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  It’s part of a revolution in reading.
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  100 percent story-driven, no fluff, always under $5.


  At 150 pages or fewer, all of our BookShots can be read in a night, on a commute, even on your cell phone during breaks at work.
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  Dear Reader,


  


  I know that it can be hard to break free when something’s holding you back. Sometimes that something comes from the outside, whether it be time, age, or your family’s expectations. But sometimes it comes from the inside—from your own insecurity or self-doubt.


  In Holly Larson’s case, it’s her family name. The Larson family runs the biggest company in town, and as a result, the heiress has been labeled “untouchable.” If that wasn’t hard enough, she’s in love with Dalton Thomas, her brother’s best friend and her coworker.


  And she wants what she wants. Holly will do whatever it takes to make Dalton feel the same. But can she start fresh with Dalton when they have a whole lifetime of memories telling them they shouldn’t be together?


  Holly’s desire for change and independence makes her a compelling character in this love story. Author Jessica Lemmon’s writing added some spice to Holly’s sweet, budding relationship with Dalton—and it made me enjoy reading about their romance even more. I hope you will, too.
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  Chapter 1


  “Yo, Thomas!”


  Dalton Thomas turned to his best friend, Jace, who was standing in the doorway and tossed him an ice-cold Coke he’d gotten from the vending machine. He caught it with ease.


  “Thanks.”


  “Sure thing.” Jace sat on the edge of Dalton’s desk in his new office.


  His new desk in his new office. The bubble wrap wasn’t off his printer yet, and the plastic he’d torn from his ergonomic chair a few minutes ago was wadded on the floor. He leaned back and put his hands behind his head.


  “This should be a beer,” Jace said as he cracked the top on his own soda.


  “No kidding.” Dalton smiled as he sat up and cracked his own can, but he was more than happy to sip on corn syrupy goodness now that he was sitting in an executive position at Larson Land Management.


  As a kid from a single-parent home, he’d come a long way from the factory where he’d been destined to work. His father took his last breath in that building, and Dalton’s mother had constantly argued how good the benefits and life insurance were there. But on the day he first met Jace’s parents at Jace’s house—the biggest house he’d ever set foot in—he’d decided it’d be a cold day in hell before he stood at a machine punching out metal pieces twelve hours a day. He wanted a chunk of the good life. Heck, he would have settled for a sliver.


  He’d started in a peon assistant position and worked his way up to project manager. Now he was Project Director. He owed that income boost and title change to the man sitting on his desk. Dalton would never stop owing Jace at this point.


  They tapped cans and drank their celebratory beverages, Jace letting out an exaggerated Ahhh as he swallowed. “Party Saturday,” he commented. “You coming?”


  “Do I ever miss a party?” Larson parties were frequent and something out of a movie. Waitstaff, bartenders, fancy finger food, and booze. They’d even hire a band, if the event was really special.


  Jace and Dalton had thrown several parties of their own when they were younger, when Mr. and Mrs. Larson were out of town. The Larsons often went on business or personal trips for extended periods of time and left Jace at home to care for his younger sister, Holly.


  In a lot of ways, Dalton’s home life had been the opposite of his best friend’s. He’d been raised in six hundred square feet (instead of ten thousand) house and his mom worked doubles at a bar. Dalton had raided the Larson refrigerator as well as their liquor cabinet over the years, but was always careful not to take advantage, slipping full replacement bottles back into the cabinet when he was old enough to buy them himself.


  “You know”—pretending to think, Jace looked up at the ceiling—“I don’t believe you’ve missed a party since we met in basketball our junior year.” He grinned.


  “Any reason in particular for this soiree?” Dalton knew that Holly was just promoted and wouldn’t be surprised if they threw her a massive congratulatory party.


  “Dunno.” Jace shrugged and slid off the desk. “They mentioned wanting to try out a new caterer and said they needed bodies. I’m not sure they’re planning on being there themselves. Anyway, it starts at eight o’clock,” Jace said as he walked out the door. “You bringing someone?”


  “Have I ever brought someone?” The girls Dalton dated were kept quarantined from the Larsons. Not that his dates were unsavory, but it was better if he didn’t have too many questions to contend with. He preferred the company of women—one at a time for a limited time—and then he preferred to move on. No settling down for him. Not now. Not ever.


  Watching his mother’s spiral into emotional turmoil after his father’s death was enough to anesthetize him from wanting permanence. Nothing was ever permanent. He knew that better than most.


  “Cool. Then show up early and we’ll see if any of the waitresses are cute.”


  “What about Laura? Aren’t you two still dating?”


  Jace offered another careless shrug. “Eh, you know.”


  Dalton did know. Jace preferred to keep things light, as well. They had that in common.


  After Jace left his office, Dalton spun his chair to face the window behind his desk. The sun was glinting off the shining businesses of downtown Hartford, a majestic kingdom he’d never fathomed the likes of him could occupy.


  He pulled in a deep breath of gratitude and propped his hands behind his head again. He wished his parents were alive to see him now. Because sometimes life was good, and sometimes it downright sucked, but today…today was as perfect as he could imagine.


  


  Chapter 2


  FOR AS LONG as Dalton had known Holly Larson, the girl sparkled. Glitter on her nails, her hair, her clothes. Tonight she wore a pair of tight gold glittery pants, reminding him of the sea of strings tied to her birthday balloons on her twenty-first birthday.


  Even though he wanted her, Dalton didn’t so much as flirt with the idea of kissing her glossed lips. She was a no-go zone despite how badly he wanted to test the softness of her blond curls with his fingers. On the night of her birthday, she’d tucked herself against him when they danced, as if she’d been designed to fit there.…


  Now, her golden shoulders peeked out from the holes in her black shirt. Her heels were so high that her jade-colored eyes aligned with his as she approached. Champagne in hand, she toasted him.


  “Congrats on your promotion to Project Director. I’m so glad it’s you leading the Brownsboro Project with me.”


  “Hey, Hol.” He tapped his beer glass against her flute. “Congrats on your promotion too, gorgeous.”


  “Thank you.” She leaned in and kissed his cheek and he caught her scent—an expensive perfume he’d come to expect. He was glad to have her by his side in the project, as well. She didn’t land the position at LLM because of her last name. Holly had great instincts and a never-say-die attitude that guaranteed everything she touched turned to gold.


  He smiled again at her glittery pants. Appropriate.


  “You smell nice. Look better.” He pulled her into a hug, careful to only wrap one arm around her neck.


  “Thanks.” Those green eyes sparkled. Maybe that wasn’t her first glass of champagne.


  “You need me to get you a water?” he asked.


  She scoffed.


  “I’m just looking out for you.”


  “I’m not a baby, Dalton.”


  “Honey, I see that.” Clearly. Some days more clearly than others. He halted those thoughts. This was the Larson princess, and the last thing she needed was a guy from Slumville making moves on her. Especially one who didn’t plan on sticking around for anything more than the physical, Dalton thought with a dash of self-deprecation. He wasn’t worthy of the boyfriend role in any woman’s life, let alone this one.


  “What if every time I looked at you, I saw an eleven-year-old?” she asked.


  He made a disgusted face. When he was eleven, he’d been buck-toothed and skinny. Knock-kneed and kind of mean. He would never want Holly to see him as anything less than the man he was today. She knew he grew up rough, but she didn’t know exactly where he came from and he’d like to keep it that way. Let her see him the way she saw Jace: as a guy who’d take a bullet for her if someone took aim.


  She shifted, popping her hip and resting a manicured hand there, her breasts shifting slightly in her shirt. Telling himself she was just another Larson didn’t make him blind, for goodness sake. There was no doubt she was sexy…but she wasn’t for him.


  He took a sip of his beer. Then he noticed the party was…moving to the spot where he and Holly were standing on the patio. Most of the faces he recognized from work. Then everyone parted like the Red Sea. Mr. and Mrs. Larson came up the center, displaying broad smiles, and holding glasses of champagne.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” Clark started. “I have a toast to make.”


  “Ah, incredible,” Dalton muttered to Holly, lightly wrapping his arm around her neck again and lowering his lips to her ear. “Ready to get embarrassed?”


  “Not me,” she said. “They already took me out to a big dinner.”


  It took a beat for that to sink in, and then his heart joined his stomach on a ride to his toes. “Oh, come on.”


  “This is for you,” she whispered, giving his arm a squeeze and then bouncing over to stand with her parents.


  “Now, Dalton…” Clark’s expression grew serious.


  Dalton cleared his throat, feeling nervous about the amount of attention on him—especially now that Holly had left his side and he stood alone.


  “We’ve known you since you were a poorly dressed kid who showed up to eat the roast chicken Wendy made every Sunday.”


  A hand clapped Dalton’s shoulder and squeezed. He turned to find Jace.


  “Now he’s a poorly dressed adult who shows up for chicken dinner on Sunday.”


  The crowd chuckled and Dalton shot his elbow into his buddy’s ribs. When he first met the Larsons, they reminded him of some sort of strange Stepford family. Compared to his family and his buddies’ families in the old neighborhood, this was some straight-up Cleavers trash.


  Accustomed to waiting for the impending shoe-drop, Dalton kept his guard up with them for years. It wasn’t until he’d witnessed an honest-to-goodness family argument that he could see they weren’t perfect. The Larsons were the real deal.


  Jace backed off, loping over to join the crowd, and stirring them up with a “woo-hoo!” Embarrassed, Dalton put his palm on his neck and tried to accept the praise to which he might never become accustomed.


  “We love you, Dalton,” Wendy said as the crowd’s applause died down. “You’re a quality human being. You work hard and never complain.”


  “In fact you work harder than Jace, but we have to employ him,” Clark added, dodging a playful punch from his son. “To Dalton Thomas! Our new project director and honorary Larson!”


  The applause erupted anew, Holly’s included. She came back to him, all smiles. The crowd turned away and Dalton accepted handshakes and hugs from Clark and Wendy. And then it was him and Holly again.


  “I’m guessing you knew about this,” he said.


  “I suspected. They like to celebrate,” she answered. “So. Are you going to have a problem now that you have to answer to a woman?” she asked, feisty glint in her eye.


  The raise and title appointed both Holly and him directors of the Brownsboro Project, but she never hesitated to bust his balls. Still, he was proud of her.


  “Not if I want to keep both balls attached to my body.” He winked. Holly blushed. She couldn’t talk trash. Never could. The moment he mentioned anything slightly colorful, a rosy hue took her cheeks.


  He liked that she was sweet. He liked to imagine she’d retain that sweetness forever. Not that he believed Holly Larson was a virgin—even if everyone kept her carefully protected. The idea of some guy getting her out of her pants made Dalton want to spit nails, and he could only imagine how her real family reacted to the thought.


  That spirit had leaked over from Jace to him. How many boys had they run off when Holly was growing up? Too many to count. Once she even tried to sneak one in through her window. Jace chased the guy halfway down the block—in his bare feet.


  “What are you grinning about?” she asked, moving closer to him. Her eyes darted away and for a moment he felt a palpable sadness waft off her. He rested a hand on her shoulder.


  “Hey. You okay?”


  “Just struggling to adjust.” She quickly tucked in her bottom lip, which had pushed itself out into a pout. He understood how she felt, though. Holly was juggling a new position at work—a position other people whispered about, saying she’d never earned it because her parents had “given” it to her. Plus, he and Jace recently helped her move into an apartment. She was living on her own for the first time.


  When she brought up moving out of her parents’ house, the suggestion had gone over like a ton of trash. Jace had checked out security at the apartment complex, talked to the management, and paid for a building inspector to ensure the plumbing, structure, and electric were all in working order.


  “You just wait, Hol,” Dalton told her now. “So much good is coming your way, you won’t have the space to store it all.” He gave her shoulder a squeeze.


  Her features abruptly softened, her liquid green eyes zeroing in on his. “Dalton, I wanted to talk to you about something. I—”


  “Dalt!” shouted Jace from over his shoulder. He elbowed him and pointed across the patio. “The redhead and the brunette.”


  Dalton followed his buddy’s pointing finger and the brunette looked away, turning to the redhead and giggling.


  “I told them I had a single friend,” Jace said proudly.


  “You’re such a moron,” Holly snapped at her older brother.


  “Well, that’s thoughtful, Jace,” Dalton drawled, stealing a look at the girls again. Cute. Both of them. “But Holly and I are chatting right now, so I’ll catch up with you later.”


  “Your loss. Hey, Little.” Jace leaned in toward Holly and tipped his head to the side. “Aaron Nielson’s here if you want to ask him on a second date.”


  “Idiot!” Holly gave him a shove.


  “Seriously?” Dalton sobered, hardly able to believe Holly had attempted going out with a guy who A) worked for the Larsons and B) turned dorky into an art form.


  “Yeah, but he was smart enough to back off.” Jace grinned like he was taking credit and then left for the other side of the patio.


  Dalton turned to tell Holly he agreed that her brother was an idiot, but she wasn’t smiling. In fact, her sadness seemed to have returned tenfold.


  “You were saying?” Dalton said.


  “Oh. It was nothing.” But the way she looked at her shoes didn’t look like nothing. “I’ll catch up with you later.” She backed a few steps away. “I should say hi to Aaron. And you should”—she shooed in the direction of the girls, now being joined by Jace—“do whatever it is you do.”


  Her sad smile paired with a swivel on one heel. Dalton watched those gold glittery hips sway, leaving him to wonder what she’d left unsaid.


  


  Chapter 3


  IF HOLLY STRIPPED off her clothes and cannonballed into the pool, she swore she wouldn’t turn Dalton’s head. The brunette across the patio was still sending him a “come and get me” look, making Holly regret walking away and giving the other woman a chance.


  She pulled in a mouthful of champagne and scanned the room. Her eyes returned to Dalton Thomas like she was equipped with a blasted homing device. He stood there, clueless and gorgeous next to her brother, wearing a smile for the brunette. Holly faced the other side of the patio instead, unable to watch Dalton flirt with the woman who was now twirling her hair. Ugh.


  Ever since Holly was a teenager, she’d been in love with one guy. A guy who couldn’t see her as more than Jace’s little sister. Pain ate a hole in her heart like acid.


  He looked as good in a T-shirt and denim as he did in a suit. And in a tux? Forget it. Devastating. Since her parents threw a charity event every year, she’d had the opportunity to see him in one several times. And because the heated pool kept them swimming even when the weather was slightly out of season, Holly had also had the privilege to witness Dalton without a shirt.


  That was when he looked best. All rippling abs and broad chest. And no one could beat that smile. Not when it was buried under a day’s worth of whiskers, or when the flash of his straight white teeth gave way to a laugh that tumbled through her like electricity before a storm.


  She had it so bad.


  Hence the attempt with Aaron the Super Nerd. Sure, not her brightest move to attempt a steamy car make-out session with the Larson finance guy, but in her defense, she was eager to cross item number one off what she was calling “The Lust List.”


  As of now, there were only three things on the list, the third being super-hot, sweaty, beautiful sex, but the three items she’d written down were enough to break any girl out of her life rut. The problem? There was only person she wanted…and she suspected he was the only one who would satisfy her.


  And he was currently charming a woman who was not her.


  Sigh.


  “Ah, perfect.” She flagged down a waiter, taking a full champagne flute from his tray as she chugged down the rest of hers. Her liquid courage had allowed her to start to proposition Dalton, but then she hadn’t been able to follow through.


  Well, screw that. She was following through. Tonight. As soon as she found the will to look into his paralyzingly gorgeous blue eyes and ask the question she’d tripped over in her mind at least a dozen times a day.


  Dalton Thomas, would you do me the honor of being my temporary sex slave?


  Or something like that. Saying anything resembling getting naked and horizontal with him was going to require a lot more alcohol. She drank down her refill, pausing for a less-than-ladylike burp and smiling demurely at a passing guest.


  She backed toward the kitchen, opting to snag a few tapas from the counter. Putting something in her stomach other than champagne wasn’t the worst idea she’d had. She may need liquid courage, but she didn’t want to be completely sauced when she approached him. She wanted him to take her seriously.


  As she took her third backward step, two warm hands grasped her waist to steady her.


  “Hey now,” came a low timbre so familiar her teeth ached. Eyes closed, she turned slowly. Dalton’s hands remained loose, skimming along her waist. Torture. “Where are you rushing off to?”


  “Dalton,” she started, her tongue going dry and sticking to the roof of her mouth. “You’re not over there anymore.”


  His eyes flicked across the patio and then back down to her. “Nah. I went over to say hi. Didn’t want to be rude, but I’d rather hang with you.”


  He would? She swallowed, her throat thick. Now was her chance. He wanted to spend time with her.


  “Do you…want to…um…”


  One eyebrow cocked, he waited for her to finish.


  Curl my toes?…Draw me like one of your French girls?…Take me to pound town?


  Goodness. Say something! Anything! But she couldn’t. She’d gone mute and now she was imagining all the ways he could tell her no. And no wasn’t an option.


  “Do I what?” he asked, interrupting the panic in her brain.


  “Do you…want to join me in the kitchen?” Lame. Super lame.


  “Hell yes.” His hands left her waist and covered his own stomach. “I’m starving.”


  “You’re always starving,” she mumbled, her courage wilting.


  “True story.” He walked with her, still clueless. Still gorgeous. Still seeing her as Jace’s asexual younger sibling.


  Dang.


  The catering staff had left trays of cheese and finger foods as well as quite a few half-empty champagne bottles. Jace had been palming the caterers money to leave the “mess,” but in all actuality, he was saving the “mess” for their after-party.


  Since then, her brother had vanished with the tray of crab puffs, a half-empty bottle of Moët, and the redhead he’d been schmoozing all evening.


  “What was her name?” Holly asked, tipping the champagne and drinking directly from the bottle. “The girl Jace took off with? He sort of mumbled it.”


  Holly had given up her tall shoes and was now sitting on the sparkling tile floor in the massive kitchen, Dalton by her side. He had one leg bent, one wrist resting on his knee, and his collar was open, revealing his bitable neck.


  Yum.


  And here she sat, too chicken to ask him if he’d like to take her home tonight.


  “You want to know what I need, Hol?” Dalton asked instead of answering her. He accepted the bottle of champagne. She watched his lips meet the bottle, wishing that pucker was for her. Hoping his next words would be You, right now, on this floor.


  “What’s that?” she asked, her voice reed-thin.


  “Nothing.”


  “Nothing?” The word stabbed her in the chest, the end of the “g” snagging her heart like a hook. Especially since she wanted something so bad she couldn’t see straight—and he was sitting directly next to her.


  “I have it all.” Dalton licked a drop of champagne off his top lip and handed over the bottle, a satisfied smile on his face. His broad chest expanded with a breath. “I have friends, a great job. I have you guys.”


  You guys. The collective Larsons. Would he ever see her as separate?


  “Your family’s awesome.” He confirmed her assumption. “A little creepy in a Stepford way, but overall, awesome.”


  After another drink, Holly frowned. “I’m not a Stepford.”


  “You’re not. I’m kidding. You know I love you guys.”


  Wow. That hurt. All he had to do was add a teasing jaw-punch and she’d go ahead and curl up on this floor and sleep here tonight. Being rejected before she had a chance to ask was demoralizing.


  “What about girls?” she forced herself to ask, knowing she’d never forgive herself if she didn’t.


  “I like girls.” Dalton chuckled, the low tumbling sound rocking her insides. “Girls like that brunette and her friend, whose name was Bette by the way, are fun for a few hours. Nothing wrong with a few hours of fun, but the most important things in life are family and friends. A future you can count on. No offense, but girls are a pain in the rear.”


  Worse than the jaw-punch came the elbow-jab.


  Yep. She might as well finish the champagne and pass out on the kitchen floor. At least she’d be close to the coffee pot come morning.


  “Not all girls.” She pulled on her heeled shoes and stood. “I should probably go.”


  “Hey, I didn’t mean—sorry.” Dalton stood next to her and plunged his hands into his front pockets. “Easy to forget you’re one of ’em.”


  Oh yeah, this kept getting better and better.


  “Well. Congrats again,” she said. “Thanks for hanging out with me.”


  “Anytime, Hol. I should get going, too. I have a busy weekend.” He ate one more croissant-wrapped cocktail wiener off a silver tray before heading for the exit.


  “Me, too,” she lied. Maybe she’d reorganize her books. Sort them by spine color instead of alphabetical. Big, big plans this weekend.


  “You good to drive?” he asked, hand on the doorframe.


  “Sober as a nun,” she answered. He waved and left while she stood in the kitchen listening to his car engine turn over.


  Sober as a nun and every bit as adventurous, she thought with a sigh. Now that he’d gone, there wasn’t any reason for her to go anywhere. She found another bottle half-full of champagne, slid down the wall, and reclaimed her seat on the floor.


  


  Chapter 4


  THE ALARM ON Dalton’s phone pinged, and he looked up from the plans for the Brownsboro District. His meeting in Holly’s office was in five minutes.


  He packed up the papers and shoved his phone into his pants pocket. He was so proud of her for moving up the ranks to this position. Despite what everyone thought, she’d earned her way here. He knew it better than most, since he’d earned his slot right alongside her. This would be their first project together.


  Working with her would be more fun than working with her dad. Clark may be a heck of a guy at a party, but he kept his nose down and his mind on business when he was here. With Holly, Dalton could relax. He didn’t have to sweat over screwing up every thirty-five seconds. He’d like to have this position for a good long while.


  Until retirement would be nice.


  “Come in!” she called through the door after he knocked lightly. He popped it open to find her standing behind her desk in a simple black skirt and white blouse. Her blond hair was in a knot at the back of her head, a curl falling over one eye. She looked professional, and since he was a red-blooded male with functioning eyesight—hot.


  “A departure from your usual, but I like the outfit.”


  “Usual?” She blinked long lashes at him, her mouth forming a tempting O.


  “No sparkles.”


  “Ah. Well.” Her glossed lips parted into a smile and she stepped out from behind her desk. At the end of her long, bare legs were a pair of high heels, shiny pink matching her mouth.


  God in heaven.


  “I stand corrected.” His voice was laced with gravel. And misplaced lust. He cleared his throat and refocused. “Okay, so. The plans you asked for.” He unrolled the drawings on her desk, aware of her slinking over to him. Had she ever walked toward him in a slink?


  “I need to talk to you,” Holly said, her voice hard. He looked up to find her mouth a firm, flat line. “Sit.”


  “Sit?”


  “Please.”


  He palmed a chair on the guest side of her desk, his hand sweating. This situation had felt off since he’d stepped in here. The air crackled with a weird sort of tension.


  “No, wait. Don’t sit.”


  “Oh-kay.” He let go of the chair.


  “Wait. Do sit. But…” She pointed at the couch against the far wall. “Over there.”


  “Holly. What’s going on?”


  “Please, Dalton.” Her teeth stabbed her shining lips and he sucked in a deep breath. She shut her office door, crossed the room, and sat on the couch. He joined her, sitting on the end, his forearm on the armrest. Holly sat forward, her hands folded in her lap, her gaze straight ahead.


  “Dalton.” She cleared her throat. Rethreaded her hands. “There’s something I need to talk to you about and it’s important and I don’t want you to say anything until I’m done speaking.”


  Wow. Formal. What gives?


  He sat straight and wiped his palms on his legs and down again, nervous and not understanding why. This was Holly. She wasn’t going to fire him, for goodness sake.


  He hoped.


  “Let’s hear it,” he said through clenched teeth.


  “I’m a new me. The promotion, the apartment, the separation I needed so badly from my family. I love being a Larson.” She finally faced him. “I love my family, my brother. I love working here.”


  He felt his brow crinkle in confusion, but she’d asked him not to interrupt so he didn’t.


  “So. I’ve decided to shed my inhibitions this year and actually have a love life. I’ve earned it. I want to experience really hot sex, the kind that curls my toes and makes me forget my name.”


  “Holly, for goodness sake.” He couldn’t listen to her say things like that, especially while she was decked in a tight skirt and silky shirt. His cock jerked to life and he had a silent argument with it.


  “No interrupting.” Her lips pursed. “I’ve decided I’m going to have it this month. And I’ve decided I want to have it with you.”


  She…what now? He blinked, dazed.


  From a very dry throat, he spoke. “You want to have what with me?”


  “Really hot, dirty sex that makes me forget my name.”


  “Holly!” He bolted off the couch and moved away from her like she’d caught fire. He sure as trash felt like he had. Right now there was an inferno in his chest leaching to his limbs and one part of him in particular residing below his belt buckle.


  “You know what you’re doing. I don’t. You’re my best bet.” Holly shot off the couch, sending her breasts moving against the soft material of her blouse. He noticed. He shouldn’t have noticed.


  “No.” He cut the air with a karate chop. “We’re not—you’d better be kidding.” He paired an eyebrow raise with a finger-point and tried to look intimidating.


  Didn’t work.


  “Why not?” She took another step toward him while he stepped away again. “You’re good at it, if I believe all the bragging you’ve done to Jace over the years. And I’m single. I’m attractive.”


  “Sweetheart, you’re gorgeous,” he agreed before he could stop himself. The issue was not whether she was good-looking. “The answer’s still no.”


  “Then why not?” she asked, her voice quieter than before. Ah, incredible. Now he hurt her feelings?


  “Because.”


  “Don’t say Jace.” She grimaced.


  “Your brother is my best friend and has a heck of a right hook, Hol, but I’m not saying no because of him. Look around. We work together. I value my job.” And he enjoyed not being a eunuch.


  “I can be like that brunette at the party.”


  “No, actually, you can’t.”


  That girl wasn’t like Holly. She was…well, she was predatory. Though right now, Holly seemed predatory herself.


  As if to prove it, Holly took a bold step toward him. He matched it with a retreating one of his own.


  “You said she’d be fun for a few hours. I can be fun for a few hours. Think of me like one of those girls.”


  “No, Holly…” He swiped his hand over his face. He hadn’t meant for her to take the way he’d blown off the brunette as gospel. First off, he’d barely meant it. It’d been a crass and a roundabout way of stating the truth: He wasn’t settling down anytime soon.


  Holly opened her mouth and he held up a hand to keep her from speaking. To his shock, it worked.


  “I value you.” He came a step closer to her, his libido stretching out to mingle with her scent and wide, innocent eyes that were way less innocent than they were thirty seconds ago. “You’re precious, Holly. You deserve the best.”


  “Precious.” Her lip curled like he’d insulted her. “I’m the ring to your Gollum?”


  Goodness. She was cute.


  “You know what I mean.” He smiled. “You’re the type of girl who should be cherished. Protected. Not”—he gestured at her generally—“taken advantage of.”


  With a little pout, she asked, “You wouldn’t take advantage of me?”


  “No,” he agreed.


  She put her hand on his on his heart and slid her fingernails over the placket of his shirt. His skin prickled with awareness. “I trust you.”


  He didn’t realize he’d leaned in until she tipped her chin and found his lips very close to hers. Sweet mint rolled off her breath.


  “I haven’t had a man in my bed who’s been able to satisfy me, but I bet you would. Please, Dalton?”


  Eyes glued to her parted lips, his gut tightened into a knot. Every ounce of him wanted to lean forward and kiss her, thrusting his tongue against hers in a warm, wet tangle.


  “Oh, my,” she gasped, her slim eyebrows hitching. He sucked in a breath of shock at the feel of her fingers sliding down his stomach and hooking his belt loop.


  His hand shot out to capture her wrist. “What do you think you’re doing?”


  She raised an eyebrow, her eyes still downcast and focused on the part of him that hadn’t received the memo that his answer was no. With his other hand, he tipped her chin.


  She closed her eyes. Moved in on him.


  Then he came to his senses.


  He was in Holly Larson’s office. In Larson Land Management, better known as his place of employment.


  And this was his best friend’s dang sister.


  With superhuman willpower, he managed to let her go and not taste her willing mouth. “Holly.”


