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Chapter One

 

 

“My ass looks huge!” Lucy Conrad, one of Grace Sinclair’s best friends, declared as she studied her reflection in the floor-length mirror. She’d flown to Las Vegas from California for some girl time with Grace and their friend, Melina Parker. After enjoying lunch and a movie, the three of them were now shopping for dresses at Bliss, an upscale wedding boutique in downtown Las Vegas. Lucy had taken one look at the plum halter-style gown in the window and insisted on trying it on in case it could be a contender for Maid of Honor dresses. 

Obviously, she was less thrilled now that it was off the hanger and draped over her body. Ridiculous, since she looked amazing. Grace was about to tell her so when Melina stepped out of her dressing room. 

“Wide load here,” Melina said, even though she looked breathtaking in a champagne-colored mermaid dress.

Grace rolled her eyes. “Both of you need to stop. Neither of you could possibly be more gorgeous.”

“The dress is beautiful,” Melina said, turning in front of the mirror. “But obviously the designer didn’t consider the hips of a mother of two-year-old twins when he made it.”

“And this one isn’t quite right for the booty of a fourteen-month-old daughter’s mommy either. Oh wait, we’re adopting her. No one to blame but Ben and Jerry’s Cherry Garcia ice cream,” Lucy said with a remorseless grin. 

Lucy had been married just eight months ago to Jamie Whitcomb, and while she and Jamie were in the process of adopting Milly, the niece Lucy had been granted guardianship over when Lucy’s sister died, it didn’t matter that the relationship hadn’t yet been made official—Milly was Lucy and Jamie’s daughter now.

Lucy wiggled her brows. “Big booty aside, it’s a good thing I have such a heathy body image. And Jamie prefers me sans clothes anyway. If the man had his way, we’d open our own nudist colony, me and him as the only members. He’s developed an affinity for role playing and let’s just say the roles are of the do-as-your-master-says-and-that-includes-showing-me-your-ta-tas variety.”

Melina and Grace groaned. “TMI,” Melina said. 

Lucy snorted. “This coming from the woman who told us all about her handcuff collection—the one not for Rhys’s magic acts.”

“Well, he did just gift me with a pretty interesting pair. A little more industrial than the ones we’ve used in the past and quite a nice change of pace.”

Grace covered her ears. “Please, no more! You’re talking about Max’s brother—my soon-to-be brother-in-law. And you…” She turned to Lucy. “I’m surprised Jamie could bear to be away from you for a few days while you’re here. The way you two go ga-ga over each other is…” Grace laughed. “Oh, who am I kidding? It’s fabulous, Luce. I’m glad the honeymoon continues.”

“Hey, we’ve got to stay on our toes to keep up with you girls and the Dalton brothers. Rhys looked like he was going to cry when Melina and I left the house, and it had nothing to do with leaving him with Charlie and Tabitha. He still looks at Melina like he wants to peel back her clothes at any given moment…with his teeth.”

Melina blushed. “Max gets the same look around Grace. Right, Grace?”

Grace gave Melina a knowing glance. 

Lucy shrugged. “Yep, we are three very lucky women, indeed. Now, let’s see if we can transfer some of that luck to finding dresses that are a little more flattering. Your special day can’t be anything less than perfect, Grace. Max won’t stand for it.” 

Grace couldn’t disagree with Lucy on that point. When it came to making her happy, Max pulled out all the stops. Part of her still couldn’t believe that of all the women in the world, he’d chosen her, a woman who hadn’t even been able to have an orgasm with a man until he’d come along. “I think you both look great, but we have plenty of time to find the perfect dress. The wedding isn’t for another four months.”

“Will Max be able to wait that long?” Melina asked. “He’s so anxious to make you his wife.”

Grace smiled at the happy thought. “I’m just as anxious. And I can’t wait for you to be my sister-in-law. But Max and I agreed to a year-long engagement so he could focus his attention on the new show. Obviously, it was the right decision given how well it’s doing.” 

Max was the headliner of his very own magic theater, which he ran with his twin brother Rhys. Together, the Dalton brothers invented new magic tricks and choreographed every aspect of the show. Recently, they’d revamped the act to include acrobatics and dancing à la Cirque du Soleil. It had involved a lot of work and financial risk, but it’d paid off. The show was a huge success, with standing room only audiences. Grace couldn’t be more proud of her fiancé and future brother-in-law. Putting off the wedding had been a small price to pay for their success.

“Lucy, what about that off-the-shoulder one over there?” Grace pointed across the room.

Lucy’s gaze focused on the dress, and she nodded. “Good eye.” She grabbed two—one for her and one for Melina—and went back into the dressing room. “Weren’t we promised champagne?” she called out. 

 “The clerk said she’d be right back with it,” Grace said. “I’ll make sure and grab you a glass if she comes over while you’re changing.” 

Still holding the dress Lucy had handed her, Melina walked over and gingerly sat down in the chair next to Grace. “Wow, no wonder mermaids keep swimming. These things aren’t easy to sit down in. Don’t you want to try something on?”

“Lord, no,” Grace said. It sounded like, “Lawd, no,” her southern accent prominent even to her own ears. “I promised myself a four-week hiatus from trying on wedding dresses. Unless the perfect dress leaps out and tackles me, I’m focusing on other wedding details for now. Not that there’s that many details given the wedding is going to be so small, but Max is always asking for progress reports.”

Melina nodded. “That’s because he wants you to have the very best. He wants your wedding to fulfill all your dreams even if it’s going to be an intimate ceremony.”

“He’s already fulfilled all my dreams by asking me to be his wife.”

“Aww, that’s sweet, Grace. He’s the lucky one. And now that school is over for the summer, you and I will be able to knock out the rest of the wedding planning in no time.” 

Grace hummed a few bars of “School’s Out For Summer,” and she and Melina danced in place while exchanging high fives. Grace loved her job at the University of Las Vegas, but the school didn’t keep career counselors on during summer semester due to lower attendance. It would be her first summer living in Vegas with so much free time, but like Melina said, there would be plenty to keep her busy. 

“Speaking of wedding planning…” Melina’s voice interrupted Grace’s thoughts. “Are you sure you’re okay with not going on a long honeymoon after the ceremony?”

“Max has the show, so…”

“Yes, but he offered to shut the theater down for a couple of weeks. And you’ve always wanted to go to Europe—”

Grace shook her head. “I can’t. We’ll have plenty of time to travel later. I agreed to marry Max knowing what I was getting into. He’s a celebrity magician on the rise, and I can’t jeopardize that. I don’t ever want him to regret marrying me.” As soon as the words left her mouth, Grace mentally cringed, wanting to kick herself for what she’d said. “I mean—”

Too late. Melina’s deep sigh said it all. “You did not just say that, Grace Sinclair! Max would never regret marrying you, even if it meant giving up his show altogether. That’s not why you wanted such a long engagement, is it? Because you think you’re going to do something to mess things up between you?”

“No!” Grace said, even though part of her feared exactly that. She thought she’d gotten over that insecurity a long time ago, but the worry that she might not be enough for Max had recently resurfaced. “I don’t know why I said that. It was silly.”

But Melina kept frowning, and Grace was afraid she was going to keep digging, so she jumped to her feet. “You know what? I think I’ll try on a few dresses, after all. Hard to resist with all these gorgeous gowns!” She grabbed a few dresses at random. She was about to head into a dressing room when Lucy stepped out in her bridesmaid gown. 

“Now this dress I can get on board with.” 

Melina gasped. “Sexy princess!” 

“You’re stunning,” Grace agreed. “Absolutely, that’s the one.” 

Melina struggled back to her feet in the mermaid dress. “Wait! Let me put mine on before you decide. Maybe it only looks gorgeous on her.”

“That’s highly possible,” Lucy said, unable to tear her gaze away from her reflection in the mirror. 

Melina snorted and tossed the sash from the dress she was wearing at Lucy. Lucy caught it in mid-air and tied it in her hair. Grace laughed, as the young girl helping them finally showed up with the champagne. 

“Looks like you’re having fun,” she said. 

Grace grabbed a glass off of the tray and handed it Lucy. “I always have fun with these two.” She grabbed her own champagne and clinked glasses with Lucy who focused on something on Grace’s arm, turning her around to look.

“What’s that you got there? A little rough tussle in the bedroom?” she giggled.

Grace had no idea what Lucy was talking about and spun to look in the mirror at the back of her arm. She was shocked to see a wide, faded bruise spread across her skin. “That’s weird. I don’t remember getting that.” Though Lucy could’ve been right. It was very possible that it had happened while in bed with Max, with the way he’d been deliciously rough with her lately. 

A minute later, Melina rejoined them. As beautiful as the dress had been on Lucy, it looked like it had been made for Melina’s dark hair and skin tone. 

“Gorgeous!” Grace and Lucy both said at once. 

“You think so?” Melina bit her lip.

“Don’t tell me you can’t see it,” Grace said. 

Melina giggled. “No, I can see it. I’m hot. I just wanted to hear you say it.”

“Maybe I need to go brunette for the wedding,” Lucy mused. “We’d be brunette hotties together.” Lucy had a penchant for changing her look to suit her mood. She was naturally a brunette, but for the most part she kept her hair a stunning red these days.

“You’re beautiful whatever your hair color,” Grace said. “So, are we decided on the dress? Is this the one?”

“Yes,” Melina said. 

“Absolutely,” Lucy agreed.

“Yay! One more thing to check off the list.” Grace lifted her champagne glass for a toast. 

After ordering the dresses, they gathered their things. The whole time, Grace could feel Melina’s eyes on her. She knew Melina was still worried about what she’d said, and Grace wanted to kick herself for opening her mouth and worrying her friend. She smiled reassuringly. “One more step closer to being Mrs. Max Dalton. I can’t wait!”

At her words, Melina seemed to relax. “Being married to a Dalton is pretty damn terrific. And I know Max will do everything in his power to make sure you agree, Grace.”

Grace left the shop on a smiley, happy high with her friends, but for some reason, she couldn’t stop the voice in her head, the one that’d been plaguing her for months now, whispering, “Max Dalton could have anyone, but he chose you. Make sure he never regrets it.”

Her fiancé was one half of a hot duo, a sexy man who was the target of single—and some not so single—women everywhere. It was hard not to feel insecure, but this time, Grace was careful not to give away how she was feeling. 

By the time she dropped Melina and Lucy off, Grace could feel the beginnings of a headache coming on, something that had been plaguing her recently, along with unusually bad cramps. And now the bruising, she thought. A quiet alarm went off in her head. Were they all interconnected?

She hadn’t mentioned any of it to her friends or Max, not wanting to worry them over nothing. She’d been meaning to make a doctor’s appointment, but since her symptoms came and went, she’d put it off. Now, idling at the curb outside Melina’s house, she pulled out her phone and made an appointment, feeling fortunate to get one for the next day. It was probably nothing, but perhaps she needed to switch her birth control or start taking vitamins, which was a great precursor for having kids with Max one day anyway. 

Jitters aside, she couldn’t wait to start a family with Max. Would their kids be blond like Max was as a little boy? Would they inherit Grace’s big, blue eyes? Or maybe Max’s strong chin?

Still, she wasn’t in the habit of ignoring her body’s signs, and maybe the reason she’d been feeling off lately, having cramps, and bruising was because her body was trying to tell her something. Wasn’t that what women’s doctors were always saying, to listen to your body? The pill wasn’t one hundred percent effective, so here was another thought…could she be pregnant? 

It was highly unlikely, but it wasn’t entirely impossible, and she was experiencing symptoms similar to pregnancy. 

Grace thought of the baby blanket she’d made many months ago, the one with her and Max’s names on it, as well as a large blank heart for their future baby’s name. She’d made it as a symbol of her commitment to Max, to show him that she’d overcome her fears about wanting a “normal” life, i.e., not one with a celebrity playboy who had women fantasizing about him day in and day out, a man who brought out Grace’s kinky side, something that used to scare her.

How would Max react to the news if she was pregnant? The answer came instantly: Max would be overjoyed. And so would she. Yes, it would throw a tiny monkey wrench into their wedding plans, but the best things in life were unexpected, right?

Part of the reason she and Max had gotten together in the first place was because he’d overheard her plan to have a baby despite not having a man in her life. Of course, he’d shown her time and again since then that she’d deserved more. She’d deserved to wait for the right man, the man that could make all her dreams come true.

They loved each other. They wanted a big family. Even if they had a baby sooner than expected, they’d adore their child, and life would be great.

There was no reason to be worried about letting Max down. Their bond was stronger than any insecurities she might have, and she had to remember that, even if she had to hammer the thought into her brain every day. 

As she pulled onto the road again, Grace grinned, her confidence and joy renewed. 

She thought back to the words Lucy and Melina had spoken earlier. 

Lucy had been right. She was a lucky woman because Max loved her. 

But Melina had been right, as well. Max was a lucky man, too. 

Together, they were better. More fulfilled. 

And she couldn’t ever forget that.

 

* * *

 

When Grace stepped inside the home she shared with Max, she immediately spotted a trail of rose petals leading from the front door into the living room. Smiling, she put down her purse and followed the rose petals. In the living room, all the curtains had been pulled tight, and flickering light danced on the walls and floors. Thick pillars sat atop tall, metal candleholders that looked like they’d come straight from a monastery in the Carpathians. Intrigued, Grace continued to follow the rose petals into the dining room. Candles sat along the table, as well, providing just enough light to see a veritable smorgasbord of different breads and soups, unique pastries, and a few meat dishes. 

The petals didn’t stop in the dining room, however. With an ever-growing smile, she followed the petals down the hallway until…

Max stood at the other end of the hallway in a loose, white button-down shirt and blue jeans. He ran a hand through his brown hair when he saw her enter the hallway, and the slight arousal she had felt when she saw the petals and candlelight now spiked at the sight of his delicious body. Knowing he was hers was enough to set her off every time she saw him, but to find him waiting for her by candlelight and surrounded by rose petals was just divine.

As a magician, Max had a flare for the dramatic, and that often spilled into their daily lives, but it didn’t make his efforts any less ordinary. He loved surprising her with romance and adventure and mystery, and she loved receiving it. When she reached him, he silently took her into his arms and kissed her.

She was unprepared when he pulled away and knelt on one knee, taking her hand in his. 

“What are you doing, Max? You already proposed to me, darlin’—on stage, I might add. Or are you thinking about someone else?” Grace teased, unable to hold back the rush of emotion and desire that filled her at the sight of her perfect man kneeling before her once more, as if asking for her hand in marriage all over again.

“There’s no chance of that, Dixie.” His green eyes stared deeply into hers. “You are all I see. You are all I think about. Will you marry me?”

“Of course, Max! I already said yes. I can’t wait to be your wife.” Grace pulled on his hand, encouraging him to stand. “Four months will pass in no time.”

“Not soon enough for me. And we’re going to do something about that. But first…” He cupped her face and kissed her again, and her body melted into his. When he scooped her into his arms, she squealed and threw her arms around his shoulders. She felt light as a feather as he whisked her away into their bedroom, where he placed her gently on their bed and began undressing her.

Pleasure rippled through her, as she arched her back in anticipation of what was to come. Max knew how to work her body in ways no one else had before, and she felt her desire growing for him with every touch. He stripped her until she was bare, then took off his own clothes. 

Grace reached for him, but Max stepped back to admire her. His eyes trailed from her feet up to her hips, over her belly to her breasts. His gaze was like his hand trailing over her body. She arched slightly and threw an arm up over her head, her earlier insecurities completely gone. 

