. O’Leary?”

      Sam and Devon had come through.

      “Yes! Yes! He’s injured. I can take you to him.”
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* * *

      When Megan caught sight of the last scrap of red sock hanging from the tree outside their shelter she wept. She’d made it. They were going to be okay.

      She led the two rangers to Zander’s lean-to, shouting his name as she pulled back the tarp. He lay just where she left him, clutching a single yellow daisy in his hands.

      “Zander! I came back,” she said, kneeling to shake his shoulders.

      He didn’t move and panic stabbed her in the heart, stealing her breath. She touched his ice-cold cheeks and recoiled with fear. “No! Zander! Zander?”

      The rangers rushed passed her as the world blurred.

      No! It couldn’t end like this. She’d made it. She’d found help and made her way back to him. Zander didn’t get to give up now. She’d done her part and she needed him to be okay. She rocked back and forth on her knees praying for a miracle as her tears traced lonely paths down her frozen cheeks.

      Megan’s chest burned with excursion and fear. Her breaths came fast and shallow as she whispered Zander’s name over and over again like a prayer.

      A rasping cough brought Megan back to reality and she froze with disbelief when she saw Zander flinch away from the smelling salts the rangers held under his nose. He was alive!

      She crawled over to him, unable to believe her prayers had been answered. Zander’s eyes looked wildly around, finally settling on her. Megan reached out and took his hand. “I came back,” she whispered, finally letting exhaustion pull her under. She slumped against the wet earth, gasping for breath and then the world went black.
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      Zander

      

      Zander only had flashes of memories from their harrowing rescue. Foil blankets. Yellow backboards. Paramedics. Flashing lights. Sirens. The shrill beep of medical equipment. But the one thing that was crystal clear was Megan, returning for him, moments before she collapsed.

      He’d wanted to go to her and his body raged against its inadequacy. People were hovering over him, fussing about his injuries, but what about her? What about Megan? She’d been his last conscious thought, and as he blinked the world back into focus, she was his first.

      Zander could make out the sterile walls of a darkened hospital room. He tried to sit up but his body resisted. He looked down to see a thick white bandage wrapped from thigh to shin. He felt around gingerly, assessing his pain, but only found a dull ache. He must’ve been pumped full of some powerful drugs.

      Growling with effort, Zander gabbed the edges of his hospital bed, tugging himself into a sitting positing.

      “Whoa! Steady on, mate,” coaxed Devon’s familiar voice.

      Zander turned toward his voice, startled to see his friend rise from the chair stationed at his bedside.

      “Okay there?” Devon asked, concern in his eyes.

      “Devon?”

      “That’s right.” Devon grinned, putting a steady hand on Zander’s back. “Christ, are ye a sight for sore eyes, mate?”

      Zander tried shifting his legs.

      “Go easy. You’ve got quite a few stitches in that knee a yers.”

      Zander ignored Devon, still struggling to prop himself up. “Megan? Where is she?”

      “She’s fine. Sam’s in her room with her.”

      Panic ripped through Zander and a nearby monitor began to beep. “She’s in the hospital?”

      “Yeah, just a few rooms down.”

      “I need to see her.”

      “Zander, Megs is fine. She’s being looked after.”

      “I need to see her!” he bellowed.

      

      Megan

      

      Megan was clutching Sam’s hand, reliving the traumatic ordeal she and Zander had suffered when she heard a roar fill the hall. A group of nurses rushed past her room and Sam jogged to the door and peered after them. When she came back her mouth was in a grim line.

      “Zander?” Megan asked, already knowing the answer.

      Sam nodded.

      “Can you take me to him?”

      Sam smirked, already pulling the wheelchair over to Megan’s bed. “I’m pretty sure that’s the only way we’re gonna keep him in that bed.”

      Megan felt fine. The doctors were just being overly cautious due to her history of asthma and the hypothermic conditions she’d suffered. Her body was depleted from her ordeal. She felt like she could sleep for a month and no matter how many blankets Sam wrapped around her, Megan couldn’t shake the memory of cold from her bones.

      The IV she’d been hooked to didn’t help either. It was replacing her fluids but Megan felt like it was dripping pure ice into her veins. Sam expertly unhooked it and helped Megan into a robe before letting her climb into the wheelchair.

      As Sam wheeled Megan down the hall, the ruckus from Zander’s room grew louder. She could hear him screaming orders and obscenities at the hospital staff.

      “I don’t care about yer God damned policies. I want to see her now!” Zander roared. “I’ll buy this fucking hospital wing if I have to!”

      Megan called Zander’s name when Sam finally wheeled her into his room, but he didn’t hear her over his own shouting. Sam let out an ear-splitting whistle that silenced the melee and Zander locked eyes with Megan.