  His voice came out hoarse, so he cleared his throat. One look into her rounded, pleading eyes told him she was serious, and that seriously freaked him out.


  “I, uh…I have to go.” He snagged the plans from her desk while trying to make sense of what just happened. Without turning, he waved the plans as he exited and promised Holly, “You can review these at the job site.”


  


  Chapter 5


  TWO DAYS AFTER the Incident, Holly pulled into the Brownsboro district and parked on the edge of the dirt-covered street. As neighborhoods outside of Hartford went, this one wasn’t the worst, but close to it.


  Brownsboro’s potential was great, with its convenient location near a new apartment complex and revitalization project on the strip where several upscale restaurants had recently opened their doors.


  When her father let her know about Brownsboro, Holly had begged to be on the project. It was slightly out of her league, but she’d listed Dalton’s abilities and argued that together, they’d be the perfect team to run the project.


  After a few anxious hours, her father agreed. Dalton had jumped at the chance to work on the project, and Holly hadn’t been surprised. If there was anyone unafraid to do difficult work, it was him.


  Except for her. She was difficult and he wouldn’t do her. She spotted him on the other side of the street, his pale blue shirt stretched over his strong back, hands on his hips while he leaned over a clipboard and talked to a foreman. She grabbed the bright yellow hard hat from the front seat of her BMW and put it on. At the sound of her shutting her driver’s side door, Dalton turned his head. The moment he spotted her, his brow crashed down.


  So not happy to see her…but still so sexy. He turned back to the foreman. In her world, men who wore suits and ties were dull and drab. Being on site with the grouchy best friend of her brother was an exciting experience of jeans and tees and muscles and dang, Dalton had a great rear.


  He fit here. He fit with her. All she had to do was convince him. Despite his firm “no” in her office, she’d glanced to his southerly hemisphere and caught sight of something equally firm. He was attracted to her, he just hadn’t wanted to admit it.


  They’d known each other a long time, so his hesitance was understandable. But she needed him to see things the way she saw things. As part of her New Holly Resolution, she refused to take no for an answer. She was going to nail this.


  So to speak.


  “Hello, Mr. Thomas,” she said on approach.


  “Ms. Larson,” he said without looking up. He scribbled his signature on the form on the clipboard and handed it back to the foreman at his side. “You run into problems, Carl, you let me know.”


  Dalton turned, his tongue darting out to wet his lips. She had to push her knees together when desire thrummed low in her belly. She dragged up her courage by the bootstraps.


  “I’m not taking no for answer,” she informed him.


  Dalton took a step closer and curled one hand around her upper arm. She tilted her chin and met his stormy blues, but he wasn’t angling for a kiss. He tightened his grip and walked with her to her car. She took a few quick steps to keep up with his long-legged gait, struggling to clip through dirt and gravel in high-heeled shoes. He noticed and slowed, releasing her when they were in front of her car.


  “The answer is no, Holly.” He opened her car door for her. Chivalrous while being a prick. Interesting mix. “End of discussion. You can’t do this here.”


  “You told me I could review the plans at the job site.”


  “Yes. Review the plans. Not talk about this. You and I need to keep things professional between us.” He sent a glance around the immediate area, and hers followed. One semi-bored guy with a shovel looked up and then away. “Seriously, Holly.”


  “Seriously, Dalton,” she snapped back. But his firm brow didn’t let up.


  He leaned a hairbreadth closer. “You do realize that there are rules against us being colleagues and being together, right?”


  She felt her face blanch before her cheeks warmed. She’d never thought of it that way.


  “I could get fired and then we’d have an uncomfortable meeting in your father’s office. Do you want that?”


  “Of course I don’t want that. I begged my father to put you on this project with me!”


  Dalton’s shoulders visibly relaxed.


  “It’s just…” Her mind was spinning as she reached for a bartering chip that might work to her favor and get them on even ground. Oh! The idea hit her like a flash. She would hit him with the mother of all threats.


  One that would have him saying yes in a heartbeat.


  “You’re my first choice”—she rested her hand casually on the open door of her car next to his—“but if you say no, I’ll be forced to have experimental dirty sex with some random guy.”


  The scowl dashed from Dalton’s face, replaced by stone cold shock.


  “One of Jace’s college buddies, maybe? Mitchum always liked me.”


  “Mitchum Tate?” he growled.


  Mitch was the biggest douchebag ever. She knew it. Dalton sure knew it.


  “Or you.” She lifted one shoulder into a delicate shrug and tried to make it appear careless. “I prefer you.” Gingerly, she reached through the open window on the car door between them and touched a button on his shirt. “I know you wouldn’t hurt me. After you teach me your tricks, or at least a few of them”—she peeked at him through her lashes—“you and I can walk away better for the experience.”


  Dalton shook his head once, but before he opened his mouth, she felled him with a final blow.


  “Just pretend you want me, Dalton.” Her voice was hushed, lost under a backhoe firing up in the distance. But she could see the exact moment concern blotted out the shock on his face.


  Dalton had heard every word.


  


  Chapter 6


  PRETEND? THE WORD hit him like a bare-fisted punch.


  He wouldn’t have to pretend to want her. He’d wanted Holly Larson since her twenty-first birthday. That night, he’d done the quick math and calculated that the five-year difference between them wasn’t very alarming after all. As they danced under a sea of pale pink helium balloons tied with gold ribbons, Dalton had glanced at Jace and quashed his desires. Being in the Larson family circle, and having the opportunity to work at LLM, was a dream he never would have dreamed if he hadn’t become best buds with Jace.


  He refused to betray the family by taking advantage of Holly.


  But today, the note of sadness in her eyes reminded him of the way she’d acted at the party the other night. Something told him this was deeper than her wanting to get laid. Maybe this was about her taking control of her life, like she’d said. Jumping into the experiences she’d been denied.


  Dang, he couldn’t blame her for it. Hadn’t he found his opening the minute he’d been welcomed into the Larson home? He’d finally had an excuse to escape the Brownsboro district whenever Jace invited him over. And when it came time to get his first job, it hadn’t been the local factory that received Dalton’s application. He’d driven straight to LLM in a suit Jace had let him borrow and talked to Clark man-to-man.


  Holly was still looking up at him, her gorgeous face a mixture of determination and vulnerability.


  The guy she’d mentioned—Mitchum—was a total frat boy toe-weasel. Dalton thought of Mitch kissing Holly. Mitch touching Holly. Mitch sleeping with her, and then breaking her heart into a million pieces. He nearly burst into red-hot flames of anger at the thought.


  “Mitch is out of the question,” he growled.


  “Does that mean you’re saying yes?” Her eyebrows raised, hopeful.


  “It means find someone else.”


  “There’s no one else. I want someone I can trust. Someone who knows what he’s doing.” Her fingers played with his shirt button again.


  He took a fortifying breath, prepared to tell her no all over again. It was for her own good.


  She spoke before he could. “Let me tell you a story. You used to brag to Jace when you guys were in high school.” She rolled her eyes. “I was naive, so I didn’t always follow. But I remember vividly when you were talking about taking this one girl out and you parked in the woods. You said you took off her bra—”


  He grimaced. “Tell me you walked back to your room and quit listening.” The sun beat down overhead and a bead of sweat trickled down his neck and into his shirt.


  “Shhh. I’m not done. You were bragging about how soft her breasts were and how she panted when you kissed her nipples.” Holly giggled. “Like a dog.”


  He was going to die of humiliation. Holly never should have heard any of that.


  “And then you mentioned getting your hands in her pants and I just couldn’t fathom it.” Her eyes widened. “Anyway, I went back to doing whatever I did, but that story…I thought of it over the years. When I started dating, I thought of it all the time. I want that.”


  “It’s not a rite of passage,” he mumbled.


  “It’s not about that. It’s about being with you that way.”


  He froze, his eyes locked on hers. The something more he’d suspected hovered in the air between them, but then she blinked and the moment of bald honesty was gone.


  “That’s my proposition,” she stated. “Take me parking.”


  He laughed, then sobered when she didn’t laugh with him. “Take you parking.”


  “Yeah. And some other things, but parking is the number one thing.”


  He shook his head.


  “Mitch would take me parking.” She took off the hard hat.


  “Mitch would drink a beer he found on the side of the road.” Dalton had seen him do it once. He narrowed his eyes at Holly, suspecting he was being played like a saxophone. “You won’t call Mitchum Tate.”


  “I will.” One pale eyebrow rose. The wind swept a few strands of her hair over her sticky lip gloss. He wanted to move the strands away. Palm her cheek. Tell her she had things all wrong. If she wanted great sex, she needed to find a great guy. Not check off a bizarre sex bucket list.


  He’d seen her this determined once before. The day she’d accepted her promotion. Clark had said she’d specifically asked to work on the Brownsboro project, and was adamant about working on it with Dalton. When Holly found something she wanted, she was a force. It’d been an admirable quality, up until she’d used it against him.


  “No sex,” he said.


  She chuffed. “Not the first time, but my deal is absolutely for sex. And look, Mitch already asked me out.” She fished her phone out of her pocket and showed him a text stream.


  Dinner party next weekend at my place, gorj. Jace can’t make it, but you can rep the Larsons.


  Dalton skimmed her response: Checking. I’ll get back w you, then Mitch’s: Wear something sexy.


  What a jerk. Dalton had seen the guy with his dates. He was demanding and piggish and had a master’s degree in rear-grabbing. Picturing Holly being accosted by the jerk, or worse, falling for him and coming home with tears glittering in her soft green eyes, made Dalton angry enough to tear Mitch from limb from limb.


  “Please?”


  Begrudgingly, Dalton could admit he was the safest choice for Holly. He’d never harm her. He wanted nothing but good for her. She’d promised this was a “just for now” situation. It was like she knew she had his back to the wall.


  “This ends after we park.”


  “No deal.” She shook her head. “I have three things I want to do with you.”


  His chest constricted, his imagination detailed and filthy in equal measures.


  “Three things,” he said through clenched teeth. “And you won’t tell your family.”


  “Come on. I’m not stupid.”


  No, she was a cunning vixen.


  He stared her down for a couple of sweaty seconds, turning over his options.


  “Dalton?”


  Numbly, he nodded. “Yeah, okay.”


  “Yeah?” Every inch of her brightened. Her eyes, her smile, her posture.


  “Yeah, Holly,” he grated, hating the pound of excitement in his gut. He’d finally get to kiss her, and a heck of a lot more. “That was a yes.”


  


  Chapter 7


  AS HOLLY HAD so brazenly pointed out on the job site this past week, Dalton was no stranger to making out in the car. Heck, he’d grown up in the trashtiest neighborhood in town. It wasn’t like he’d had a pool house to whisk his dates off to like Jace had. So, car it was. A jet-black 1975 Trans-Am. He’d rebuilt it from the engine up and it had been his pride and joy in high school. Looking back, the thing had been a heap, but it was a sexy, shiny heap, and plenty of girls had dropped their panties in it.


  Now in his responsible sedan of adulthood, he parked at the top of Boone Hill, where a fleet of new-builds would soon be constructed into gargantuan homes for wealthy families. On top of a mound of piled dirt, he shook his head at their surroundings. A woman like Holly Larson deserved better. Arguably, better than him, and definitely better than making out at a construction site. Then again, she was in the biz, so maybe this kind of stuff turned her on.


  “You’re sure, Hol?” he asked anyway. “You have a nice place.” She was a decent girl. Decent girls didn’t ask to be felt up in idling cars unless they were looking to slum.


  But he knew this wasn’t some experiment for kicks for Holly. Not like it’d been when head cheerleader Christie Kirkham had wanted to piss off her boyfriend and had asked Dalton out. Not that he’d been against it at the time. Christie was hot. Holly was pretty dang hot herself, and her layers made her even more desirable.


  The smell of fresh sawdust piped through the vent, and Holly’s gaze was focused on the house frames standing like sentinels. “Remember when I told you about the girl you took parking—”


  “Let’s not rehash that tale of debauchery, yeah?”


  “Who knew you were such a prude?” She laughed, the sound like chimes in the wind. “Well. I thought of another example.”


  Fantastic.


  “There was this time at one of my parents’ parties…”


  “Don’t tell me you saw something.” Please, Goodness. Her hearing him talk trash with Jace was bad enough. If he’d known she’d been paying this close attention to him, he never would have given her such horrendous examples of what jerks guys could be.


  “I was seventeen, then, and very worldly.” She gestured to herself, one hand over her breasts. Holly Larson wasn’t seventeen now. With the moonlight shining on those high cheekbones and her clear, concise way of speaking, it was obvious she’d grown into a vibrant, sexy woman. A woman who wanted him to touch her everywhere he could reach tonight.


  Dang. It was a gift.


  “You and this really gorgeous redhead were in the billiards room.”


  He remembered her. Shelly. No, wait. Shelby. “She wasn’t that hot,” he argued.


  “Pfft.”


  Holly was hotter, but since that would sound like a line, he kept it to himself.


  “You laid her down, but the room opened to the back of the couch, so I couldn’t see what was happening.”


  “Voyeur.”


  “I just wanted to know what it would be like to be with…someone.”


  The pause made him suspicious. Someone? Like him? His cheeks warmed and he reached for the vent.


  “With you,” she confirmed. “So thanks for giving me the chance at experiencing, well…you.”


  Her eyes, wide and earnest, were focused unerringly on him. She meant it. She seriously meant it. The guy who used to have a net worth of a Trans-Am was starring in Holly Larson’s fantasy.


  She shouldn’t be thanking him. He hadn’t earned her.


  Palm on her jaw, he leaned over the console and kissed her mouth like he’d envisioned that day she showed up at the construction site in Brownsboro. He didn’t want to talk about what he’d done with other girls in cars or at parties, and he didn’t want to think of Holly seeing or hearing about any of it.


  He meant to pull away. He’d wanted it to be a quick experimental kiss to end the suspense. He meant to…but he didn’t.


  The second his mouth closed over hers, there was only one girl. Only one set of full lips tentatively pressing against his. Only one pair of hands resting on his chest. A small whimper came from Holly’s throat, penetrating the tight space in the car.


  Since he’d picked her up at her place this evening, the air had snapped with heat and vibrated with tension. Yeah, in the attraction department, they had nothing to worry about. Which ironically gave him a lot to worry about. Worse, her mouth tasted better than any mouth he’d ever had on his own. She wasn’t a girl he could kiss once and walk away from. He already wanted more.


  She tentatively licked his lower lip and he responded by sliding his tongue into her mouth. She accepted and it tangled with hers, wet and hot, while her fingers moved to the back of his neck and scraped into his hair.


  Incredible.


  The kiss was all he could think about. All he could focus and concentrate on. Until she pulled her panting mouth away from his and uttered three words that stopped him cold.


  “Dalton. Touch me.”


  


  Chapter 8


  HOLLY LOST THE heat of Dalton’s mouth and nearly kicked her own rear for interrupting the flow. His kiss was exactly as she’d dreamed. Firm, warm, gentle. He tasted like spice cake and man, and oh, he smelled good.


  Dalton had always smelled good, but this close, his scent curled into her nostrils and saturated her senses. Every part of her tingled and surged toward him in an effort to get more, more, more.


  “Patience, Hol,” he said, his voice a scratch in the darkness. One wide hand wrapped around her ribs over her shirt as her heart battered her chest with hectic beats.


  “Sorry,” she whispered. “I’ve been waiting for this for a long time.” Ten, eleven years now.


  He smiled, a little crooked and a whole lot tantalizing. Just when she thought he might back out, he tipped his chin. “Lay your seat back some.”


  She obeyed, reaching for the lever on the side and inching the car seat into a reclined position.


  “That’s good,” he said when she’d gone far enough.


  He shifted in his seat, coming closer and reaching for the hem of her shirt, his fingers brushing the skin of her belly. Holly almost hyperventilated. She forced herself to take in air. This was supposed to be explorative and temporary and now that he’d kissed her, she was freaking out because part of her knew the truth: She’d never get enough of him.


  “You’re sure you still—”


  “Yes!” She covered his hand with hers when he was about to pull it away. “Yes, Dalton.” She didn’t want there to be an ounce of doubt she wanted this. With her other hand, she palmed his cheek, pleased to see the question in his eyes transform into determination.


  The leather seat creaked as he adjusted his weight and came closer.


  “I have a surefire way to help you relax,” he murmured, his fingers still tickling along her belly.


  “Oh?” The word was a breath.


  That smile again, at once both cunning and confident. He pressed his torso to hers and when she puckered to accept his kiss, he aimed for her neck instead. Openmouthed kisses, his tongue thrusting warm and wet against her skin. She arched her head to give him more access. While he painted patterns on her skin, his hand slipped beneath her shirt, the side of his thumb brushing her bra. Then his hand molded over her breast, and oh goodness, she might die.


  Before she saw the bright, white light, he nuzzled the underside of her chin and claimed her mouth, kissing her deeply. Those kisses intensified, the stubble on his face raking over her lips at the same moment he slipped his hand into her bra and tweaked one nipple.


  A keening moan came from her throat as her hips wiggled. Dalton moved to the other breast briefly before sneaking around her back and opening her bra with the flick of a finger.


  Dang. He was good.


  He drew her shirt up, head angled to watch her watching him. She took a moment to admire his face in the moonlight. Dark angles and planes, long lashes casting shadows on his cheeks, his full, damp mouth boasting the hint of a smile.


  “Should I take off my shirt?” she asked, her breaths coming out in frantic spurts.


  A low laugh echoed from his throat.


  “You should let me do the work, Hol. Typically, you would be demurely unsure if you’re going to let me go further, and I would nudge you until you let me.” He gave her that grin again. It’d be the death of her.


  “Right. Okay.” She’d been too eager. “I’m not used to guys being this forward.”


  “Good.” She could see in his determined expression that he meant it. It made her feel cherished.


  “Actually, Dalton? I’m not sure I know how to be demure. I think I’m…aggressive.”


  He laughed against her neck, the sound delicious in the enclosed space.


  “Then why don’t you be you,” he murmured against her skin, his tongue flicking out to taste her pulse. “This is your fantasy.”


  So she unsnapped her jeans and pulled down her zipper.


  His eyebrows climbed his forehead, but he didn’t slow. Instead, he slid her shirt up until the cool air abraded her peaked nipples, and closed his mouth over one breast. Her hand on his head, she moaned, satisfied, warmth soaking her below. Goose bumps rose on her skin.


  “You’re so beautiful.” He closed his lips over hers again, thumbing her breasts as their kisses grew more and more frantic. She bowed, her hips coming off the car’s seat.


  “Dalton, please,” came her hushed whisper.


  Then the man of her dreams gave her the reprieve she’d longed for. Hand flat, he wedged his fingers into her panties and stroked her wetness. She bucked, tilting closer to his exploring fingers and giving herself over to the best experience of her life.


  So far.


  Tight, quiet sounds eked from her throat as he continued to stroke her. She tore off her shirt and bra and he wasted no time moving his lips to her bare breasts again. Sparks ignited on the backs of her eyelids as she felt herself grow closer and closer…


  A few wet, slick moments later, she came on a cry—one Dalton swallowed with a kiss. His expert fingers slowed, then rested against her while she writhed, her heart slamming against her rib cage. Lazily, she opened her eyes.


  Instead of looking smug, Dalton appeared awed. “Wow.”


  “Aren’t I supposed to say that?” she said on a breath, her body pleasantly buzzing.


  With one hand, he adjusted himself and she could see he was turned on. She reached for his pants and he shifted away.


  “Don’t you want me to—”


  “No, Hol. We did what we came for.” He didn’t look the least bit upset about it, though he did look a little pained. Slowly, he moved his lips over hers, splaying his hand over her stomach while the other stayed harmlessly entangled in her hair.


  When he pulled away from her mouth, she exuded a little whimper.


  “Wow,” she whispered, echoing his sentiment.


  He smiled.


  “How’d we do?”


  “See that steam?” He gestured with his head to the windows now fogged around them. She couldn’t see the world outside.


  “We did good.” Holly grinned, inordinately pleased.


  “No, honey.” With a quick shake of his head, he disagreed. “You did.”


  


  Chapter 9


  HE’D NEARLY canceled his plans tonight with Holly.


  Last night, he’d had her breast on his tongue and made her come with his fingers and had to practically limp up the stairs to his apartment when he arrived at home. But his blue balls weren’t the reason he wanted to back out.


  It was because after having a taste of her, he wasn’t sure he could walk away. And that was the deal. This arrangement included him walking away.


  He hadn’t counted on Holly being a sexual bottle rocket once he lit the fuse. He knew where things were heading, knew how they played out. Tonight he was due at her place. She’d admitted her fantasy was cooking a romantic dinner and then she mentioned a surprise second item on her list and he could guess what that was: him between her legs, those luscious thighs wrapped around his neck.


  All girls wanted that, and Dalton happened to be very good at it.


  Holly had come to the right guy.


  “Thomas!”


  Dalton jerked in surprise, raking his pencil down the Brownsboro plans before clasping his jackhammering heart through his shirt. Jace nearly fell into the office laughing. The prick.


  “What are you so jumpy about?” Jace asked with a grin.


  If you only knew. Thank goodness he didn’t.


  “Donuts in the break room. Didn’t want you to miss out.” Jace tapped the doorjamb and swaggered out into the fray. Dalton pushed his hands through his hair, and even though he didn’t want a donut, pushed to standing and followed.


  He nearly smacked into Holly.


  “Hey, Dalt.” She smiled at him, and he wondered if the way she’d purred that seemed obvious to anyone but him. Her eyelids were lowered, her green eyes sparking. “Need a morning pick-me-up?”


  “They’re donuts, not sex,” Jace said with an eye roll.


  Dalton’s spine snapped straight. Holly’s mouth smiled broader, her eyebrows lifting as if to ask, Can you believe he said that?


  Yeah, he could. Jace was an idiot. A lovable idiot, but still.


  In the executive break room, there were plenty of donuts in the white bakery box on the table. Next to it, a carafe of coffee, napkins…and Clark Larson.


  Fantastic.


  “Hey, Dalton,” he said. “What’s new?”


  Other than steaming up the windows with your daughter? Nothing. Nothing at all…


  “Holly, honey, good morning.” Clark kissed her head. “You look even more beautiful than usual. Sleep well?”


  “Like a baby. Must have been the warm bath I took before bed.” She flashed Dalton bedroom eyes, or, at least to him they looked like bedroom eyes. He dove for a donut and napkin, muttering “thanks” before heading out the door.


  “Don’t rush off, Dalton,” Clark said, stopping him in his tracks. “I want to brief you on the Brownsboro Fire Department before our construction meeting this afternoon.”


  Boston cream sticking to his fingers, Dalton gave him a tight smile. Holly and Dalton had arranged for volunteer firefighters to perform an open burn on a few of the houses in the worst condition. It was good practice for them, and the easiest way to raze the older homes. Dalton hadn’t embraced the idea yet. Something about watching his childhood home go up in flames settled about as well as this conversation.


  “Do you want me in on this, Daddy?” Holly asked.


  “No, hon. I think we can handle the particulars.”


  “All right. I’ll take my cruller and go. See you, Dalt.”


  He nodded at her and shot a look at Jace, who froze in place as his eyes went from Dalton to Holly, powdered donut in hand. He reached up and swiped some of the sugar from his mouth, then resumed chewing. Hard to tell if he’d picked up on the tension and was being poker-faced, or if he was clueless, his mind lost on work.


  “Jace, are you staying?” Clark asked, taking a seat.


  “Yes.” Jace watched as Dalton sank into a chair across from him, never ungluing his eyes from his best bud. “I’m staying.”


  


  Chapter 10


  THAT NIGHT, DALTON stood outside Holly’s apartment door, flowers in hand. He’d brought pink roses and had the florist tie them with gold ribbon. Her fantasy involved him performing sexual favors for her, and he’d be darned if he wasn’t looking forward to it.


  No matter how awkward it would be to work with Jace tomorrow.


  This morning in the break room with Clark, Dalton had been sweating bullets under Jace’s watchful eye. Later, he’d practically sprinted away from his best friend when Jace had asked what time the construction meeting started. After another meeting with Jace, Wendy, and Clark, Dalton felt skittish about his evening with Holly. Jace had to elbow Dalton every so often when Dalt spaced out.


  Freaked out was more like it. He was irrationally worried everyone could guess what he and Holly had done in his car. Heck, the moment he’d laid eyes on her this morning, he could see her residual satisfaction. The way her cheeks flushed when she caught his eye, and the spring in her step communicating far and wide that she’d had a really awesome orgasm.


  Warm bath, his rear. He was the one who sent her home to have the sweetest dreams imaginable.


  He knocked on the door and when it opened, he held up the bouquet. Holly was halfway to the vision he’d expected. Tight red dress, slender gold chain around her neck, tall, sequined red high heels—check, check, and check. However, her waving a dish towel in the air and coughing, her blond hair in disarray, was definitely off script.


  “What the heck?” He swiped the dish towel from her hand and rushed into a cloud of smoke. Quickly, he unlatched and opened the windows in her living room. “Open the ones in the bedroom, too!” he shouted over the now bleating smoke detector. She ran off, doing as he suggested as he punched the fan button on the range hood over a pan of charred…something.


  Fish, if he could guess by the smell.


  A few minutes later, he’d slid the pan from stove to sink and turned on the water full blast. The smoke had cleared from the air and Holly, hair smoothed, walked back into the shared kitchen/living room area looking sheepish.


  “What happened?” Dalton asked again, dropping the dish towel on the counter.


  “I was trying to cook for you.” She frowned at the pan of ruined…tilapia? swordfish?…whatever it was, and moved past him to the fridge. A plate of prawns ringed a cup of fire-red cocktail sauce. “At least I can’t screw up the shrimp. Just thaw and eat.”


  “Seriously?” he couldn’t help asking.


  “Yeah, why?” She peeled a layer of cellophane from the dish. “You don’t like shrimp?”


  “I’m allergic to shrimp, Hol.” He moved to the stove and clicked off the whirring fan.


  “Since when?”


  “Birth.”


  Her teeth stabbed her lower lip. Too cute.


  “I’m screwing this up.” All of a sudden she looked hurt. He was quick to go to her, palming her delicate jaw.


  He tipped her chin and pressed a soft kiss to her lips. “Hi.”


  Her moss-green eyes closed, and when they reopened were transformed to lust-blown jade.


  He kissed her again, this time slipping his hand over her bare back, his fingertips gliding down her spine. Her hands fisted his shirt and the kiss deepened, her teeth raking along his lips like she wanted to maul him.


  He could use a little mauling. The soldier in his pants stood and saluted and he backed his hips from hers. Sex was on her list, but not until later. He respected her timing. Or, well, parts of him did.


  “In the years since my first playground kiss, Dalton Thomas,” she whispered against his mouth, “no one has ever kissed me like you do.”


  He blinked, but before he had a chance to digest her confession, her eyes and mouth popped wide.


  “Oh! I have escargot.” She brightened, turned him loose, and went to the fridge. She returned with a plate of snails and slid them next to another platter he hadn’t noticed until just now. “And caviar and those crisp soda crackers you like.”


  More like those dry, bland crackers he didn’t like.


  “So there’s a sea life theme tonight.” He hated seafood. But after the fish and the shrimp incident, he wouldn’t break her heart by telling her that. She was trying to make this special, and he didn’t want to take that from her.


  “I’ve seen you eat a million of these at my parents’ parties.” She lifted a cracker to his mouth and he swallowed in preparation for the worst taste ever. He had eaten a million soda crackers and caviar for one reason: He hadn’t wanted to be rude and turn down the food the Larsons had served. A guy from Brownsboro wasn’t much on caviar. Or fish, unless it was beer battered.


  He choked the cracker down, chewing as quickly as possible and turning for the fridge when his eyes watered. No beer, but there was a bottle of champagne. It’d have to do.