This was real. His desire for her. Her need for him. There was no fighting it. 

He ran a hand over his eyes, like he couldn’t quite believe she was there. Like he couldn’t believe that she was his. Then, as she watched him, his expression hardened. An intensity rippled through him, transforming him. When his hands fell back at his sides, he wasn’t the sweet, loving fiancé who’d just fallen on one knee for her. 

He was something else. Something that made the muscles in her belly clench and quiver. Something masculine and primal and feral all rolled together. Max stepped up to the edge of the bed, his eyes still caressing her body like a physical touch. 

“Do you know what you do to me, Grace?” His voice was quiet, but the command in his tone had her snapping to attention. She knew better than to let her guard down when he was quiet. It was when he was most dangerous.

Her eyes automatically dropped to his hardness, straining for her inside his jeans. The candlelight touched his gorgeous body, shadowing the dips and planes of his muscles. 

Max smirked but shook his head. “I want you, yes. But that’s not what you do to me.”

Grace cocked her head, unsure what he was getting at. 

“Touch your stomach, Grace.” When she hesitated, his voice became harder and sharper. “Take your hand and stroke it across your stomach.”

She did as he said and the touch, even from her own hand, was electric because it’d been instigated by his command. His eyes followed the path of her fingers like he couldn’t look away even if he wanted to. 

“Touch your breasts. Now.”

His green eyes were fiery yet as clear as a glass bottle. He was in control, completely, and all she had to do was follow directions. He would never lead her astray. There was a freedom in that. 

All she had to do was take what he was giving her right now.

Her hand trailed upward and found the soft weight of one of her breasts.

“The other hand too.”

Immediately, her other hand came up to join the first. She stroked over the soft skin of her breasts, gasping when she skimmed her nipples. She tugged at one, the way Max might do with his mouth if he were over her right now. 

Max groaned, his face tight with lust, his eyes glued to the path of her hands. She stroked one hand up her neck and then back down to her chest. She kneaded and tugged at her breasts again and this time she had to press her legs together against the ache that was quickly growing there.

Max’s eyes caught the small movement. “One hand on your pussy, Grace.”

Every muscle in her belly tightened. Dragging one hand down the soft skin of her belly, she pressed her fingers between her legs and moaned softly.

Max’s breath became ragged as he watched Grace’s fingers disappear inside herself. “Tell me what it feels like, Grace.”

She moaned again, whipping her head from one side to the other. “Wet. And so hot. For you.”

She gazed through the haze of pleasure at his lustful eyes. So concentrated. It made everything inside of her quicken and pull tight. Grace planted her feet and spread her legs. She wanted him to have a good view.

She was rewarded when the lines of his mouth tightened and a groan rumbled out from his chest. Grace pressed her fingers further inside herself, her thumb tracing a seductive circle around her needy clit. Her hips pressed upward into the air at the sensation, searching for more. Her body rose up, raced toward pleasure, but she wanted him to finish her. She wanted his weight on her, pinning her to earth as she spun away.

“I’m going to… Oh God, Max, I’m going to…” Grace’s hips rose in the air as pleasure held her hostage. 

 Suddenly, Max dove toward her. Her eyes flew open as her fingers were immediately replaced with his hot, greedy mouth. His broad shoulders spread her legs even wider and he threw an arm over her hips, pinning her to the bed just the way she’d wanted. 

His tongue was unforgiving, brutal, as he ripped her toward orgasm. He circled her clit, suckled and then dove deep inside her in a punishing pattern that had her gripping the sheets, seeing stars, screaming his name. 

Grace exploded over the edge as her heart pin-wheeled in her chest, everything else a tense, vibrating state of pleasure. Her throat was raw and her muscles trembled when she fell back, limp and completely satisfied.

Max lifted his head and he crawled up her body until he was braced above her. Grace half expected a triumphant smile to play across his face. Instead, his expression remained serious and intense with desire. His need lined his face as he loomed over her.

“Now do you see? What you do to me?”

But Grace couldn’t even speak after coming like a freight train. She tossed her head to one side, and tangled her hands in her hair. “I… Max… God.”

She knew she was stuttering but couldn’t help it. Words couldn’t form when he was crouched over her, his cock straining toward her and every muscle standing out in sharp relief. 

“If you still don’t know, I’ll have to show you,” he said, dropping his mouth to her neck. He clamped down on the spot where her neck met her shoulder. Not biting so much as gripping her tightly. Holding her down. One of his hands tangled with hers, but the other slid around her waist, lifted her hips up to meet him.

Grace felt the tip of his cock slide through her slick folds, but that was all the warning she got before he slammed it home, bottoming out inside of her. Even with most of his weight on top of her, Grace came up off the bed, her muscles straining with the brilliant ecstasy of feeling him drill her. Inside of her, on top of her. Everywhere. He pulled out almost all the way before slamming back into her. 

The headboard thumped against the wall. 

“Yes. Max,” she moaned. She turned her head, breaking his bite on her neck so her teeth could graze the same sensitive spot on his neck where he’d bitten her. He groaned and slammed into her again.

“This is what you do to me,” he breathed, his arm tightening around her waist while his other hand tangled in her hair and tightened, just enough for the kiss of pain to send lightning streaking through her body. “You destroy me, Grace.” With every word, every assurance that he was falling apart under her spell, Grace rode his body’s onslaught toward ecstasy. She loved that Max could make her come twice where everyone before him failed.

He tugged her hair again, and she flew over the edge, gripping him and screaming and coming hard. She rode out her orgasm, pushing against him, fucking him from below.

But he wasn’t finished. His pace quickened and the sound of flesh on flesh echoed in the room. He rode her, plunging into her, ravaging her. 

“You consume me,” he growled in her ear. 

Max reared back and pulled out of her. Grace whimpered at the loss of him, then whimpered again when he took her by the hips and flipped her over. Her sensitive breasts raked against the blanket and it was all she could do to grip the sheets and brace before he was thrusting into her again. His weight came over her and his mouth was at her ear again. She tried to push up onto her knees, but he pushed back, wanting her down, pressed flat underneath him. 

He drove into her, his chest to her back, his arms over hers, pinning her to the bed. She cried out his name over and over, her words muffled by the mattress. She felt him racing toward his pleasure now, his strokes rougher and faster.

He hit some special place inside, made possible by the angle, and Grace cried out as her body tightened yet again. She felt him go even deeper before he stilled in pleasure, forcing her down on the mattress.

“You rule me, Grace,” he gritted out. “That’s what you do to me.”

They strained against one another, milking every last ounce of pleasure out of their encounter. He kept his full weight on her for only a second before rolling off of her and stroking a hand over her hair, as he lay panting in silence, their breaths kicking back to even after a long while.

Grace rolled over and ran a hand gently down his chest and stomach for several quiet moments. Her mind spun with what had just happened. The intensity and spontaneity of it. All the ways he’d just showed her how he felt about her. She’d been such a fool for ever doubting his feelings for her. “So, what was all the Gothic romanticism about when I walked in?”

Max rolled up to look her in the eye. “That was my way of asking if you’ll marry me.”

“But you already have.”

“I wanted to ask you twice because I want to marry you twice,” he said, his expression somehow both playful and earnest. “Once in four months, with the whole shebang, just like we planned. But I want to marry you before that, too, in one week. At city hall, with a justice of the peace. That way, when I take you to Europe, it’ll be for our honeymoon.”

“Whoa…what?” Her mind was spinning. She propped herself up on one elbow. “What are you talking about? Europe?”

“I didn’t want to say anything until everything came through, but I’ve been trying to set up a European tour,” he confessed, stroking her hair. “All of the details have been worked out, and we leave in a week.”

Her brows furrowed as she weighed her excitement with disappointment. Touring wasn’t vacation. It was mostly work. Any sightseeing she might want to do would have to be done on her own while Max was either rehearsing or performing. Then, there was the little issue of figuring out what, if anything, was wrong with her body. She’d know more at her doctor’s appointment tomorrow but…

Her fiancé placed a hand under her chin to tilt her face up. “It’s going to be a fast-paced, busy tour, and each show is going to be incredible. Complicated and involved.”

Grace’s eyes dropped to her hand on the bed. She wanted to be supportive, especially since he seemed excited about the whole thing, but he was also confirming her worst fear about the trip.

Max continued on, dipping his head to look her in the eyes. “But I’m only doing one show a week.” 

Her eyes snapped back to his, hope blooming in her chest. 

“So while there’s going to be a lot of work involved, we will also have a lot of downtime to explore the places we’ll be visiting and a lot of time to sit back and enjoy our summer,” he assured her. 

She let out a little squeak of excitement and flung herself at him. “Well, doesn’t that just fry my chicken!” she said, though part of her worried over leaving the country at a time when she wasn’t feeling her best.

He let out another hearty laugh as he squeezed her right back. “I take that to mean that you’re excited.”

Grace nuzzled into his neck, pushing whatever worries she’d been harboring away. “You have no idea. Oh! I have to call the girls. They’re not going to believe this!”

“I’ve already filled in Lucy and Melina. Lucy’s extending her stay, and Jamie and Milly are flying down so they can be here when we get married.”

“They knew about this?”

“Melina knew it was in the works. I just told Lucy yesterday. And Jamie and Milly arrive tomorrow so Lucy can be here with you until the ceremony.”

“Oh, that’s so awesome. I can’t wait to see Jamie and Milly. And just wait until Jamie sees Lucy in the dress we picked out.” She giggled, imagining Lucy and Melina wearing their new super hot dresses in front of a justice of the peace. No, she decided, they’d wait until the formal ceremony to wear those dresses, but that meant they could go shopping again for dresses that were a little more casual. Grace sat up, knowing her hair must look like a sexed-up haystack but not even caring. “Oh, my God, I’ve got a lot of work to do if we’re going to pull this off.” She turned to Max in half-panic half-excitement. “I’m going to be busier than a cat burying shit on a marble floor.”

Max burst out laughing again and hugged her like she was the most precious thing in the world. “I’m sorry for the rush. I wanted to marry you before we left, but I also wanted to wait to tell you until I knew the tour was a sure thing.”

Tears of overwhelming joy filled her eyes, threatening to spill down her cheeks. She couldn’t believe he’d been planning such a momentous surprise.

“Have I ever told you how lucky I am that you chose me?” she asked, taking his face into her hands. She kissed his lips, basking in the connection between them.

“There was never a chance I wouldn’t have chosen you,” Max reminded her. “You’re in my blood, Dixie. You’re a part of me. I can’t live without you.”

She melted at his words. She kissed him again, pressing her naked body against his. His hands touched her gently but surely, running up and down her back while they kissed.

“Now, about this food you’ve got out there in the dining room,” she said with a little grin spreading across her face.

“It’s all made from authentic European recipes. I’ve got at least one dish from every country we’ll be visiting. Are you hungry?”

“Are you kidding? I’ve worked up quite an appetite thanks to my magnificent magician. Besides, we need to blow out all of these candles before we start a fire in here.” 

He slid off the bed, pulled her up beside him, then rested his forehead against hers. “Too late. You light me up, Grace. Every damn day. And I promise you this—that flame will never die.”

 


Chapter Two

 

 

“Damn, Rhys,” Max said to his brother on the back porch, beers in hand. “I don’t think you’re gonna have to worry about boys getting too frisky with Tabby.”

Tabitha, Max’s two-year-old niece, sat on her twin brother Charlie’s chest with a special kind of gusto. Charlie screamed and kicked his feet, but couldn’t knock her off. 

“I know,” Rhys agreed as he surveyed his children with pride. “She’s more spice than sugar. Trust me, I’m happy about that. She won’t have trouble sticking up for herself. Let him breathe, sweetie!” he added in a shout for his daughter.

Tabitha rolled off her brother, blowing a big wet kiss to the grown ups on the porch. Charlie charged toward her, and the two of them tumbled, squealing and rolling across the grass. 

Just then, Jamie stepped out on the porch, his daughter, Milly, under his arm like a package. He’d arrived early that morning, and after spending time with Lucy, he’d come over so that Grace, Melina, and Lucy could do more shopping.

“We got a clean one here, boys,” Jamie said as he set his freshly-changed toddler on the grass next to the twins. 

She immediately crawled toward the mountain of toys the dads had tossed into the grass for the kids. Jamie turned, swiped a beer from the cooler next to Max and pulled up a lawn chair. He tilted his face up to the sun, his dark hair shining. “Damn. Fatherhood is harder than training for a marathon.”

Rhys laughed. “Don’t I know it. It should be a new kind of fitness class. They could call it ‘play peekaboo for seven hours straight.’”

“You are a literal billionaire, Jamie,” Max said. “You could hire a nanny. You know this, right?”

Jamie cracked one eye to look at Max and took a swig of his beer. “Are you kidding me? After all the work Lucy and I are going through to adopt Milly, you think I would let one second of her time go to a stranger? No way. I wanna be there for everything. Even her thirty-five dumps a day.”

Rhys nodded. “It’s so crazy, but I know exactly what you mean. I feel that way about the twins too. Even when Charlie projectile puked on me the other day, I was still like, wow! Good distance!”

The men all laughed and Max watched the toddlers play. In the last few years all their lives had turned upside down. They’d gone from being ladies’ men, playing the field with not a care for the future, to all being in committed relationships. Starting families. Late night diaper changes instead of booty calls and trips to the grocery store instead of hot dates.

Max couldn’t wait to get Grace pregnant. He wanted to start their family, like, yesterday. He considered their upcoming wedding a huge step in the right direction. He was just glad that she’d been so psyched about it.

“Any pre-wedding jitters?” Jamie asked Max.

“Not a single one.” Max shook his head. “I’d do it tomorrow if all the fancy planning stuff wasn’t making Grace so happy.”

“So I’m not going to have to threaten you down the aisle with a shotgun?” Rhys asked, innocently taking a swig of beer.

“Why the hell would you have to do that?” Max asked. “I’m your own brother. You know how I feel.”

“That may be. But our wives are your fiancée’s best friends,” said Rhys, gesturing at Jamie. “And women are pack animals. If one gets upset, so do the others. And me and Jamie don’t wanna get the deep freeze from our girls if you happen to get cold feet.”

“Yeah,” Jamie agreed. “My sex life needs you to have your shit together.”

“Sex life,” Tabitha called out from where she trotted a stuffed dog through the grass.

“What did she just say?” Rhys chuckled, sitting up straight, completely white-faced. 

Max and Jamie clamped their hands over their mouths, doing everything they could to swallow down the laughter shaking their shoulders.

“Sex life,” Tabby said again, this time to her stuffed dog. 

“Shit.” Rhys covered his face with one hand. “Melina’s gonna have our balls.”

“Balls,” Charlie repeated, from where he sat, trying to shove the legs of an action figure into a toy truck. “Daddy balls.”

Laughter exploded out of Max loud enough to have birds rocketing up out of the surrounding trees.

“Laugh it up, dipshit.” Rhys half-growled, half-laughed. “Just wait until it happens to you. Payback’s a bitch.”

Max was still chuckling when his phone vibrated in his pocket. Crap. It was Becky, one of the dancers from his magic show. She was probably calling to cancel on one of the performances. 

Max set his beer on the picnic table and wandered to the other side of the yard to take the call. “Hey, Becky. What’s going on?”