      Tears sprang to his eyes and his face cracked with a mixture of agony and relief. Megan was out of the wheelchair in an instant. She ran to his bed and threw her arms around him. Zander pushed the bedrail down and hoisted Megan onto his bed, crushing her to his chest while he kissed her face over and over, whispering her name like a chant.

      They’d made it. They’d truly survived. Until that moment, it hadn’t seemed real. And until Zander finally wrapped Megan in his embrace she hadn’t felt whole. But as his warmth poured through her and his heart beat against her chest, she felt hope flood through her. They’d made it out together. And that was enough.

      “Let’s give them a minute,” Sam said ushering Devon and the shocked nurses out of the hospital room.

      

      Zander

      

      When they were finally alone, Zander took Megan’s face in his trembling hands, kissing away her tears. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered.

      “Zander, stop. You have nothing to be sorry for.”

      “But I do. I put ye through hell.”

      “But we made it out,” she said. “Together.”

      Tears slid down Zander’s cheeks and Megan wiped them away.

      “Ye say yer not the girl that fixes people, but ye do. Ye fixed me, Megan.”

      She huffed a laugh. “I’m pretty sure I broke you. Look where you are,” she said gesturing to his hospital room.

      Zander smiled into her raven hair. “Maybe ye did, but I don’t know what I’d do without ye in my life.”

      “You might act a little less crazy toward the hospital staff?” she teased.

      He grinned. “Ye do make me crazy, woman.”

      “You’re really bad at this, you know?” Megan smirked. “I save your life and now you’re calling me crazy.”

      Zander pulled her tighter to his chest. “I’m sorry, but it’s the truth. I’m crazy about ye and I should’ve told ye from the moment ye stepped off that plane. Yer stubborn and impulsive and strong and funny and braver than anyone I’ve ever known, and the only thing I know for certain is that I want ye in my life. I need ye in my life.” Zander took a deep steadying breath. He suddenly felt like he was about to leap off of a cliff. “What I’m failing miserably at saying, is that I love everything about ye, Megan. I’m in love with ye. And it’s the most terrifying thing I’ve ever felt. But I’m even more scared to stop.”

      “Then don’t,” she whispered, pressing her lips to his. “Because I love you, too. And I’m never going to stop.”

      Joy ripped through Zander more powerful than any drug the doctors had plied him with as he wrapped Megan in his arms, kissing her with a lifetime of unbidden love—obliterating all thoughts of maybe.
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      Megan

      

      Megan scarcely left Zander’s side after their tearful hospital reunion. Their relationship blossomed quickly. But this time they both knew they were sure. They'd saved each other and in doing so, tore down any illusions that they could ever be just friends. Zander hadn't even been willing to let Megan go back to her room for the remainder of their hospital stay. He ordered a bed be brought to his room for her.

      Secretly, Megan found Zander’s display of authority irresistibly sexy. Maybe there was something to having enough money to order around hospital staff? However, Zander's authority didn't hold the same clout once they returned to the James’ Estate.

      Devon and Sam were unimpressed with Zander’s demands. They had no sympathy for his open affection for Megan, ordering them back to their separate rooms to "recover.” Sam and Devon were eventually relieved of their hall monitors duties when Cara arrived.

      Sam’s father had stayed on as well to make sure everyone was getting the care they needed. And when Zander’s strength returned everyone sat down with him to address the disturbing truths Megan had uncovered while they’d been stranded in the forest.

      Megan had been nervous telling everyone about Zander’s secret without his permission, but she knew he needed help and refused to see him suffer any longer. In the end Zander was grateful. Everyone rallied around him as Megan knew they would if he’d only asked.

      Cara decided to move back into the James’ Estate. Having Cara, her cheerful fiancé and the children around only helped speed Zander’s recovery.

      Sam’s father extended his stay in Ireland, taking the reins of Cor-Tec until Zander could get back on his feet. Thomas Connors implemented some major changes in the company as well, increasing personnel and support three-fold when he found out how overworked Zander had been.

      Things with Sam and Devon were good, too. They had their own happy news to celebrate. After things calmed down with Zander and Megan’s rescue, they revealed they’d discovered the reason for Sam’s mysterious stomach flu. She was pregnant!

      Megan had shrieked with joy when they told her. Sam was still shocked but it made her decision to slow down her overzealous university schedule pretty easy. Devon of course was over the moon. Megan had no doubt her friends would be incredible parents. And as her study abroad semester drew to a close she found she had gained so much more in Ireland than she’d ever imagined possible.
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* * *

      To celebrate Zander’s recovery and the end of Megan’s internship in Ireland, the two of them drove to Torc Falls. Megan wanted to conquer her fear of the place. Both she and Zander had admitted to each other that they still had nightmares where they were left freezing in the misty mountainside. She hoped coming back with Zander to celebrate making it through their ordeal together would help.