  He twisted the cork while Holly protested that was for “later.” He only shook his head, trying to keep the caviar down, and finally she caved and proffered two slender flutes. A mouthful of champagne later, Dalton drew in a breath, secure the caviar would not make an unwelcome reappearance.


  Holly sipped her own sparkling wine, then pressed her lips together.


  “You don’t like caviar.” Her eyes went to the other tray. “And escargot?”


  He shook his head ruefully.


  “Totally screwing this up,” she mumbled.


  No, she wasn’t. He wouldn’t let her.


  “If anyone is screwing up, it’s me. I’m an unrefined pig. How about pizza? My treat.”


  He should never be allowed to have dinner with this kind of girl. But then she laughed and he remembered this was Holly. The same girl who’d had a Mountain Dew–chugging contest with him. The same girl who pelted him with Smarties when he bet her he could catch ten in a row with his mouth.


  He’d caught eleven.


  That same girl looked at him now with mirth dancing in her eyes, sexy and easygoing, even when she was bedecked in elegance. “Pizza sounds perfect.”


  


  Chapter 11


  SCENTED CANDLES FLICKERED on the stovetop and end tables and Dalton had taken out the trash holding the burned mahi-mahi. The air smelled less of fish and more like vanilla, so Holly reasoned the evening wasn’t a total bust. Her cat, Samosa, dove under the bed the second Dalton knocked on the door. Given the smoke alarm and lit flames, Holly doubted he’d come out anytime soon.


  True to his word, Dalton had ordered two pizzas: one with double cheese and pineapple for her, and one with pepperoni and mushrooms for him. She’d sneaked a pepperoni off his slice as they watched a movie, and an exchanged heated glance reassured her that while the romance may have been murdered, the evening had been salvaged.


  Item number two awaited…


  He’d swapped the champagne for cans of beer found in the back of her fridge, left over from the day he and Jace had moved her in. Dalton finished his beer now, putting a fist over his mouth to swallow a belch.


  “Incredible. Sorry. Told you I was a pig. I guess I’m supposed to be your Don Juan DeMarco.” He pointed to the television screen. Johnny Depp’s sorrowful brown eyes had nothing on Dalton’s penetrating blues.


  “You’re not supposed to be my Don Juan.” She rolled her eyes. It was enough for Dalton to be himself. For him to be here with her.


  He rubbed his hands together and turned toward her where she lounged on the couch. “Okay. Let’s hear the next item on your list.”


  “Maybe we should try a different night? Things have gone a little less than perfect.”


  “But I can guess what you want. And lucky for you, I’m excellent at it.” He took the pillow from her clutches and tossed it to the floor.


  She believed it. He was excellent at everything she’d done with him so far. He came over her, hands pushing into the cushions at either side of her hips. His mouth covered her pulse point and she tugged at his T-shirt.


  “Wait,” she said, her throat tight.


  He paused and backed his face away so he could focus on her.


  “Item number two on my list is something I want to, ah…”—she cleared her throat—“try for the first time. Ever.”


  “No one’s ever gone down on you?” Confusion colored his features.


  She erased it by palming his crotch. She found a stiff ridge beneath the rough scrape of denim. He grunted, mouth dropping open.


  “I want to taste you, Dalton.”


  He grew harder against her palm.


  “Hol,” he rasped. But he didn’t move her hand, and he didn’t argue. He froze over her like he didn’t know what to do next.


  “It’s on my list,” she said. “And I want you to teach me how.”


  God Almighty.


  He couldn’t let her do it.


  Could he?


  No, no. Definitely not.


  Rubbish.


  Oh, he wanted her to do it, wanted to watch her blond head move down his body, catch those moss-colored eyes watching him while he thrust into her m—


  “All right,” he said, the words propelling him away from her. He stood from the couch and blew out a quick breath to cleanse his terminally filthy mind. Then he picked up the pizza boxes and the beer cans and started…cleaning.


  “What are you doing?” she asked, her voice edged with hurt.


  Well, she could be hurt. He couldn’t let her just…just…Man, that visual really wasn’t going anywhere. It was like it’d been singed onto his cerebral cortex.


  “Dalton, don’t be nervous. You’re the only one I can talk to about this. I want to be good at it, and having never done it before, well…I’m not sure I am.”


  “You are,” he grunted, tossing the cans and one of the pizza boxes into the trash. Flattening both palms on the counter, he kept his eyes on her as she approached from the other side. Sliding toward him in that sinful red dress, her blond hair cascading down to tempting swells of her breasts. “Trust me, Holly.” His voice held a reverent tone. “It’s impossible for you to be any less than amazing at that.”


  His gaze wandered toward her mouth and stayed there for a beat too long. She licked her lips and he had to stomp on his own foot to keep from rounding the bar and grabbing hold of her.


  “You have to. You promised.”


  “I did not promise to let you—” He moved his hand in the air, at a complete loss.


  He’d had plenty of blowjobs. He liked blowjobs. Heck, half the time they were better than sex. But the idea of Holly on her knees. No. Absolutely not.


  “Listen to me.” When he could trust himself to go to her, he did. “You don’t go to your knees in front of me, Holly. Not ever.”


  “Because I’m precious,” she muttered, clearly dissatisfied, but no less right.


  “Yes.” He smoothed his hands over her upper arms.


  “So…that’s it? Just no, and we finish watching the movie?”


  He had to smile because even when petulant she was insanely gorgeous. He’d never been in a position like this in his life. One very specific part of him still couldn’t believe he was turning her down.


  “It’s not a ‘no,’” he answered. Hope flared in her eyes but before she had the wrong impression he added, “But I’m going to be the one on my knees. Not you.”


  “Dalton—”


  “Keep practicing my name,” he said, backing her across the room. This was the way it was supposed to be. Him in the lead, Holly’s eyes wide with curiosity. “I want to hear you say it when I take you over.”


  He could imagine it, the same breathy quality to her voice like in the car last night.


  “Where are we going?” She rested her hands on his shoulders as he steered her backward across the room.


  “Here.” He cupped her butt and lifted, depositing her onto the kitchen table. Then he pulled her knees open and fit himself between them. And dang, he fit there. He sucked a quiet breath through his teeth as he slid a palm first down one of her calves and then the other, knocking her shoes to the floor.


  “Here?” She gulped. “We can’t…the windows.”


  “No one will be able to see anything except for your face.” His heart knocked mercilessly against his chest. He wanted to taste her and the part of him that wasn’t being a gentleman argued he was denying her this same privilege. She’d said she wanted to do the same to him.


  Not the point.


  Right.


  Hands on her thighs, he pushed her skirt up, up, while she rested on her elbows on the table. She watched him, lips parted, blond hair cascading over her bared shoulders. She shook with what he hoped was excitement. Her eyes were wide open. Fearless. Holly wasn’t the kind of girl to hide under her hands or look at the ceiling. No, she watched him the entire time.


  As he stripped her panties down her legs. A thong. God help him.


  As he parted her wider and tugged her to the edge of the kitchen table.


  As he sat on the chair in front of her and lowered his face…


  Moments later, her scent had enveloped him and her cries of pleasure circled him like hungry sharks. Her release hovered on the edge of a precipice and he was determined to keep her there for a moment, before he pushed her over. Against her clit, he stroked, moving insistently when she cried out at one particular spot—


  “Dalton!” She knifed up, her fingers clawing at his hair, her intimate pulse point beating against the tip of his tongue. “Please, Dalton, please.”


  Her cries filled his ears, filled his chest with pride. This was what she deserved. The best. And at this particular act, he knew what he was giving her was unparalleled.


  Finally, her shallow breaths lengthened and her fingers trickled from his hair to drop to the kitchen table. He stood and lifted her into his arms. She was sated, boneless, her eyes at half-mast.


  Precious.


  “Now what?” she mumbled, tightening her hold around his neck as she kissed the side of his mouth.


  “Now, you recover,” he answered, taking her to the couch and laying her down. He tucked a pillow under her head and sat next to her.


  “Then what?” she murmured, her eyes giving up and sliding shut. He sat and moved her feet to his lap, digging a thumb into her arch as she groaned with a different sort of satisfaction.


  “Then you let me know when you’re ready for me to do it again.”


  


  Chapter 12


  ITEM NUMBER TWO. Check.


  Sort of.


  Holly floated through the next few days. Despite being overbudget, despite her e-mail inbox and her wire mesh inbox overflowing with things to do. Stress slid off her like butter in a Teflon pan.


  At one point while getting screamed at on the phone by a contractor, she couldn’t even work up enough ire to argue back. She’d grabbed a stack of Post-its and doodled Dalton’s name surrounded by hearts and…blissed out. She’d crumbled them up and tossed them into the wastebasket. Then she thought better of it and shoved them into her purse.


  One never could be too safe.


  Dinner with Dalton hadn’t turned out as planned, but sex with Dalton…well, technically it wasn’t sex. He still hadn’t had an orgasm, which was the entire goal of that night. She’d wanted to service him. Instead he’d been the one to order dinner and service her.


  And whoa, was he good at servicing.


  A stab of jealousy at what she’d been missing—and what other girls had been getting—split her chest, but she rerouted her thoughts. The point was Dalton was hers for now. Their time would run out soon enough, but she was going to savor every minute with him.


  And maybe convince him to stay.


  She wasn’t ready to give up that off-chance.


  Holly pulled onto Oak Branch Lane and parked by the curb in the Brownsboro district. A pocket of houses were due to be demolished today in an open burn, the local fire department using it as a training exercise. Chief Huxley waved at her as she climbed from her Beamer. She’d met with him prior to today and had planned to watch. It wasn’t every day that Larson Land Management took down a neighborhood by engulfing it in flames.


  Her heart hit her throat the second she spotted Dalton. Tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a bright orange vest over his jeans and button-down shirt. Today was cloudy, but the rain was supposed to hold out and she was glad. She planned on enjoying this barbecue.


  “Hey, Thomas,” she called out and Dalton turned. He didn’t smile, his brow only furrowed deeper and, hands resting on his hips, he approached her, scowling.


  Yikes.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked.


  “I’m here to watch the houses burn down.” Her smile fell. “I thought it’d be fun.” She gestured in the direction of three dilapidated houses. They were set apart from the others in an overgrown field marked by one sad, dead tree. It was a miracle it hadn’t fallen down.


  “It’s not fun, Holly. These were people’s homes. Families were raised here. People grew old here.”


  She hadn’t thought of it in those terms.


  “You know what I mean,” she mumbled, chagrined.


  “Do I?” His eyes flared, bright with anger as his chest expanded to pull in a full breath. “Why would I believe that a girl from the wealthiest part of Hartford would think it was anything other than ‘fun’ to watch houses that could fit in her parents’ living room incinerate to ash?”


  “Dalton.” Now that wasn’t fair. “I don’t think that.”


  “No?” His eyebrows jerked skyward. “Your comment in the construction meeting was something to the effect of ‘burn, baby, burn’ wasn’t it? Got a good chuckle from everyone there.”


  “Including Jace. Did you also read him the riot act when the meeting broke, or have you been saving this litany for me?” she snapped, getting angrier.


  His jaw tightened, a muscle ticking in his cheek.


  “Look, I don’t want you here. Go back to the office. I’ll talk to you later.” His voice had raised enough that a few of the crew from the fire department turned their heads. Which was embarrassing. And pissed her right off.


  Oh, perdition no.


  Whatever had crawled up Dalton’s rear and died wasn’t her problem.


  “Are you forgetting who you’re talking to, Thomas?” she asked, her voice hard. “That vest you’re wearing”—she flicked the lapel where LARSON LAND MANAGEMENT was stitched in black thread—“has my name on it. My family’s name on it.”


  She knew he grew up here and that this was a personal, and painful, day for him, but she’d be darned if she let him lash out at her when she’d done nothing wrong. “This is my project, too. If you want to continue working with me, I expect you to show some respect.”


  His frown turned to a hard scowl, but Holly only leaned closer, pursed her lips, and finished her thought.


  “What do you say? Want to stay on this project with me or not?”


  Dalton ran a hand over his face, scrubbing his jaw and the day-old growth sitting there. Admittedly, he was being unfair, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself.


  He’d known this day was coming when he was assigned to the Brownsboro project. Eventually the demolition team, or in this case, the Brownsboro Fire Department, would get to 212 Oak Branch Lane, otherwise known as the cramped, stifling house he grew up in.


  These three houses had been abandoned for a while, overtaken by brush and grass and local vermin. Foreclosures long forgotten, their residents had either gone bankrupt, moved to a different neighborhood, or in the case of his mother, had died. Jace was the only Larson who knew where Dalton hailed from. Dalton had never wanted Holly to know.


  The fire chief called for everyone to go to the safe zone and Dalton turned to tell Holly to go home again. Her threat was heartfelt, but she knew him well enough to know that he’d never walk away from a project.


  But her standing there, her pink skirt blowing in the breeze, her white blouse with its gold stitching down the center made her look innocent, regardless of the ire snapping in her eyes.


  Dalton sighed. He was going to have to tell her the truth. No matter how painful it was for him to admit it.


  “Do you know what’s in the backseat of my car?” she barked before he could say more. She pointed at her BMW and told him. “A picnic basket, a blanket, and lunch for us. No shrimp, escargot, or caviar, by the way.”


  “That’s sweet, Hol,” he said, putting his hand on her back and moving her away from the houses.


  “But?”


  “But I’m not having lunch with you.” Not while they watched his childhood home—the home his mother died in thanks to her heavy smoking and penchant for fast food—disintegrate in front of him.


  “Thanks a lot.”


  “You don’t understand.” He turned to walk away from her. “Go back to the office.”


  Before he got too far, she shouted, “I know you used to live in Brownsboro!”


  Every part of him went cold, starting with his face. It branched down his spine and radiated through his arms and legs, leaving his extremities numb. He stalked back to her, ready to say—God, he had no idea what.


  When he opened his mouth, “Keep your voice down,” came out.


  “Jace told me. A long time ago.” Her eyes perused the neighborhood and he looked away. Who knew what she was thinking? Now that she’d seen the kind of place he’d come from and figured out exactly why he’d eaten so many meals at the Larson kitchen table. His shoulders huddled and a familiar feeling of inadequacy swamped him.


  He hated that feeling.


  “Holly.”


  “Have lunch with me, Dalton. Share this with me. Even if it hurts.” One fair eyebrow raised on her porcelain-smooth forehead. “I brought M&M’s for dessert.”


  He never could’ve imagined a smile finding his face, but at that moment, amid the familiar offer of a Larson feeding him, Dalton let loose an ironic chuckle. When he shook his head at himself, Holly didn’t ask for an apology. She simply smiled back and offered him her car keys.


  “You have to get the blanket and basket out of the car.”


  He followed her swishing skirt, the sun peeking from the clouds at that moment, lighting the golden highlights of her hair.


  You need to lighten up, too, Thomas.


  Chicken salad sandwiches, coleslaw, kettle-cooked potato chips, and two bottles of Perrier later, Dalton was leaning back on the blanket, propped on his elbows. Face pinched, he watched his mom’s house go up in flames.


  Holly sat next to him, cross-legged, her skirt pooling over her lap. She fished an M&M out of the bag and ate it. “I can’t believe we’re this far away and can still feel the heat.”


  “Yeah.” But his mind was elsewhere. Picturing the band posters he’d hung on his bedroom wall curl and burn to ash. Imagining his mother’s floral sofa, black smoke emitting from the synthetic fibers. Details he’d imagined, given the house was a shell. Nothing was left in that place but nicotine-stained wallpaper, peeling from the walls. And memories. Both presently being eaten by hungry flames.


  “Which one was yours?” Holly’s question was a whisper.


  “The one currently burning.” He sneaked a look through his lashes, chin still down.


  “Oh. I didn’t realize it was one of…those.”


  Ashamed, Dalton looked away. One of “those” meaning the smallest, most dilapidated houses in the neighborhood. Where the poorest residents of Brownsboro lived. Where Dalton Thomas and his mother had lived, with nothing to show in their sad cabinets except saltines and peanut butter and off-brand everything.


  “You didn’t want me to know?” Holly rested her hand on his forearm and squeezed, and he had to admit, her reassuring touch went a long way to making him feel worthy.


  “I’ve always been embarrassed about it,” he admitted.


  “I don’t care where you’re from, Dalton. I only care about who you are.”


  She wound her fingers with his, holding his hand. He let her, stroking her soft flesh with his thumb.


  “I like who you are,” she added quietly.


  They watched as the hoses came on, soaking the remains of the home he’d longed to escape almost every minute he lived in it. As soon as he’d met Jace in his junior year, he practically started living at the Larson house, sleeping over and riding to school with Jace every chance he could.


  The flames graduated to smoke, and the firefighters closed in to finish the job. That was that.


  Dalton looked away from them to the woman he’d known for over a decade. Where she was once Jace’s younger sister down the hall, now she was grown. Holly understood where he was coming from—hell, where he’d literally come from—and had gone through the effort of sharing this with him. She cared about him as deeply as he cared for her.


  “If we weren’t at work I’d kiss you,” he told her.


  Her eyes darkened, desire evident in their depths. He was the wrong choice for her, which sucked. She deserved a man who would eat fancy food like caviar. A man who wouldn’t pick the grapes out of his chicken salad because he thought fruit and meat should never go together.


  No matter how undeserving he was, he still couldn’t deny their chemistry. It sizzled in the air between them like a live wire.


  “Rain check,” she whispered, her gaze glued to his mouth.


  He pushed himself up, then offered a hand to help her. Holly stood gracefully, her blond hair and flowing skirt making her appear ethereal in the dappling sunlight.


  “Thanks. For lunch…” Awkward. That feeling again. He palmed the back of his neck and added, “For everything.”


  “Anytime, Thomas,” she said with a wink, not behaving the least bit awkward.


  Not being anything except the incomparable, gorgeous, understanding, amazing Holly Larson.


  


  Chapter 13


  HOLLY HAD JUST fed Samosa the remainder of her salmon when her phone rang. She dashed to her purse and dug out the cell, catching it on the fourth ring.


  “Hello?”


  “You can do better,” came the slightly slurred words from the other end.


  “Dalton? Are you okay?” She hadn’t seen him the rest of the afternoon, assuming he’d finished up at the Brownsboro houses and gone home. Clearly, he’d made a pit stop at the bar instead. “You sound drunk.”


  “Getting there.” She heard a crowd of voices in the background.


  “Where are you?” Because by the sounds of it, he could very well be at a rodeo.


  “Dive Bar.”


  “You’re in a dive bar?”


  “That’s the name. Dive. Bar.”


  “Oh.” She opened her laptop and pecked in Dive Bar, followed by Hartford. The top result seemed the most likely. “On Thorn and Grand?”


  “Why me, Hol?” he asked over the noise rather than answer.


  “I’m coming out. I’ll be there in”—she checked the map—“fifteen minutes.” She hung up before he could argue, dashing from her apartment to her BMW. It was dark, and she wasn’t familiar with the neighborhood. Hopefully she could safely park her Beamer there and walk in without being mugged.


  When she pulled into the crumbling lot at Dive Bar, there was no doubt this place was wildly different than the fancy martini bars she frequented. The place sat next to a small grocery store and a Perkins restaurant. Across the street were a few business buildings with FedEx boxes out front. Not the most charming neighborhood, but not the slums.


  Inside the rustic, wooden-walled, two-story bar, pool balls clacked and laughter rang out. She garnered a few raised eyebrows and glances from the patrons and it wasn’t hard to see why. Holly hadn’t changed from work yet, so she was wearing the same flowy pale pink skirt and white blouse. Rather than pull on the flats she’d worn to the job site today, she’d slid into her tall, glittery gold heels before she ran out the door. She was going out and going out meant high heels. The crowd shooting glances at her now was more “jeans and sneakers” than “gold and glitter.”


  She found Dalton at the bar, hand wrapped around a beer bottle, eyes on her. The way his blue gaze ran down to her shoes and up again sent a wave of heat flicking over her skin. She practically ran toward him.


  “You came,” he said, sounding slightly surprised.


  “Why not you?” she asked, continuing the conversation from his phone call. Purse on the bar, she slid onto the barstool next to him.


  He tipped his beer bottle, shut one eye and peered into the bottom.


  “Another?” the bartender, a big guy with a crooked nose and a bald head, offered.


  “Yeah,” Dalton said at the same time Holly answered “no.”


  “One more then, and you?” The bartender pointed a finger at Holly.


  She groused at being ignored, but ordered anyway. “Water.”


  The bald guy nodded and turned away.


  “What are you doing?” she asked Dalton after he’d gone.


  “Getting plowed. What are you doing?”


  “I’m worried about you.”


  “I mean what are you doing with me?” He gestured to himself with the empty bottle, face screwed into a legitimate question mark.


  I love you, her heart answered. But she wasn’t dumb enough to admit it. Drunk or not, she worried Dalton would remember and then she’d die of humiliation. Being with her wasn’t about love for him. Heck, she’d had to bribe him to this very point.


  “I told you already.” Their drinks arrived and she ran a finger down the side of her water glass. “You’re experienced and I trust you.”


  Dalton snorted.


  “Let’s finish up your list tonight, then.” He relinquished the empty bottle in favor of the new then slammed his hand down on the bar. “Barkeep! Bring me my check! The lady and I are leaving.”


  The bartender sent Dalton a scowl.


  “He’s kidding.” She fluttered her hand in front of her, and while the bartender didn’t look like he believed her, he did stop short of tossing them out on their rears, so that was a plus.


  “Come on, Hol. You wanted to bed me. Bed me. Let’s do this.” Another two palm slaps to the bar top brought the bartender over.


  “Get him out of here or I will.” The other man’s brow dented. He meant business.


  “We’ll be out of your hair in a minute. Er…you know what I mean.” She shook her head quickly and the bald guy rolled his eyes and turned away.


  Dalton leaned close, the smell of beer on his breath not the least bit of a deterrent. Wherever he was concerned, nothing deterred her. Everything about him only made her want him more. Especially since they’d crossed the county lines and visited Blissville more than once. Or, at least she had.


  “Yeah, honey,” he said, his voice a gravelly husk. “Get me out of here.”


  She wanted to. Wanted to haul him into her car, then to her apartment, and curl up next to him in her bed. Not for the sex she was looking forward to more than her next breath, just to…be there for him. To let him know she was here for whatever he needed. That she was a real, viable option for him. He could count on her.


  “I don’t like to see you hurting,” she said.


  “What a coincidence,” he said, his laugh both chafing and humorless. “I don’t like to see me hurting, either.”


  “Dalton. I mean it.” Her voice was hushed, but he heard her. A second later, his smile faded and his eyes bled sincerity. He lifted one hand and brushed her cheek. Holly leaned closer, her eyes glued to his tempting, firm lips…


  “What the heck?” a voice raised behind her.


  “Jace! What…why?” She nearly flew out of her skin at the sight of her brother approaching the bar, face screwed into pleats of confusion. But really, what was he doing here? “We were just…um.”


  “I called him. I’m drunk,” Dalton announced, slicing a glance to Holly letting her know that he wasn’t as drunk as he’d like Jace to believe he was. “I thought Holly was a cute blonde who came to take me home.” He hiccupped but it sounded rehearsed.


  “Excuse me?” she snapped, but her voice was lost behind Jace’s. Typical.


  “You put your lips on her, Thomas, I’ll take you out.”


  “Don’t be a jerk, Jace.” Her cheeks burned with anger, but not with her brother. With Dalton. After kissing her repeatedly—everywhere—how could he act like he didn’t care about her?


  Jace gave her a hard look, suspicion lingering in his narrowed gaze. So she reined in her emotions and focused on Dalton.


  “Give him a break,” she said to her brother and herself. “Dalt had a hard day and you should be a better friend.”


  At that, Jace’s brow scrunched. “What happened?” His voice was legitimately concerned, and so was the hand that landed on Dalton’s shoulder and squeezed. That was the thing about her brother. He meant well.


  “Burned my mom’s house down today,” Dalton answered. Then he made an explosion motion complete with sound effects.


  Jace’s concerned expression was one he exchanged with Holly.


  “I was there,” she told him. “We had a picnic.”


  “That was sweet of you, Little.” Her brother wrapped an arm around her neck and kissed her forehead. “I knew the fire was in Brownsboro but I didn’t put together it was your former house. Heck, you should have told me. Dang, bro, I’m sorry. I should’ve known.”


  “Yeah well, you’re a toe,” Dalton said, his tone jokingly droll.


  “You drive?” Jace asked as his good humor snapped into place.


  “Yeah.”


  “I’ll have your car delivered to your house. You can come with me. What about you, Hol, you good to drive yourself home?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “Come on, I’m not leaving you here,” Jace said.


  “What if I don’t want to leave?” She raised her chin. Not exactly her crowd, but she was tired of being told what to do.


  “Little, I’m not leaving you in a place called Dive Bar alone. Not in those shoes.”


  A small smile appeared on the edge of Dalton’s mouth as he stood from the barstool. There was enough appreciation in it that her temper eased.


  “Let me get Dalt in the car,” Jace said. “Meet us out front.”


  “Shouldn’t have called you.” Dalton pegged her with a look that was borderline sober. Then he wrapped his arm around Jace and staggered toward the door. Before they walked out, she heard Dalton say, “Sorry about macking on your sister, bro. Been a long, stupid day.”


  Thanks a lot.


  “He didn’t pay his tab,” the bartender said, drawing Holly’s attention.


  “It’s fine. I’ve got it.” She slid her credit card across the bar and the guy paused to give her sincere advice.


  “That was you on the phone earlier?”


  “Yeah,” she said.


  “He was right, you know.” The bartender gave her a frown. “You can do better.”


  


  Chapter 14


  DALTON FILLED A paper cup with water from the cooler and started out of the executive break room, then stopped short. Holly stood at the threshold wearing a black dress that hugged her slim curves, a zipper running from neck to knee.


  Didn’t that introduce a host of inappropriate thoughts? Like the way he’d like to take hold of the tab and slowly snick the teeth down, down, down until she wore only her underwear and shoes. His eyes went to her feet. Red high heels. He wondered if her panties and bra were the same color.


  God help him.


  As days went, yesterday had been among the worst. After the house he’d been raised in was reduced to nothing but charred remains, he left the site and went straight for the bar for one beer. One turned into two, which turned into three, which turned into, what else? Him calling his support system: the Larsons.


  He took a hearty gulp of the water he’d just poured. He had to get out of here before he did something like grab the tab of her zipper and give it a yank.


  Before he could make his escape she pushed him back into the room, shut the door behind her, and crossed her arms over her breasts.


  He pulled a hand down his face and rerouted his gaze to her eyes. A sweep of glittery eyeshadow sparkled above her sharp green stare.


  Rubbish.


  She was still mad about Jace catching them. Or maybe because Dalton had pretended he didn’t know it was her he was trying to kiss.


  “What happened last night? I wanted to call or text you after you left, but I had no idea if my brother would still be loitering, so I didn’t risk it. Were you not going to speak to me?”


  “’Course I was.” Eventually. Next week, maybe.


  “Why did you call Jace and me? Why not just me? I could have driven you home, Dalton.” Her voice grew softer. “I would have.”


  “I know you would have. The point is”—he put down his cup and stepped closer to her, wanting to take her hands, but the window opening to the rest of the office prevented him from doing so. “The point is,” he repeated, plunging his hands in his pants pockets instead, “I’ve more than proven I’m a bad choice for you. You’re mad this morning and I don’t blame you. You have a right to be mad.”


  “I’m not mad,” she argued.


  “But you deserve better.”


  “Why do you keep saying that? What is wrong with you?”


  Rather than answer, he shook his head. “It’s okay, Hol. We’ll call it off now. No harm, no foul. Go back to the way things were between us. We’re friends. Nothing will ever change that.”


  Lies. All of them. He’d never look at her the same again after knowing the silky feel of her skin and the sounds she made when her pleasure hit the pinnacle. He expected a dash of regret to cloud her features, or maybe a plea like: “Don’t do this, Dalton.” Both of which he could handle. Instead, she shot daggers at him from eyes that resembled twin green flames.