“Max! How are you?” Her perky voice had him holding the phone an inch or two away from his ear. Becky was a nice girl, and one hell of a dancer. But Max was glad that Grace didn’t have a voice like that. His Dixie was all slow, southern drawl. 

“Can’t complain,” he said. “What’s up?”

“Good, good. Look, I’m sorry to bother you on a day off, but I messed up.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, I’m supposed to have lunch with Grace after her doctor’s appointment today, but I have to cancel and her number is in my cell, which I forgot. I’m worried she’s waiting at the lunch spot for me. You think I could get her number?”

Max’s brain was still stuck on Becky’s reference to a doctor’s appointment and dread instantly sprouted in his belly. What was Grace going to the doctor for? And why hadn’t she told him about it unless something was seriously wrong? He searched his brain trying to figure out if Grace had acted at all strange in recent days, but couldn’t recall anything out of the ordinary. Max eased himself down onto a tree stump. 

“Max? Are you there?” Becky’s voice in his ear brought him back to earth. Max mentally slapped himself back to reality. Odds were that Grace just forgot to mention a routine exam to him. Or maybe Becky had misunderstood. Either way, people went to the doctor all the time for check-ups. There was no reason to freak out.

“Sorry, Becky. Here’s Grace’s number.” He rattled off the digits. However, when he ended the call, he hesitated before heading back to the deck. 

Max juggled his phone from one hand to the other. He debated calling Grace and sounding like someone from the Spanish Inquisition, but he also hated not knowing what was going on with her. On the other hand, she deserved privacy, and he bet she was probably going to tell him all about the appointment when she got home. No need to make it a bigger deal than it was. 

Max stood and was crossing the lawn when Tabitha dropped her stuffed dog and started sprinting toward him. Well, sprinting in the way only a toddler can, anyway—a chubby, two-footed gallop hop. Her blond hair bounced on her shoulders, gleaming in the sunlight. Max grinned as she raced toward him, arms outstretched.

He automatically obliged the little girl, dropping to one knee and swooping her off the ground the second she got close enough. Tabby shrieked with delight, as he soared her through the air, tossed her up toward the blue sky, then snatched her out of the air again. He repeated this a couple of times, and then on the final toss into the air, Max fell with her to the ground in a happy heap.  

Tabby laughed like a banshee and sat on his chest just the way she’d sat on her brother’s. Her brother, however, weighed thirty pounds. Max tossed the little girl off him and rolled her through the yard like a burrito. Her laughter accelerated to an operatic shriek and Max found himself joining in. He sure loved this little nugget and couldn’t wait to have ten thousand of his own. Fine, maybe three or four. 

“You’re changing her diaper if you make her laugh so hard she poops!” Rhys called from the deck.

“Poop!” Tabitha cackled, a whole new set of giggles rolling out from her belly. 

Max figured that if he’d already sold his soul, he might as well dance with the devil. Turning his hands into claws he raised them above the little girl like he was Beethoven about to play the piano. 

“Ahh!” she squealed, attempting to crawl away. 

But the claws struck, and she was wiggling and giggling and ripping at the grass as he tickled the crap out of her. Hopefully not literally. But even so, he wasn’t scared of diapers, especially ones from his niece and nephew.

Tabby gasped for breath, her little cheeks bright pink, and Max decided she’d had enough. But she hadn’t. As soon as he let up tickling her, she lunged at him with her own claws, sticking her little fingers into his armpits.

She was actually really good at tickling. Max wiggled and squirmed and screamed with laughter the same way his niece had, and a lot of it was sincere, too. Turned out she was much more merciless. It took tossing her into the air like a trapeze artist to finally convince her that the tickling game was over. 

Tabby sprinted back across the grass toward her brother, and Max stood up and dusted himself off. His belly ached from laughing and he’d gotten grass stains all over his favorite jeans, but his heart was chock full of love. 

Max grinned at his brother as he walked back toward the deck, but his grin turned into a huge smile when he saw Grace sitting in the chair that he’d vacated earlier. She must have gotten Becky’s phone call that lunch was cancelled. 

Becky’s phone call. 

His smile dimmed as he suddenly remembered the doctor’s appointment. Max’s eyes scanned Grace, searching for anything that looked out of place. As always, she looked gorgeous. There was a healthy bloom in her cheeks and her shiny hair glistened with sunbeams. 

Max was a lucky son of a bitch. 

“Hey there, Dixie,” he murmured after he’d bounded up onto the porch. He leaned in for a quick kiss that easily spun deeper. 

“Easy there, kids. That’s how babies get made.” Jamie grinned at them from behind his beer.

Max grinned back at him. “I’m planning on it. Actually, come to think of it, I’ve got a little time, Dix. Want to get some baby-making practice in?”

To his surprise, Grace’s expression tightened just before she shot him a completely fake smile. “Actually, I’m gonna have to pass on that, honey bun. I’m so hungry I could eat the North end of a South bound goat. Thank goodness Melina and Lucy decided they didn’t need me to continue shopping.” Grace gave Max’s behind a little pinch before she stood. “Any of y’all want a sandwich?”

“I’ll take one if you’re offering,” Rhys raised his hand. 

Jamie raised his as well. “Make that two.”

“Two sammies coming up,” Grace nodded and disappeared through the sliding glass doors into the house.

Max gazed after her for a second before settling down into the chair she’d just hopped out of. She might’ve been all Southern charm on the outside, but he could tell that something was off. Before he could think about it two more seconds, he was up again, following her footsteps inside.

He found her in the kitchen, already halfway through slapping some turkey sandwiches together. Her face was lined with something that looked suspiciously like worry, but the second she saw Max in the doorway, she smoothed her expression out. Max felt the muscles in his neck pull tight. 

She was hiding something from him. 

He hopped up on the counter next to the spot where she was working. 

Time to get the ball rolling. “How’s your day so far?” he asked.

“Fine,” she said brightly, digging in the fridge. “I went shopping with Melina and Lucy, then was supposed to meet Becky for lunch, but she needed to cancel. Melina and Lucy are heading to a movie after they’re done shopping but will be joining us later.”

Should he or shouldn’t he? “And how was your doctor’s appointment?” he asked, biting the inside of his lip.  

She stopped rustling through the fridge for just a second. But he had to give it to her, if she’d been surprised by his question, she barely showed it from the way she seemed happy to find mayo and cheese slices. 

“Fine,” she said again in the exact same tone as before. “How’d you even know I had one? I was pretty sure I’d forgotten to tell you.”

Forgotten or withheld? He didn’t say it out loud. It would only make her clam up further. “Becky called asking for your number because she’d left her cell at home. She mentioned it in passing.”

“Oh,” Grace nodded, slathering mustard on the bread. “I see.”

“So, what was it for?” Okay, now he was starting to sound like he was bothered, but he really needed to know. If something was wrong with his woman, he had to help any way he could, and besides, they told each other everything. This was like chipping away at a cement wall with a toothpick. 

She glanced up at him. “The appointment?” She waved her hand in the air carelessly. “Oh, that was just a check-up.” Wordlessly, she handed him a jar of pickles. 

He popped the top off and handed it back to her. “And everything is fine?”

She smiled that perky Grace smile. “Right as rain. I’m sorry to say you’re gonna have to put up with me for a full, healthy lifetime.” Grace reached up and shoved half a sandwich right in his mouth before kissing his cheek. Then she tossed a grin over her shoulder as she sauntered out of the kitchen to drop off the food to the boys.

Max studied her as she walked away. Her smile just then had been true. Not like the fake smile on the porch. So her health wasn’t in jeopardy. She wasn’t dying. And yet…

Grace wasn’t telling him the whole truth. She was definitely hiding something. He would know the subtleties of her behavior anywhere. 

Max munched the sandwich thoughtfully and wrestled with what to do. Finally, he decided he’d give her time—not a lot of it, but he could give her a few days. She’d come clean when she was ready. In the meantime, he was going to do what he did best—just love the hell out of her. 

 

 


Chapter Three

 

 

Grace worked her favorite shampoo through her hair and let the almond and cocoa butter scent soothe her. She sighed, her fingers massaging away some of her stress, as she reflected on her doctor’s appointment earlier today. 

It had changed her entire mood. Here she’d gone in just for a check-up, mostly to soothe her nerves, thinking that nothing would really be wrong, but instead, Dr. Hadron had given her some potentially life-changing news—apparently, because of her symptoms…the headaches, the cramps, and yes, even the bruising…she was a candidate for an autoimmune disorder called Antiphospholipid Syndrome. 

It wasn’t confirmed that she had it—she had to wait anywhere from a few days to two weeks before her blood test results came back; the doctor said he couldn’t make any promises about the timing. If she did test positive for it, the outlook for her and Max having children was not good. Not good at all. Antiphospholipid Syndrome patients had problems carrying pregnancies to term, if they could get pregnant at all. 

And what did she and Max want more than anything after the wedding? 

To start having a family. 

The idea of not being able to conceive terrified her, and as guilty as she felt for not telling Max the doctor’s suspicions, she needed some time to process the news. Plus, there might not even be news to tell if it turned out she didn’t have the disorder. As such, there was no point in worrying him. Still, she couldn’t help thinking that her body was once again betraying her.

First, she couldn’t even have an orgasm until she met Max and now this. She’d been so happy knowing she’d soon be Max’s wife. Who knew a single doctor’s appointment could change everything so drastically?

She thought back to when she’d walked out on the deck earlier today. How Max had been with Tabitha, rolling and laughing and tickling the little girl. Even a blind man could see how much he loved his niece and nephew. How much he loved kids.

She didn’t want to deprive him of that. She didn’t want to deprive him of anything. 

Tears welled up in Grace’s eyes. She quickly rinsed the rest of the shampoo away and stepped out of the shower. Then she slipped into comfortable clothes and braided her hair before bounding down the stairs to the living room where Rhys and Jamie were getting ready to leave with the babies.

“Oh! You’re leaving already?” Grace asked, bummed that she hadn’t gotten more time to hang with the kids. 

“Gwace!” Charlie screamed and barreled away from his father and into Grace’s arms.

“Great,” Rhys said, holding up the shoe that Charlie had literally just run right out of. “You’ve elected yourself for shoe duty, Grace.”

He tossed the little orange chucks her way and Grace snatched them out of the air. “Alright, Charlie boy,” she said, grinning down at him. “You’re in for a treat.”

She bent over the smiley little boy and buried her face in his neck, planting kisses and blowing raspberries all over him.

“Hey, wait a second!” Max yelled and pounced on the two of them. He wagged a finger at Charlie’s precious little face. “Are you making a move on my woman?” 

Charlie laughed and reached a hand up to Grace’s cheek. “My Gwace.”

Grace felt her heart simultaneously burst into a thousand pieces and melt out her toes. 

“Nope, she’s my Grace. See?” Max kissed her loudly on the cheek.

“My Gwace!” Charlie insisted and gave her a big wet one on the other cheek.

“Boys! Boys! No need to fight over little ol’ me,” Grace drawled. “Y’all can share. I’ll be Max’s Grace for the next sixteen years. And then when Charlie turns eighteen I’ll be his.”

Charlie clapped his hands while all the men laughed. 

“I’m gonna tell him you said that when he’s old enough to understand what it means,” Rhys said, slipping his daughter’s chubby little feet into her shoes.

“You wouldn’t want your son to have a heart attack, would you?” Jamie asked, holding a dozing Milly, her head resting on his broad shoulder.

Max just laughed and held Charlie still while Grace gently tied his feet into his adorable little shoes. She made the mistake of glancing up at Max as she did it. There he was, handsomest man in the world, holding a child between them and looking at her with all the love a man could ever offer a woman.

Grace immediately looked down and finished tying the shoes. She gave Charlie’s feet a little squeeze. “Alright, little man. You’re ready to go.”

Max tossed his nephew in the air, and reached out for his niece. With one in each hand he turned to Rhys. 

“I’ll put them in their car seats.”

“Be my guest.” Rhys raised his hands in fake surrender. 

“Alright, I’m out of here,” Jamie said as Max carried the kids outside. “Grace, congratulations on your wedding. I’m so excited to share it with you.” He kissed her cheek, then waited for her to kiss Milly’s cheek before heading out the door.

“Thanks, Jamie,” Grace said softly, the thought of her upcoming wedding—so much sooner than she’d thought—making her stomach flip.

“Oh yeah,” Rhys said, crunching on some of the cheese crackers he kept in his backpack for the kids. “Congrats on the expedited nuptials, beautiful. You excited to be part of our illustrious family?”

Grace’s stomach flipped again. “Of course, I…” But her voice trailed off as she watched Max through the open door. He tenderly strapped one kid and then the other into their car seats. Chatting, laughing, and teasing the whole time. God. He was going to be such a good dad. She imagined him doing the same thing with a baby of their own. 

Grace crossed her arms against the ache in her chest. 

“You alright, beautiful?” Rhys asked from behind her. 

“What? Oh. Yes, just a little distracted is all.”

“Alright,” Rhys said, but Grace could tell he didn’t completely believe her. “Well, if you need anything, don’t hesitate to shout.”

Grace smiled and leaned in to kiss him on the cheek.

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, everybody’s trying to steal my girl around here,” Max said as he came back inside. He jerked his thumb back out toward the car. “The kids are ready.” 

Rhys gave his brother a quick hug, saluted both of them and jogged out toward the car. 

While they watched them drive away, Grace felt Max’s eyes on her, and she quickly said, “There’s laundry to do,” before heading toward the laundry room. A minute later she was in the living room folding clothes when Max sat down in the easy chair and faced her. 

“Have you thought about what you want to wear when we go to city hall next week?” he asked, tossing a tennis ball up and snatching it out of the air.

“A little,” Grace replied.

“Have Lucy and Melina decided?”

“We found a few contenders today but nothing that felt as perfect as the formal dresses we found in the bridal shop,” Grace said, relieved to just be able to tell the whole truth and not have to lie about anything. 

Grace shook out a sweater and folded it neatly.

“Cool. I was thinking about something today while you were gone,” he said, his voice making that deep rumble that always hit her straight in the panties.

“Hmm?” she asked, pairing socks. 

“I was thinking about being able to introduce you as my wife.”

Grace went still. She dropped her hands into her lap and looked up at Max. He was casually reclined in the chair, but his gaze was electric. He watched every movement she made. Grace’s heart swelled and her breath escalated. 

His wife. 

Max Dalton’s wife.

God, that sounded good. It sounded so good. But what if the results of the medical tests showed that she indeed had the autoimmune disorder? What then? Would Max still want to marry her knowing she’d have trouble conceiving a baby? He insisted that he loved her, only wanted her and nobody else, but that was assuming she could provide him with a child. 

What if…what if she couldn’t?

Grace swallowed softly. “What exactly were you thinking about it?” she asked, trying desperately to keep her voice light.

“I was thinking how much I’m going to love being able to claim you like that. How proud I’ll be.”

Emotion clogged Grace’s throat. “Aw, that’s so sweet, Max,” she forced herself to say.

Guilt overcame her. Not only were the results of the blood tests unknown at this point, but Grace couldn’t even be sure she’d get the results before she and Max were supposed to be married in a week. How could she possibly marry him when she wasn’t sure what her future held? That would be completely unfair to him. As much as she wanted to marry him, she needed to feel at peace first before committing. She needed to be sure she could give Max his every dream the same way he wanted her every dream to come true as well.