      Zander parked in the waterfall’s visitor lot and Megan took his hand. They walked side-by-side on the gentle path that led to the falls until it narrowed into stairs. Zander let Megan go in front of him as they made their way down to the rushing base of the waterfall.

      “I can’t believe this is where ye wanted to come on yer last weekend in Ireland,” Zander remarked, taking the stairs down to the gushing falls easily on his mended knee.

      “What can I say?” Megan replied. “This place brought us together.”

      “Aye,” Zander laughed. “Nearly killed us, but I suppose it was worth it.”

      Megan turned around and stuck her tongue out at him. Zander pulled her close, plying her with kisses that made her toes curl. Sometimes Megan couldn’t believe the change in him. It was like she was living a dream. Since the accident he’d stopped living his life in fear and he’d become the man she knew he was all along.

      “Thank you for coming here with me,” she whispered in his arms.

      “Ye know I’ll go anywhere with ye, doll face.”

      Megan grinned and then continued their trek down the stairs, Zander chatting merrily behind her.

      “Don’t forget there’s still so much more to see,” he said. “I want to take ye to see the caves and the Aran Islands. And I think you’ll absolutely love Skeillg Michael.”

      “We’ll get to do all of those things when I come back for summer break,” Megan said. “You’ll have three months to dazzle me.”

      “I was thinking maybe ye could stay longer?” Zander replied.

      “How much longer?” she asked as they reached the base of the falls.

      “Like maybe forever?”

      Megan turned around and almost lost her balance. Zander was down on one knee, blinding ring in hand. 

      “No more maybes, doll face. What do ye say?”

      “Yes! I say yes!” she squealed leaping into his arms.

      

      Zander

      

      Zander slipped the gargantuan diamond onto Megan’s finger and kissed her under the waterfall that had torn them apart and remade them. He’d never known love could feel so freeing, and as he held Megan in his arms, he knew he was done with maybes. Now his word was together, because there was nothing he couldn’t accomplish with this amazing woman by his side.
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      ac·ci·dent

      noun

      1.

      an unfortunate incident that happens unexpectedly and unintentionally, typically resulting in damage or injury.

      2.

      an event that happens by chance or that is without apparent or deliberate cause.

      

      The thing about accidents is that you never see them coming, no matter how long you’ve been on a collision course for one. Some accidents tear your world apart, others put you right where you were always meant to be. So it does beg the question: Can an accident ever be a good thing?

      

      Magic 8 Ball says: Better not tell you now.
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      Lucy

      

      “I don’t know, Lucy . . . You know I’m a terrible liar,” Brooke protested.

      “Brooke, please. I probably won’t even be late, but you’re my fall back plan, okay?”

      Brooke groaned. “I don’t see why you can’t just tell your boyfriend you’re gonna be late. I mean you’re both athletes. It’s not like soccer is more important than swimming.”

      Lucy laughed. “Try telling Alex that.”

      “Tell me again why you’re still dating him?” Brooke asked.

      A whistle blew in the background and Lucy winced. She needed to get back to the pool before her coach noticed she was taking an unnecessarily long break. “Brooke, you owe me. Just cover for me if I’m late.”

      “What am I supposed to say when Alex comes running over for his pregame kiss with the camera crew and you’re not there?”

      “I don’t know! Tell him I’m in the bathroom or in line for nachos! I don’t care.”

      Brooke was silent for a beat and Lucy had a sneaking suspicion what her quirky roommate was up to. “Brooke, I swear to God if you’re consulting your Magic 8 Ball I’m gonna scream.”

      “But it’s never wrong!” Brooke grumped.

      “I gotta go. I’ll do my best to get there in time. But if I’m late you better lie your ass off!

      

      Brooke

      

      Brooke set her phone down when Lucy disconnected their call. She had a bad feeling about this. She hated lying almost as much as she hated her roommate’s soccer star boyfriend, Alex Alvez.

      Lucy was a sweetheart and Alex was a fame-whoring control freak. For the life of her, Brooke couldn’t figure out why Lucy was still dating him. But right now, she had more pressing matters, like how the hell to lie to his face if Brooke got stuck in traffic.

      Brooke was a notoriously terrible liar, and she was doubtful in her abilities to deceive the sweet-talking Brazilian soccer god if it came down to it. She glanced down at the Magic 8 Ball resting in her lap. Brooke took a deep breath and gave herself a pep talk.

      “I can do this, right?” She shook her Magic 8 Ball for good measure and turned it over, letting out a little gasp of horror as the answer materialized through the blue liquid.

      Outlook not so good.

      

      Jaxon

      

      “I’m going out for a run!” Jaxon called as he battled his way to the front door of his uncle’s house trying not to let the dogs escape. Two yellow labs barked enthusiastically, tails wagging like whips. “Not today, boys,” Jaxon said giving the dogs an apologetic look. “I’m going too far for ya this time.”