  “Oh, no you don’t, Dalton Thomas.” She stabbed him in the chest with one finger. “There is a number three on my Lust List and you’re going to fulfill it. You promised.”


  Lust List? That’s what she was calling it?


  “I’m not letting you off this easy. You think I deserve better, then you find a way to be better.” She poked him again. “Tomorrow.” Poke. “Six o’clock.” Poke. “We’ll cross off number three. You’re not off the hook until that box is ticked.”


  His tongue temporarily welded itself to the roof of his mouth.


  “Am I supposed to guess what number three is?” he finally asked, his voice choked with desire. In an attempt to lighten the mood, and get his mind out of the gutter, he said, “Does it involve power tools? Just so you’re aware, I’m a hard ‘no’ on live animals of any kind.”


  “You already know.” Her eyes narrowed so far, he lost those jade greens in a sea of black, mascaraed lashes. “Sex.”


  Sex. Sweat broke out on his temple.


  Attraction pounded the air between them like native drums. In his pockets, his hands curled into fists. He wanted to touch her. Kiss her. He may not believe he was good enough for her, but heck if he cared when she looked at him like that—like he was everything she’d ever wanted.


  She turned to exit the break room but before she did, she flattened him with a wink and four words he’d carry with him the rest of the day.


  “The really dirty kind.”


  


  Chapter 15


  THE REALLY DIRTY kind.


  Had she actually, in reality, said that? To Dalton?


  She had successfully avoided him the remainder of the day, bolted at quarter till five, and now it was Saturday and it was ten minutes until six o’clock.


  Would he even show up?


  And if he did, then what?


  She didn’t want really dirty sex. Well, yes, she did, but she also wanted it to be sexy. Fun.


  She wanted romance. A movie montage. The best orgasm of her life!


  Tall order? Sure. But if anyone could fulfill that fantasy, it was Dalton Thomas.


  Maybe she should text him and tell him that. Just to be clear. She had no idea what he had planned, but if he thought he’d take her parking again and attempt to have sex in a car…or, oh, no, what if he booked a night at some kinky weirdo hotel with chains on the wall?


  No. None of that would work for her.


  She touched the keypad of her phone to text him when a sharp knock rattled her door. The sound turned her knees to jelly and made her spine ooze.


  I’m not ready. I’m not ready.


  The knock came again, softer this time, followed by, “Miss Larson? Your dream date has arrived.”


  Her eyes closed briefly in relief, and she felt a smile spread across her mouth. If only he knew how right he was. Phone in hand, she crossed her living room, pulled open the door, and nearly fainted.


  Dalton wore a dark pair of pressed slacks, a gray button-down shirt, and shiny shoes. His facial hair was trimmed so close it was more of a shadow, and his smile was as genuine and familiar as they came.


  She loved him so much, her heart pinched.


  From behind his back, he pulled out a bouquet of mixed flowers and a bag of M&M’s.


  “Thank you.” She laughed.


  “I’d be remiss if I didn’t bring flowers and candy on your dream date,” he said, handing both over.


  “Won’t you come in?”


  He followed her inside. She filled a vase with water, feeling awkward and excited in equal measures. By the time Dalton had plunked the bouquet into the vase and propped the bag of candy against it, she was ready to amend her former demand for “dirty” anything with him.


  The idea of romance pounded in her veins like an overplayed song. That’s what she wanted with Dalton. A memorable night to tuck away. Forever. Because he wouldn’t stay. He couldn’t. Not with his job at Larson Land Management and his friendship with Jace in the balance. More importantly, Holly wouldn’t ask him to give up anything for her.


  “Hey. You’re not supposed to look sad tonight.” Dalton’s eyebrows closed over his nose.


  “I’m not. I’m…tired.”


  “Oh, no, no, gorgeous. Tired comes later, a few hours after you do,” he rumbled, lowering his lips to hers and stealing a panty-melting kiss. She wrapped her arms around his waist and held on, letting herself enjoy the feeling of his mouth on hers and the way it felt to be enclosed in his arms.


  “Let’s go before I change my mind and take you to back to your bedroom.”


  “Fine by me.” She sucked in a soft breath. He’d get absolutely zero arguments from her on that front.


  “Sorry, Hol. I have plans for you tonight and they don’t involve you being at home.” He took her hand and walked for the door, snatching her clutch off the counter on the way. “And no, I’m not telling you where we’re going.”


  He wasn’t kidding. He didn’t tell her, and stopped short of blindfolding her. She’d had her doubts when she spotted a discarded necktie between the seats of his car. When she lifted the strip of silk and asked about it, he simply said, “Changed my mind about wearing the tie.”


  So. There was that.


  “You look beautiful, by the way,” he commented. “I’ve never seen a girl sparkle the way you do, Hol.”


  “Thank you.” She hadn’t dressed demurely. Not even a little. Her short, shimmery gold dress stopped mid-thigh, and her gold glittering heels were high and strappy.


  “You’re making this too easy for me.” He sent her a flirtatious smile. She couldn’t remember being at the end of that kind of smile before she’d talked him into this arrangement. Her heart pinged. She wished this wasn’t for pretend, that she could have this for keeps.


  “Girl as beautiful and smart and funny as you are going out with a guy from the wrong side of the tracks…” He trailed off with a tsk.


  “Okay, Romeo, no need to lay it on thick.”


  “You think I’m playing it up?” he asked, steering them onto Reynolds Road.


  “Totally.” She dug in her clutch for her lip gloss, but when she pulled out the tube, he took it away from her and dropped it back into her purse.


  “Nope. We’re about to eat.”


  She looked at the stretch of road before them. There was a gas station, a McDonald’s, and not much else. “Where?”


  “Here.” He steered into Mickey D’s and she smiled curiously at him.


  “Seriously?”


  “Holly Larson,” he said as he pulled to a stop in front of the drive-thru speaker. “You once told me there was no greater creation on earth than a McDonald’s fish sandwich with extra cheese, a large order of fries, and an ice-cold Coke.”


  “I did?” She wrinkled her nose.


  “You know you did. I brought you that very meal every so often to save you from your mother’s salmon tartare, remember?”


  She remembered. She couldn’t believe he did, but she definitely remembered. The speaker crackled and he ordered that same order, times two.


  When he was given the total and pulled forward, he sent her a sly smile and said, “Dream date, didn’t I tell you?”


  He collected the paper bag and sodas and drove away from the building. “This isn’t the only reason we’re on Reynolds Road.”


  A desolate backdrop for their date for sure.


  “No?” she asked.


  “No. I also wanted to share a piece of my past with you. I owe you that much considering I was so ungracious about sharing the other day.”


  Ah, that’s what this was about.


  “It’s okay.”


  His hand landed on her bare thigh and warmth crept to her belly. He sent her a sideways glance as he pulled back onto the road. “It’s not okay. You trust me. I should trust you. Think of this part of tonight as my earning your trust.”


  He cast her a questioning glance and she agreed with a quick nod. Then she stole a crisp, hot fry out of the bag and chewed, memories pricking her brain via her taste buds.


  He’d brought her this meal many times when she was younger.


  Dream date, indeed.


  


  Chapter 16


  DALTON WAS MORE nervous driving Holly to the old factory off Reynolds Road than he was about what was going to happen tonight. But before he lavished her in kisses, plied her with champagne, and buried her in thick, Egyptian cotton, he wanted her to know—really know—who she was going to bed with.


  She’d challenged him to prove he was “better” and the dare wasn’t one he’d taken lightly.


  He drove into the empty, crumbling parking lot of Winsor Tool & Die. On Saturday night, no one was working overtime. He was amazed anyone still worked here at all.


  “What’s this?” she asked, two slim French fries between equally slim fingers.


  “Don’t eat all mine.” He grasped her hand and shoved the fries into his mouth.


  “Hey!” she said with a giggle. Then she quieted as she studied the building beyond the windshield. “Interesting backdrop for dinner.” She reached into the bag and divvied up the sandwiches, handing him a full container of fries. “See? I was only eating mine.”


  They sat just outside the circle of the parking lot security light and ate. When he finished his sandwich, he crumpled up the paper and tossed it into the bag.


  “This should have been my life,” he quietly admitted, letting the confession stretch between them before he continued.


  “My dad worked here his entire life, which wasn’t very long. Died in a factory accident when I was nine. My mom raised me by working two jobs, and she always told me—always—that someday, I’d work there, too. ‘Get you a good salary, good benefits,’ she’d tell me.” He said it in her scratchy smoker’s voice, which he missed a lot more than he’d ever admit.


  “I never wanted to work here. Never looked forward to it. How could I? My father took his last breath on that concrete floor.” His mother never was the same after Dad died, and Dalton swore he’d never let someone depend on him the way his mother did his father, only to leave them behind. There was some deep psychology there to visit, but not tonight, and not with Holly, so he finished with a joke. “Incredible, from the outside, this place looks like the building where Frankenstein brought his monster to life.”


  Holly smiled lightly and continued to watch him.


  “Anyway. Then I met Jace Larson during the one year of basketball we played. Goodness, we were awful at it.”


  “You guys really were terrible,” she agreed with a nod, eating another fry. Her eyes moved to the cracking building. “Everyone always told him ‘you’re so tall, you should play.’ Little did they know.”


  “He’s worse than I am, and that’s saying something.”


  He earned a soft laugh for that one.


  “Before long we were skipping practice to—” Pick up girls. “Uh, go to the…mall.”


  She sent him a disbelieving glance. He smiled. She rolled her eyes.


  “I never knew anyone who lived like you guys. You had this enormous house, these badass sports cars, and the food. Man.”


  “Mom’s salmon tartare couldn’t touch this,” she commented, waggling her empty sandwich wrapper and dropping it into the sack now serving as a trash bag.


  “Her food was better than anything I ever had. It was years before I knew fish came any other way besides deep-fried or from a can.”


  She watched him, not judging, not speaking. Just being her usual, watchful self.


  “I never should have said what I said to you in Brownsboro, Hol. You’re not spoiled.”


  “You never said I was spoiled.”


  “I implied it.”


  “You didn’t mean it.”


  “Holly.”


  “Dalton.” She discarded her fry container, then his, and stashed the bag behind the seat. Then she faced him, and with earnest eyes, said, “You were hurting and you had every reason to. That had to be painful. Watching the house you were raised in go up in smoke. I was being insensitive. I never thought about one of those three houses being yours.”


  “I could have told you.”


  “You could have, but you didn’t. I understand why.”


  “Maybe you’re too understanding about everything,” he said with a frown.


  “Maybe you should wake up and see what I love about…um, what I love about the town.” She gestured out the window with jerky movements. “Even this. Even here. I love Hartford. Every inch of it.”


  Was that a blush that stole her cheeks just now?


  “Thank you for showing me this,” she said. “I like knowing this side of you.” Her soft green gaze found his face and his heart squeezed. “I’m glad you chose Larson Land Management. We’re lucky to have you.”


  His throat clogged. He was beginning to think he loved every inch of Hartford, too. Because without it there’d be no Holly Larson. No chance to feel this worthy, this special, this important to her. No chance to have anything better to look forward to other than McDonald’s after a double shift at Winsor Tool & Die.


  “Don’t worry, Princess Larson,” he teased, pleased when she shot him a glare. “Tonight isn’t going to be about slumming in Hartford. I have another surprise for you.”


  


  Chapter 17


  HER PALMS WERE sweating. And not because Dalton had booked a room for two at the Four Seasons. Fancy hotels, she was accustomed to. What was about to transpire inside of one, not so much.


  The elevator doors slid shut behind them and he reached over and took her hand. “No regrets, right?”


  He smelled too good. He looked too good.


  “Zero,” she admitted, locking with his warm blue eyes.


  He kissed her as the doors opened and then stepped out and angled down a corridor to a suite with its own private hallway.


  “Holly Larson,” he said, lifting the keycard.


  She started sweating more.


  “You came to me with your Lust List and challenged me to fulfill your every fantasy. When you told me the secret behind the third one, I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.”


  He closed in on her, lowering himself to meet her gaze.


  “Really dirty sex,” he murmured and she swore her nipples stood at attention.


  “About that…”


  “Uh-uh.” He held up a hand to silence her. “I’m not finished yet.”


  He hoisted an eyebrow and she crossed her arms over her chest and waited.


  “I considered fifty shades of possibilities.…” His grin broke free and she knew he was joking. “Every one of them fell short. And then I realized. I know you. I may not know you biblically…yet”—a drove of tingles shot through her limbs—“but I know you. I’ve known you for over ten years. Surely, I could figure out what you like without asking.”


  He made a show of crossing his fingers.


  “Here’s hoping.” He swiped the card into the lock, and opened the room door, revealing—


  “Oh, my gosh.” Her hands went to her mouth as she tried to process what she was seeing. Pink balloons on the ceiling—hundreds of them—strung with gold ribbon. She waded into the sea of pastel hues.


  “I love them. What is this?” She reached for a string and tugged, noticing gold foil confetti in the bottom of the balloon—in the bottom of each and every one of them.


  “Come on, now. You know.” He let the door shut behind them as he moved to a chilled bottle of champagne in a bucket. “Your twenty-first birthday.”


  “I know that.” Her parents had thrown her too many extravagant birthday parties to count. There was always an overabundance of something—streamers, balloons, that disastrous one where they hired a retired boy band to perform. “I mean why did my twenty-first birthday party stand out more than the others?”


  He offered a champagne-filled flute, his smile infectious, his eyes dancing in the softly lit room.


  He was right. He did know her.


  “Because that night,” he said, tapping her crystal glass with his and before he drank down his champagne, “was the first time I wanted to kiss you.”


  She stood still, digesting what he’d just said.


  “It’s true,” he said.


  “You asked me to dance,” she whispered, her voice retaining its dreamlike quality, further exaggerated by the fact that they stood in the center of dangling gold ribbons and balloons. “I wanted you to kiss me that night.”


  And every night thereafter.


  “Tonight, I’ll make that up to you.” He took her champagne and his and set the glasses on the nightstand. Oh, the bed. It was huge. Her heart raced faster as he crossed in front of it; as she imagined them falling into it together.


  He took her hands, lowered his face. They came together naturally, as if they’d kissed a thousand times before. His mouth slanting over hers, widening to accept her tongue and sparring in turn. Those same droves of tingles returned, making her whimper with want and need.


  “This is perfect,” she whispered when he took his mouth from hers.


  “You’re perfect.” He brushed her cheek then ran his knuckles over her collarbone, her shoulder, down her arm. He followed that path with his mouth, kissing and licking, suckling her pulse as she raked her fingers into his hair.


  While his lips moved down her body, she took a mental snapshot of the image overhead, the blur of pink balloons, dreamlike and heavenly, strung as if by fourteen-karat-gold tinsel.


  Dalton walked her backward, his fingers finding the zipper on her dress and sliding it south.


  “You’re good at that,” she breathed.


  His smile nearly took that breath away.


  She went for his shirt buttons next, undoing them one by one to reveal the chest she’d long admired but had never touched. Chiseled, sculpted, with the scantest bit of chest hair whirling over two flat male nipples. Abs marched down to a line of hair that arrowed into his pants—where her fingers went next.


  “Hol.” To her pleasure, his voice shook with his next exhalation.


  Glad she wasn’t the only one.


  “Don’t tell me to stop.” She wouldn’t let him. She refused to lose the heat of this moment—have it evaporate like steam into the air.


  “Don’t worry. I won’t.” His fingers nested in her hair and she smiled back at him a second before he laid his lips on hers. He worked her dress down her body as she fumbled with the button and zipper of his pants, nowhere near as calm and collected as him.


  When she closed her hand over his straining erection though his boxer briefs, his breath snagged and his lips left hers.


  “Dalton.”


  “Don’t stop,” he said, his voice a low rumble.


  “Don’t worry.” She released his cock and put her lips against his bare chest. “I won’t.”


  


  Chapter 18


  THIS NIGHT WAS supposed to be about Holly, for Holly, so when her lips brushed over his belly button, he immediately moved his hands to her shoulders.


  “You promised you wouldn’t tell me to stop, and I promised you I wouldn’t.” Green eyes stared up at him as she tugged his boxers off his hips. She sat on the edge of the bed, leveling his waist with her mouth.


  Then she took him on her tongue and his mind erased completely.


  Her blond head moving between his legs, the wet, slick assault she was delivering made him weak in the knees. Literally. He had to lock them to remain standing, anchor his hand in her golden hair to keep from falling on his rear.


  He dropped his head back on his neck, allowing his focus to only be with her and what she was doing to him.


  Loving him with her mouth.


  In a flash, he realized that’s what he’d been doing to her since she’d asked him to help her with her list. He’d been loving her in the ways she asked him to. In ways he’d never allowed himself to before.


  Fingers resting on her head, her tongue turning him into Silly Putty, he wondered if he should back away before she ruined the rest of his plans for the evening. Gently, his hands on her face, he pulled from her mouth, which was an act of sheer, superhuman willpower.


  “What’s wrong?”


  He bent and answered her with a kiss, sliding his tongue into her mouth. He hooked an arm at her waist and laid her backward onto the bed. When she was flat on her back, he sat up and admired her. White lace bra and panties, a delicate gold necklace resting at her throat. He’d never seen anything so beautiful in his life.


  “Told you that you’d be excellent at that,” he croaked, his vocal cords as stiff as his hard-on.


  “Really?” She grinned.


  “I never had any doubt.” He climbed off the bed and stripped, watching her watch him with hungry eyes. “You kept that up, I’d have blown. I want to be inside you when that happens.”


  Her mouth dropped open into a tantalizing O.


  He came to her, undressing her with sole-minded focus. Unhooking her bra and kissing each breast, murmuring how gorgeous her erect nipples were. Then he trailed his tongue down her stomach and hooked her panties with his thumbs. As he dragged them down to her knees, he caught her watching, resting on her elbows, teeth grazing along her full bottom lip.


  “I haven’t had enough of your taste yet,” he said.


  Lust bloomed in her eyes. She watched as he lowered his mouth to her thighs, then spread her knees wide. He wasted no time swiping his tongue over her most sensitive, private part. She moaned, her pleasure turning him on even more. He repeated the movement, snaking one hand over her belly and pinching her nipple.


  Her breathing sped, her fingers clutching the bedding. He kept at it—another tweak, another round of licks—until her orgasm took over.


  “That was fast,” she panted after a shallow cry. Her cheeks were ruddy from her release, her breasts lifting and falling rapidly.


  “The next part won’t be. We’re just getting started.”


  “Oh?”


  “Hol. Dream date,” he reminded her with a wink. He retrieved a condom from his discarded pants and rolled it on, settling over her. She held his face and cradled him between her legs, hooking her heels on his thighs.


  “I’ve wanted this for so long,” she whispered, her eyes sparkling with moisture.


  Their friendship had always been just that: friendship. Being with her tonight, completely naked, made him see how part of him had been marked by Holly a long time ago. She’d left an indelible, irremovable mark on his soul. He never would have believed a girl of her stature would look twice at a guy like him. He’d never believed she should.


  Yet here she was. About to make love to him.


  “Me, too,” he told her, meaning it.


  With a tilt of his hips, he took his time sliding deep, watching as her eyes fluttered and tears slid into her hair. Her body closed around his cock like a warm fist, hugging him tightly, making the world fall away.


  There was only her.


  Only him.


  Only this moment in time as they learned each other’s bodies. As they synced their rhythm.


  He slid in and out again. She opened her eyes and watched him boldly. She held on to his shoulders, fiddled with the hair at the back of his neck.


  “I knew you’d be amazing,” she said, raking her fingernails over his chest.


  “Honey.” He smiled down at her. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”


  This was her fantasy. He wanted it to be perfect for her. It was no less than she deserved. With his elbow under her knee, he lifted her leg slightly and drove deep. When he hit a secret spot deep in her core, she let him know, crying out in staunch satisfaction. So he did it again.


  And again.


  He rode her, watching a shallow divot form between her eyebrows, enjoying the way her mouth fell open in ecstasy, memorizing the way her hair cascaded over the pillow like thousands of gold ribbons.


  He’d missed out. Every soft, smooth, giving inch of her. Every blatantly beautiful part of her—inside and out.


  The way she glued her gaze to his as she crested blew him away the most. She kept her eyes open. She took turns watching him and their bodies as they separated and came together.


  “Oh! Dalton, oh, oh…”


  She was close. He released her leg and dropped to his elbows, feathering her hair at the temples and laying a soft kiss on her lips. He wasn’t finishing her off without tasting her cry of release. Not this time. He wanted all of her.


  “How’d you know?” she panted between hectic breaths as he slammed into her again. “What I like.”


  “I know you.” He lowered his lips to hers, slid one hand between their bodies, and brushed his thumb over her intimately.


  Her back arched. Her eyes closed. She was the most gloriously beautiful thing he’d ever seen.


  “Now come for me.”


  A few more strokes as he pumped into her had her winding tight and then her orgasm overtook her. She called his name on a broken cry. Her inner muscles clamped down on him as a buzz shot from his spine to balls.


  He tumbled behind her and sank into an abyss of blond hair, pink balloons, and the taste of his name on her tongue.


  


  Chapter 19


  A GUTTURAL MALE groan escaped Dalton, his breath leaving him with such force, Holly’s hair lifted from her forehead. His muscles went taut and rigid for a few throbbing beats, then relaxed. He collapsed over her, giving her his weight, his heart hammering against her breasts.


  Incredible.


  She ran her fingers into his thick hair, one hand sliding down his back to hold him to her as he came down. She was as out of breath as he was.


  Mind-blowing sex with Dalton Thomas.


  Check.


  The thought paired with a distinct stab of regret. They’d reached the end of the list, which meant she’d have to let him go. She pushed the unwelcome realization away, marinating in the sparks dancing down her body instead. Specifically from the several inches embedded within her.


  Yum.


  He lifted his head and dropped a kiss to her lips, then smiled—a blindingly stunning smile. The same one that’d been turning her to jelly for a decade. Then he paid her the compliment of her life.


  “Dang.”


  Nothing could touch how elated she was in this moment. “Thank you.”


  “Thank you.” Another brief kiss, then he pulled out, taking her next breath with him. He excused himself to the bathroom and she simply lay there, staring up at a ceiling made of pink balloons.


  I know you.


  He knew exactly what she’d wanted for this night. Right down to the fast-food that had surprised her. Yet, it’d been…perfect.


  When he came back into the room, he lifted the covers and helped her under them, then slid in beside her.


  “Now what?” she asked as he pulled her close. She rested on his chest and he dropped his chin on top of her head.


  “It’s your list.” His voice was low and satisfied, his chest expanding to take a deep, deep breath.


  “Let’s rest for a bit…” She bit down on her bottom lip. It was her list. All she had to do was ask. “And then round two?”


  “I can do that.” His chest shook with laughter. “I can definitely do that.”


  


  Dalton was underneath her, expression twisted into the most handsome mix of pain and pleasure. Holly swiveled her hips, deepening their connection and enjoying the control she wielded over him.


  He knifed up, digging his fingers into her hips.


  “That’s it,” he rasped. “Yes. Yes.”


  She’d never felt more sexy, more beautiful, or more turned on than she did in this moment. Watching the man she’d loved for years unravel every time she—


  “Holly, Goodness,” he panted, his body going taut. She lowered over him, brushing his chest with her breasts as she canted her hips. His hands clamped onto her rear.


  “Come, Dalton,” she whispered against his mouth.


  A mouth that curved into a wicked smile as a gleam overtook his eyes.


  “You first.”


  He tightened his hold on her and thrust deep, and she let out a sharp yip of surprise. Then he did it again. Every time she raised up, he echoed her intensity by pulling her down hard. Soon, they were panting, a thin sheen of sweat sliding between their bodies.


  His hand on her lower back, he pressed her close and growled in her ear.


  “Come, Hol. I’m not asking you again,” he said, his voice thick with passion and his own crumbling resolve.


  He pushed into her again and this time she toppled, pleased when she heard that now-familiar groan as Dalton joined her. They held on to and rode out their orgasms, the room a swell of moans and bleats of pleasure.


  The air between them snapped with an emotion she’d never shared with him before.


  She felt it. When she pulled back and dared look into his eyes, she could see it reflecting in his eyes as well.


  


  Incredible.


  There was no denying what was shimmering in Holly’s eyes. No denying it reflected exactly how he was feeling about her. How he’d felt about her, even though he never admitted it.


  He loved her.


  It took getting physical to realize how deeply that love went. How all-encompassing it was. How groundbreaking, mind-blowing…


  Incredible.


  “Hungry?” he blurted, his voice strained.


  She blinked, confusion coloring her features.


  “I’m starving.” He forced a smile and swallowed down the three words currently blocking his esophagus.


  “Of course you are.” She rolled her eyes and kissed him, her adorably cute nose brushing his when she did. “Room service?”


  “Yeah. One of everything.” Hands on her hips, he held on as she slipped away. God help him, he had to resist shuddering when she climbed off him. Nothing felt as good as being inside her.


  “Be right back.”


  He watched her round, bare rear sway as she crossed the hotel room, gold ribbons brushing her shoulders.


  He forced himself out of bed to discard the condom. When he sat back down, he ran a hand down his face, trying to unscramble his brain and think straight.


  Nope. His feelings weren’t gone.


  He was in love with Holly Larson.


  He knew because he’d never been in love before. Right about now, the mere thought of it was making him completely nauseous.


  He’d never successfully walk away from her.


  When the thought occurred that he could lose his job at LLM, he suddenly didn’t care. If he had to go find another job with a lesser firm, so be it. Heck, if he had to sweep metal shavings off the work floor of Winsor Tool & Die, so be it.


  But when he thought of the Larsons, the decision wasn’t as clear.


  Her parents.


  Jace.


  He would care if he lost them. They were his family, too.


  Which was the reason you should have turned her down in the first place, idiot.


  It was too late now. Holly looking at him like he’d hung the moon wasn’t helping him compartmentalize, either.


  The bathroom door opened and she exited, gloriously naked, her pert, round breasts bouncing with each fluid step. She pushed her hair over her shoulder and slipped onto his lap, crossing her legs prettily over his.


  “Did you order?” she purred, sliding her finger over his lips.


  His arms closed around her. She fit. In his arms. On his lap.


  In your heart.


  “Not yet.” He stole a kiss from a mouth he’d never tire of tasting. Maybe he was freaking out too soon. What had they done that was so wrong, anyway?


  Nothing.


  In an acute moment of certainty, he said, “Add to the list.”


  “What?” She blinked, eyes going wide.


  “Add more to the list, Holly. More for us to do.”


  “More…sex?”


  “More everything.” He grinned, loving the idea of getting more chances to prove to her how precious she was. “I’m not going anywhere.”


  Not yet. Maybe not ever.


  She beamed down at him, closing her mouth over his as she kissed him thoroughly, pleased with his request.


  They tumbled back onto the bed, their hands wandering and mouths sliding. Dalton decided he was only hungry for one thing.


  Her.


  


  Chapter 20


  THE FOLLOWING WORKWEEK was the best ever, and not because she was back at work. Since the night in the hotel room spent wallowing in plush white bedding with Dalton, Holly was living in a dream she never wanted to wake from.


  After his promise to not go anywhere, her heart nearly levitated as high as the pink balloon she’d carried outside and then let float away the next morning.


  Up, up, and away.


  In the office, they had to be careful not to be overly suspicious, so she avoided lingering glances and was careful not to touch him. But after last night, over Chinese takeout and making love against the wall—and again in the shower—well, she simply couldn’t stay away from him another second.


  “Hey, you.” She sidled into his office, but left the door open. “I just stopped by to deliver this,” she said, dropping a blank manila folder on his desk. Then she leaned in close. “There’s nothing in it. I just wanted to say that Samosa had a lovely time meeting you last night.”