Max bounded up from his chair and kissed her on the top of her head. “I need to get some paperwork finished up before the tour. And then, after that, my gorgeous woman, I’m going take you out to dinner.” He shot her a wink and that smile that she loved so much. 

This was going to hurt her more than it hurt him. 

She couldn’t let him go on planning their immediate future, but she wasn’t ready to tell him what was going on either. Not quite yet. 

He was halfway across the room when the words exploded out of her. “I can’t marry you, Max.”

 

* * *

 

Max froze in place. There wasn’t enough air in the world. For a moment he thought, This. This is what it feels like when nightmares come true. Then he wiped that thought from his mind. No. He couldn’t allow negativity to drive him. Grace obviously needed to say something. At least she was finally getting it—whatever it was—off her chest. Whatever it was, they would get through this together. There was no other option. 

He forced air into his chest. Even though it felt like swallowing a knife, it got his brain working again. He turned to face Grace. “What do you mean, Dixie?”

She looked so small. So pale. So hurt. Had something happened to her when he hadn’t been looking? Had someone gotten in her ear and made her get cold feet? Whoever it was, he’d find them, for sure, and when he did, he’d choke the shit out of them. Nobody came between them—nobody. 

Her hands fluttered in the air like tiny lost birds. “I—I’m sorry…what I mean is…” She laughed sheepishly. “I mean that I can’t marry you in a week, Max. It’s too much. Too rushed. I…” She looked around, as if searching for an explanation to appear out of thin air. “After shopping for dresses with the girls, I realized how much I’m enjoying planning everything, and I just don’t want to rush anything for a quickie ceremony I’ll later regret. Can’t we just take our time?” 

An image of Grace in his arms yesterday flashed across his mind. She’d been laughing and exploding with happiness and light. She’d been thrilled to be married in a week. Had she been faking that happiness? What had happened between then and now?

Something had changed. Something was different. Had it all been an act?

He wanted to ask questions. About the doctor’s appointment. To demand answers and—fuck, yes—reassurance. Max scoured his memory, trying to think if Grace had been concerned about anything, and all he could come up with was her headaches. She’s been getting a few of them, but she’d brushed off his concerns. Had the doctor’s appointment revealed a tumor or brain cancer? 

No. Stop it. She’d told him she wasn’t dying. That they had a long future together. 

But she was worried about something. Maybe it was the same thing that had caused Melina to doubt Rhys’s love for her so long ago. The fear that she wasn’t enough to keep the attention of a former playboy and current celebrity magician. It was the farthest thing from the truth—for both Rhys and Melina, and Max and Grace—and part of Max wished he’d been destined to be a damn accountant rather than a magician. He hated the thought that his past actions or choice of career might cause Grace to doubt their future together again, something that had already happened once before they’d gotten engaged. But he thought they’d worked past all that. 

His inner reasoning told him to keep calm, retain control, as she was obviously barely holding on to her own. She looked panicky, and Max feared that a single wrong word would have her running. 

If this was average, run-of-the-mill cold feet, he desperately wanted to dispel her fears about their marriage, but something told him nothing he could say or do would truly do that. No, his Dixie was struggling with something, and he needed to give her time to work it out in her head and talk to him about it whenever she was ready. He didn’t know how much time he could give her—it might not be the days he’d been thinking he could—but he knew one thing: he would make sure she knew where he stood. 

And that was with her—one hundred percent.

Max crossed the room slowly but with purpose. He took her hand in his and pressed the palm to his lips for just a second. He felt encouraged when her eyes fluttered closed, her love for him emanating from every pore. Good, so love wasn’t the problem. This wasn’t about her feelings for him. It had to be something else. 

“Grace, I would marry you in scuba suits. In our underwear. I’ll marry you today. I’ll marry you in the middle of the Super Bowl. All I want is: one, to marry you at some point, and two, for you to be thrilled with the way it all turns out. Anything you want, Dixie.”

Her eyes widened in appreciation, her shoulders relaxed, and her breathing eased. Whereas she’d looked panicked just seconds before, she now looked relieved.

“If you want to wait until we get back from Europe, then that’s totally fine by me,” he continued on, though he was admittedly disappointed that his vision wouldn’t be coming true. He’d been so sure that Grace would be all for it. 

She took her hand from his and brushed it over the top of her still damp braid. “I don’t think it’s a great idea for me to go to Europe either.”

Max felt his world shift a bit—okay, a lot. It wasn’t flipped on its head, but it was definitely moved enough for everything to be sliding across the table. “Dixie—” 

She rushed on. “I just think it’s a critical time in the wedding planning stage. And if I left, then I’d be sticking Lucy and Melina with so much of the work. Too much. And I want to plan the details of our wedding myself. We only get married once, Max, and I want to make sure everything’s perfect.” 

“Dixie,” Max said, lifting her chin with one finger. “You want to skip a European getaway vacation with the love of your life so that you can stay home and pick out linens for our wedding? Come on, babe.” He could hear the skepticism in his voice but he couldn’t help it. She was scrabbling for excuses instead of telling him the truth.  

But then she looked up at him, tears shining in her eyes, lips pressed together. God, she was so beautiful. Tears trembled on her thick lashes, and somehow her eyes looked even bluer than before. Her face, so perfect, so painfully beautiful was caught in a shaft of light, shadowing her as if she were a portrait. 

The first tear rolled down her face and Max instantly brushed it away with his thumb. Then the next. Then the next.

“Hey, hey,” he murmured, pulling her into his chest. “Slow down, Dixie. You’re alright.” He stroked a hand over her back and he was immensely relieved when she arched into it like an affection-needy cat. At least she was letting him comfort her, and that was something. A good thing, since he now felt like a complete dickhead for making her cry. “Are you sure it’s only because of the wedding planning?” He peered deep into her eyes. Now was her chance to come clean. 

She wrung her hands, and Max knew for a fact that there was more.

“Max, I just need a little bit of time to myself. That’s all I’m asking. I mean, yes, Europe sounds amazing, but we’re going to be together all the time soon, day in day out, and all I’m asking is for you to trust me.”

She had a good point—they would be together soon enough, and those words alone soothed his soul for the moment. They meant she had every intention of staying. So whatever it was that was bothering her was just a bump in the road. 

He smiled and took her hands. “Look, Grace. You’ve got your reasons. I can respect that. Just promise me that you’ll tell me those reasons at some point.”

Grace nodded, pulling her head away from her chest and looking up at him. “I promise.”

“In the meantime,” Max said, taking her by the chin. Something primal inside of him had to make sure she understood that she belonged to him, that whatever the problem, they could work this out. “Let me just make one thing as clear as I possibly can.”

Her eyes were so clear and trusting it was like seeing diamonds at the bottom of a fountain. He hooked his hands around her waist and pulled her into him. Leaning down he gave her a brief open-mouth kiss on one side of her neck and then the other. She shifted on her feet and made a small, feline sound in the back of her throat.

“No matter what happens, Dixie,” he said, one of his hands making its way under her sweater, drawing a seductive circle over the small of her back, unclipping her bra. She belonged to him. He had to safeguard his future. “No matter what happens in your world, or in mine, we always meet right back here.”

He lifted her sweater off her in one smooth move, then shucked her bra to one side. Next went her pants. Until she stood in front of him in just a scrap of sky blue satin. He took a step back and admired her while ripping off his own shirt. His belt hissed as he whipped it out of his belt loops.

Grace trembled in front of him. With lust, but also emotion. He stepped over to her, tipped her head back with one hand and took her mouth. Her perfect mouth. He kept the kiss calm at first, almost chaste. But she shifted against him, her breasts glancing over his chest, and the kiss spun out, a delicious slide of their tongues. A nip on her bottom lip. 

He broke away only long enough to grab her by the backs of her legs, and lift her up. He walked them to the couch, and laid her down gently, then he reared up over her. “Do you understand what I’m saying, Grace?”

“Yes…” Her eyes were bleary, heavy with lust for him, almost like she wished he could scoop the emotional pain right off of her and make it disappear like he did in his magic shows.

He leaned down and traced her body with both hands, roughly molding her curves. “Right here? Nothing matters but you and me. The world means nothing here.” He knelt and roughly closed his mouth over her breast. She arched and clawed his back, tossing one leg over his hip, trying to draw him even closer. But he wouldn’t be distracted. 

He impatiently hooked her panties in one finger and dragged them off. He traced her seam with his middle finger. Grace tossed her head to one side, and spread her legs even further. She belonged to him, and he needed to make sure that she knew it. No matter what happened.

Max wasted no more time. Not one more precious, pulsing second. He plunged a finger into her and Grace arched, her body coming up off the couch. “Nothing that happens out there affects this, Dixie,” he growled, working her clit with his thumb, ruthlessly ripping her toward the peak. He loved making her come, loved making her scream from pure bliss, and God knew he was scared he’d lose her. He had to seal his presence in her life. “The world doesn’t come between us.”

Her eyes went white, unseeing, as her fingers clawed his back, and she gripped him harder than she ever had before. She was both pliant and tense as her orgasm overtook her. Max didn’t wait for it to end, didn’t indulge her in a long, lazy spin. No. Halfway through her orgasm, he spread her knees even further, and plunged himself inside her. He rode her through her explosion, her mouth opening wide, his face buried in her neck. She was his…

Looking up at her, even as she went weak under him, he demanded her eyes. “This is our world, Dixie. Yours and mine.”

She nodded, almost as if hearing him for the first time. His strokes hardened, became more frenzied. They started to slip off the couch and he tipped them, landing on his side and rolling across the floor. First, she was on top and then he was. And then she was, then he was again. He pinned her to the ground, thrusting so hard she screamed with pleasure.

“This is our life, Grace. This is it. Right here.” Each word was punctuated with a powerful thrust. He took her lips in something resembling kisses. But really they were just plundering each other, getting as close as possible in every way, ravaging the hell out of each other. 

“We always come back to this, Dixie,” he said again, swiveling his hips against her and making her arch in ecstasy again. “This is home.”

This time, he came with her, pressing and pulling and groaning and smashing against her, the intensity filling his soul. This was his woman, and he could not have his woman having second thoughts. He would make her three-thousand percent his. They collapsed onto the ground, Max rolling onto his back and taking Grace with him. Their breaths punched out at the air as if they’d just run a marathon. 

He realized that though her body was sated, melting into him, her breaths were tight, almost like sobs. Lifting her head to face him again, he gently kissed her lips. “Whatever it is, Dixie. I’m not going anywhere. We’re going to get through it. You’re mine. I’m yours. Always. Got it?”

Slowly, she nodded and pressed her cheek against his. “Yes.”

 

 


Chapter Four

 

 

Grace lay on her bed, facing the wall, Max’s arms banded around her. She’d never felt safer or more scared at the same time. She could feel the even rise and fall of his breaths as the sun rose, painting the room a delicious peach pink. Soon, she’d have to wake up and face the music—at some point, she had to tell Max what was going on.

It had been three days since she’d told him she couldn’t marry him in a week or go to Europe with him. Three torturous days for both of them. Three days of Max knowing something was wrong, with Grace being unable to tell him what it was. 

Just tell him! part of her brain screamed. He’s your fiancé!

No, you might alarm him when nothing is wrong. Better to deal with it yourself then face him only if it’s a problem. She just couldn’t stop thinking that there would be a problem. 

It was like Life was playing a cruel joke on her. Ha, ha, soon-to-be-bride discovers she can’t ever be a mother. GAME OVER! 

Maybe, she thought. But I’m not giving up hope. Not yet. 

“Grace…” Max started, and she knew he was going to ask her. Beg her even to tell him what was going on. But before he could, she turned to face him, kissed him, and said, “Make love to me, Max.”

He stared at her for a moment, knowledge in his eyes, but when she kissed him again, he pulled her close and did what he always did—devoted his whole self to giving her what she needed. Afterward, when he’d left for work, she lingered in bed, breathing in his scent and luxuriating in the memory of their time together, not just that morning, but in all the months before. She remembered first dates. First kisses. The first time they declared their love for one another. The first time he’d asked her to marry him. 

And the second time, not so long ago. 

Have faith in those memories, Grace. Have faith. 

With a sigh and a determined nod of her head, Grace got out of bed and went about the rest of her day. Several hours later, she got the call. Recognizing the number as coming from the doctor’s office, she cringed and nearly burst into tears with anxiety. 

“Hello?”

“Miss Sinclair, it’s Dr. Hadron,” he greeted her, going through some small talk before laying down the hammer. “Your blood tested positive for Antiphospholipid Syndrome.” 

It was like an anvil had dropped from a cliff high above right onto her head. The doctor assured her it wasn’t guaranteed that she could never have children, but she would encounter difficulties, so it was best if she came in soon to begin treatment. 

So, there it was—she had an autoimmune disorder. One that might possibly prevent her and Max from ever conceiving. Would it be fair to marry him now? Max could get any woman he wanted—any woman. Why would he want to stay with her now when having a family was such a big dream of his—of theirs?

She was terrified and worried, and her heart was breaking. 

 

* * *

 

Grace once again checked the time, knowing Max would be home any second now.  

What would she tell him?

She never liked holding back, and now that there was confirmation, she knew she had to tell him the truth. She wanted everything to be clear between them, the way it had always been. Only she didn’t know how she could tell him what was going on and still be hopeful of a future with him. The more she contemplated the dreadful moment, the more she knew it would change her life with him forever. 

She just wanted a few more moments where everything felt normal.

Their love. Their world. Their home. With nothing between them, just like he’d said.

Sucking up her tears and drying her face, Grace went to the bathroom to repair her makeup. When she walked out, Max was leaning against the bedroom door frame. 

Grace froze. 

“Everything okay?” he asked, cocking his head and peering into her eyes. 

He knew something was wrong. He could see it in her swollen eyes, to be sure. 

“Just fine, honey bun.” She smiled. So much for having one more day of normalcy.

His eyes darkened, and he walked up to her, burying his hands in her hair and nudging her face into his chest. She closed her eyes and soaked in the remaining seconds she had left before her life changed forever. Just a few more blissful moments before jumping off the high dive. That was all she needed. Then maybe she could gather the courage to let Max go.

He stepped behind her and kissed the back of her neck and just like that, her thighs trembled and pressed together with need. How did he do this to her? Every time he touched her, she was like putty in his hands.

His hand skimmed up her belly to her breast, giving her a loving caress. “I missed you today, gorgeous,” he whispered into her ear.

She took one final deep breath, then turned to face him. And the music.

But when she turned, she fell into his eyes. His precious, gorgeous, axis-tipping eyes. She had to stay in this moment. Just a second longer. She didn’t have the heart to destroy him. To destroy herself. She loved Max more than life itself.

Taking Max by the hand, Grace led him to the bed and pulled him in. 

“We’re feeling a little randy, I see? But um, Dixie…” 

She didn’t want to talk. This morning, he’d come close to asking her again what was wrong, and just now he’d been waiting at the bathroom door. She had to prolong the moment just a little while longer, distract him from asking the question she didn’t want to hear.

Ducking her head under the covers, she started to slide down his body. 

“Grace,” he said, obviously wanting to talk. But words were fickle things that only got in the way. One of his hands found its way into her hair, trying to gently tug her up, away from him. But she was too quick for him and dove down further, pulling his boxer shorts down and flinging them away. Without preamble, she opened her mouth and swallowed his half-hard cock. “Jesus Christ,” Max swore as his hips came up off the bed and his cock hardened almost instantly in her mouth. She swallowed more of it down into the back of her throat. He tried again to tug her off of him, but she only sucked him in harder, savoring his flavor, his hardness, reveling in the body of a man who’d surely reject her once he learned the truth. It all came down to this moment, and she tried to emblazon the scent of his skin on her mind. 