      Jaxon was busy scratching the dogs’ heads when his Uncle Steven popped in the hallway. “I’ve gotta go into the hospital tonight and your brother’s on nightshift.”

      “What about Dad?” Jaxon asked, already knowing the answer. He’d seen his father last night. He’d looked about two-thirds of the way through a bottle of Jack.

      “He’s off till Tuesday,” Steven replied solemnly.

      Jaxon nodded. “Right.” He knew what that meant. Anytime his father wasn’t on duty at the precinct, he spent his time drowning his sorrows in a bottle of booze.

      “Want me to order you something for dinner before I leave?” Steven asked.

      “Nah,” Jaxon replied. “I’ve got it covered.” Then he slipped out the door and started his run, trying to ignore the nagging feeling in his gut that things were going to get worse before they got better.
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        The Practice Boyfriend (Book 1)

      

      

      Hannah Stark is a high school senior with a resume of straight A's. She's never stepped a toe out of line. But that's also why she's never had a boyfriend. While all her classmates are counting down the days until graduation, Hannah is dragging her feet. She feels like she missed out on the high school experience. Can a practice boyfriend change everything for her?
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        The Almost Boyfriend (Book 2)

      

      

      Sam Connors always follows the rules. But when her father forces her to leave Boston to finish her senior year of high school at a posh prep school in Ireland she has no choice but to rebel. She’s determined to break all the rules with a little help from bad boy Devon James and to return to Boston by any means necessary. Her plan is crazy, but she’s convinced it will work—almost. 
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        The Goodbye Boyfriend (Book 3)

      

      

      Camille LaRue is a nobody, and she likes it that way. She has her senior year planned out and it doesn’t include falling in love. That’s why she’s quick to say “Goodbye” when Nate says "Hello.” But the handsome new transfer student from California is intrigued by Camille’s quirky NOLA charm and doesn’t give up easily. Will his persistence pay off or is Camille too far gone to risk her heart with so little time left?
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        The Holiday Boyfriend (Book 4)

      

      

      Emma Rhodes is hesitant to return to Manhattan for Christmas. After all, she left for a reason. A tall, dark and handsome reason named Will Taylor. But Emma has been homesick for the city ever since she moved to Boston with her mother. So when the opportunity to spend her last high school holiday with her father presents itself, she can’t resist. Will there be magic in Manhattan for Emma and Will?
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        The Stand-In Boyfriend (Book 5)

      

      

      Beth Bennett has it all—the world’s best friend and the world’s best boyfriend. As the last few months of school tick by Beth scrambles to balance being a girlfriend & best friend to the two most important guys in her life. But when her perfect Spring Break plans get ruined, Beth’s life spirals out of control as the boys in her life pull her in two different directions. Who will Beth choose…her boyfriend, or the boy who’s never let her down?
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        The Maybe Boyfriend (Book 6)

      

      

      Megan has stars in her eyes and dreams in her heart. As a Boston University film student, she never could have imagined going to Ireland for a semester abroad. But that’s exactly what happens when her dream guy, Zander O’Leary’s company offers her a film scholarship. Their Irish adventure soon goes awry and things get dangerously close to revealing Zander’s dark past. Can Megan push past his walls …or will she decide that maybe, isn’t enough?
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        The Accidental Boyfriend (Book 7)

      

      

      Can an accident lead to love? All signs point to yes. Lucy Adams meets the boy of her dreams during a car accident. Did fate bring them together for a reason? Armed with a Magic 8 Ball and a quirky best friend, Lucy decides to find out if this accident was meant to tear her world apart or put her right where she was always meant to be.
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      Award-Winning author, Christina Benjamin, lives in Florida with her husband, and character inspiring pets, where she spends her free time working on her books and speaking to inspire fellow writers.

      Christina is best known for her wildly popular Young Adult fantasy series, The Geneva Project and her bestselling Young Adult romance novels, The Boyfriend series.

      The Geneva Project has won multiple awards and stolen the hearts of YA readers. Packed with magic and imagination, her epic tale of adventure hooks fans of mega-hit YA fiction like Harry Potter, The Hunger Games and Percy Jackson. 

      The Boyfriend series proves that book boyfriends are like Chocolate… you can never have enough. Check out the Boyfriend series for fast, fun, YA romance reads. These stand alone novels let you fall in love with new characters every time. 

      Christina loves to read and write across genres. YA is her favorite but she’s a sucker for a good love story. Don’t miss her romance, paranormal and historical fiction, as well as the multiple anthologies she’s been a part of.

      

      Follow Christina’s Amazon Page to get updates when new books are released. Click Here to Follow on Amazon.

      

      Interested in joining Christina’s Mailing List for news and updates or becoming a VIP reader? Click Here to Join Christina’s Mailing List.

      

      Want to be sure you never miss a book? Join Christina on Patreon and subscribe to get a signed paperback every time she publishes a new novel.
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