  Her cat had finally deigned to meet him. And like all females around Dalton Thomas, she’d been instantly smitten.


  “She can’t stop thinking about you and wants to see more of you as soon as you’re available.”


  Dalton’s smile was genuine, the heat in his blue eyes giving her chilly bumps down both legs.


  “Samosa feels that way, huh?” he asked, one eyebrow lifting sardonically. He stood and stepped around his desk, pointing to a shelf on the opposite wall. “Let me show you something.”


  Curious, she took three steps to her right, gasping when he caught her up and kissed her, backing her behind the door and running his fingers into her hair. She closed her eyes and held on for dear life, hoping he’d moved them out of view of his office window, and at the same time, not caring.


  He let her breathe, but finished her off with a few short kisses on the center of her mouth.


  “I take it you’re RSVPing yes for tonight?”


  “Whatever you have in mind, Hol, I’m in. Especially if it involves slipping you out of this dress.”


  “Shh!” She gave him a playful shove, then teased him by running both hands down her skirt. Her smile wasn’t going anywhere. Neither was the happiness saturating her every cell. “I’m going to walk out of here now,” she whispered, “and get a cup of coffee and try not to look completely turned on.”


  “Good luck.” His gruff laugh followed her out the door.


  Once she had poured a cup of coffee, she schooled her expression, offering bland “good afternoons” to a few passing, clueless coworkers. By the time she reached her office, her mind was already turning over the next phase of the Brownsboro project. Deep in thought, it took her a delayed second to notice her brother leaning on her desk.


  She jumped, nearly spilling her coffee.


  “Jace! You nearly gave me a heart attack.” Hand on her chest, she talked her fluttering heart down—again—and moved to her chair.


  “How long, Little?” he grated, straightening from the desk.


  “How long what?” She blinked at his foreboding expression.


  “Don’t.”


  “Seriously, Jace, I have no idea what—”


  “Did it start after the night at Dive Bar?”


  Incredible.


  He meant her and Dalton.


  Carefully, she set down her coffee mug and faced him, leaning her rear against the desk much like he’d been doing when she walked in here.


  “How long before?” he grumbled.


  “I appreciate you’re looking out for me but I’m an adult and I can see whom—”


  “Dad asked about you two. He said he’d noticed how close you were standing after the meeting on Wednesday. He said it looked ‘suspicious.’”


  “You can’t be serious! I treat Dalton like everyone else here.” Or, she thought she had. She guessed it was impossible to keep from admiring the strong angle of his jaw, or the curve of his full lips. Or remembering the way his stubble had raked down her thighs…“I try to, anyway.”


  Jace let out a breath that sounded like a growl.


  “What did you tell Dad?” She was trying to be strong here, but the idea of her father finding out, of what it might cost Dalton, made fear carve a serpentine shape in her gut.


  “I told him nothing was going on and he was being paranoid.”


  Relief.


  “Good. That’s the truth.”


  “Little.” Jace’s eyebrows drew lower and he pegged her with that lie-detector stare of his. “I saw Dalt kissing you in his office sixty seconds ago.”


  She gulped. Audibly.


  “You lied to me.”


  “I didn’t. I just…didn’t tell you about us.”


  “How serious is it?”


  With one eyebrow raised she offered a droll, “How serious did it look?”


  “Like I’m too late to give you the talk about the birds and the bees.”


  Her teeth worried her lip again. This was bigger than her brother finding out she was sleeping with his best friend. This was about Clark Larson, about Dalton’s position at LLM.


  “It’s not that serious,” she offered. “I mean, it was. For a bit. But it’s nothing I can’t end. I don’t want to risk what he has here, and I know Dad…He’d demand we end it or fire him.”


  “You’d be lucky if he gave you a chance to explain and didn’t trash him immediately. He doesn’t like being lied to, either.”


  “We didn’t lie!” She lifted and dropped her arms, glancing out the door as a few people looked over. “Close that?”


  Her brother shut the door.


  “Listen. We were having some fun, blowing off steam. I’ve never had a chance to do that and Dalton is familiar. Convenient.” The words burned her vocal cords. He was so much more than that to her. He always had been.


  “Convenient?” Jace pushed both hands into his shaggy, blond hair. “Of everyone we know, why him?”


  “Would you have preferred Mitchum Tate?”


  Her brother’s eyes burned, his disbelief morphing into rage. “I would have killed Mitch if he touched you.”


  She felt oddly justified hearing that.


  “Which is a degree worse than what I wanted to do to Dalton when he kissed you. I wanted to strangle him.”


  “Give me a break! I don’t need your protection. Least of all from Dalton.”


  “Did you stop to consider the consequences? Consider what might happen if things don’t work out?”


  “Yes.” Kind of. Mostly she’d focused on the list and making memories while she could.


  “This doesn’t shake out, Hol, we’ll all lose him. Do you get that?” Jace paused for effect. “You’re family, but so is he. If things don’t work out, who do you think is going to leave?”


  She hadn’t thought things with Dalton would last longer than the time it took to complete the list. After, she’d thought she’d just…well, she didn’t know what she’d “just” do.


  Dalton wasn’t “just” anything. He was the love of her life.


  “It’s nothing,” she forced out while her heart shrieked in agony. “I’ll end it.”


  She had to do this for Dalton—the kid from Brownsboro who revealed he would have been punching a time card at a factory if he’d never met the Larsons. Instead he was wearing suits in an office at one of the best companies in Hartford. He’d come so far, and he’d earned it. Worked up from that tiny shack in Brownsboro to a starting position here to Project Director. She wouldn’t risk him losing it because she’d talked him into checking off her list.


  He’d made her dreams come true, and she’d put his in jeopardy.


  “Holly, I saw you. It’s not ‘nothing.’” Jace’s frown intensified. He was right, of course. The kiss in Dalton’s office said anything but temporary.


  “I never said we don’t enjoy ourselves.”


  “Spare me.” Jace winced.


  “Ending it is for the best. Especially if Dad is nosing around.”


  “It is for the best,” her brother agreed.


  Another split down her heart caused her to soul to quake.


  “Right. I know. It never should have gotten this far,” she mumbled. At least that was the truth.


  Jace came to her and squeezed her shoulder, but his frown remained.


  “It was a fun experiment, that’s all.” She waved a hand. “Jace…do me a favor? Don’t tell him you know.”


  “Holly…”


  “Show me you trust me to handle this.”


  He watched her for a beat.


  “Please?”


  “Fine.” He nodded, but to her it looked reluctant. “I won’t say anything.”


  She put a hand on his arm and whispered “thanks” before he exited her office, shutting the door behind him. Only after he’d gone did she feel the pain in her chest tenfold. She backed away from the door and collapsed in the guest chair, staring numbly out the window behind her desk.


  They’d just begun and she already had to end things.


  For Dalton.


  Because she loved him too much to ruin his future.


  


  Chapter 21


  DALTON WAS NO stranger to the blow-off, so when Holly started ghosting him, he dang well knew what she was doing.


  Their date Friday night? Canceled because she “forgot” she’d scheduled drinks with a friend. Saturday? Shopping with her mom that led to a late cocktail.


  By the time she preempted his text with a text of her own on Sunday stating she had to work at the office, he was seeing red. He wasn’t going to take it any longer.


  At LLM, Dalton climbed out of the car, hesitating at the card-swipe for a few minutes before running the thing and letting himself in. If security asked why he was here, he’d say he forgot a file. If someone else nosed around and figured out he and Holly were in the building at the same time—ah, hell. He hated sneaking around.


  Upstairs, he passed his office and bee-lined for Holly’s. There she was. Her blond head bent over her desk just like she’d said.


  She heard his approach and looked up. When she smiled, his chest relaxed. Had he been overreacting? He couldn’t recall a time in his past he’d felt this unsure about where things were going with a woman.


  “Dalton. Hi.”


  “Hey.”


  “What are you doing here?”


  He tucked his car keys in his pocket and stood awkwardly in her doorway for a moment, trying to decide if he was going to tell her the truth.


  “Thought you were avoiding me this weekend,” he said. “Came to find out why.”


  Okay, truth it was.


  “Oh. Well.” Her smile erased and his heart did a somersault. “Come in. We should talk.”


  Then his heart stopped altogether.


  “I didn’t want to do this here.” She stacked up the papers in front of her and moved them to one side of her desk. Then she folded her hands in front of her. She looked serious. “We should sit. Over there.”


  She stood and took his hand, leading him to the couch. Where she’d first made the proposition he couldn’t, at the time, believe he was hearing.


  She sat down and tugged his arm, and an eerie premonition skittered over his scalp like a herd of spiders. He continued standing, until she tugged his fingers again.


  “Dalton.”


  He sat.


  “What the heck, Holly?”


  He half expected her to fire him. This was worse.


  “You made all my dreams come true. The Lust List was a fantasy and you fulfilled it. You, who I’ve wanted for longer than you can imagine.”


  His stomach twisted as he waited for the other shoe to drop.


  “It’s time we move on. I’ll never forget what we shared, but we need to get back to being Dalton and Holly, family friends, and close the book on this chapter. For good.”


  “Family friends?” He snatched his hand away from her, his temper flaring.


  “Please don’t take your friendship away.” Her eyebrows bent as she pled. “I don’t want to lose you. I know Jace would be heartbroken if something came between you two.”


  “You’re what…going to compartmentalize us?” He leaned closer, willing her to react to him. “You think I can attend the same parties and work with you every day and not remember the way it felt to be inside you? What your mouth tastes like? What all of you tastes like?”


  His voice dropped at that last question and her facade cracked. Just a little. Enough to let him in. Her eyes trickled to his mouth so he took that opportunity and ran.


  He kissed her. Threaded his fingers through her hair and made love to her mouth, moving his body closer and tucking her against him. She put a palm on his chest, which he took as a good sign until she pushed him away.


  “Stop.” She swiped her lips with her hand, which pissed him off. Since when did she wipe his kisses away? “I’m not saying we don’t have attraction. We do.”


  “Hell yeah, we do.”


  “I’m not saying we didn’t click between the sheets,” she said over him. “I’ll never forget the nights we had together.”


  His heart sank. She was really doing this. Dumping him.


  No, worse. Friending him.


  “Dalton, we can’t continue down this road knowing where it will ultimately end.”


  “Yeah, and where’s that?”


  “The night we sat in front of your father’s factory you said that should have been your life. But now you have this one. This life with me? It only includes me if I’m your friend. Nothing more. That’s all this arrangement was. It’s all I ever wanted it to be.”


  He sat back, feeling her words like a punch to the gut. Air whooshed from his lungs in realization. He heard what she hadn’t said. Holly Larson was too good for him. He may be Project Director at LLM, but beneath his thousand-dollar suit and five-hundred-dollar executive desk chair was a kid from Brownsboro with a nasty Trans Am and jeans his mom bought from a Tractor Supply. Dalton didn’t measure up to the Hartford elite. Not on the inside.


  “I see,” he said, because he did. And what he saw was how blind he’d been until now.


  “Friends?” Holly stood and shot out a hand, her smile unaffected and bright and God…he wanted to hate her for being this shallow. But he couldn’t. He loved her too much.


  “Sure, why not.” He shook her hand but averted his eyes from her beautiful face. From her face to her shirt—frilly pink paired with black jeans, leading down to—what else? Gold sparkly shoes. She was all that shimmers and he was not gold. He didn’t measure up. No matter how good he was in the sack, he didn’t have enough clout for a girl of her means.


  “I’m gonna go.” He dropped her hand and wondered if he’d ever touch her again.


  “Are you sure? I could use your opinion on some Brownsboro details.”


  Her desire to move forward, push past this, skewered him. Here he’d deluded himself into believing she wanted him, that he was fulfilling her fantasies at the same time he was filling her heart.


  Idiot.


  “I’m gonna go,” he repeated. When he reached the door, she called his name. He didn’t want to turn around but forced himself to face her.


  “Think of this as a new beginning instead of an end. We’ll get through this. Remember what you said at your surprise congratulations party?”


  He frowned. He didn’t.


  “You don’t need anything. You have everything you’ve ever wanted.”


  Spoken like a man who hadn’t known what he’d been missing.


  “New beginning.”


  Whatever that meant. He gave her a half-hearted wave and walked out of her office.


  


  Chapter 22


  HOLLY WATCHED DALTON walk out, fish his keys from his pocket, and take the stairs. Just to be sure he left, she watched out the window until he crossed the parking lot, climbed into his car, and pulled from the lot.


  Then she lost it.


  Tears rolled down her cheeks and neck. Her throat tightened so much that when she attempted to take in a breath, she made a terrible honking sound. She thought dying might be less painful than telling the man she loved more than life she didn’t want him.


  Because she did.


  She’d wanted him always.


  Because of how much she cared about him, she couldn’t put him at risk. And to be fair, she didn’t know how Dalton felt about her. He’d asked her to add to her list, and boy, had they. A few extra nights of steamy foreplay followed by mind-rending sex had padded her unimaginative list with sultry memories.


  That’s all they were now. Memories.


  Another sob had her reaching for the tissues on her desk. At the same time, she grabbed her phone and punched in a text message: COME TO THE OFFICE. I NEED YOU.


  He’d come. He always came.


  She laid on the couch and cried while she waited. Ten minutes later, Jace’s voice sliced through the air.


  “Holly? You okay?” When he stepped into her office and found her in a puddle, a handful of crumpled tissues on her lap, he had his answer. “What happened? What did he do? I’ll kill him. I swear to—”


  “He didn’t do anything. I ended it. I lied to you when I said it was nothing.” She sniffed. “I’ve been in love with him since I was too young to know what love was. This year I decided I was tired of not getting the person I’ve wanted just because I’d been crowned this untouchable princess,” she blubbered. “I wanted Dalton to notice me. To see me as an option.”


  “Holly.” Jace’s voice softened. He sat next to her, his hand moving in circles on her back. “Who says you’re untouchable?”


  “You! Don’t you want me to find love?”


  “I want you to be happy. I don’t want you to get hurt. And look at you. It kills me to see you like this.”


  “He makes me happy. I make him happy. I think maybe”—another sob overtook her and she finished on a whine—“we could have made it.”


  Jace’s hand circled her back. Wisely, he said nothing.


  “I made a list of things”—she inhaled and sobbed at the same time—“I wanted to do with him. A L-lust List.”


  Horror painted her brother’s features.


  “I bribed him into fulfilling it. I told him if he didn’t, I’d go to your pal, Mitch.”


  More horror.


  “Dalton caved. I knew he would. He told me I was precious and he’d tear Mitch to pieces if he touched me.”


  After Jace swallowed, he lifted an eyebrow and said, “Two counts on which we agree.”


  “I know.” She sniffled again.


  Her brother leaned forward and snatched the tissue box off her desk and thrust it into her lap.


  “I love him,” she admitted. “Right now I want to go to him. But I also want him to have a future here. I want him to be in our family forever. I’m not sure those two things go together. Me and his future.”


  “Did he tell you he loved you? Did he fight for you when you broke it off?”


  She thought back to their conversation. “Kind of?”


  “If he didn’t, Holly…” Jace pulled in a deep breath. “Listen. I know him as well as you do—incredible, I guess that’s not true anymore, is it?”


  She gave him a weak, watery smile.


  “Dalt has never been one for settling down. I hate to tell you this, but your feelings may be one-sided. He and I have always been good at playing the field. It’s who he is. He may not have meant to hurt you, and probably was trying to do you a favor. But the love thing…Holly. That’s big. Too big for a guy like him.”


  “Yeah.” Another fissure in her heart made her lose her breath. She dropped her face in her hands and sobbed. “I wanted him to love me.”


  Jace wrapped his arms around her and shushed her, holding her tight and telling her they’d get through this. That he’d watch out for her and make sure she came out whole. Even through her misery, she believed him.


  “You need help with Brownsboro, you come to me,” he continued. “Take a few days off, recover. Eat ice cream. Watch sad movies. Hang out with Mimosa.”


  “Samosa,” she corrected. He never got her cat’s name right.


  “Whatever.”


  She looked up at her brother’s soft smile. Green eyes that matched hers, his carelessly styled hair. He was her rock. Her port. He was her best friend. He’d never hurt her.


  “Thank you for coming,” she told him.


  “I love you, Little. We got this.”


  “Love you, too.” She snuggled in for another of his patented big brother hugs. She wasn’t sure she “had” anything yet, save a huge headache and a broken heart. But she was strong.


  She was a Larson.


  She’d get through this.


  Eventually.


  


  Chapter 23


  MONDAY CAME AND went.


  Then Tuesday.


  Then Dalton let Wednesday pass him by.


  He didn’t go back to LLM that week, phoning the receptionist each morning and telling her he had the flu.


  By Thursday, he didn’t bother calling. On Friday, he decided maybe it’d be easier to not show up and get fired after all.


  He couldn’t go in there and see Holly. He just couldn’t. The idea of feeling what he was feeling and seeing her completely ambivalent made him want to howl.


  Heck, he’d never been in love before. He was in uncharted territory. Before he’d even had his bearings, she crushed him—now he was suffering from a breakup he hadn’t seen coming. Dealing with this much pain from losing the woman he loved was worse.


  He’d never done that before, either.


  The women he’d dated in his past were in and out of his life quickly. Rarely did they bother calling again. They’d slide from lovers into the acquaintance zone, seamlessly in most cases, or, more often than not, end up sliding off the map. They had no reason to keep in touch.


  Holly wasn’t like that.


  There was no way to slate her into any zone other than the Larson Zone. She was one of them and he could see now how he’d foolishly built his entire life on a foundation laid by their family. Home. Work. Love.


  All intertwined with the Larsons.


  He’d boxed himself in and now there was nowhere to go.


  Worse, there was nowhere else he wanted to go.


  He’d been sitting on the couch for days, being at one with the cushions and binge-watching some show on Netflix he never wanted to watch when it was actually on the air. He’d managed to take a shower each morning, and eat at least once a day, so from the outside he probably looked like he was functioning.


  He started season five of The Show He Barely Cared About when there came an angry knock at the door.


  Followed by a shout.


  “Dalton! You jerk! I know you’re in there!” More banging.


  Using the remote to shut off the TV, he pushed to standing and went to his apartment door. When he opened it, Jace muscled past him.


  “Won’t you come in?”


  “You’re lucky I didn’t hit you and then come in.” Jace turned on him, nostrils flaring.


  “Look, I know I didn’t call in. And I’m behind on the Brownsboro billing.”


  “I don’t give a hoot what you’re behind on at work.” His best friend stepped closer, looming. “What I care about is my baby sister who can barely function because she fell in love with you. Why did you…” He shoved both hands into his hair and stared, speechless for a moment. “How could you do this to her?”


  Dalton’s brain was whirring, circling six words in particular that Jace had uttered.


  She fell in love with you.


  “No, she didn’t,” he said numbly.


  “No, she didn’t what?” Jace grated.


  “She didn’t fall in love with me!” Dalton shouted. “She dumped me because she’s too good for me. She wants us to go back to the way things were and I can’t because I love her so much I feel like I might die without her.”


  Those words hung in the air, almost visible for the effect they had on Jace. His face fell. It was like watching wax melt on a candle. His mouth fell open, his eyebrows bowed, his cheeks slackened.


  Finally, he responded with a quiet, “Incredible.”


  “I shouldn’t have agreed to the list,” Dalton admitted, licking his lips. “Wait, did she tell you about the—”


  Jace held up a hand. “I know about the list.”


  “She said if I didn’t agree, she was going to go to—”


  “Mitch. Yeah, I know.” Jace paced the room like a jungle cat in captivity.


  “That wasn’t the only reason I said yes.” Dalton swallowed and told his best friend the truth. “I’ve wanted her for years.”


  Jace spun on him and pointed. “Be very careful what you say next.”


  “She dumped me. She doesn’t love me.”


  “She broke up with you because Dad suspected you two were up to something,” Jace snapped. “I saw you kiss her in your office, so I went to her and told her about Dad. About what I saw.”


  “You told her to dump me?” Dalton bore down on his best friend. He’d never hit Jace before, but right now, he wasn’t above it.


  “As well she should have since you were using her!”


  Dalton shoved with both hands, sending his buddy backward a few staggering steps.


  Jace recovered quickly, fists balled at his side. “Swear to heaven, Dalton, don’t make me—”


  “I love her, you prick!” He grabbed Jace by the scruff of his oxford shirt when he reached him. “I love her and I want to be with her and I don’t give a rat’s rear about this job. I’d quit if it meant I could be with Holly. We’re good together. We…” He swallowed the rest of what he was about to say.


  We belong together.


  They did. The second he thought it, the truth of his unspoken confession rang through him. They belonged together.


  The air between him and Jace lost some of the tension as they watched each other carefully. Jace broke the silence.


  “You love her?” he asked.


  “Yeah.” Dalton loosened his hold on Jace’s shirt. “More than anything. I have for a long time.”


  Jace shook out of his grip. Dalton watched him approach, unsure if he’d be bleeding from a sucker punch in about two seconds.


  Instead, Jace lifted one hand and slapped Dalton hard on the shoulder. “Then go get her. She’s devastated and as in love with you as you are with her.”


  “Listen, man…”


  “Did I stutter, Thomas?” He pointed at the door. “Go tell her or I swear I’ll take you to the top of this building and throw you off.”


  Dalton felt the side of his mouth lift. Jace was all talk, but dang good at it.


  “Okay.” Dalton turned and snagged his keys off the hook, then darted out the door. Halfway down the hallway, he turned and stuck his head back into his apartment. “Where is she?”


  “Said she was too depressed to work today so she was going to have a picnic with herself, whatever that meant,” Jace said with a shrug. “She took off. I came straight here.”


  Dalton smiled for the first time in five days. He knew what that meant. He knew exactly where to find her.


  


  Chapter 24


  IT WASN’T EASY to cry and eat a chicken-salad sandwich simultaneously, so Holly took turns chewing and sobbing.


  She’d skipped out on work this week but showed up today, thinking she could handle herself if she ran into Dalton.


  Halfway through her overflowing e-mail inbox, she realized she was wrong. He wasn’t even in the office and all she could think about was him.


  She didn’t know what made her come here, but being in Brownsboro made her feel better. Maybe because it was here where Dalton had been real and raw with her for the first time. Maybe because the rehabbed neighborhood reminded her of him. He’d come so far, and she’d jeopardized what he’d fought for. At least she could rest in the idea she’d done the right thing.


  The Lust List had been immature at worst and short-sighted at best.


  She’d risked so much, both for her and for him. The heartbreak was proving to be something she couldn’t quickly recover from. She’d been dumped before, by her high school boyfriend, Mark. She’d dated him for three months and had mourned for about two weeks. She’d been in love with Dalton nearly ten years, so by her calculations it should only take…


  Wow.


  A long-rear time to get over him.


  She dug a bag of M&M’s from the picnic basket and tore open the paper. Maybe it’d be easier to measure how long it took her to get over him in milk chocolate candies.


  She ate one.


  Two.


  Three…


  “So much for the green ones being lucky,” she mumbled.


  “I made a list.”


  The warm male voice behind her sent a trail of goose bumps down her arm despite the warm summery day.


  A pair of shoes came into view at the edge of her blanket. Sneakers. Navy blue and white. She trailed her gaze up dark jeans to a white T-shirt to the most devastatingly handsome face she’d ever seen—and kissed—in her life.


  “I don’t want to be friends,” she blurted, her eyelashes batting at the tears that wanted to fall. She wouldn’t let them.


  “Me, neither.” He sat next to her in the center of the field facing the neighborhood, taking in the black, charred square patch where his house used to stand. “Interesting backdrop for a picnic.”


  “Being here reminds me of you,” she told him.


  He faced her, his expression unreadable. The wind sifted through his thick hair, moving a dark lock over his forehead.


  “I made a list,” he repeated.


  “So you said.”


  He made a come on motion with his hand.


  “Oh, um…What’s on the list?”


  “Ah, thank you for asking.” He grinned and it all but devastated her.


  When she looked at him, she saw her future. Her past. Her present. All rolled into the one man who’d defined her life without trying.


  “I call it the Love List. It’s everything I love about Holly Larson.” He rested an arm on one of his knees as he looked into the distance. “It’s a long list. If I started telling you now, we’d sit on this spot for years before I finished.”


  There came the tears. She wiped her hands over her cheeks.


  “Dalton.” She didn’t know what to say. What was he doing here? “Your job.”


  “I can get another job.” He reached over and caught the next tear as it fell. “What I can’t get is another you.”


  She launched herself at him, unable to stay away another second. He wrapped her in his arms and smoothed her hair as he accepted the kisses she rained down on his lips. Between each one, he spoke.


  “I love your compassion,” he said. He pulled back to look at her. “Your determination. The way you don’t take no for an answer. The way you put my needs before your feelings when you should have told me the truth.”


  Busted.


  “I…I didn’t know how you felt about me,” she said.


  “How could you not know?” He smiled and kissed her lips briefly—too briefly. “The balloons. The pizza. The car. The fast food. Making love to you for the first time. How could you not see how much I love you?”


  “Well, how could you believe I’d only want you temporarily?” she asked with a huff. “How could you believe I’d go to Mitchum Tate of all the men on the planet?”


  “I knew it. I knew you were playing me with that!” He shook his head. “How could you? You know how impressionable I am.”


  She draped her arms over his neck and he maneuvered her into his lap. Being this close to him felt so much better than how lonely she’d been without him.


  “You needed convincing,” she said as he swept her hair off the side of her face. “And I needed to help you see me as someone other than Jace’s little sister.”


  “Impossible,” he murmured against her lips. “You are who you are, Hol. I wouldn’t have it any other way. The only person I want to give my time to is you.”


  This kiss was deeper than the last and had her eyes fluttering closed. When she surfaced, she told him what she should have said a long time ago.


  “I love you, Dalton. I don’t want you temporarily. I’ve only ever wanted you for good.” She hugged him closer and they looked out at the neighborhood.


  “It doesn’t matter where I’m from,” he said, his tone thoughtful. She pulled back to regard him and he continued quoting her. “You only care about who I am.” His grin was so big, her next kiss hit his teeth.


  “I do, you know,” she said. “Care about you. Love you.”


  “I love you, too.” His eyes were shining with it.


  When he pulled back to watch her for a moment, his forehead wrinkled in speculation.


  “What?” She brushed her fingers along her lips. “Do I have chocolate on my mouth or something?”


  “You want me for good, huh? You know what that means.”


  She grinned. Yeah, she knew. “Add to the list?”


  “Add a lot more to the list.”


  “Hmm. My list or yours?”


  “Both, Hol.” He dropped his forehead on hers. “Both.”
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  Chapter 1


  Sadie Howard had been home exactly seven minutes. She glanced at the clock for the eighteenth time, smoothed her palms down her denim mini, and paced her living room in her new boots, her nerves jangling like a pair of spurs.


  Sadie didn’t do second dates. She barely did first dates. And now the guy she met Saturday night, and whose company she’d shared until four a.m. the next morning, was coming to pick her up for a date.


  She twisted her fingers as she did another pass, wearing the generic, apartment-standard carpet to a fray beneath her heels. There were at least thirty-six hours separating her from when she saw him last, but she could swear her lips still tingled from the soft good-bye kiss he dropped onto her mouth.


  A kiss she’d been caught daydreaming about at work. One kiss, and she was already coo-coo for Cocoa Puffs. Such a bad sign.


  Inhaling and exhaling like she’d learned in yoga, Sadie reminded herself to calm down. “It’s just dinner,” she said aloud. “Not matrimony.” No sense in jumping off a cliff. Yet.


  The low growl of a motorcycle, a sparking orange Harley-Davidson Super Glide with a Twin Cam 1450 engine—Sadie knew her hogs—sounded outside the window. Just the sound of the growling bike had her stomach rolling down a hill like Westley and Buttercup in The Princess Bride.