“Grace,” he groaned.

She felt the exact second he gave himself over to her. His hand tightened even further on her hair but his hips thrust upward, forcing himself into her in a way that made Grace moan, press her thighs together. 

She added her hands, stroking the length of him while she sucked on the head of his cock, circling it with her tongue. She added the slight twist of her wrist that she knew drove him insane.

His hand loosened from her hair and she felt it slide down her back, to rest gently on her ass. He gave her a testing squeeze, then one of his fingers began tracing her seam, pressing and pulling back. Pressing and pulling back.

With a moan, she pushed her hips backward into Max’s hand. And there was pleasure. God, so much pleasure just at the simple, expert touch of his hand on her. Over her. In her. And then he was ripping the sheet aside and grabbing her by the hips.

Grace found herself roughly rotated around on the bed so that she was suddenly sitting on Max’s face. She stiffened for half a second before she felt the warm, wet heaven of his mouth close over her and, melting forward, she took her cock in her mouth, swallowing him even further than she ever had before, her throat closing around him. 

He groaned out his pleasure and she felt the reverberations all the way through her pussy. This was bliss. This was heaven. This was really, truly giving yourself over to someone.

Soon, Grace couldn’t hold on a second longer. She wanted to prolong the experience, felt she could do this for hours, but her body had different ideas, tensing and quaking and trembling around his dexterous, loving tongue. Grace screamed her pleasure over his cock as her head continued to bob up and down on him, her hands working furiously. 

But the second her body sagged in relief, he tugged her up and off of him. He thrust her facedown on the mattress and mounted her from behind, pressing into her slowly but inexorably, without pause. When he was fully seated in her to the hilt, he thrust his hips forward, pressing even farther. Grace moaned into the sheets as another climax began to overtake her, just from the simple motion. And then he was dragging out the climax, pushing into her over and over, a deep intensity overtaking him. He pulled out almost all the way before slamming back in. 

All Grace could do was grip the sheets and enjoy the ride. Which she did, immensely, until his body tightened over hers. He gritted out a few unintelligible words and took her, again, over the edge. This time he went right along with her. 

Max collapsed next to her, then immediately gathered her into his arms. He petted her hair away from her face and dragged his hands over every inch of her body. As if he was checking to make sure she was still there, still with him. His lips went next, kissing every available inch of her without disturbing their spooned position. Her shoulders, her hair, her neck, the side of her face, her arms down to the fingertip.

Finally, his intensity began to wane and he simply held her close. She could feel his heartbeat against her back, and she couldn’t help but hold back silent tears. But they betrayed her and slipped out anyway. She knew the moment was now. She had to tell him. For both their sakes. But he noticed her tears, wiped them off her cheeks, and sat up straight. 

“I can’t eat, Grace.” His eyes searched hers, but she couldn’t look straight at him. His words were a knife slicing tenderly between her ribs. “My mind is racing every goddamned second. I cut myself shaving today.” He lifted his chin so she could see the thin red slice on his neck. She turned in his arms to face him. “I’m losing my mind here, Dixie. You have to let me in and tell me what’s going on.” He kissed away another tear. 

Grace took a deep breath. He deserved to know the truth. 

“I have Antiphospholipid Antibody Syndrome,” she said, the words tasting like ash in her mouth. “I found out it was a possibility at the doctor’s the other day, but I didn’t say anything, because the blood test results didn’t come back until today. I’m sorry I kept it from you.”

His mouth hung open. He looked like he had a million things he wanted to say.

She put a finger over his mouth. She couldn’t handle questions right now and she was going to tell him everything he needed to know if he would just listen. 

“It’s a blood clotting disorder. Not deadly, but serious. I’m going to need to see my doctor a lot more often to be able to take care of it. Of myself.” Grace took a deep breath. Max’s hands were like vices around her back. “I was feeling achy. Lots of cramps. My periods had been kind of weird. And I’ve been getting those headaches. Then, there was this…” She spun her arm to show Max where the faded bruise was still visible. “So I went to the doctor.” Grace’s eyes filled with tears again. “I—I thought that maybe I would be pregnant. I thought when I walked into that office that I might be finding out something that would change our lives forever in a good way.” 

He gripped her even tighter, stroking a hand over her hair, but she couldn’t look at him. She couldn’t stand to see his face now that she’d actually said those words out loud. 

“But instead…it’s only bad news.” 

“Whatever t is, Grace, we can figure this out,” he said.

“You don’t understand, Max…” She ran a hand over her eyes and realized that she was taking too long to tell the dirty truth. This must be killing him. She didn’t want to torture him any longer. “There are a lot of potential complications of AAS, most of them manageable. But one big problem is infertility.”

She had to look at him now. And when she did, when she met his eyes, she didn’t see anything she’d feared she’d see. There was no betrayal or disappointment or regret, only love. He stroked a hand over her hair again, silently urging her to go on. “So?”

“So?” She took a deep breath. “Max, don’t you get it? I might not ever get pregnant. And if I do, which will be a long shot at this point, there could be serious complications. Miscarriages are extremely common. And labor and delivery are wildly dangerous.” Her voice quavered, no matter how strong she was trying to be. There was no stopping it. A waterfall of emotion was pounding through her as she felt her life starting to spin away. 

“But Grace—”

She cut him off, looking him dead in the eye. “We might not be able to have kids, Max. I can’t do that to you. You’ll be a wonderful father. Just not with me.” She broke down into tears, unable to take the pain. Her perfect life had fallen apart in a matter of days. “I don’t know…I’m confused. I don’t know how I feel about all of this.”

“All of what?” he asked, taking her by the shoulders and looking her square in the eye. “The diagnosis? Or this?” He motioned between the two of them.

“My diagnosis, Max, but also what it means for this,” she mirrored his hand motion. “I just don’t know what to feel or think or…” She shook her head, trying to make it all go away.

“Dixie…” He picked up her hand and placed it on his own cheek in a gesture that just wrecked her. “We’ve been ready to get married for a year at this point. We know that’s where we’re headed. A wedding is just a recognition of where we are emotionally.”

She nodded. “I’m not sure I’m there emotionally anymore.”
He sucked in a breath, like she’d cold-cocked him. 

“I love you,” she added before he went thinking that she didn’t. “More than you’ll ever know. But I have to get all these tests done over the next few weeks. Which is the reason I can’t go to Europe with you. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you the truth before. I didn’t know how—it’s been a shock to me, and I guess I didn’t know how to respond.”

“Dixie, it’s fine. I knew you needed space, and that’s why I let you breathe.”

She smiled at him through tears. “This diagnosis has been like a big black curtain that got hung in a circle around my life, and I can’t see anything through it. I can’t see the rest of my life or where we’re going. Not Europe. Not a wedding. Not—”

“Hey, hey,” he soothed, as her voice began to hitch and tears rolled down her cheeks. He held her even closer. “No one can see past the black curtain. Even if you were a hundred percent healthy, there would still be a black curtain. Nobody knows what’s going to happen. So, listen. We’re gonna take things one step at a time. This is what life is. You make a plan, hope for the best, and change the plan when you hit a bump in the road. And that’s all this is—a bump. We get married. We find a way to have whatever kind of family we want to have. And as long as one of us can see that, and we stick together, then we’re going to be just fine.”

“Max, I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what’s best.” She knew by “whatever kind of family we want to have” that he meant adoption, but it was so unfair to impose that on him when she knew deep down in her heart that he would want his own biological children, especially if he was able to. 

He stroked her hair again. “All you need to do right now is this—let me inside. I get that you were freaked at first and needed space, but now I’m with you on this, and we can handle this together. Can you do that?” 

Her heart thudded in her chest. How could he be this kind? This understanding? Hadn’t he just heard everything she’d told him? The very least she could do was calm down. No clear thinking ever came from freaking out. And if she was being honest with herself, then he wasn’t wrong. She could see him through the curtain. She couldn’t see anything else. But she could see him.

Finally, she nodded, and Max smiled tenderly.

“We’re going to get through this together, Dixie. And you’re going to be what you always have been: mine.” 

 


Chapter Five

 

 

Melina took a sip of Grace’s iced tea and shuddered. “God, that’s sweet.” 

“Well, that’s why they call it sweet tea,” Grace said as she signaled the waiter that they were ready to order.

Lucy slapped down her menu as the waiter walked up to the table, looking like he’d won the lottery. “Alright, ladies, what can I get you?”

“I want total honesty,” Lucy said. “Is the tuna salad sandwich gross or delicious?” 

The waiter grinned, quickly looking around to make sure that no one else would overhear him. “Gross.”

“Great. Thank you for your honesty. In that case, I’d like the loaded baked potato,” Lucy ordered. The man scribbled down the order. “But I mean, loaded. Like really loaded,” she said. “Loaded-loaded, super loaded. Got it?” She waggled her eyebrows at him. 

“Loaded, loaded, super loaded,” he repeated, jotting it down and showing his notes to her.

“Make it happen, Captain.” She winked, and the poor guy’s ears turned an attractive shade of fuchsia.

“And for you, miss?” he cleared his throat and turned to Grace. 

“Oh,” she said, scanning the menu for anything that looked good. She hadn’t even been able to focus on the food. “I guess just a cup of the noodle soup and some fruit salad.”

“And I want what both of them ordered,” Melina said, before the waiter could even ask her. “Potato, soup, and fruit salad. Also, an iced tea. Unsweetened. I’d like my liver to make it past the age of thirty-five. Not that I’m anywhere close to the age of thirty-five.” She pointed at the waiter to make sure he understood.

“Oh, no. Of course not. I’ll be back with your food shortly.” He scurried away.

Grace smiled. “I think y’all scared him. He came over, thinking, ‘Score, pretty ladies I can impress with my plate-putting-down skills.’ But he hadn’t counted on you two.”

Melina shrugged. “If he can’t handle ladies who like to eat then he should be a waiter on TV, not in real life.”

“Hear, hear,” Lucy concurred clinking her glass of water with Melina. She looked over at Grace. “Honey, aren’t you hungry? You didn’t order very much.”

Grace shrugged. She’d told them about her diagnosis yesterday, but she still didn’t like to talk about it very much. “I’m fine. Just not so hungry, I guess, with everything that’s been going on.”

“You mean because of the autoimmune disorder,” Melina said.

Grace took a deep breath, knowing how hard it was going to be for her friends to hear the news, the reason why she’d gathered them here together today, not that she needed a reason to get together with them. “Guys…you may as well know. We postponed the wedding indefinitely. And cancelled the honeymoon. Max is going to go on tour without me.” Grace looked up from her drink, which she’d been absentmindedly stirring with her straw, and saw complete shock on their faces. 

“You. Did. What?” Lucy asked, her voice screeching so high, a passing bat could have understood her perfectly. “You cancelled your dream honeymoon? The month-long European adventure with the person you love most on this earth?” Lucy sat back in her chair to gawk at Grace like she was insane.

Grace pressed her fingers to her temples. Wow. She kind of screwed the pooch on this one. “I’m sorry. After I told you about the diagnosis and about me maybe having a problem getting pregnant, I figured you wouldn’t be so surprised—”

“That you’re running scared. I supposed we shouldn’t have been,” Lucy said, her voice tight. 

Melina’s gasp mirrored Grace’s. “Lucy,” Melina said gently, but Lucy shook her head. 

“No, Melina. Now is not the time for gentle. Now is the time to tell it to our friend straight.”

“Tell me what exactly,” Grace said, her body tight, arms crossed. 

“That you’re acting like an idiot.”

Melina took the cloth napkin, folded it, and unfolded it again. Her discomfort made it perfectly clear that she wasn’t about to defend Grace. She was on Lucy’s side. They both felt the same way.  

Grace blinked. “A what?” Grace said softly. 

“Wait, wait. Honey,” Melina said, pressing her hand over one of Grace’s. “Lucy didn’t mean to say that so harshly. What we’re trying to say is—”

“Like hell I didn’t.” Lucy barked. “Max loves you!”

“And I love him! Which is why I’m not going to condemn him to a life without kids. Not without giving it a lot of thought. Maybe not ever. It’s something we need to talk about, so no weddings are going to happen anytime soon.”

“Grace, you have not been diagnosed as infertile,” Lucy added indignantly. “It’s just a chance. Lots of people beat the odds.”

“You don’t get it,” Grace said. “I have to undergo a ton of tests. Prepare myself for the possibility. Now isn’t the time to be getting married. I have to focus on myself right now. Even Max said so.” 

“Of course he said so. He loves you and is going to be supportive,” Lucy said. “But preparing for a possibility is very different than putting a giant ‘barren’ sticker on your forehead, alright? And even if you can’t have kids, that doesn’t change who you are. You’re the woman Max loves. You’re the woman who loves him back. What about that? What about condemning him to a future without the woman he loves?” Lucy cried.

A tense silence fell over the table. Grace blinked. Blinked again. Then, the first tears fell. She covered her face with her hands. “I don’t know what to do,” she cried. 

Instantly, both Melina and Lucy were next to her, hugging her. 

“God, I’m sorry, Grace. I sounded harsh. I guess I’m just shocked,” Lucy cried. 

“It’s going to be okay,” Melina added. 

Getting enveloped by both her best friends after fearing they were ganging up on her was a huge relief. Last thing she needed were two more relationships to worry about. “It’s okay, I’m okay,” Grace managed to say. She took each of her friend’s hands, one in each of hers, and squeezed. “We’ll be okay. I just need time to come to terms with this. Max is being Max. He’s giving me time. He has no intention of giving up on me without a fight.” She smiled, and even as weak as it was, Melina and Lucy managed to smile, too.

“The way it should be,” Melina said.

Grace nodded.

They each took their seats again, and Lucy immediately called for the waiter to bring them drinks. Whiskey. Shots. When he delivered them, Lucy said, “No sipping. Down the hatch.” She reached over and tipped Melina’s glass the rest of the way when she saw that her friend was wimping out.

“Good lord, Luce!” Melina sputtered, wiping her chin, as her eyes watered. 

Lucy slapped her hands together. “Everybody feel a little better?” 

Grace laughed at her friends, so grateful they were there with her. “Yes, actually. I do feel better. This dulls the edge real nice.”

The table remained silent for a moment after they’d had their drinks, and it was obvious her friends were waiting for her to share when she was ready. She finally sighed. “It just feels dishonest to get married without giving all of us a moment to acclimate first. It feels like I’ve misled Max somehow.”

“Misled?” Lucy blinked at Grace. “I’m sorry. When did Max forget how to speak English? When did his IQ revert back to that of a three-year-old? Has he fallen and hit his head? Has he suddenly acquired dementia?”

“Good thing you’re not dramatic, Luce,” Melina muttered then turned to Grace. “I think what our worked-up friend is attempting to say right now is that Max is a grown man. He understands who you are. He also understands that marriage is a leap of faith. And, of course, that both of you are going to change and grow as time goes on. In ways you can’t possibly anticipate. It’s not a betrayal when that happens. It’s life.”

“I know you’re right.” Grace nodded. It was like Max had said—a curtain would always be present even in the best of circumstances. Nobody ever knew what was going to happen. “But I still can’t help feeling the way I do. The whole reason Max and I got together in the first place is because he overheard my plan to find a man to raise a child with. To have a baby whether I was in a romantic relationship or not. Don’t you guys remember?”

“Yes, but that was just the impetus, the excuse he needed to push forward with you. A baby isn’t the reason you got together. He wants you, Grace. He loves you.”

And she loved him. More than anything in this world. That was why she had to figure this out somehow. “I just need time to get used to our new reality. I know I’ll be disappointed not going to Europe with Max, but it’ll be good for us to get a little space. A little perspective.”

Of course, she really thought Max was the one who ought to have the space. Part of her couldn’t shake the belief that once he was in Europe and had time to think things through, he’d realize what a huge mistake marrying her would be. She wanted him to come to that realization before they got married. Not after. It would hurt like nothing before, but it would be the right thing to do. She couldn’t bear the resentment if they were to get married and he’d felt regretful then. 

“Well, how much space could you possibly get from one another, honey? You two live in the same house,” Melina said, sucking down some water and crossing her arms.

“No, I mean that we’ll have space when he’s in Europe and I’m here.”

Something uneasy flashed across Melina’s expression. 

“What is it?” Grace asked. 

“Nothing. It’s really nothing.”

“Melina,” she whispered. 

Her friend frowned, then sighed before reaching out to take Grace’s hand. “You’re not gonna get all that space you think you need, honey.”

“What?”

Melina took a deep breath. “I swore an oath of secrecy to my husband, who was sworn to an oath of secrecy by his twin brother. But I guess the cat’s out of the bag.” She bit her lip, and looked regretful for about half a millisecond before she just let it fly. “Max cancelled the tour to stay home with you.”

All of the air left Grace’s lungs and her chest got so tight, she felt dizzy. He did what? “What. Did. You. Just. Say?” Grace asked, the edges of her vision blurring.

“I said that—”

“I heard you.” Grace shook her head vehemently. “No. No way.” Abruptly, Grace stood up, snatching her purse off the back of her chair. “Excuse me, ladies. But I have to go make a phone call. And when I get back, there better be two more fingers of whiskey in this glass.” 

“Grace—”

Before she could hear what Lucy had to say, Grace stormed off. 

Outside the restaurant, she called Max and paced back and forth on the sidewalk. What the hell was he thinking? Canceling a European tour? To stay at home for her? Was the man insane? This was his career they were talking about! And not only that, it was something he’d been dreaming about for years. And he was just going to throw that away without even talking to her about it first? 

Hells. No.

Yet in the seconds while the phone rang, Grace had to admit she hadn’t been the easiest person to talk to recently. She understood why he’d played this one close to the vest. He’d been doing such a good job being patient and giving her time, but she should have known that in the end, Max would do whatever it took to solidify the link between them. 

All her rational thinking, however, went out the window when she got Max’s voicemail. Anger descended over her like a scratchy hot blanket that she couldn’t wait to kick off her body.

She called him again. On the third ring, a small drop of fear trickled down her back, dousing the flames of her anger. Why wasn’t he answering?

He always answered her calls when he wasn’t performing. In fact, Grace could only remember getting sent to voicemail on two other occasions. And those were times that she’d forgotten and accidentally called during a show. He’d literally been on stage. 

Quickly, Grace exited out of the call and scrolled to their joint e-calendar on her phone. Maybe he had an appointment that she’d forgotten about? But no. Besides lunch with Rhys, his afternoon was free and clear. So where the hell was he?

Had he decided to take that space she’d been offering him? It was funny, as much as she’d felt he needed it earlier, now that he wasn’t answering her calls, it made her plain crazy. 

Fear hit her, not in a trickle but a full-on deluge. What had she been thinking? Space was dumb. Space was the worst. Space was the opposite of what she wanted. Just feeling unsure and insecure about where he was this moment told her that she was still, and would always be, in love with him. That she couldn’t possibly live without him.

Grace walked back into the restaurant, hoping her friends could talk her down from her panic. But Melina had her phone to her ear, and Grace knew as soon as she saw her friend’s face that something was wrong. Terribly wrong. 

 “Something bad happened to Max,” Grace whispered, barely able to choke the words out.

“Drink this now,” Melina said and pushed the refilled whiskey toward Grace. “Now!” she added sternly when Grace hesitated.

Despite her shaking hand, Grace swallowed it down in one gulp, her eyes never leaving Melina’s stricken face. What had happened to Max? She couldn’t bear the thought of losing him. 

“Lucy, call a cab or Uber or whatever. We have to get to the hospital now.” Melina turned and gripped Grace’s hand. Grace barely felt it. Her entire body had become ice. Hospital? “Rhys just called me. He and Max were in a car accident on their way home from lunch. Max is unconscious and an ambulance took him. That’s all he knew. We need to go to the hospital now.”

Grace heard the words like they were coming through a cloud. Floaty and non-linear. Surreal. But there was nothing cloud-like about the way she was suddenly charging toward the door of the restaurant. Her man was hurt. Nothing else mattered in the entire world. She’d run to the fucking hospital if she had to, but she’d be there for him. 

Same way he’d always been there for her.

 

 


Chapter Six

 

 

Grace charged through the hospital like an army general on a mission. She’d left Lucy and Melina in her dust. The words ‘no access’ meant nothing to her. Less than nothing. She would stop at nothing until she was by Max’s side.

“Ma’am! Ma’am!” The calls echoed after her as someone tried to stop her. But Grace was having none of it. When someone placed a hand on her shoulder, Grace whirled on the man and immediately read his nametag. 

“Sid,” she growled. “If you don’t bring me to my husband in the next thirty seconds, I’m going to pull your head off like a dandelion. And then I’m going to feed it to a motherfucking pig. Are. We. Clear?”

If his ashen face was any indication, she had been extremely clear. “Yes, ma’am. Now, if you’ll just follow me, I’ll look up your husband in the system, and then I can tell you what room he’s in.”

Much better, Grace thought, following the young man over to a kiosk where he clacked on the keyboard long enough that Grace truly considered the merit of her dandelion idea.

“Your husband’s name?” Sid asked.

She thought about telling him that Max was her fiancé, but decided against it. In every way that counted, Max was already her husband. He had been since he first told her he loved her, since the first time they’d made love, since the moment they’d bought their home together. “Max Dalton.”

Hearing his name in the context of this emergency made her tear up. She couldn’t believe she was telling a hospital clerk her fiancé’s name to find out where he was in this hospital. Sid looked back at the screen and clicked around a bit.

“He’s in Room 512, which is on the 5th—”

Grace raced through the hallways, dodging wheelchairs and nurses and doctors, worried family members and food carts, fast enough to medal in the Olympics. The elevator moved much too slow for her taste, and when the doors slid open, the group of people waiting became another hurdle to jump over. “Excuse me, move, please…”

She didn’t know where she was headed, as she had never felt so lost without Max, but her pure instinct and their connection would bring them together. Minutes later… 

“Dixie!”

Grace screeched to a halt, almost taking out a group of doctors standing in a clump in the hallway. She didn’t bother to apologize. Instead, she retraced her steps to the door she’d just barreled past, then sagged in relief against the door frame. “Baby,” she breathed, the tears she’d kept locked up threatening to spill over. 

Max was lying in a bed, a bandage over one eye and bandages wrapped around his left arm. He looked like total shit but beautiful and alive, never sexier, always gorgeous, and smiling at her. 

Smiling.

“Oh, God, Max.” The tears coursed down her face now. She rushed to his side and knelt beside the bed. His hand instantly came to her cheek, and she gripped his hand. His beautiful hand, the one she feared she’d never feel again just a short while ago. 

“I’m alright. A little worse for the wear, but I’m going to be okay.”

“Rhys said you were unconscious.” Her voice hitched even though she worked to keep it calm. Some things just couldn’t be helped. Not in moments like this. Which was the same reasoning she used when she crawled onto the bed with him and curled up like a cat by his side. She was careful not to jostle him but she needed to touch him. Feel him. Feel his vibrant, important life under her hands. 

“We were T-boned,” he explained. “I hit my head and have a bit of a concussion.”

She instantly pressed her hand to his temple. “What’s going on with this bandage here?” she asked gently, tracing the edges of the one over his eye.

“A scratch. I needed a few stitches above my eye. I think the nurse is a newbie. She went a little overboard.” He stroked a hand over her back. “I’m really fine. A few scratches, a few bangs, one night of observation and then I’m free to go home.”

“What happened?” Grace asked. “What happened in the accident?” She wasn’t sure she even wanted to know. But she also couldn’t NOT know, which of course made her feel even more guilty about not telling Max about her autoimmune disorder when he wanted to be included.

Max shrugged. “Some jackoff ran a red light, came through the intersection. It may have been his fault, but I should have seen him. If anything had happened to Rhys…” 

“Forget Rhys! What if something had happened to you!” Grace exclaimed. 

“Nice to know I’m loved,” a voice said from the door, and Grace turned to see her brother-in-law standing there. 

“Oh, Rhys, I didn’t mean—”

“I know what you meant, beautiful.” Rhys walked in and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “I caught Melina and Lucy and assured them Max was fine. But they want to come up and see for themselves. Just wanted to warn you, but I’ll hold them off for a few minutes. So you two can talk.” He gave them a serious look that encompassed them both, then winked at Grace before turning and leaving the room. 

Grace turned back to Max and couldn’t help but run her knuckles over his five o’clock shadow. She loved him so much, she couldn’t believe she’d almost lost him. Just a fraction of a second sooner or later, had the car caught them at a different angle, he might not have been here. 

“It’s a good thing you canceled your tour, because I’m not letting you out of my sight until you’re back to a hundred percent. Strike that—two hundred percent.”

Max narrowed his eyes at her. “How did you know that I canceled my tour?”

“Melina let it slip over lunch.”

Max eyed her warily and sighed. “So, how do you feel about that?” 

“At first I was angry. That’s when I called you a hundred times, and you didn’t pick up, and I knew something had happened to you. Then Melina told me about the accident and… God, Max. I’ve been so unbearable and annoying and indecisive. Can you ever forgive me?”

“There’s nothing to forgive, Grace. You’ve been dealing with a lot and worried the news about your condition would make me feel differently about us. But it doesn’t,” he said fervently. “If anything, I love you even more now because children or not, I can’t lose you, Grace.” 

She squeezed his hand tighter. “I trust that now. Lord, even if I’d come here to find you’d lost all your man parts—”

“Hey, watch what you’re jinxing there, Dixie!” he exclaimed, horror and amusement in his eyes, and she laughed.

“Well, it’s true. I would still love you anyway. And I’d never jinx your man parts. I’m partial to ‘em.”

“You and me both, kiddo. But please, finish your thought, just so I know we’re on the same page. You don’t know how badly I’ve been needing to hear this. If anyone’s been scared of losing the other, it’s been me, scared of losing you, Dixie.”

She nodded. “If you could never give me children, it wouldn’t matter to me. I’d still love you. And need you. You’d still be you. And I wouldn’t be settling for anything by being with you. I’d still consider myself the luckiest woman in the world.”

He stared at her, intense love coming off him like a tidal wave, dousing and drowning her. But he didn’t interrupt, and she was grateful for it. “I can see how you might’ve been feeling the same way. About me.”

He growled. “Might’ve? Not good enough.”

She laughed. “Okay. I see how you DO feel the same way about me. I’m just sorry it took this happening for me to realize it.” Her voice broke then, and he pulled her into a tight hug.

Nothing in this life was guaranteed. She knew that now and reveled in Max’s strong arms, here, today. 

“I love you. There’s nothing that could make me stop loving you. We might never have children together, and I would still love you until the day I die. Or you could get pregnant with septuplets tomorrow, and I would love you forever.”

“Bite your tongue, baby.”

He chuckled. “I would love you if you got plastic surgery to look like Mick Jagger. It’d be weird but I’d love you. I’d love you if for some reason you could only speak in limericks for the rest of your life. Yeah, it’d be annoying as fuck, but I’d love you.”

Grace laughed out loud. She could listen to Max crack jokes forever. She couldn’t imagine being without him. 

“I’d love you if you woke up tomorrow with duck bills for feet. Newsflash, Dixie. You’re STUCK with me.” He pulled back to gaze into her eyes. “I can’t give you everything, as much as it pains me. I can’t take this disorder away for you. But I can cancel this fucking tour and drive you to doctor’s appointments…”

“No, you can’t, Max. It’s your career.”

“And commiserate if there’s bad news,” he interrupted, “and celebrate when there’s good news. Just let me do this, Dixie. Let me be a husband to you.” 

She hated that she was burdening him with this. And here he was, acting like it was a joy. But she finally understood that it would be a joy for him. To take care of her. The same way it would be a joy for her to take care of him.

“I let them think you were my husband already.” 

“What?”

“Out there,” she pointed to the hallway. “When I was searching the hospital for you. I let them think you were my husband.”

“Is that bad?”

“No.” She shook her head. “That’s just it. It felt natural. It felt nice to say it. My husband—you’re my husband. And why not? You already love me like a husband. A partner. Max, it’s time for me to fully accept it. I need to let you in and help me deal with whatever comes in life, even the hard parts. Like you said, we don’t know what’s coming, yet I damn near had my headstone engraved without even realizing it. Well, no more. We’re alive, we’re together, and we’re going to be married. And as for your tour…” She tilted her head to study him. “I think that the scar from the stitches, all the light bruising, you’ll be able to work it. You are a bad boy magician, after all.”

“Grace, honey, what are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about Europe. About the tour you’re canceling over my dead body.” Doctor’s appointments be damned. Disorders didn’t change from one day to the next, at least not the one she had. There would be time for doctor’s appointments and tests and medical crap when they got back. But there would only be one amazing trip of a lifetime with her husband. 

“I can’t go to Europe without you, Grace. I won’t. You’d have to tranquilize me to get me on a plane without you.”

Grace grinned and waved her hand through the air like no big thing. “Of course you’re not going without me. You think I’d miss my honeymoon?”

 

* * *

 

Max tried to still the pounding in his heart, thinking that maybe he hadn’t heard right. There was ringing in his ears and he wasn’t sure if it was from the car accident or from the reverberations of her words. 

“Honeymoon?” he asked, almost scared to question it. Max sat up and cupped Grace’s chin. “Are you putting the wedding back on the table? Are you telling me that you want to tie the knot and go on that European honeymoon just like we planned right before you got your diagnosis?”

Grace grinned at him, her eyes the deepest blue he’d ever seen them, her hair as golden as the sunlight that streamed in all around them. She was his angel, one he would do anything for. “Yes. That’s what I want.” Her smile alone slayed him and brought him back to life in the same instant. There she was—the Dixie he knew and loved. She hadn’t gone away. She’d just been hiding in the dark. 

They kissed then. Passionate and joyful. Not the most artful of kisses they’d ever had, considering neither of them could stop grinning. He nipped at her lips and she laughed, then squeezed him just tight enough to have him wincing against the soreness in his ribs.

She gasped and pulled away. “I’m so sorry. I forgot. I’ll go get the nurse.”

“No, Dixie, baby, come here…” He looped her around the waist before she could slide out of bed. “You’re not going anywhere. Not until I get you good and married to me. And I’m not waiting a week. I’m not waiting another day.” Max let intensity and command color his tone of voice. He didn’t care if he sounded unyielding. In this case, he knew what they needed. He knew what was going to be best for them. He knew that he needed to take the indecision off the table. He needed to get. this. shit. done.