  Aiden.


  Heedless of appearing overly anxious, she pulled open the door to find Aiden Downey perched on his Harley, head down as he studied his phone. He looked up and brought it to his ear, a drool-inducing grin sliding across his face. Seconds later her cell played a tinny version of “The Electric Slide,” the cheesy song he’d asked her to dance to at the club the night she met him.


  He slid the sunglasses from his nose, keeping the phone pressed to his ear above the low, dark blond ponytail at his nape, and watched her expectantly.


  Oh. He wanted her to answer it. Sadie dug the phone out of her denim mini skirt. “Hello?”


  “Let me see you.”


  His low, sultry voice commanded her to obey. She stepped into the sunlight on her stoop, grasping the rail for support while Aiden’s intense gaze all but buckled her knees.


  “Hello, beautiful,” he muttered into the phone, his words slightly out of sync with his lips.


  His lips. A memory of the last kiss—the only kiss—he’d given her heated the blood in her veins. The back of her neck started to sweat. She should have worn her hair up. She swept a hand through her blond waves and resisted the very tangible urge to march down to him and have his mouth for an appetizer.


  Control, Sadie.


  “It’s almost a crime to ask you to change,” he said.


  She frowned down at her tank top and skirt, then looked back to his jeans and dark T-shirt. “You want me to change?”


  “You can’t ride wearing that,” he said as her stomach dropped into her toes. Ride? Gulp. “I brought you a present.” He reached into one of the saddlebags and extracted a pink helmet. “Matches your shirt.”


  Sadie nearly ran back into the sanctuary of her apartment to take shelter from the very real offer Aiden was making.


  Her? On the back of a death machine?


  She planted her feet firmly on the stoop. No way was she going to put that brain-bucket on her head. It didn’t matter that Aiden had bought it especially for her—which would be actually kind of thoughtful if she were the type of girl who appreciated her life flashing before her eyes—or that she was being rude, or that he was hotter than dark fudge on a melting ice cream sundae.


  Still. No way.


  No. Freaking. Way.


  Passing off her fear for ambivalence, Sadie propped a hand on her hip. “I don’t think so.”


  Aiden rested the helmet on the seat behind him and patted the leather. “Aw, come on. You’ll hurt Sheila’s feelings.”


  She let out a nervous snort-laugh. She’d rather leap off her apartment building and take her chances at a safe landing than climb on top of “Sheila.” Sheila would have to just get over it.


  The phone was making her ear sweat. Her palms too. “I’m going to get my purse,” she said, ending the call without saying good-bye, and dashing inside. She returned seconds later, car keys in hand, and clomped down the six concrete steps separating them. Aiden hadn’t moved, still settled on the seat of his bike, his bare biceps beautiful in the bright summer sun.


  “Are you ready?” she murmured, wrenching her eyes from his body to his face so she could think clearly. Didn’t help. His face was even more distracting, especially when the breeze caught a piece of long hair and blew it against one carved cheekbone. And then there was the other one stuck to his lip, which she wanted to move away and replace with her mouth. She licked her lips, anticipation a wiggling monster writhing low in her stomach.


  He crooked a finger and motioned for her to come to him.


  And dang it if she didn’t zoom right over to him like a radio-controlled car. Aiden swung his leg over the bike and Sadie set her jaw, straightened her spine, and swore to herself that there was no way he was talking her into getting on the back of that thing.


  Despite the spark in his sea green eyes as he came to stand in front of her. Despite the fact he’d just put his hands on her hips and tugged her against him, his dark jeans rasping her bare legs.


  No way, a small, meek inner voice repeated.


  Aiden lowered his head. “I think we skipped a step,” he murmured, then lit her up with a brief, gentle kiss. She practically melted into him, her hands scrunching the sides of his black T-shirt for support. “Mmm. Been waiting for days to do that again.”


  More like a day and a half, but who was counting?


  A dimple notched his left cheek and the temptation to stick her tongue in it was so strong, Sadie bit her lip to keep from doing it. They had a dinner to get to. She couldn’t stand out in the parking lot and tongue his dimple like they had nowhere to be. Her eyes went to the hair that had wrestled itself out of his ponytail and she gave in and slid the strand away from his lips.


  Wow. She wanted to kiss him again. Forget appetizers, she could make a three-course meal out of Aiden’s mouth.


  “You should put on jeans,” he said, unaware of her cannibalistic visions. “And boots if you got ’em.” He grabbed the helmet. “See if it fits.”


  Nothing brought lust to a squealing stop faster than that. She stepped away from him.


  “Come on, Sadie.” He squinted up at the clear, blue sky, the summer day absolute perfection. “It’s a great day for a joyride.”


  Joyride? More like a Trip of Terror. The Highway to Perdition. The Road to—


  “Trust me. I won’t let anything happen to you.”


  Ruin.


  But her protesting a ride on Sheila, the Danger-mobile, wasn’t about Sadie’s trust in Aiden. Getting on a motorcycle meant trusting the elements, other drivers, the bike itself. That was a lot of trust for a gal who limited her trust to me, myself, and I.


  Sadie’s father had been going a safe and sound twenty-five miles an hour when he’d wrecked his bike. A handful of gravel sprayed along the shoulder, and he’d turned it over, slid into a grassy field, and made contact with a very hard, very unyielding aboveground water pipe. He may have survived if he’d worn a helmet, but maybe not.


  Aiden stroked her arm and she tensed, his hand chasing the shiver now working its way down her spine. “Don’t be afraid.”


  She jerked away from him. “I’m not afraid. I’m smart. Let’s just…let’s take my car. I already have my keys.” Realizing her voice was going higher with every sentence she spoke, Sadie forced a shaky smile. She didn’t want everything ruined because Aiden was trying to share a motorcycle ride, but really, how much bonding could occur over impending road rash? “I don’t want to mess up my hair.” She batted her lashes and canted her hip. “And you don’t really want me to change.”


  Aiden’s eyes deepened to dark emerald as he perused her body slowly, intentionally, before landing on her face. “You are sexy.”


  Sadie smiled. Guys were so easily distracted.


  He gripped her hip and lowered his head, but instead of getting another kiss, Sadie only felt his warm breath on her cheek as he murmured a stern, “Now go change.”


  Sadie glared up at him. Enough was enough. “I’m not getting on the bike, Aiden.”


  His nostrils flared like he might argue.


  Well, bring it. He may be sexy, and broad, and have long, beautiful hair, but Sadie wasn’t giving him an inch. Not on this. Not ever.


  Aiden stowed the helmet and his riding jacket in the saddlebags on his bike before turning to her, hand outstretched. “Keys.”


  She clutched them to her chest.


  “Sadie.” He tipped his head, giving her a severe—and cursed if it wasn’t sexy—warning look. “If we’re taking your car, I’m driving. This is a date and I’m not letting you chauffeur me around.”


  Caveman. Sadie kept the thought to herself and surrendered the keys to his palm. “Fine,” she said. “But put the seat back when you’re done.”


  She heard him blow a breath out of his nose as he turned away from her. Sadie was naturally obstinate. Call it a gift. And hearing his derisive sniff probably meant he was already calculating when their date should end. She had a knack for frustrating men, and not in a sexy way. Aiden opened her door for her and when he turned, she was surprised to see a smile on his face. Like maybe she hadn’t frustrated him. Like maybe he didn’t mind her smart mouth. Curious, Sadie thought as she sat. He startled her by resting his forearm on the car door and leaning over her.


  “You’re beautiful when you’re stubborn,” he said, then backed away and shut her inside.


  ***


  Aiden took a sip of his beer, leaned back in the booth, and watched the blonde across from him squeeze a lime into a margarita glass roughly the size of her head.


  Sadie wasn’t easily persuaded, but not in a spoiled way; not like she did it to get what she wanted. No, Sadie wasn’t swayed because she knew what she wanted. She was a pill. And, where she was concerned, Aiden was beginning to think he was a junkie.


  Unable to resist riling her and watching all that gorgeous dander go up, he circled around to the topic that had raised her hackles earlier. “Do you find it the irony of your life that you sell motorcycle parts for a living and refuse to get on one?”


  Sadie spared him a glance, and set the lime aside, wiping her fingertips on the paper napkin under her glass. She pursed her glossed lips and Aiden found himself anticipating the barbed comment she’d lob at him. He was beginning to think he could spar with her all day and not get sick of it. Dang, she looked gorgeous even when she leered at him, her dark eyes narrowed to slits.


  She tilted her head, sending her blond waves over one shoulder, and folded her arms on the tabletop. “I like being around motorcycles. I just don’t like being on one.”


  “Because of your dad,” he supplied.


  She didn’t flinch. “Yes.”


  The night he met her and followed Sadie home from the club, Aiden hadn’t known what to expect. Heavy petting if he was lucky, sex if he was really, really lucky. What he hadn’t expected was to see the saucy, feisty woman transform into a shy, delicate lady the moment they stepped into her apartment. And Aiden, who was pretty sure he’d been looking for nothing deeper than a rebound from his sloppy divorce, had laid himself open just to set her at ease.


  The moment he’d confessed his demons, he felt closer to her. Maybe the wounds they opened, right there on her living room floor, their backs resting against her sofa and chair, strengthened the connection he’d gotten a glimpse of at the club. One of her tragedies starred her father, who died when Sadie was very young. The bike wreck took his life. After she told Aiden about it, she warned him never to go without a helmet and he’d taken an oath then and there. He’d, foolishly now that he thought about it, assumed the helmet was the issue. Which is why he’d bought her one on his way over to her house tonight. Apparently her phobia of motorcycles extended beyond head gear.


  “They say it’s not if you lay a bike down, but when,” he said.


  Her eyes went wide and her concern for his safety squeezed his heart a little. “And have you? Laid a bike down?”


  He nodded. “Yeah. Last year when I found out Harmony slept with my best friend.” That’d been a fun day. To keep from pummeling his business partner–slash–buddy into a bloody pulp, Aiden had put his fist through his office wall and wrapped Sheila around a tree. Screwed up his bike, screwed up his back, and at the time he couldn’t have cared less. “Three weeks in a hospital bed gave me a lot of time to reflect.”


  “Were you drunk?”


  “No. I was pissed.” And stupid.


  “This is the friend you owned the real estate development business with?”


  Good memory on her, too. “Yeah.”


  “No wonder you quit.”


  “Yeah.” He chuffed to himself, swallowing another mouthful of beer. Quit and brought his income to a screeching halt. He’d made a lot of money over the five years he and Daniel built their partnership, so he’d reacted instead of thought, and dropped the business in Daniel’s lap. It was a clean break, they’d had a clause drawn up early on. A clause Aiden had never counted on exercising. Another thing he hadn’t counted on was Harmony’s hiring of a pitbull lawyer and Aiden’s subsequent surrendering of a considerable chunk of change. Who knew cheating ex-spouses could come out on top in the divorce?


  “I’m glad you’re okay.” The sincerity in Sadie’s eyes brought him out of his haze. He focused on the woman he’d been fortunate enough to meet because he didn’t die on that stretch of road that rainy afternoon. He’d been lucky. On both counts. Suddenly, he was too far away from her, the big, lacquered table a barrier keeping him from her warmth, her scent. He lifted out of his seat and came to her side.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Scoot.” He nudged her.


  “We’re going to sit on the same side of the booth like a couple of high-schoolers?” she asked, scooting as commanded. He liked when she did what he told her to. Because Sadie never did anything unless she wanted to. Which meant she wanted him to sit next to her. He made it his mission to get her to comply more often.


  “Yes.” He reached for his beer. “If for no other reason than I can eat half your food without straining over the table.”


  The waitress interrupted, winking and remarking that they looked “cozy” in their new seating arrangement. Aiden liked someone else noticing how well he and Sadie fit together. He saw it too. During the few hours that had stretched between them like days.


  They had bypassed all the get-to-know-you trash, delving deep into the hurts and pains normally reserved for way later, or never in some relationships, in just one night.


  He’d left her place and chased the dawn to his house, before crashing into bed and falling asleep. He woke in the late afternoon with Sadie on his mind and the deepest sense of longing pulling his gut. As if the connection they’d forged had looped around him and tied itself into a knot.


  There was something utterly freeing about Sadie knowing all his garbage. The not hiding part, the not worrying he might be found out a fraud part. It had taken everything within him not to ride back to her house yesterday just to hold her, talk to her, kiss her.


  Waiting one more day had felt like an eternity.


  Their dinners arrived and Aiden glanced at Sadie’s plate. “I love that you ordered a steak.” He stole a spud. “And fries.”


  “Hey, a girl’s gotta eat.” She assessed his salmon with a raised eyebrow. “You’re going to be hungry in an hour.”


  “I’m saving room for dessert,” he said, followed by a slightly defensive, “Fish is good for you.”


  “Sissy.” She lifted her knife and sawed into her medium-rare rib eye.


  It’d be so easy to kiss her right now. The few kisses he’d managed to steal had left him wanting more, and wondering if he could ever get enough. But he knew better than to push her…than to push himself. Fast was one thing. Warp speed was another.


  Sadie was a self-proclaimed “date-aholic,” limiting herself to first dates only. By her set of standards, Aiden shouldn’t even be here with her tonight. Which made him feel pretty dang lucky. Last thing he needed was to screw himself out of a chance at date number three. He ate a bite of smoky, blackened salmon as he recalled her reasoning. Sadie’s fiancé left her for her younger sister. It was a garbage way to find out the wedding was off. He recalled Sadie’s reaction and chuckled.


  “What?” she asked, swallowing a bite and reaching for her margarita.


  Aiden paused, fork in hand. “Did you really feed your wedding invitations into a shredder?”


  “One by one,” she said.


  “That’s awesome.”


  “It’s no crashing my motorcycle, but it did make me feel better.”


  Man, he liked her. He should just admit it. Get it out there. Aiden dropped his fork and picked up her free hand. “I like you.” He kissed her knuckles, watching her brown eyes grow dark in response to his touch. Worried he was being too intense, he released her hand and went back to his meal.


  Sadie ran nervous fingers through her hair, confirming his suspicions. She liked him, too. And he liked that a lot.


  “You’re like one of those Magic Eye paintings,” he said after swallowing another bite of his food. “I can never see those things, but I always try.”


  She snorted softly, which he found oddly appealing. “Oh, so I frustrate you,” she said, cutting off another bite of steak. “There’s a common sentiment.”


  “No. Not frustrating. Fun.”


  Her fair eyebrows pinched. “You think I’m fun?”


  “Is that surprising?” What kind of jerks had this amazing woman been dating? The wrong ones, he answered himself.


  “Yeah, kinda.”


  “Know what I think?” he asked.


  Her lips curved the slightest bit. “What?”


  What the heck, he’d admitted a lot of truths to her over the last forty-eight hours. What was one more? “I think I could be around you every day and never tire of trying to figure you out.”


  ***


  Sadie’s next bite hung uneaten from her fork as she simply stared at the man next to her. Of all the dates she’d been on, Aiden was the first man she remembered rising to her challenge. Typically when men saw the obstacles she presented, they rerouted to a less scenic trail. Not that she tried to be challenging. It just…sort of happened naturally.


  Plus, the art of keeping a man at arm’s length was tricky. And made easier when they were the ones who weren’t willing to stick around. Aiden didn’t seem to be interested in running. And she wasn’t sure she was interested in having him run. She was in unchartered territory, breaking her own rules left and right.


  First by inviting him back to her house the night she met him. Second, by confessing lots of rotten stories from her life. He’d started it. Had penetrated her defenses with those bright, earnest eyes of his, had blurted out that his cheating wife had left him like he was discussing what he did for a living. Which brought her to warning sign number three: Aiden’s confession that he was not only jobless, but had lost a gob of money in the divorce. She recalled the reproachful smile on his face when he said, “So I am an unemployed thirty-year-old with a divorce under my belt, who can’t keep my wife in our marriage bed.” He’d winked at her. “Sexy, right?”


  All she’d wanted to do was kiss his unemployed, divorced, sexy face. Because she couldn’t think of anything sexier than the depth of honesty in his eyes in that moment, or the trust he must have in her to lay out his failures for her perusal.


  It’d been an amazing night. And for all her fretting that they might not have anything else to talk about come tonight’s dinner date, Aiden didn’t seem to be running out of steam.


  “I almost lost my mom to cancer.”


  She blinked at him, wondering why the whiplash subject change.


  “I don’t know exactly what it’s like to lose a parent, but I know what it’s like to almost lose one. Twice.”


  Right. Her father. The juicy steak in her mouth turned to rubber. She chewed, finally able to swallow with the aid of a hearty gulp of her drink. “Is she out of the woods?”


  “Another month, she will be. Been a long five years.” He took a very deep breath. “That’s why I didn’t tell my family I’m divorced.”


  She felt her eyebrows hit her hairline. So he hadn’t exactly shared all of his secrets. Though she’d kept a few herself. One of them, a whopper. But, wow, not telling his family he’s divorced? “Why not?”


  Guilt mingled with sorrow on Aiden’s face. “Mom’s fragile. I don’t want her to have to deal with my stuff. I’d tell my dad and brothers and sister if I thought they’d keep quiet. I don’t think they would mean to bring it up, but one day it’d just slip out.” He met her eyes. “She worries. When Evan’s wife died last year, the stress of not being able to protect him almost killed her. That was a bad summer.”


  Sadie clasped his hand. “And you’re protecting her.”


  He squeezed her fingers and watched her for the longest time. When he spoke, he said the very last thing she expected. “If they knew, I’d take you to meet them tonight.” He held her eye. “Just so you know.”


  Sadie swallowed. They weren’t really in “meeting the parents” territory. Not on date two. But this didn’t feel like a second date. Heck, this didn’t feel like any date she’d ever had. They’d shared so much already…They’d sort of advanced ahead a few levels.


  They ate quietly for a few minutes, the scrape of silverware on plates the only sound between them. Aiden spoke first. “I’m breaking some of your dating rules, aren’t I?”


  “No.” She looked over at his handsome face, so familiar to her already. “You’re breaking all of them.”


  


  Chapter 2


  Aiden fiddled with the car radio and blew past the entrance to Sadie’s apartment complex.


  “Where are we going?”


  “You haven’t seen my place yet.” He spared her a glance across the seat. “And I want you to see it.”


  Sadie’s heart thudded so low she thought it might have relocated to her belly button. Yep. Things were advancing much faster than she was used to.


  “That okay with you?” he asked, this time not looking over.


  She studied his profile, sunset lighting the slight scruff on his chin, thick lashes narrowed over those amazing eyes. “Sure.” But she wasn’t sure, even when Aiden unlocked his front door and let her inside. This felt like a significant step. A huge step. Which scared and thrilled her about as much as everything else they’d done together so far.


  So far.


  Best not to overanalyze that thought.


  Aiden’s place wasn’t the bachelor pad she’d expected. This was a real grown-up’s house…with a suave mahogany entertainment stand, and thick, red curtains covering the windows. The clean, white trim and dove-gray walls made the space look large, but it felt homey. There was a square shadow on the wall, likely where a wedding photo or piece of art used to hang. A low coffee table stood by the couch, covered in mail, the latest issue of Cycle World magazine on top.


  “Harley Sportster.” Sadie lifted the magazine and studied the cover. “What it lacks in power it makes up for in ease of riding.”


  “It’s okay. For a starter bike.”


  She narrowed her eyes at Aiden. “Oh, so, easy handling and maneuverability are in the minus column?”


  “No. But the fact that it vibrates enough to jar your teeth loose might put it there.”


  She dropped the magazine with a slap and crossed her arms over her breasts. “That was when they were solid mounted. With the rubber mount, the motor is isolated from the frame, keeping the vibrations to a minimum.”


  A slow smile spread across Aiden’s face. He palmed her hips and her stomach clenched at the feel of his warm hands on her body. He leaned forward and kissed her temple, murmuring into her hair, “You’re sexy when you talk shop.”


  His nearness efficiently removed every thought from her brain. She couldn’t have found her train of thought if she were standing on the tracks. Sadie recovered when his hands left her hips, hyperaware of the heat imprint left where he had touched her.


  Aiden plopped onto an L-shaped sofa dominating the room. “What do you think of Sheila?”


  “You can’t go wrong with a custom Super Glide,” she commented. “Not only does it have a sea of sexy, glinting chrome from handlebars to tailpipe, but its slammed low rear suspension makes for a laid-back, easy ride.”


  He smirked. “Now you’re just showing off.”


  She grinned.


  Aiden propped a boot on the cushion as she sat next to him. He reached for the remote, flipping through the cable music channels. He paused on a Latin Dance station, canted his eyebrow, and shuffled his shoulders to the beat in a silly, seated dance.


  “No?” he asked, when she bit back a laugh.


  “No,” she responded, even though she secretly loved the way he made her chest lift like it was full of air-popped corn.


  A few stations later, he landed on a Rob Thomas song and adjusted the volume so the guitar strains faded into the background. “You decorated this place?” she guessed.


  “How’d you know?”


  “The couch is a little too big for this room, more sturdy than pretty.” She raised a brow at his boot, which rested on the cushion. He slid it to the floor.


  “I do what I want.”


  “So do I,” she said quietly. She’d been waiting for him to make a move since they left the restaurant. He didn’t, though, behaving like a perfect gentleman all the way through dinner and when walking to her car. She’d lectured herself about patience, about resisting the urge to make the first move…a battle she was quickly losing.


  Unable to keep from touching him any longer, Sadie reached for his ponytail and slid the leather tie, releasing his hair. She ran her fingers through the thick, soft strands, starting at his nape and working her way down. Never in her life had she been attracted to a guy with long hair. Not until Aiden.


  She closed her eyes and breathed him in. “I’ve been wanting to do that all evening,” she confessed into his ear.


  He turned his body toward hers, invading her space, his palm on her bare thigh at the hem of her skirt. He stroked her skin with his fingertips, along the hem and below. “Guess what I’ve been wanting to do all night?”


  Without waiting for her to answer, he leaned in and pressed a kiss to her lips. Before she recovered from the feel of his amazing mouth, he kissed her again, then licked her top lip with his tongue, suckling on it for a few seconds before letting her go with a long, slow pull.


  Geez. His mouth. As decadent and sinful as the double chocolate soufflé they’d shared for dessert tonight.


  He lowered his head again and Sadie threaded both hands into his hair, opening to his exploring tongue, which tangled with hers. Aiden’s palm slid around the back of her thigh, then behind her knee, leaving a white-hot trail wherever his hand touched. By the time he smoothed over her calf, a mewl she couldn’t smother crept from her throat. The more he kissed her, the looser she felt, like someone had WD-40’d her joints. Her breaths were coming faster now, short little inhalations in the brief moments his lips left hers. Soon he had her laid flat on her back and he stretched over her, the length of his body pressing her into the couch cushion as the strums of a Train song played softly behind them.


  He slipped her boots off, dropping them with one dull clunk after the other as they hit the hardwood floor. She arched against his chest as he drove her wild with his tongue, drinking her in with his wet, hot mouth until her only thought was more. Before she registered his hand on her back, he’d undone her bra through her tank top with the flick of a finger.


  Underwire no longer pressing her breastbone, Sadie sucked in a full breath. Aiden paused, mouth hovering over hers, waiting for her to protest, or maybe seeking her permission. Well, he had it. She slid the bra strap off one arm, then the other, then dragged the bra out of the bottom of her tank and dumped it unceremoniously to the floor.


  Aiden’s eyes darkened. And there was that dimple again.


  She didn’t resist, this time taking advantage of how close they were and licking the adorable dent before covering it with a kiss. Aiden made a low growling sound before gripping her bottom in both hands and hauling her into his lap.


  Oh boy. This was much better. She straddled him, tightened her arms around his neck, and shivered as the tips of his hair tickled her forearms.


  “Comfortable?” he asked, skimming her sides with his fingertips.


  All she could do was nod. And reach for that inconvenient shirt hiding his chest. Sadie hauled it over his head, sitting back on his legs to take in all of those tanned washboard abs and the faint golden hair curling over his perfect pecs. She dragged her fingernails lightly first over one of his nipples, then the other. Aiden dropped his head onto the back of the couch, watching her through hooded eyes, his hands kneading her thighs just shy of slipping beneath her hiked skirt.


  Heart beating erratically, Sadie molded her hands around his shoulders, moved to his arms next, then took his palms and slid them just beneath her top. His throat convulsed as he swallowed, his green eyes dark and choppy, his heavy breaths expanding his beautiful chest.


  Sadie licked her bottom lip and that seemed to be when Aiden lost whatever harnessed control he had possessed up until now. His hot hands flattened against her naked back and he pulled her mouth to his for a rough kiss. Sadie surrendered to his demanding tongue, gasping for breath when he bit her bottom lip before soothing it with another wet kiss.


  In a blur of movement, Aiden lifted her shirt off, tossed it aside, and pulled her flush against him. Sadie wrapped her arms around his neck, flattening her breasts against his chest. He caressed her back, slowing his pace while she inhaled and exhaled, and tried not to lose her mind as his chest hair tickled her sensitive flesh with each ragged breath.


  His hands encircled her ribs, so big his thumbs nearly touched, and Sadie held her next breath, overwhelmed by their nakedness, the feel of his skin so amazing…


  …so frightening.


  Like someone had emptied a glass of ice water over her body, Sadie sobered. She’d never before allowed her brain to disconnect from the sensations in her body so thoroughly. She was half naked, her skirt so high on her thighs, she may as well not be wearing it. She took one truncated, panicked breath and Aiden’s hands halted their exploration. He kissed her with finality, dragging his tongue slowly along her bottom lip, then eased his hands down her torso and away from her breasts.


  He knows. He knows you’re freaking out and now you’ll have some explaining to do.


  Sadie pulled back and covered herself, appalled by her own reaction, but unable to keep from it. How had she let a kiss go this far? Aiden allowed her the reprieve, his breaths ragged and heavy, his hands frozen low on her waist and slightly damp with sweat. Sadie, wall of strength that she was, was surprised to feel the burn of fresh tears at the backs of her eyes.


  Tears of embarrassment.


  The rest of the evening played out in her mind, starting with the awkward silence while she attempted to hide herself as she redressed. Then she fast-forwarded to the awkward apology that would doom Aiden into insisting everything was “okay.” And, finally, the even more awkward drive home, when she’d chatter nonstop to fill the quiet but sexually charged air between them. Aiden would drop her off, hop on his bike, and leave frustrated and Sadie would never see him again.


  Sadie felt a rush of shyness, her cheeks going warm as she tightened her arms around her bare breasts. She wanted to sink into the floor, but since that was about as likely as another date with Aiden, she may as well tackle the situation head-on. Which was how, exactly? How was she supposed to start this conversation?


  Sorry, no boobs for you.


  Aiden moved one hand to the back of Sadie’s head, his watchfulness making her twitchy. He rubbed his fingers gently on her scalp, then whispered, “okay,” and dropped a kiss onto her lips.


  Okay? She blinked at him like an owlet. What did okay mean?


  Aiden hugged her against him as he leaned—wow, she could feel exactly how much she’d turned him on right through those thick jeans he wore—and grabbed something from the other side of the couch.


  His shirt.


  “I won’t look.” He turned his shirt right side out and, true to his word, kept his eyes on hers as he stretched the neck over her head. He held the shirt out to hide her body as Sadie shyly threaded her arms through the sleeves.


  He pulled her hair through the neck of the T-shirt and ran his hands down her clothed back. “Better?”


  So much better, but Sadie couldn’t even look at him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”


  Aiden turned her chin with his thumb and finger, smothering her words with two quick kisses. “Nope. You don’t get to feel bad.”


  She had to smile, despite the heat in her face, and the very real urge to duck into the shirt like a turtle into its shell. In an attempt to ease the tension, and get the horrible part of the evening over with as soon as possible, she blurted, “Here’s to the most uncomfortable car ride home ever.”