“There’s a chapel downstairs. I asked the nurse when they brought me in the room. She said people get married there from time to time.”

Grace seemed to hold her breath for a few seconds, her eyes wide. Then she smiled and Max knew everything was going to be okay. “Don’t we need a license?” 

“Check my coat pocket, over there on the chair.”

Grace jumped up and tore through his coat. She found the license, read it over, then looked up at him. “But this is dated for today.”

“I couldn’t not be married to you anymore. Whatever you want to do after we’re married, freak out, whatever, I don’t care. As long as we’re married first. I can’t lose you.”

“You want to get married today,” she echoed, her eyes wide with disbelief, but at the same time, he could see that she was good for it. 

“I want to get married this second,” he corrected her.

Grace looked down at herself. “But I’m in jeans.”

Max barked out a laugh. “I want to marry you in jeans. Just as you are.”

“Just as I am,” Grace repeated. “Unclear diagnosis and all. Freak outs and all.”

“Freak outs and all. That’s when you’re most appealing to me, actually. When you need me. You do need me, right, Grace?” He took her hands in his. 

Grace flung herself back onto the bed, the marriage license floating down to the ground like a feather in the wind. “I need you now and forever. Every damn day, Max. Thank you for not giving up on me. Thank you for slapping me upside the head when I needed it. I want to marry you just as you are, too. Bandages and bruises and all. Bossy and all! I kind of like the bossy part.”

Max laughed and felt a weight lift off of him. At the same time, he felt his cock stiffen at her words. If she liked bossy, he would show her bossy tomorrow at home. Or maybe in this very bed tonight when the nurses weren’t looking. Even though his ribs ached like a bitch, his headache was splitting his head in two, and his eyebrow didn’t feel too hot either, he’d still want his wife, Grace Sinclair. NO. Grace Dalton. He’d actually never felt better in his entire life. 

Less than an hour later, Max and Grace walked out of the hospital elevator and onto the chapel floor. Melina and Rhys, Lucy and Jamie, and all their kids were waiting for them. Each person held a bouquet of colorful flowers, except for Milly, who just wore a few on her soft little headband. So stinkin’ cute she was. 

The second that Tabitha spotted Grace and Max getting off the elevator, she raced over to them. Tabby thrust one of the two bouquets she held in her hands toward Grace.

“Ant flowers,” she said, patting the flowers then Grace’s cheek.

“There’s ants on the flowers?” Grace asked, looking up at Melina for clarification.

“No,” Melina called. “We told her they’re the flowers you get for becoming her Aunt.”

“Ohhh,” Grace grinned and planted a wet kiss on the little girl’s cheek. “They’re my auntie flowers.”

“And your wifey flowers,” Max added, impossibly touched to see the woman he loved giving so much affection to his niece. Truth be told, they’d all been a family long before this moment.

“And your sister flowers!” Rhys called across the room.

“And your…friend flowers,” Lucy said, stamping her foot. “Well, I guess you getting married doesn’t really change that one. But whatever! Just come on and get hitched already! We’re tired of the back and forth.” She winked at Max then smiled at Grace.

Grace set Tabby back on the floor, only to immediately pick up Charlie, who charged her. All of them moved together into the chapel. It was small and simple and even though it wasn’t the perfect wedding he’d wanted to give her to make her dreams come true, it was just perfect in Max’s eyes.

Because he knew he was making her dreams come true, just like she was doing for him. Plus, he still had every intention of giving her a second formal wedding when they returned from Europe.

“Where’s the chaplain?” Grace asked, nuzzling Charlie’s soft curls. 

“Well, about that…” Rhys cleared his throat, looking at Max.

Max scrubbed a hand over his face. Jesus Christ. No chaplain? How many obstacles were they going to have? He supposed another one wouldn’t make a scrap of a difference. As long as he got his woman, everything else was small potatoes.

“The chaplain isn’t in today,” his brother explained, “BUT luckily there’s a different kind of chapel down the street and Jamie did some fast talking so...” 

A door in the back of the chapel opened and in walked… Elvis, sequined jump suit and all. “Are we ready to love me some tender, folks?”

“Jesus Christ,” Max muttered, looking sideways at Grace, not sure what he’d see. Elvis freakin’ Presley would be marrying them? An old, sweaty Elvis at that? 

But all Grace did was laugh in delight, humor dancing in her beautiful eyes. Something had changed. She no longer seemed fearful, worried about wedding details, or stressed about life. She seemed at peace. Finally. “Perfect,” she whispered, taking his hand. 

He leaned down to kiss her, then stared into her eyes. “Yes. Perfect.” 

 

 

Thank you for reading Wedding the Bad Boy. I hope you enjoyed seeing the Dalton Brothers again, along with their loves (women and children). Be sure to check out Book 8, Bedding the Boss, Eric’s story, coming out soon, as well as my other sexy romances, including my new romantic comedy series, Kiss Talent Agency!
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Lip Action

(Kiss Talent Agency Book 1)

 

Marissa

 

Appearance is everything to my upper-crust mother, but when she insists I take back my pedigreed-but-cheating ex? I’d rather stab myself with a salad fork. So I blurt out I’m dating someone new. Someone like…that smoking-hot, vaguely familiar guy across the restaurant, who could be the next James Bond.

 

Turns out he’s the star of my favorite, cheesy, sci-fi soap opera. (Don’t judge me.) One minute I’m fantasizing about Borg and his green-hued abs. The next, Simon Dale is making me an offer my sex-starved body can’t refuse.

 

Simon

 

I’m up for a breakout movie role that’ll launch me off the B-list, but I don’t need a script to read the scene between Marissa and her mum. Even though I’m a London gutter rat who never rubbed elbows with a Royal, I easily slip into the role of Marissa’s doting boyfriend. Why? I need a favor in return— a steady girlfriend, just long enough to convince the producers I’ve changed my wild ways.

 

Trouble is, I’m going all Method on this relationship—and close to losing the one thing that could break me. My heart.

 

 

Locking Lips 

(Kiss Talent Agency Book 2)

 

Caleb

 

As a photographer, I appreciate contrasts. The stiff, snobby brat on the flight from New York turns out to be a scared, vulnerable woman who warms my heart. The icy cold soda she dumps in my lap leads to the hottest sex of my life in an LA dressing room.

 

When I watch her walk away, I feel something I’ve never felt before. A twinge of regret that I’ll never see her again. Except we do meet again. And she’s driving me insane.

 

Heather

 

Clearly, I’ve lost my mind.

 

Turns out the owner of the deep, sensual voice that kept me from needing the airline barf bag, who lured me completely out of character to indulge in anonymous, semi-public sex, is the photographer for my designs’ first photo spread in Bella fashion magazine.

 

Worse, our artistic visions clash. And every time we butt heads, our butts somehow get naked.

 

I can’t let my hormones cloud my judgment. I tried having it all, and it didn’t work out. I have to stop envisioning a life with him, and get my head back in the game…before I lose everything.

 

 

 

 


Bedding The Bachelors Series

 

 

Bedding The Wrong Brother

(Bedding the Bachelors Book 1)

 

Determined to find her inner sex diva, Melina Parker enlists her childhood friend, Max Dalton, to tutor her after hours. Instead, she ends up in the wrong bed and gets a lesson in passion from Max’s twin brother, Rhys Dalton, a man Melina’s always secretly wanted but never thought she could have.

 

This #1 Bestselling Contemporary Romance is rated HHH ("Heat, Heart & HEA") and involves a bed mix-up, hot identical twins, sex lessons, naughty word games, light restraint, a shy sex bomb who's afraid she's boring and a playboy hero determined to prove she's got everything he'll ever need.

 

 

Bedding The Bad Boy

(Bedding the Bachelors Book 2)

 

This bad boy is ready to work some magic...

 

Identical twin and Las Vegas performer Max Dalton has always been the number one bad boy in his family, and he's appreciated the women and fame that comes along with his reputation.

 

Grace Sinclair is on a mission when she comes to Vegas, one that involves asking Max, her best friend's brother-in-law, to give her the pleasure no man's ever been able to. She suspects Max has more layers than he lets people see, but she's determined to keep her heart safe even as she offers him her body.

 

What neither of them plan on is love--or the triangle the media stirs up with Max's blonde bombshell actress friend.

 

Will Grace see beyond Max's bad boy façade long enough to trust him with her heart? And will Max figure out what he really wants before he loses the one woman who makes him believe in love again?

 

 

Bedding The Billionaire

(Bedding the Bachelors Book 3)

 

Free-spirited Lucy Conrad enjoys her friends but keeps others at a distance, especially her affluent and judgmental family...and the billionaire she once dated, Jamie Whitcomb. Despite their explosive chemistry, experience has proven she'll never fit into his world.

 

Charismatic Jamie enjoys work, women, and wealth. When duty demands he take over running the family business, he jumps in full-throttle; his only regret is Lucy's refusal to take the ride with him.

 

Then tragedy strikes and Lucy realizes that in order to gain custody of her orphaned niece, she must prove she can fit back into the high-society world she once rejected. The solution? Accept Jamie's make-believe marriage proposal, and be seen as the type of mother her niece deserves. Respectable. Controlled. Willing to play the game.

 

With her faux-fiancé by her side, Lucy exchanges dirty martinis and leather for champagne and silk. But when the passion between Lucy and Jamie only grows greater, they have to make a choice: back away from each other and not get hurt...or risk everything for the kind of love money can't buy.

 

 

Bedding The Best Friend

(Bedding the Bachelors Book 4)

 

As the new year approaches, nice girl Annie O’Roarke finds herself bored and lonely. She wants more excitement. More adventure. And more sex…even if it won’t be with her secret crush, her best friend, Ryan Hennessey. Annie’s determined to be “bad” for once in her life, and that includes completing her “naughty” list in a city where being bad is just an ordinary day: Vegas. 

 

Ryan Hennessey is a firefighter who relishes his time off with Annie. Annie’s the only person he can count on and he’d never jeopardize their friendship. Then Ryan discovers Annie’s “naughty” list. Although he’s stunned Annie is raring to explore her wilder side, he doesn’t trust anyone else to keep her safe. 

 

So long as he’s there to protect her, Ryan’s going to teach Annie the true key to being a bad girl. 

 

A bad girl takes what she wants. 

 

Will Annie be brave enough to act on the passion that sizzles between her and Ryan? And will Ryan convince himself and Annie that love is worth gambling for?

 

 

Bedding The Biker Next Door

(Bedding The Bachelors Book 5)

 

Jill Jones has good friends, a great job, and a steady amount of dates. What she doesn’t have is a kinky or wild bone in her body—or so she thinks. Then she meets a handsome tattooed biker who lights her on fire. Suddenly she’s saying yes to all sorts of things, starting with a night in bed, no strings attached. 

 

A security expert, Cole Novak protects others for a living, but he’s weighed down by grief that he couldn’t save the most important person in his life. Then he meets Jill, and for one night she brings color back into his world…only to walk away, plunging him back into the now-familiar darkness.

 

Soon Cole discovers that Jill is closer than he realized—living in the very house he plans to sell in order to leave the past behind. With the wild woman of his dreams suddenly the girl next door, will Cole still sell the place and move away, or will he soak in more of Jill and open his heart to hope and love?

 

 

Bedding The Bodyguard

(Bedding The Bachelors Book 6)

 

Hollywood actress Kat Bailey is on track to win an Oscar, but in the past year she’s been embroiled in a nude photo scandal, threatened by a fan of her cheating ex, and run off the road in what could have been a deliberate act. Now she’s renting a cabin in Lake Tahoe, considering the pros of leaving acting—including living a normal life for a change.

 

Bodyguard Luke Indigo initially turned down protecting Kat because he worried his intense attraction to her could compromise the job. But when he learns Kat has gone into hiding, Luke’s sense of duty has him following her to Tahoe. Once there, he pretends to be a vacationing neighbor in order to stay close and protect her. As they spend time together, Luke learns Kat’s charm is more than skin deep. She’s smart. She’s kind. And she’s oh so sexy.

 

Kat’s intrigued by the steely-eyed man who exudes danger but touches her so tenderly. Even better, he seems to have no idea who she is, making her think she’s finally found a man who wants her for herself rather than her fame.

 

However, when Kat learns Luke is the same bodyguard her manager tried to hire to protect her, she fears ambition not love has been his agenda all along. Can Luke convince Kat that he’d protect her no matter whether he’s hired to or not….and can he convince her that he wants her: body, heart, and soul?

 

 

Bedding The Best Man

(Bedding The Bachelors Book 7)

 

Rough-around-the-edges Gabe Nolan grew up poor in a bad neighborhood and literally fought his way to the top, learning discipline through boxing and earning a college degree. Now the owner of the nation’s most popular chain of sports adventure stores, he enjoys wealth and women, but neither can diminish the pain of losing the girl of his dreams to his best friend.

 

Brianne Whitcomb is all set to marry Eric, a man who’s perfect for her in every way—except for the fact he’s not Gabe. But Gabe didn’t fight for her when he had the chance, and it’s obvious he views her only as a friend. He’s even agreed to be Eric’s Best Man. Only when Eric fails to show up for the wedding, Gabe takes on a new role: Brianne’s confidante and shoulder-to-cry-on. The more time they spend together, the more friendship turns into an irresistibly tempting passion.

 

With no idea if or when Eric will return, Gabe and Brianne tentatively explore whether their physical attraction can lead to something lasting. But Gabe’s fear that he’ll never be good enough is the toughest opponent of all. Will Gabe take on the fight of his life to win Brianne’s love?


 

Home To Green Valley Series

 

 

What Love Can Do

(Home To Green Valley Book 1)

 

Ireland has always been home for the five O’Neill brothers, but several tragedies, including the recent death of their mother, have them feeling lost. After making an unexpected discovery, eldest son and former rugby player Quinn O’Neill heads to Forestville, California, in the enchanted river valley where his mother grew up. There, he hopes to learn more about his family and explore the possibility of settling someplace new.

 

Traveling the world before opening her own bakery is Lillian Parker’s dream, and she’s one step closer to achieving it after winning an internship with a world-famous pastry chef in Miami. Unfortunately, Lillian’s mother is pressuring her to stay in Forestville and help run the family B&B. Then a handsome Irishman blows through the door with charm and sex appeal to spare, and suddenly Lillian’s not sure what she wants.

 

Sparks instantly fly, and Lillian finds herself agreeing to show Quinn around the area. Soon their building feelings have them wishing for more time together. But Quinn’s just beginning to explore the magic of Green Valley wine country, and Lillian needs to stretch her wings. Even worse, exposed secrets pit Lillian’s family against Quinn’s, creating thorns in their blooming love.

 

Can passion survive conflicting family loyalties? And can love bond Quinn and Lillian together forever when dreams of adventure versus home and hearth threaten to keep them apart?

 

 

The Way Love Goes

(Home To Green Valley Book 2)

 

A middle child of five Irish brothers, Conor O’Neill always enjoyed life footloose and fancy free. Then Con’s mother dies and he’s never felt so lost. With his oldest brother, Con explores new possibilities in Green Valley, California, where his mother grew up. Finding inspiration in the great, wide Pacific, Con opens a surf shop in nearby Timber Cove where he meets the classiest lass he’s ever seen.

 

Madlyn Sanchez is surprised when the Irish surfer seems to take a liking to her. Older than him, a high-strung wedding planner, she couldn’t be more different than Conor. But the two have one thing in common—they’re both looking to start over. Before Madlyn knows it, they kick off an unlikely, passionate romance. But when Madlyn’s responsibilities in San Francisco can no longer be ignored, she kisses Con goodbye and wishes him well.

 

Missing Madlyn more than he ever thought possible, knowing he’s let one too many opportunities pass him by, Conor closes up shop to go after her. In San Francisco, however, he discovers the truth behind Madlyn’s real life—a child and an ex-husband still in residence. Con just learned to commit to one woman—can he commit to a child as well?

 

In no time at all, mother and son have Conor’s heart. But can an Irish rogue who once cherished his freedom convince the love of his life he’s more than ready to put down roots while still teaching her to fly?

 

 

I’m Gonna Love You

(Home To Green Valley Book 3)

 

Steadfast and pragmatic Brady O’Neill, second eldest of five Irish brothers, never thought he’d leave Dublin. But after the death of his daughter and his parents, and the loss of his wife, Brady realizes he can no longer live in the city where he experienced his greatest joys and deepest heartaches. Moving to America, he joins his brothers in Forestville, California, to open a family restaurant. What he doesn’t expect is the spark he feels when he meets Anna Kincaid, a confident, gorgeous woman with enough sass to sink a ship.

 

Owner of a local eco-adventure tour company, Anna Kincaid is familiar with all that is Forestville. So when recent Irish arrival, the insanely handsome and sexy Brady O’Neill, wants to visit the vineyard where his mother grew up, she agrees to be his guide. Soon, Brady’s showing his appreciation with more than flirtatious smiles and mind-boggling kisses.

 

The chemistry between them may be explosive, but tensions heighten when Anna’s recklessness puts her in danger. Brady’s lost too much already; and a risk-taking woman with an impetuous nature could cost him yet again. Will Brady risk giving all he is to Anna? And will Anna learn that there’s no greater excitement in the world than taking a chance on love?

 

 

Best Of My Love

(Home To Green Valley Book 4)

 

Irish charmer Riley O’Neill never thought he’d fall for one woman so soon after moving to America. After all, his brothers were all about love and commitment these days, and someone had to keep the ladies satisfied. However, after months of keeping Erica Underwood in the friend-zone, Riley has a decision to make—continue to enjoy variety, get back together with his ex-girlfriend in Ireland who’s wanting a second chance, or finally make his move on Erica, the one woman he can’t get out of his mind. 

 

After a short holiday in Ireland, Riley returns to California wine country and suddenly he’s treating Erica different. Teasing glances and lingering touches indicate he’s ready to be more than friends, but Erica’s worked hard to get over her crush on Riley. She’s started seeing another man and when Riley finally declares his feelings, she’s convinced he’s only attracted to the challenge she now represents. 

 

But Riley’s not giving up on Erica, and he sets out on a mission to prove they’re perfect for one another, in bed and out. Soon, they’re inseparable, and their passion burns wild and hot. Until a phone call from Riley’s ex Lucy threatens to destroy everything… 

 

Will Riley and Erica crumble in the face of unexpected challenges, or will their love bring out the best in both of them and lead them to happily ever after?

 

 

Because You Love Me

(Home To Green Valley Book 5)

 

Sean and his four brothers moved from Dublin, Ireland to California wine country. One by one, the O’Neill brothers have fallen for the women of their dreams. Now it’s Sean’s turn, and he’s determined to convince Juliana Madison, his college English professor, that he’s not just a younger man—he’s definitely the man for her.

 

Now that classes are over, will Juliana play it safe or will she give in to her attraction to the brown-eyed Irish lad whose tender words and strong arms fill her with joy and make her believe in love again?

 

 


Hard As Nails Series

 

 

Hard Time

(Hard As Nails Book 1)

 

Muscled, tattooed, and irresistible.

 

Thomas Street is an ex-con, but before he got out of prison, he locked eyes with her…

 

The moment Street sees Katie serving food in a hellhole of a prison, he wants her. Her sweet little body against his. Under his. Her screaming his name until she admits she’s never had better. 

 

Now he’s found her again, working in a bookstore of all places, and she’s just as gorgeous as he remembers. Only Katie thinks he can be redeemed. That there’s a good man underneath his darkness. 

 

He’s not so sure. 

 

But then Katie becomes his. Katie and her daughter.

 

And he’ll risk everything, including fighting the devil himself, to protect them.

 

 

Hard Case

(Hard As Nails Book 2)

 

Rich, smooth, and powerful.

 

Slate Rawlings keeps mobsters out of prison, but now he’s tasked with defending an innocent woman who makes him imagine all the naughty things he can do to her…

 

Slate battled his way to the top and now he’s the most successful lawyer in the city.

His clients have pasts even darker than his, so he avoids honest, decent women.

 

The moment he sees kindergarten teacher Rose, however, he’s overcome by desire. She has blue eyes, pale skin and legs made to wrap around his hips. He wants to

push her sweet body against the wall and f**k her until she cries out in complete surrender, but she deserves better than the monster hiding inside him. 

 

Only Slate can’t leave Rose alone because he’s the only one who can save her. 

 

And eventually he knows he won’t be able to resist temptation. 

 

Blackened soul or not, he’s going to make Rose his in every way imaginable. 

 

 

Hard Core

(Hard As Nails Book 3)

 

Built, tempting, and deadly.

 

Axel Jackson is an ex-marine, haunted by what he’s done, but when he sees her, he dreams of the man he can become…

 

When Axel returns home, he’s shrouded in darkness, unable to forget the blood that stains his hands or the screams that haunt his dreams. When a dark force from his past offers him a job, he wonders if taking it will be his salvation or his downfall. 

 

Then he meets Alyssa, a waitress working at a strip club, and he steps in just in time to save her.  She’s beautiful, with her dark hair and darker eyes, with a body made for sin. He has to protect her, but he can’t love her. 

 

She’s too good for him. Too innocent, too pure.

 

He knows he should let her go so she can find a better man. 

 

But all he wants is to claim her, body and soul. 

 

 

Hard Place

(Hard As Nails Book 4)

 

Haunted, determined, and desirable

 

Jericho Grant never thought he’d survive the fires of hell only to get a shot at possessing her, his very own angel…

 

After surviving unbearable loss, Jericho is gifted a second shot at happiness, which includes Delia Faith, a fresh-faced, golden-eyed stepsister who adores him. She’s sweetness and light, and Jericho never imagines she can be his, but he swears to protect her, even from himself. 

 

Then fate intervenes, ripping Jericho’s world apart again, and he has no choice but to push Delia away in order to keep her safe. When she walks out of his life, he fully embraces his true nature, certain he’ll be lost in darkness forever. 

 

Years later, a grown-up, sexy-as-sin Delia strolls into Jericho’s garage, demanding answers. 

 

He warns her he’s not strong enough to turn her away a second time. 

 

When she returns, he goes all in, determined to prove what he’s always known: no one can ever love her the way he can.

 

 

Hard Act

(Hard As Nails Book 5)

 

Brilliant, complex, and enticing…

 

Davis Young is a wealthy, handsome, financier with a secret longing for the forbidden, including the daughter of his sworn enemy…

 

An orphan with few options, Davis ends up in the service of King, a dangerous mob boss. His only consolation? Occasional moments with King’s daughter, Bella Prince, who seems to see something in Davis that others don’t. Davis falls for her, the woman who heats his blood like no other, only to be betrayed.

 

Years later, Bella shows up for help, claiming she never betrayed him, and offering to be his. In his bed. In his arms. Even on her knees. A strong woman, she’s dreamed of Davis dominating her in a way she’s never allowed a man to do before.

 

Davis is more than happy to give Bella what she wants, but only because it’s what he wants, too. Will he be able to safeguard his heart or will he give everything to defeat their enemies and make Bella his?

 


Rock Candy Series

 

 

Rock Strong

(Rock Candy Book 1)

 

I've seen and done it all--sex, drugs, rock-n-roll, and then some. I've made the cover of Rolling Stone. I've won Best Rock Performance at the Grammy's. I'm living a life of fame, wild tours, crazy money, and insanely hot women. But the one woman I can't get is prim and proper cellist, Abby Chan--gorgeous, natural, talented as all sin. The first time we met, I knew we would be something special. She's not convinced, but I am.

 

Now I'm going to prove she's all the woman a wild man like me will ever need...

 

Liam Collier, sexy and enigmatic frontman for Point Break, the world's hottest rock band, is at the top of his game. With two songs in the Billboard Top 10, he's a rock-and-roll bad boy, known for his trademark falsetto as well as his proclivity for partying and hooking up with gorgeous women. For Liam, falling in love was something he figured would happen far off in the future--not on the first day of his first world tour. And not with his super sexy but extremely reserved background cellist.

 

With a Master of Music degree from Juilliard School of Music, Abby Chan is on the road to becoming a cellist for the New York Philharmonic Orchestra. But to pay back her expensive education, first she has to travel another kind of road--a gig playing cello for the North American leg of a garish rock band's world tour. She'd expected hard work and long hours, but what she never expected was the intensity of her reactions to Liam Collier. He's sweet. He's hot. And despite being surrounded by roadies and the world's most beautiful women, he's set his sights on her.

 

When classical music meets rock and prim propriety meets a carefree attitude, Abby and Liam venture outside their comfort zones. What they discover is that living wild is the perfect preparation for flying high--on love.

 

 

Rock Dirty

(Rock Candy Book 2)

 

As one of the hottest drummers in the world, Tucker “The F***er” Benning lives life hard. But when his band’s world tour is cancelled, Tucker finds himself stuck in an airport with no destination in mind…until he spots a red-headed knockout hurrying through the airport on her way to Paris, France. She’s classy, sexy, and turns heads. Why not buy a first class ticket and follow her? That’s when the real fun begins.

 

Dominique “Nikki” Lorenz, heiress to her mother’s magazine empire, is headed to Paris, hoping to leave behind her celebutante tabloid reputation and make a new name for herself. She’s amused when the famous Tucker Benning sits next to her and starts flirting—could he be any more of a rock star? But when he presents a naughty proposal, she figures why not have one last wild experience before settling down?

 

Once they land in Paris, though, Nikki makes a stand—no more naughty stuff. She has a fresh and clean reputation to build, and being seen with Tucker won’t help. Yet Tucker’s bad boy allure is impossible to resist and so is his softer side, which makes her feel cherished and worthy.

 

Tucker has a decision to make—does he fight for his band, or does he commit to the woman he’s come to care about, a woman who longs for love and stability his rock star lifestyle can’t give?

 

Tucker’s life has always been about fame, fun, and f***ing around. But now Nikki needs him and he’ll do whatever it takes to win her heart…including fighting dirty. Because love is worth risking everything.

 

 

Rock Wild

(Rock Candy Book 3)

 

True love is always worth going wild for…

 

With his rock band on hiatus, bassist Corbin Ross goes searching for the spark that once made him feel alive. He finds it in the small town of Pontmaison, Louisiana, not only in the energetic and unabashed sounds of zydeco, but in a curly-haired Cajun girl who makes him feel even more alive than the music.

 

Baker Aimee Bodine knows what she wants, and it’s not a musician. But when a sexy bass-playing stranger ends up staying in the same boarding house for the summer, she throws caution away for a no-strings fling. Too bad her emotions keep getting in the way.

 

Soon, Aimee begins to believe that temporary passion just might turns into the love of a lifetime. Then she learns the truth about her past and who Corbin really is. Now Corbin must act fast—and even a little bit crazy—to heal the heart of the woman he loves.

 

Tucker has a decision to make—does he fight for his band, or does he commit to the woman he’s come to care about, a woman who longs for love and stability his rock star lifestyle can’t give?


 

Going Deep Series

 

 

Down Deep

(Going Deep Book 1)

 

He’s here to score and he always wins.

 

Heath Dawson: football star, gorgeous man candy, and panty-dropper extraordinaire. He was also Camille Pollert’s first crush. But then he humiliated her at a high school football game, and while she got her revenge, she also closed off her heart.

 

Ten years later, Camille is a football photographer and single mother, and her old crush returns with a vengeance when she sees Heath again. He’s just as handsome, but now he’s a man. A man she can no longer resist.

 

Heath hardly recognizes the skinny girl he knew in high school, but he can’t deny the attraction he feels for the curvaceous and beautiful woman Camille has become. He wants her, and he always gets what he wants.

 

Just as the two of them start to realize they might be perfect for one another, reality rears its ugly head. Can Heath and Camille score a touchdown for their love? Or will they fumble the play and be parted once again?

 

 

Royally Deep

(Going Deep Book 2)

 

Take one sexy quarterback,

Mix in one adventurous princess,

Add some serious sexual tension,

And you get the royal romance of a lifetime.

 

Kyle Young—all-star quarterback and lady-killer—thought he knew what he wanted out of life: freedom, football and fun. Then he meets Bella. She seems like the perfect woman: gorgeous, funny, and a huge football fan. But what he doesn’t know? Bella also happens to be Princess Arabella of Salasia.

 

Yearning for adventure and romance before she devotes herself to her country and marries a man she doesn’t love, Arabella can’t believe her luck when she meets Kyle. Sparks fly between the football player and the princess, and they begin an affair neither of them could’ve imagined.

 

Soon, however, duty and self-doubt cause Kyle and Arabella to separate. Can he become the prince she needs? And can Arabella overcome her family’s disapproval? Or will their love transform back into a pumpkin at midnight, leaving them both without a happily ever after?

 

 


Say You Love Me Series

 

 

Say It Sexy

(Say You Love Me Book 1)

 

This life I'm relishing--the women, booze, and parties--won't last forever. But while it does, I'll take it all in with no regrets. Pleasure stands paramount. When I party, I forget all the trash that's happened in the past. It's the same when I'm acting, when I become someone else, someone not afraid to feel or make others feel. It's what I live for: The next party. The next role. The next girl.

 

That's my life. That's the way I want it to be.

 

Except now I've met Gwen...

 

Garrick Maze, young Hollywood's hottest bad boy, just landed the male lead in a new network television series. Known for indulging in wild parties, casual hook-ups, and fast cars, he spends his days on set and his nights on the town. Love's the last thing on his mind, especially when it comes to his ice queen female lead.

 

Gwendolyn Vickers intends to be America's next celebrity sweetheart and that means keeping her public image pristine. The last thing she needs is to be linked to trouble-making heartthrob Garrick Maze. But he's shamelessly flirty and sexy as sin. Her body craves him. Soon, so does her heart.

 

When secrets from the past clash with the bright lights of fame, Gwen realizes there's more to Garrick than washboard abs and sex appeal. He'll prove that when it comes to mixing mind-blowing pleasure with true love, he's not about to let her down.

 

 

Say It Sweet

(Say You Love Me Book 2)

 

Outwardly, Erica Ellis seems to have it all. At twenty-three years old, she’s already hit the New York Times bestseller list and her breakout novel is being made into a network television series. But even after collecting her cushy advance for Book 2, she can’t seem to forget the struggles of her past or stop longing for the sexy and sweet man who views her only as a friend. 

 

A former fighter turned actor, Shane Mason hides his pain behind a good-guy façade just like he hides his growing feelings for Erica. The willowy blonde is way out of his league…or so he thinks, until an unexpected hookup at a party has him thinking he and Erica might just be perfect for each other.

 

Only it turns out Erica doesn’t remember the night they spent together. Now Shane has a choice—walk away or let Erica see all that he is and can be to her: a nice guy and a bad boy. A friend, fighter, and lover.
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