  Aiden didn’t laugh, didn’t reply, only moved her until he cradled her like a baby, and stood with her in his arms.


  She yipped, grappling onto his shoulders for balance. “What are you doing?”


  “Well, I’m not taking you home, if that’s what you’re asking.” Aiden carried her through the house and kicked open a door.


  In the streetlight shining through the window, she made out a pile of dark bedding and a hulking dresser in one corner. He plopped her onto the bed with a soft bounce, sat on a chair, and started untying his boots. “Do you like to have water on the nightstand while you sleep?”


  Sadie pushed herself up on her elbows. “What?”


  “Water. To drink.” He slipped off one boot, then another, tossing them into his closet. Before she could answer, he stood, unsnapped his jeans, and slid them down his legs. Sadie caught a glimpse of black briefs before wrenching her eyes away.


  If she wasn’t embarrassed before, she was now. Look at him. But she couldn’t. She wanted to die—just a little—for her own prudish, prim behavior keeping her from peeling back that last layer of cotton and learning what Aiden had under there. She bit her lip. She deserved a lip bite. And to have her ears boxed. What woman in her right mind would stop now?


  Aiden approached and reached for her skirt, pulling Sadie from her thoughts. Her eyes trickled down his bare chest to his underwear. She didn’t look away this time. In the same way she couldn’t look a second ago, now her attention was glued to a nearly naked Aiden and the impressive arousal straining the seams of his briefs.


  “No laughing,” he growled, unbuttoning her skirt.


  When she was able to lurch her eyes from his crotch to his face, she saw that he was teasing her, his eyes glinting with humor, even as a muscle ticked in his jaw. He shimmied her skirt down her legs, at the same time pulling the T-shirt over her thighs to hide her panties from view.


  Sadie allowed him to undress her, her brain tripping over itself trying to figure out the new twist the evening had taken. This wasn’t a position she’d ever been in before. The times she recalled calling a stop to a heated make-out session, it had ended abruptly rather than continue at a steady pace. Until now, she thought men had only two settings: On and Off. Aiden seemed to be set on Cruise.


  Once her skirt was off, Aiden tugged the blankets out from under her and covered her up, then rounded the bed and crawled in next to her. She slid down in the bed while he got comfortable. When he settled, he wrapped an arm around her waist, tucked her back against his torso, and her head under his chin. He blew out what sounded like a pleased sigh and Sadie forced herself to breathe.


  After lying in his arms in the dark bedroom for she had no idea how long, Aiden’s deep voice cut into the silence. “Is this weird?”


  “It’s…different.” And not in a bad way.


  He pursed his lips and kissed her shoulder lightly. “I don’t want you to leave.” He took a steadying breath. “Unless you’re freaked out, then say the word, and I’ll take you home.”


  She should be freaked out. Lying beneath the covers against Aiden’s solid body, the most solid part of him nudging her backside, was even more intimate than writhing on the sofa beneath him. But Sadie wasn’t freaked out. Everything about being here with him, in this quiet moment alone in the dark, felt good. Felt right. Which, frankly, was grounds to freak out right there.


  “I don’t want to go home,” she whispered. It was the truth.


  “Good.”


  Aiden intertwined their fingers together over her middle, snuggling her against him tighter. Sadie repositioned her head on the pillow and closed her eyes, allowing sleep, and the peaceful perfect of being here with him, to tug her into the abyss.


  


  Chapter 3


  Sadie had been awake for a while. Lying on her side as sunshine peeked through the window over their heads. Aiden was on his stomach, hand under the pillow, blankets kicked off. She’d like to say she had the wherewithal to ignore the shape of his butt in those briefs, but she didn’t. She’d taken more than a few ganders of his perfect rear and thick, muscular thighs.


  God bless runners.


  But his amazing posterior wasn’t the only reason she’d kept her eyes glued to the area south of his waistband. Most of the reason was what she didn’t want to look at. The jagged scar running down his back: ugly and red.


  She forced herself to look at it now, that angry line on his otherwise perfect flesh. A reminder he hadn’t escaped the accident, or his marriage, unscathed. Careful not to wake him, Sadie touched it gently with her fingertips, her heart ripping apart as she grazed the raised skin.


  Seeing the evidence of the accident he spoke of last night reminded Sadie of the fragility of life. Of connection. She continued tracing the length of the scar, unreasonable fear overtaking her. Aiden could have died that night. Could have ended up cold and in a body bag instead of lying next to her, his skin warm and golden in the morning sunlight.


  He still could, her masochistic brain insisted.


  A very real sinking feeling, like she’d swallowed a hundred lug nuts, weighed her down. Sadie didn’t want to feel this kind of attachment to anyone. She didn’t want to worry whenever he was late, or whenever he was out on his bike and the weather turned. She didn’t want to care this much, dang it.


  Aiden shifted, turning his head on the pillow and blinking sleepy eyes at her. “Hello, beautiful.” His voice was craggy and oddly deep, and so sexy it made the soles of her feet tingle.


  She flattened her hand on his back. “I didn’t mean to wake you. I just wanted to feel it.”


  “Feel what?” He turned his head and saw her arm, then, with a small smile, dropped his head back on the pillow. “Oh, that. I can’t feel it, anyway.”


  She frowned. “You can’t feel my fingers here?”


  “Kind of. Most of the scar is numb. Noticed it whenever I go to scratch my back. I can feel it here or there, but sections of it are dead.”


  She pressed where the line started just under his shoulder blade. “Can you feel this?”


  “Nope.”


  She dragged her fingertips lower, to the middle of his back. “This?”


  “Nope.”


  Using all four of her fingers, she touched him almost at the waistband of his briefs. “This?”


  Aiden gave her an impish smile. “A little lower.”


  She drew back and swatted his rear. It was a completely improvised reaction and she was sure the look on her face mirrored the surprise on his.


  “Oh really?” he asked rhetorically, grabbing onto her and hauling her against him. In one swift motion, she was beneath him, his firm length pressing into one of her thighs. “Ignore that,” he said, swallowing her laughter in a sweet, soft morning kiss.


  Sadie’s palm curled around his biceps as she looked into his eyes. A thick fan of golden lashes ringed his oceanic eyes and his hair fell forward, tickling the side of her face. She moved a piece of it behind his ear, unable to resist running her fingers through it.


  “I don’t know where to draw the line with you,” she whispered.


  “I know what you mean.”


  It wasn’t what she expected him to say. And she was beginning to realize Aiden never did or said what she expected. Including what he said next.


  “Do you want to get a shower?”


  Visions of naked Aiden in the shower, soap sliding down his muscled body, her hands following the path of the suds, assaulted her imagination. “Um…”


  “You can even use my toothbrush. Which is kind of gross, but for some reason I don’t care.” He grinned down at her before pressing a hard kiss to her mouth. Then he crawled over her and off the bed and pulled on his jeans. “I’ll go get breakfast.”


  Sadie was still reeling from the vision of Aiden in the shower when he pulled on a fresh T-shirt. So…he wasn’t offering to shower with her?


  He grabbed a white ball cap off his dresser and put it on backward. “Chop-chop, lady. You have ten minutes.” He flashed her a grin, and that dimple again. “You don’t want your food to get cold.”


  Sadie was still blinking in disbelief when she heard the front door open and close behind him.


  ***


  Aiden parked Sadie’s car in his driveway and balanced the large fast food bag and drink carrier on his arm as he got out of the car. At the door, he debated going around the block one more time just in case she’d taken her time getting ready. He’d gone the long, long way to get breakfast, giving Sadie ample opportunity to shower and dress before he got back. If he returned to hear the shower running, he wasn’t a hundred percent sure he could keep from joining her.


  And keeping himself in check last night had fried the last of his gentlemanly tendencies. Not really, but it hadn’t exactly been easy sleeping next to her amazing body and listening to her soft breathing, smelling her hair…


  Ah, hell. He adjusted his pants and blew out a harsh breath.


  Her words before he left echoed in his head. I don’t know where to draw the line with you.


  He couldn’t agree more. After a messy marriage, and a messier divorce, Aiden thought he was sure he knew what he wanted from his future. He’d been ready to go on a date, meaning a few hours of dinner, drinks, and a good night kiss or two. With Sadie, he’d sort of skipped from first date to almost-relationship and neither of them had any idea how it’d happened.


  The attraction…hell, the connection between them was like a meteor hitting a nuclear power plant. And Aiden was glowing, radioactive from the blast.


  In short, he had no clue what he was doing. So he just kept doing what felt the most right in the moment. And taking Sadie home after her assault of surprising modesty was not the right thing to do. No way would he drop her off at her place and leave her to feel guilty, or wonder how he felt about her. He’d been disappointed, sure, but it wasn’t a deal breaker. He was an adult. He could handle a hard-on without sulking. Speaking of, he adjusted his pants again, reciting motorcycle brands in his head until enough of the blood in his body returned to operate his brain.


  To say Sadie, the one-date wonder, was skittish was an understatement. The last thing Aiden wanted to do was startle her into the brush. He let himself in and found Sadie walking into the living room, the ends of her wet blond hair curling against her bare shoulders. She’d put on the tank top and skirt from last night, and the high-heeled boots, which looked uncomfortable. He couldn’t bring himself to suggest she take them off, though, since with them on she aligned perfectly with his lips. Any pair of shoes that brought her mouth closer to his, he was fully in support of.


  “Find everything you need?” he croaked. Since when did he sound like he was sixteen again? He cleared his throat.


  “I did,” she said, following him into the kitchen. “And I used your toothbrush.”


  He wrinkled his nose. “Gross.” Then spared her a smile while unloading their breakfast onto the island.


  She lifted a Styrofoam lid. “Pancakes, sausage, scrambled eggs, and hash browns?”


  “And oatmeal, a fruit and yogurt thing, biscuits and gravy…” He unloaded the drink carrier next. “Coffee, orange juice, and a strawberry milkshake,” he announced, folding and flattening the bag. “I wasn’t sure what you liked for breakfast.”


  “So you bought everything?”


  She was flattered, he could see it in the way she raised her eyebrows and in the impish smile that curled her lips. His pants twitched and he thanked the sweet Lord he was standing on the opposite side of the island.


  “Thank you,” she said. “I’m impressed.”


  Aiden pulled his shoulders back. It’d been a long time since he’d felt like he’d done right by a woman. Harmony hadn’t been the most appreciative of spouses, even when she wasn’t sleeping with his friends.


  Sadie positioned a few cartons in front of her and palmed a plastic fork. She stabbed a piece of sausage before looking up at him. “What are you going to eat?” she asked earnestly.


  Aiden laughed, the sound releasing the dab of tension that had crept in a second ago. It’d be so easy to fall for this woman. He focused on lifting the tab on his coffee cup. There was a thought that had snuck up on him.


  “You drink black coffee?” she asked.


  “Yeah.” Funny how they knew each other’s deep, dark secrets but had skipped over the casual things normally learned first. “You?”


  “Cream. Lots of it,” she answered as she peeled open four mini containers and emptied them into her cup.


  “And you use other people’s toothbrushes.”


  “And razors.” Sadie propped a clean, smooth leg onto one of the high-backed stools, her denim mini riding high on her thigh.


  God Almighty.


  He gripped the counter with his free hand. Yeah, gonna be a while before he came out from behind this island. A grin split his face as he lifted his coffee to his lips.


  “Hope you don’t mind.”


  “You know,” he said, after he wet his throat with a scalding sip, “I can’t seem to make myself mind.”


  ***


  “Where are we going?” Sadie asked again. Aiden hadn’t come clean in the car, or when he’d parked on the edge of the field.


  “It’s a surprise.”


  And apparently he wasn’t going to answer her now that he was dragging her by the hand through the high grass.


  After Aiden left to pick up breakfast, Sadie called into work and took a personal day. Boy, did that cross her invisible boundary lines—taking off work to spend the day with Aiden—but she didn’t want the morning to end abruptly.


  And you don’t want to be away from him.


  He’d probably already worked that out when she confessed she’d taken the day off. Sure, she’d made some stupid excuse like she didn’t have any out-of-the-office appointments, so there wasn’t a lot to do in the office. But that last part wasn’t really true. In sales, there was always plenty to do. One could never have enough sales. Especially when rival salesman Perry Bradford worked around the clock to close as many accounts as possible.


  While Aiden grabbed a shower, Sadie had stood in the kitchen staring at Crickitt’s name on her phone. She’d moved her finger over the Call button twice before hitting it. She tapped End a millisecond later. She wanted to tell her best friend about the amazing night she’d had, and maybe in the process get her head towed down from the clouds, but Sadie wasn’t sure she could explain things coherently yet. Who could understand the completely innocent way she’d ended up wearing Aiden’s shirt, sleeping next to him in her underwear, and feeding him bites of salty eggs in between coffee-fragranced kisses the next morning?


  No one, that’s who.


  So…she couldn’t explain it. A small voice reminded her that she didn’t want to start explaining it for fear she’d admit the emotion simmering in her veins when she’d drawn a line down his scarred back with her fingers. And on that note, maybe she shouldn’t think about it now, either.


  A cluster of trees opened to a house in the distance, gardens surrounding the yard. Sadie stepped out of the high grass and onto a path, grateful Aiden had driven her back home and insisted she put on jeans and tennis shoes. Her new boots never would’ve survived this trek.


  Aiden walked to a tree and unrolled a rope ladder leading to a good old-fashioned tree house. Sadie glanced at the house furtively. “Are we…trespassing?”


  “It’s okay, my parents are old and have bad eyesight.”


  Parents?


  Sadie froze, craning her neck to look up at Aiden. He wore a cautious half-smile, his hair damp from the shower and slicked back off his face. How had she gotten herself into this mess?


  “You first.”


  She grasped a rung of the shaky ladder and with his “help,” which translated to his hands on her butt as she climbed, Sadie made it to the top and in through a small hole in the floor.


  Dust danced in the sunlight filtering through the screenless window facing the house. The floor was dirty, the corners filled with leaves, and the ceiling encrusted with cobwebs. Aiden’s head appeared through the floor and he maneuvered himself in to next to her.


  “Is this going to hold us both?” she asked, eyeing the worn boards beneath her.


  “Totally.” He shifted to close a door over the hole in the floor and sat on top of it. “My brothers and I had people in here all the time.”


  She gave him a wry glance. “People?”


  “Okay. Girls. But only later when we were horny teenagers. When Dad helped us build it, this tree house was strictly No Girls Allowed.”


  “Bet your sister loved that.”


  He grinned, a wicked, entirely too appealing grin that jumpstarted her pulse like a 1972 Shovelhead. “Why do you think we made that rule?”


  “Boys are mean.”


  “So are girls. She never invited me to one of her slumber parties.” He grasped his chest, pretending to be wounded. “Not once.”


  She snorted and slugged him in the arm. Aiden caught her fist and kissed her knuckles. “I love when you snort.”


  She tugged on her hand but he held fast. “I did not.”


  “You did. You do it when you’re nervous and when you’re amused.” He stroked her knuckles with his thumb. “Which one are you? Amused or nervous?”


  There went her heart again, stuttering like it needed new shocks. “Neither,” she breathed, but the word was lost on his lips when he bent to kiss her. He threaded his fingers through hers, his free hand stroking her spine, now oozing to the floor.


  He pulled away from her mouth and groaned. “I could kiss you all day.”


  She shook her head. “Then we wouldn’t get anything done.”


  He cocked an eyebrow and opened his mouth, but whatever he was going to say was lost when he caught a flash of movement through the trees. “Hey, there she is.”


  A woman exited the house in a yellow sundress, her short hair beneath a red bandana, a large basket in her arms. Sadie wasn’t close enough to see her face, and she wondered if the woman shared Aiden’s bright green eyes and full mouth. “Your mom,” she said.


  His hand wrapped around her waist. “My mom,” Aiden repeated. “Since you can’t meet her yet, I wanted you to at least see her.”


  Oh no. There it was again. The emotion that stretched her skin too tight, made her feel all gooey and boneless and…


  Stop it. Just be in the moment.


  Sadie closed her eyes and took a quiet breath before opening them again to watch the woman in the yard. She bent to her knees and fussed over a rose bush, snipping leaves and, every so often, cutting a rose off by the stem and stacking the red buds into her basket. She took her time examining each stem before pruning it back, or leaving it be. And even though Sadie couldn’t see her expression, she could feel the joy radiating from the peaceful scene. Aiden’s mother was a woman who had learned to enjoy life thoroughly.


  “She’s happy,” Sadie said, her voice thick.


  Aiden tightened his arm around her and kissed her neck softly. “I’m happy,” he murmured.


  They stayed like that, huddled together on the worn floor, and watched Aiden’s mom finish her pruning, fill the bird feeder, and water her flowers. They didn’t speak. They didn’t need to. Sadie could feel the significance and weight of the moment saturating the air around them, even if she couldn’t name what, exactly, it was.


  Why try? She closed her eyes and rested her head against his chest. She listened to the cicadas buzz, and felt the hot summer breeze brush her face and the steady thump of Aiden’s heart against her back.


  Maybe, just for a little while, she could stop trying to figure everything out and just be.


  


  Chapter 4


  The sun shone bright, but the temperature was more mild than scorching, which made for perfect riding weather. Since it was a Saturday, Aiden found himself weaving around about a billion people who had flocked to the Brink to enjoy the weekend.


  The water sparkled, looking more like an ocean than a huge creek. The boats were out in droves, causing waves to beat the shore in a constant rhythm while small children splashed and squealed in the mini white caps. The trucked-in sand on the man-made beach looked like the real thing, dotted with umbrellas, sun worshippers, and coolers.


  Aiden parked Sheila and slipped his jacket off, leaving it on the back of the bike. A group of bikers lounging in a circle looked up when he arrived. The most dangerous-looking one of all rose from his bike to greet him.


  “Incredible.” Strom lumbered over, slapping Aiden’s back in a hardy hug and giving him a shake. “Look at you!”


  The guys sitting in a circle held out hands and offered back slaps as Aiden said hello to each of them. It’d been a while since he’d been to the Brink, and for good reason. Harmony worked one of the booths, selling jams and hemp bracelets, and pot, most likely. Because, really, how much money could she make selling jelly?


  “What brings you out?”


  Because I’m restless. He hadn’t seen Sadie since the day they visited the tree house. Aiden mentioned when he’d dropped in on his cousin Shane today that he had a date with Sadie tonight…more wishful thinking than anything. She’d worked all week and claimed to have plans with her family this weekend. Aiden fully intended to call her later today and convince her to see him. Until then, and since he hadn’t been able to wedge Shane out of his house, Aiden was at loose ends.


  After catching up with the guys, Strom mounted his bike. “We’re going to grab a beer over at Zeke’s. Interested?”


  Before Aiden could open his mouth, Harmony appeared in his peripheral, the breeze blowing her red hair and undulating the loud pattern of her dress. She held a hand over her eyes to shield from the sun and waved with the other, a trail of woven bracelets sliding up her arm.


  “Catch up with you guys in a bit,” Aiden promised. Then he headed over to talk to Harmony, Shane’s words from this morning echoing in his brain. Be careful. No worries. Aiden was about as likely to get snagged up in Harmony’s drama as he was to don pasties and dance on a bar.


  “Hi.” Harmony said. “I saw you pull in. I’d know that ponytail anywhere.”


  Aiden crossed his arms over his chest, unsure he had the patience to deal with her today, if ever again.


  “How is everything? Everyone?” she asked.


  “Fine.”


  “Your mom?”


  “She’s fine.”


  “I’ve been thinking of her lately.” She rubbed her fingertips together, as if picking up psychic vibes, something Aiden would have liked to dismiss on principle, but he couldn’t deny she had a knack for seeing very accurate visions of the future. That was probably why he nearly laughed when she said, “Danny and I broke up.”


  “Didn’t see that coming, huh?” he couldn’t keep from asking. He hoped if he was rude, she’d get pissed and stalk away from him. No such luck.


  “Listen…” She looked around, for what, he had no idea. “If you ever need anything, you know you can call me, right? I mean, I’m guessing you didn’t tell your family about the divorce.”


  Something he regretted more every dang day. He clenched his jaw. “Not yet.”


  “I’m here for you, Aiden. I know you probably hate me, but we were one once. I wouldn’t deny you if you needed me.”


  He cringed. Literally felt his face pinch like he’d eaten a live grub worm. They hadn’t been “one.” Not ever. He thought of his connection with Sadie, the tangible, palpable cord strung between them. That was what “one” was supposed to feel like.


  “I have to go.” He turned his back on her.


  “Take care of yourself!” she called.


  Aiden didn’t respond, jumping on his bike and firing it up before she could say any more.


  He, need Harmony? That would be the day.


  ***


  After a tense brunch with her mother and sister, Celeste, Sadie trudged along behind them at the mall trying to think of a way to get the heck out of there.


  That’s when her phone rang.


  Celeste stopped sliding hangers on the rack in front of her and frowned. “Is that ‘The Electric Slide’?”


  Sadie’s mother rolled her eyes. “Honestly, Sadie,” she said, looking around to see if her eldest had managed to thoroughly embarrass her in public.


  “I’m going to grab a coffee anyway. Meet you out there,” Sadie said, shuffling away from her flesh and blood as fast as her high heels would carry her.


  “Hey, you,” she answered as she left the store and angled toward the food court.


  “Hello, beautiful.”


  Her heart hit her toes. She missed him so much. Which was sheer insanity, since she was with him a few days ago. When they’d parted company that evening, Aiden asked if he could see her the next day. Sadie had begged off, listing a few random excuses. She was too afraid to see him every day. Their time together was intense, and not in a scary way.


  Which scared her.


  “I miss you,” he said, evidently comfortable blurting out what she couldn’t.


  “What are you up to?” she asked, instead of echoing his sentiment.


  He blew a breath into the phone. Or maybe that was the wind. “I saw Harmony today.”


  Sadie stopped walking in the middle of the mall. Just froze under the skylights, between the huge, potted live trees and a splashing fountain. People milled by, dodging her as they passed, but she couldn’t get her feet to move. “Oh?”


  “I didn’t want you to find out later and think I was hiding something.”


  Hiding. Like Trey had with Celeste, keeping their clandestine relationship a secret until they decided together to let Sadie down easy. But this wasn’t the same, she reminded her racing heart. Aiden wasn’t Trey, and Harmony wasn’t Celeste. Sadie supposed she should respect Aiden for his forthrightness, but the old wound suddenly felt fresh, and Sadie not as magnanimous as she should.


  “Anyway,” Aiden said. “I want to see you. When are you free?”


  Right now. Despite her concern about what had happened between Aiden and his ex, Sadie longed to feel his arms wrapped around her. The connection between them was so strong that even when she was without him she wanted to be near him. She could picture him now, leaning against his motorcycle, wind tugging a few random strands from the ponytail low on the back of his neck. She wanted to spear her hands into his hair. She wanted to kiss his firm, full mouth.


  Had Harmony done the same with him today?


  Sadie blinked out of her daze, moving to a bench where she sat, phone to her ear. There was no reason for Aiden to see Harmony. Unless they were trying to be friends again. And if that was the case, how long until friends turned to lovers? Until the wife of his not-so-distant past, who Aiden had shared a bed with—a life with—wormed her way back in permanently.


  Where would that leave Sadie?


  “This week is crazy for me,” she said, her voice wavering slightly. Most likely, she was being paranoid, but the vision of Harmony and Aiden together was too real, too possible for her to let go of it. She searched for an excuse, any excuse, to put off seeing him for a few more days. Just until the idea of being with him didn’t fill her with jealousy. Or worse… Her boss had asked her to attend a motorcycle supply conference in Cincinnati, she remembered. And Sadie promised to think it over and give her an answer tomorrow. It was as good an excuse as any. “I’m going to be out of town this week.”


  “When do you leave?” he asked.


  “Um…not until Thursday, but—”


  “Can I see you tomorrow?” She could hear the confusion in his voice, his insistence daring her to argue.


  She did. “I have to pack, get things wrapped up at the office…”


  “Sadie,” Aiden said sternly. “Are you blowing me off?”


  Kind of. “No! I’m not, I promise. What about dinner on Saturday night?” Yes. By Saturday she’d have had time to wrap her mind around where the two of them were going. What all of this meant. Saturday wasn’t that far away.


  Aiden didn’t sound happy about it, but he agreed. If Sadie thought she’d pulled the wool over his eyes, she knew a second later she hadn’t when he said, “Nothing happened between Harmony and me. Just the same old garbage.”


  “I know,” she said in a small voice, guilt needling her. Was she being overly protective of her heart? Then she recalled the crushing, thousand-pound weight that smashed her flat the day Trey called to dump her for Celeste, and thought, maybe, a few days to herself to get some distance wasn’t the worst plan ever.


  And frankly, it was “the same old garbage” that worried Sadie most. A week away would give Aiden ample time to go back to Harmony if that’s what he wanted. And if he did, she could cut her losses—already an idea that made her rub the sharp pain above her breastbone—but it would be much worse if she and Aiden were really entrenched. Sadie couldn’t compete with the history Aiden had with his ex-wife. And chances were, nothing would happen. Aiden would show up on Saturday and then…then…


  Well, she’d figure that out Saturday.


  “I’ll pick you up some cool freebies at MotorCon,” she promised, desperate to change the subject.


  Aiden didn’t let her do it. Instead, he laid her heart out like a piece of meat and tenderized it with his next five words. “All I want is you.”


  Maybe, she thought as she watched the people milling around the crowded mall, that’s what scared her the most. Because “all” was a lot to ask. And Sadie wasn’t sure she would ever be enough.


  


  Chapter 5


  To say Aiden was worried about losing Sadie was the understatement of the year. But just when he would have worried himself sick about it, or worse, shown up on her doorstep and demanded to know where he stood, Shane had called and asked him out for a beer. In the middle of the week.


  He’d been so shocked that his billionaire cousin was taking a mid-week break, he’d said yes and rode out to meet him.


  He reasoned on the way over that throwing back a few beers while watching sports on television wasn’t the worst way to get his mind off the petite blonde knotting his gut like a soft pretzel. Sadie was dodging him, and yeah, he understood why. He’d seen Harmony and that scared Sadie down to her sexy hot-pink toenails. But not telling her seemed worse, and defending himself would make Sadie think he was protesting too much. So his plan was to play it cool. Which was working on the outside.


  On the inside, he was doing a piss-poor job.


  Just when he’d relegated himself to guy time and compartmentalized his worries—Shane would give him trouble if he found out he was this into a woman so soon—Aiden got a phone call from his mother that stopped his world on a dime.


  “It’s just a checkup,” Kathy had reassured him while he idled at a stoplight across from the bar. He’d asked her to hang on as he pocketed the phone, maneuvered into the bar’s parking lot, and shut off the engine.


  His heart beating like a wooden spoon against a copper pot, he’d dug the phone out of his jacket pocket and asked the question he didn’t want the answer to. “Are your symptoms the same as before?” He waited for her response, gripping the phone so tightly his hand hurt.


  “We don’t know anything yet,” she’d said, ignoring his question.


  He let it go, and promised to meet her at the doctor’s office the next day. Before he hung up, her final request clenched his heart and squeezed the guilt into his stomach until it was a festering pool. “Bring Harmony,” she’d told him. “Just in case.”


  Just in case.


  Since a doctor’s appointment to find out whether his mother’s cancer was back wasn’t exactly the venue to drop the “Oh, by the way, I’ve been divorced for six months” bomb, Aiden had an unpleasant call to make. A phone call to Harmony. Admitting he needed her after all.


  Folding her into the fray was the last thing on the planet he wanted to do. But he knew the score, and told Shane as much when he’d ordered a beer and brooded about it right after. If his mother was sick again, Harmony would have to show up on occasion, or his mother would know something was up. Harmony had been there for Kathy’s last two bouts with chemo. Harmony had brought her healing herbal tea and driven her to appointments. Harmony had a lot of flaws, but she’d always been there for his mother.


  Aiden had called to tell her about the doctor’s appointment, and Harmony agreed to meet him at the doctor’s office.


  The appointment was two hours ago.


  Aiden was still reeling from the shockwave when he and Harmony returned to his parents’ house and joined the rest of his siblings and parents in the living room. The air was thick with sorrow, the way it felt immediately preceding a funeral.


  The news hadn’t been good. The cancer had spread to several organs and her lymph nodes. His mother was filled with it; dying of it. Again.


  Kathy and Mike sat side by side on the couch clutching hands as they addressed their children. Aiden became vaguely aware of Harmony’s hand on his back, of how wrong her touch felt, of how lost and incomplete he was without Sadie next to him.


  “Think of all you can do in three months,” Kathy said, a shaky smile on her pale face. “Three months is a long time.”


  Angel choked back a sob. Aiden’s brother, Evan, put an arm around his sister and pulled her close.


  Aiden’s father, Mike, stroked Angel’s hair. “There, now. Come on you guys.” His voice wavered, fighting tears with every ounce of strength he possessed. Mike flinched, the scar on his face puckering. “This is the hand we’ve been dealt,” he said. “We have three months to make the best of things. To share a lifetime of memories in a short span of time.” His voice cracked and a hot trail of tears ran down Aiden’s cheeks. He ground his molars together to keep from losing it.


  To keep from reeling from the unfairness of it all.


  Even Landon, his stoic older brother, had tears balanced on his eyelashes. Aiden could see them magnified through his black-framed glasses. His fiancée, Lissa, pressed her palms together and smiled serenely. “Kathy, I think it’s beautiful you and your family are embracing the life you have left.”


  Every head in the room snapped to the supermodel, who apparently was the only one who didn’t get just how inappropriate her comment was.


  Harmony rose from the arm of the chair. “Lissa, let’s check on Lyon,” she said, referring to Evan’s four-year-old son, who was playing in the other room. She cast a knowing look back at Aiden. She had her flaws—namely in her skewed morals—but Harmony knew when to make herself useful. Lissa followed her upstairs.


  With only family in the room, Landon launched into his practiced pragmatism. “When are you starting chemo treatments?”


  Angel wiped her face and looked at her mother with hope.


  Mike and Kathy exchanged glances.


  Evan frowned, taking the silence for an answer they hadn’t needed to give. “You’re not getting chemo, are you, Mom?”


  She shook her head.


  “Dad.” Landon sat forward, resting an elbow on his suit pants. He’d left Chicago this morning, had flown in straight from work.


  Mike held out a palm to halt any argument. “This is what she wants.”


  “Mom, you have to fight,” Aiden said, feeling his insides crumble into dust.


  She gave him a sweet smile. “I knew you two would be the hardest to convince,” she told Aiden as she palmed Landon’s knee. “That’s why I waited for the follow-up appointment, Aiden. I wanted you to be there. To hear for yourself from the doctor.”


  “Follow-up appointment?” he muttered. So she’d lied to him. She and his dad weren’t there to learn the results; they were there for a follow-up appointment? “You knew?”


  “We’ve known for a week,” she said, smiling tightly.


  Angel put her head in her hands and cried. Evan continued shushing her. Landon’s mouth went tight. And Aiden…Aiden stared at his mother, at a complete loss, his heart aching from betrayal.


  Kathy stood, and Mike stood next to her, like he always had. Her supporter through it all. “I made my spinach lasagna,” his mother announced. “Homemade sauce. And my chocolate cream pie. We’re going to sit and have a family dinner and share stories. And we’re not”—she wiped a stray tear from her face—“going to mourn. Not today. We’ll put off the sad part as long as we can.” She bent and gave Angel’s shoulder a gentle shake. Angel lifted her red face and swallowed down her tears as she mopped her cheeks with both hands. Kathy kissed Evan, who, other than their father, was the only one in the room who’d managed to keep from crying. She kissed Landon on the cheek and he reached for her hand. “Go help your father set the table,” she urged. Landon obeyed. “And Angel, can you get the bread in the oven?”


  Everyone dutifully filed out of the living room, moving woodenly. Soon the sound of plates and glassware and low chatter, though forced, was coming from the kitchen.


  Kathy sat on the chair next to Aiden and cupped his shoulder. He hadn’t been able to move from this spot yet. He wondered if he could. “I’m sorry we kept it from you,” she said. “I had to get my head around it, figure out what to do.”


  Aiden met his mother’s blue eyes, put his hands in hers, and bit the inside of his lip so hard he feared he’d draw blood. His lids fluttered as tears welled in his eyes. He was going to absolutely lose it, just drop to his knees and sob in her lap.


  She squeezed his fingers and gave him a soft smile. “Aiden Andrew Downey.”


  He clenched his teeth.


  “I need your strength more than ever.” Her bottom lip quivered. Aiden bit his tongue to keep from bawling like a baby. “You’re the one I’m counting on to get me through this.” She smiled through her tears. “I get to make the best of my life. Even though it’s ending.”


  That did it. Aiden dropped his forehead into his hands, his hair covering his wet face, and cried silently, but hard. His shoulders shook, his nose ran, and his mother…his amazing, strong, beautiful mother, whom he was supposed to be strong for, shushed him and stroked his back, and promised it would all be okay.


  But it wouldn’t.


  It couldn’t.


  


  Chapter 6


  After a long dinner filled with laughter and stories, Lissa Francine left the Downey residence to catch a flight to Milan. Aiden thought Landon looked relieved to see her go. Mike and Kathy bowed off to bed, and Angel begged off, tucking her very tired and cranky nephew into his bed as well.


  Landon and Evan had ventured to the den to break into their father’s scotch. Aiden was about to join them when Harmony tugged on his hand. “Can I talk to you?” Again, he couldn’t escape just how rough and foreign her touch was. Maybe because Sadie’s felt so right.


  Sadie. How was he supposed to tell her any of this? When Aiden had resigned to himself, and Shane, that Harmony would be around more if his mother’s cancer came back, Aiden had been preparing himself for the unfortunate, and, he thought, unlikely possibility.


  Now that his mom had received the worst news of all of their lives, Aiden wanted to eat his words with a fork. He didn’t want Harmony here. He wanted Sadie here, as selfish as it was. Selfish, because he knew his mother would take the news of the divorce hard. And his family wouldn’t react well to a stranger being among them while dealing with a family tragedy. The last thing everyone needed was to try and warm up to Aiden’s new girlfriend while making funeral arrangements.


  But Aiden wanted her there all the same.


  Heavy dread settled on his shoulders. Harmony’s rattling bracelets brought him back to the present. She’d dragged him to the kitchen, put her henna-tattooed fingers on his chin, and turned his head to face her. Aiden pulled away from her touch and rammed his hands into his pockets.


  She frowned, lowering her voice. “Hey, don’t be mean. I’m trying to do you a favor, man.”


  You mean the way you did me a favor by shagging my best friend? he wanted to blurt, but only because he was upset about his mom. He wasn’t mad at Harmony. Not anymore. If she ran off and had sex with a thousand people, he couldn’t care less. She wasn’t his problem any longer.


  Ah, the hidden beauty of divorce.


  “Listen”—Harmony twisted a long, red dreadlock around her finger—“I’m gonna go.”


  Aiden regarded her, his face flat. How could he ever have loved this woman? What sort of weird path was he on during their two-year marriage that drew him to her ambivalence and self-serving attitude?


  “Well, you tried,” he said, voice dripping with sarcasm. She didn’t pick up on an ounce of it. She didn’t understand him any more than he got her.


  “I’ll be back in the morning.” She adjusted the hoop in her nose. “I just”—she shrugged—“need a break. This is a drag.”


  Aiden’s blood pressure simmered. He felt his face go red, maybe purple, he wasn’t sure. “No kidding, Harmony,” he said, his voice lifting. “Cancer kinda sucks.”


  That sarcasm she picked up on.


  “Don’t hate, man. I’ll be back in the morning.” Was that supposed to make him feel better? “I told you I’d show up and do the dance.”


  Aiden ground his teeth. “Don’t bother.”


  “Hey—”


  He resisted the very real urge to grab her arm and physically drag her out of the house. Instead, he turned and stalked to the front door and held it open for her. She loped, purposefully slow, to the door, lifting her purse as she went.


  She turned before she left and said. “I’m really sorry, Aiden.” After the brief flash of sympathy, she turned and dug her cell phone out of her purse. Aiden wanted to slam the door on her, relieve some of the pressure from the anger brewing in his blood. But his nephew and his entire family were here. And she didn’t deserve his efforts. He shut the door softly and flicked the lock.


  In the den, Landon was pouring a glass of scotch. When he saw Aiden’s expression, he cocked an eyebrow and poured a second. “Looks like you need a double.”


  Evan was leaning on the fireplace, flicking a lighter repeatedly. He put it on the mantel and narrowed his eyes at Aiden. “Dude.”


  “Not now, Ev.” Aiden accepted the glass from Landon, who gave him a knowing smirk.


  “I’m glad she’s gone,” Landon said.


  “Good riddance,” Evan muttered in agreement.


  Aiden drank from his glass, refusing to confirm his brothers’ suspicions.


  Landon poured a third glass and handed it to Evan before topping Aiden’s off. “You know you have to talk Mom into getting treatment, right?”


  He liked to do that. Give a command disguised as a question.


  “Yeah,” Evan piped up. “She’ll listen to you after we go back home.”


  Aiden studied them both. “When are you guys leaving?”


  Landon’s mouth flattened. “I’m going to fly out at five in the morning. I have a day full of meetings.”


  “I’m staying the weekend. Norm’s running the shop,” Evan said of his tattoo parlor.


  Aiden chuffed, draining his scotch in one big, burning mouthful. He addressed Landon. “You’re just going to return to work?” he rasped, the liquor shredding his already dry throat.


  “Aren’t you?” Landon studied Aiden. A little too closely. “You know you haven’t mentioned the hotel you used to talk about nonstop.”


  “Yeah,” Evan said, dragging out the word. “The casino-hotel thingy on the river you and Danny are doing. Isn’t that supposed to be opening this summer?”


  Aiden refilled his glass despite everything in the room having blurry edges. “Fell through,” he grumbled. Along with his marriage, his friendship, his—


  “What’s going on, Aiden?” Landon’s voice dropped to a soft, less-demanding tone.


  That was probably why Aiden didn’t bark at his older brother’s intrusion. “You can’t tell Mom. Or Dad.”


  Evan came closer. “What’s going on?”


  “Or Angel.”


  “Spit it out.” This from Landon, who was now frowning at him.


  “Harmony and I are divorced.”


  Evan looked disgusted. “And you didn’t tell us?”


  “Mom was in remission,” Aiden forced himself to whisper. He felt like screaming.


  Landon stared at Aiden, soaking in the new information. Processing. With that big ol’ businessy brain of his.


  “She slept with Danny.” Aiden expected that admission to hurt. But he didn’t feel any less of a man admitting Harmony had strayed. That was on her.


  “Goodness,” Landon said. His hand landed on Aiden’s shoulder, a firm show of support. “I hope you killed him and dumped the body in the cement foundation for the hotel.”


  Landon’s unexpected words hit Aiden in the center of swirling grief, set-in-stone confusion, and utter relief at unshouldering the secret that had been eating him alive. He actually laughed.


  Evan allowed himself a smile. “And you invited her here?”


  Aiden shook his head. “Stupid.”


  Landon’s hand moved away from Aiden’s shoulder. “No. You did the right thing. Mom would have been crushed.” They stood in silence, the topic once again on their mother.


  Evan polished off his drink. “Aiden, you have to get her back into treatment.”


  The brief respite from sharing the truth about Harmony vanished, replaced with pressure. Mounted on top of more pressure. All he wanted to do was leave this house, drive to Sadie’s, and spill his guts. Tell her about his mom, ask for her advice, then bury his head in her hair for as long as she’d let him. Sadie was strong. She could handle this.


  How had he convinced himself differently?


  “Once they’ve calmed down, they’ll see that chemo is the right thing,” Landon stated.


  Aiden found himself offended on his parents’ behalf. “They’ve known a week, you guys. They’ve made up their minds.”


  Landon shook his head. “She’ll listen to you. Bring it up, tell her the benefits. Even six months is better than three.”


  Bring it up? Tell her the benefits? Why was this Aiden’s responsibility? Why couldn’t his parents fight their own battle so he could fight his? Why wasn’t he in Sadie’s arms baring his soul instead of downing the nastiest drink ever fermented in his parents’ burgundy-and-forest green den? He groused at the border—hunting dogs in the woods—unable to put his thoughts into words.


  “We won’t tell them about you and Harmony,” Landon said, still crafting his plan of attack. “When you talk to Mom and Dad, be sure and call me. Tell me their plans, and yours. I’ll help in any way I can.”


  Evan poured another glass of scotch for himself and chuckled, stuck on the former topic of Aiden’s divorce. “Dude, congrats on ditching Harmony. For real.”


  Aiden opened his mouth to tell Evan he was a jerk…if for no other reason than both his brothers seemed to think the conversation about their mom was over, but his phone buzzed, alerting him to a text message.


  It was from Sadie. A photo of an actor from the motorcycle drama Sons of Anarchy hugging her against him appeared on his screen. But Aiden’s focus was a hundred percent on her—the woman he missed, the woman he needed—more than the air he breathed.


  He’d forgotten she wasn’t home. He couldn’t go to her tonight, much as he wanted to, so he’d have to wait until Saturday.


  Then he’d tell her everything.


  ***


  Sadie loaded her bags into the back of her car and tipped the valet, pulling away from the hotel-slash-convention center and heading home. She’d managed to send Aiden only one text message while she was away. A feat, considering how badly she missed him. She glanced at the clock on her dash. She’d be home in plenty of time to stop by the grocery and come up with a decent meal for Aiden by tonight. She wasn’t the best cook in the whole world, but sort of felt like she owed him after a week of dodging and circumventing.


  How could she have mistrusted him?


  During the convention, the lonely nights spent on the downy duvet in her hotel room, Sadie gave herself a pep talk. Aiden was different from any man she’d ever met. And part of her, the part not between her ears busily crafting horrific outcomes, knew that Aiden was different. He wouldn’t go back to his cheating ex-wife. Not when he had Sadie.


  She smiled to herself. She wanted him to have her. To stop denying their time spent together was more than dating. New territory for her for sure, but what choice did she have? Dating someone other than Aiden was not an option. He’d come to mean far too much to her. Seeing someone in his place would make her feel as if she were cheating on him.


  She called to tell him he’d be dining at Chez Sadie this evening, and apologize for her absence this week. Tonight would be about dinner, wine, and kissing on her couch. And maybe more. There was a thought that kicked her pulse into high gear.


  Aiden’s deep, resonating “hello” buoyed her heart. She sped down the highway, grinning like an idiot, and not caring how silly she looked.


  “Hello, beautiful,” she said, using his words against him. He didn’t laugh. Or if he did, she didn’t hear it. Oh, well. It was a dorky joke anyway.


  “Hey.” His voice was muffled. A female voice echoed in the background. “Yeah, Mom.”


  Sadie’s heart swelled. She’d seen her. She’d heard her. Soon, she’d meet her. And she wanted that, she realized. Wanted to meet all of Aiden’s big, beautiful family. “That was your mom?”


  “Yeah. She’s making lunch. My siblings are in town.”


  Longing clenched her heart as she pictured meeting Aiden’s Chicagoan ad exec brother, his brother the tattoo artist, and his sister the graphic designer. She wondered if they were each as warm and honest as Aiden. And if they’d like her.


  “I called to tell you I’m making you dinner tonight,” Sadie told him. “But don’t worry, I have a backup pizza if I screw it up.”


  Again, he didn’t laugh. He seemed distracted. Sadie pressed the phone against her ear and heard background voices, his mother again. She was giving instruction, in the kitchen, from the sound of the clattering of pots and pans. “Harmony! Can you help?”


  Sadie blanched. Harmony?


  “Yeah, I’m not sure I can make it tonight, Sadie,” Aiden muttered into the phone.


  This wasn’t happening. Not after she’d had a moment of stark clarity. Aiden wanted her, not Harmony. There’s no way he’d folded his ex back into his life so seamlessly within days of telling Sadie he missed her. Her brow beaded with sweat. This was one of those situations she worried needlessly about. One of those things she conned herself into only to later realize she’d been blowing things out of proportion…


  “There’s…something I have to talk to you about.” Aiden lowered his voice and she heard shuffling, like he was hiding their conversation. Her stomach flipped. So it was true. “Now isn’t the time, though,” he said.


  She used her free hand to pinch herself in the thigh. Pain shot through her leg. Goodness. This was real.


  “I’ll give you a call Monday night,” he said.


  Before she could argue…or drive her car off the nearest overpass, he hung up. Sadie held the phone in the palm of her hand for a second, her thoughts swirling like angry black smoke around her. She tossed her phone to the floorboard of her car and turned up the radio.


  Don’t think. Don’t think. Don’t think.


  But her brain had already concocted one scenario after another. No matter how she tried to convince herself this was all a big misunderstanding, there were two irrefutable facts she’d heard with her own ears.


  Harmony and Aiden were together at his parents’ house. And he wasn’t coming to see her tonight.


  Sadie couldn’t see a silver lining to save her life.


  


  Chapter 7


  Perry hovered in Sadie’s cubicle, hands folded into a pleading gesture. “I’d owe you. Big.”


  “Perry, did it occur to you I don’t want to work late for you tomorrow? Especially if it helps you save an account?” She smiled wryly.


  “I did consider that.” He dropped his hands. “That’s why I’m offering you five percent of my bonus check.”


  Intriguing. Sadie leaned back in her chair, rolling a pencil between her fingers. “Fifteen.”


  “Ten.”


  “Twelve.”


  Perry narrowed his eyes at her. “Fine. Twelve. But only because the appointment I’m going to will secure my salesman of the year award.”


  Mongrel. He got that stupid award every year. She hated herself for it, but no matter how stupid Sadie tried to convince herself the award was, she wanted to win it. Just once. After Perry left her cubicle, she opened her planner to block out the overtime tomorrow and her eyes landed on an appointment she’d forgotten all about.


  Drinks with Crickitt.


  Garbage. She dialed her best friend’s number to cancel. Or reschedule for another night.


  “Tell me to stop worrying incessantly,” Crickitt answered.


  “Stop worrying incessantly. Is this about your hot boss?” Sadie asked, knowing her best friend’s ongoing issues with one very tall, very dark, very handsome billionaire.


  Crickitt’s voice was barely a whisper. “I’m not answering that question.”


  But Sadie could relate. Who among all of womankind wasn’t worrying incessantly? And about men, no less. While Crickitt fretted over Shane, Sadie fretted over Aiden’s call tonight. Ridiculous. All of it. She and Crickitt should declare themselves forever single and go on being happy about it.


  “Don’t waste your time,” Sadie growled, suddenly pissed off. “All men are mongrels.”


  Sadie pictured Aiden’s bright eyes, devastating dimple, and hair falling into his eyes. Gorgeous. Funny. Sexy.


  Still a mongrel.


  “Did something happen between you and Aiden?” Crickitt asked out of nowhere. Unless Sadie had announced her last thought, but she was pretty sure she hadn’t.


  “I called to tell you I can’t do drinks tomorrow,” Sadie told her, hopefully avoiding the topic of Aiden for good. Crickitt asked if everything was okay and Sadie told her the truth—or part of it, anyway—that she had to work late.


  But that answer didn’t satisfy Crickitt’s suspicions. “And you and Aiden…?”


  Hearing that question, being given the opportunity to make her own future, Sadie decided on a little preemptive strike. Test out what she was ninety-nine percent positive was going to go down when—and if—Aiden called her tonight. She wanted to know if what she feared most happened, if it would crush her as completely as she’d imagined.


  She pulled in a breath and answered, “Are no more,” with so much finality, her chest constricted. Yep. That hurt. “It had to end sooner or later.” She hadn’t inhaled yet, and her deflated lungs ached, burned.


  Thankfully, Crickitt was interrupted and blurted that she’d talk to Sadie later. Sadie dropped the phone and considered putting her head between her knees. Or in an oven.


  Armor up, girl.


  Forcing a breath in and another out, Sadie shut her eyes and concentrated on not hyperventilating. Maybe she could talk Aiden out of it. Maybe she could remind him how good they were together, how much fun they’d had—how much more they could have—how they went together like a black enamel oil tank on a vintage 1937 Knucklehead.


  Sadie dropped her head in her hands. Pathetic. Weak. She was supposed to be walling herself up, caging her heart in chain mail. Not figuring out a way to get Aiden not to leave her.


  You could tell him how you feel.


  She could.


  She lifted her head, renewed by the tiny spark of hope. She could confess everything. How she pictured her future with him. How she wanted to see him every day. How much she…cared about him.


  Tell him you love him.


  “I do love him,” she whispered in her cubicle. She put her fingers to her lips and turned to make sure no one heard her. The only sound was rustling paper coming from the far back corner.


  She would tell him, she decided. The best defense is a good offense.


  And he deserved to know what he was walking away from…and maybe, just maybe, then he would stay.


  ***


  Aiden hadn’t expected to be on a flight to Oregon come Sunday morning, but apparently his parents had made more plans than they’d divulged to the rest of the family. After spending most of the day flying across the country, and touring and spending the night at the facility his mother wanted to call home, Aiden was convinced.


  It was the right place for her.


  The Holistic Care Center was known for alternative treatments and medicines. They offered on-site apartments for long-term stay, and his father wanted to move her there for as long as she needed to get well.


  Their meeting with a head care director was optimistic. He didn’t make empty promises, but he didn’t squash his mother’s hopes, either. Whether there were really healing powers in the surrounding springs and mountains, Aiden couldn’t be sure, but seeing his mother’s eyes filled with life and hope again was good enough for him.


  At the airport, Aiden left his mother to read at the small café. The flight delay was horrendous. Six hours. He looked at the time on his cell phone as he strode to an empty seating area. Just after five. He’d promised Sadie he’d call her today. He thought he’d call to say he was coming over, but that wasn’t going to happen. After what he had to tell her, she’d probably never want to see him again.


  He missed Sadie so bad, it hurt. When she’d called Saturday, it killed him to break their date. But with his family packed in the house, and his mother telling him she had something to discuss with him after everyone left…well…Aiden couldn’t leave.


  That was the night she’d told him about Oregon, about how his father couldn’t make the trip to see the care center because of work. She wanted Aiden to go and he hadn’t hesitated to say yes. So he spent the day packing and helping his mother pack.


  Had he escaped to see Sadie, he knew he wouldn’t be good company. What nerves Harmony hadn’t frayed, Evan had, making smarmy remarks in her presence that Aiden had to curb before the rest of his family found out about the divorce. And Angel had dropped a bomb on Aiden—asking him to keep it to himself, of course—that she was in a serious relationship with one of her coworkers back in Tennessee. She’d intimated that there’d be invitations to a wedding coming soon.


  After digesting all of it—the diagnosis, the family drama, the future nuptials rushed for his mom’s sake…Aiden realized he’d put off Sadie as long as he could. Now he was at the airport, with plenty of privacy and enough time on his hands to solve world peace.


  He was out of excuses.


  He dialed Sadie’s number.


  ***


  “The Electric Slide” echoed from the depths of Sadie’s purse. She dropped her keys and bag on the couch and riffled through it until she located the ringing electronic, her heart hammering. And not in a good way.


  You have to answer it.


  “Hi.” The fear quaking in her gut made her voice sound thin.


  “Hi.” Aiden was silent for a second. “I’m, um…I’m in Oregon.”


  Okay. Wow. That wasn’t…she had no idea what to do with that. “Oregon? Like…the state of Oregon?”


  “Yeah. I can’t get back to Ohio by tonight,” he said. “I wanted to tell you in person but…”


  “This is about Harmony.” Sadie paced, realizing she was blurting out words she shouldn’t be saying. “You’re getting back together with her, aren’t you? I knew it.”


  “Sadie…”


  “I knew it the day you called to say you saw her. I mean, I didn’t know but I suspected—”


  “Sadie.” His tone was so firm Sadie shut her mouth. “Mom’s cancer is back. They gave her three months.” His voice was tight, like he was trying to keep from crying. Which was what Sadie felt like doing right now.


  Sadie sank into her living room chair. “I’m so sorry.”


  “My family came into town and she told us. Mom expected Harmony to be there. It would have been weird if she wasn’t since…”


  He didn’t seem to be able to finish his sentence. “Since your mom believes you’re still married,” Sadie said.


  “Yeah.”


  He explained the holistic facility, mentioned something about herbal treatments, acupuncture, and meditation classes. “Mom’s fighting it on her terms this time around.” He took a steadying breath and blew it out.


  Sadie’s own breaths were shallow. Something else was coming. Something worse. How was that possible?


  Aiden lowered his voice. “Sadie, I’m going with her.”


  She recognized that sound. The sound of her entire world splintering and crashing down around her. The last time this happened she’d turned her wedding invitations into confetti. “Why?” she whispered, knowing she shouldn’t ask. She didn’t care. She needed to know why the man she loved was moving across the country.


  “Dad can’t stay here because of work. I’m the only one of my siblings not working right now who can afford to take off for three, six, or eight months.” He added quietly, “However long it takes.”


  Eight? Eight was a lot of months, she thought, vaguely aware of the selfish bend of her thoughts.


  “Odd how things work out,” he said, suddenly introspective. “Maybe things happen for a reason, you know? Maybe Harmony cheated on me so I’d leave my business. So I’d be free to do this for Mom.”


  Somewhere deep in the recesses of her bleeding heart, Sadie knew what Aiden was doing for his mother was noble. But what about her? What about this was “meant to be” for Sadie? Why, when she’d just taken the enormous step of opening herself up, was the universe ripping her to shreds?


  “I never meant to hurt you.” Aiden spoke with such finality, Sadie pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped herself into a ball with her free arm.


  Careless of how needy she was about to sound, Sadie spoke her next thought aloud. “Please don’t do this.”


  “I’m sorry, Sadie.” The strength in his voice only hurt her more. “I have to concentrate on what Mom needs. This…us…it’s too much.”


  He meant Sadie was too much. He didn’t say that. He didn’t have to. She knew the truth about herself, how she’d always been a little too hard to handle. She thought Aiden was different. She’d thought wrong.


  Her shoulders buckled as silent, traitorous tears slipped from her eyes. She sniffed and Aiden must have heard her.


  “Sadie.” The tenderness in his hushed tone reminded her of the night she stayed at his house.


  The night he held her in his arms. The way he’d cherished her. The way he loved her. And now he was letting her go, because she was inconvenient right now in his life. She was the piece that didn’t quite fit. The piece that needed to be discarded.


  “If things had worked out differently…,” he was saying.


  But Sadie couldn’t listen. Couldn’t listen to him dismantle their relationship, reducing every amazing moment to some universal plan, the fate of the stars, or bad timing.


  She pulled the phone away from her ear and covered the speaker with her thumb, muffling his words. A tear splashed on the display and she mopped it with one fingertip, sliding down to hit End on the touch screen.


  Eyes filling with tears, she felt every emotion at once. The pain of losing Aiden. The guilt of crying over her own losses while his mother was about to begin another fight for her life.


  And anger. So much anger. She didn’t even know where to direct it. Anger at the world for intruding on her and Aiden’s safe, oh-so-fragile bubble of happiness. Anger at herself for losing her heart to a man who’d discarded her instead of fighting to keep her.


  “The Electric Slide” ringtone played again and the song took Sadie back to the nightclub where she met the sexy Adonis who’d asked her to dance. They’d been an anomaly from the start. The way they’d confessed their deep, dark secrets to each other that very night. The way her hand fit into his in an undeniably right way. The way she’d slept next to him after he allowed her to gracefully redress.


  More tears came. She didn’t stop them.


  Sadie turned off her phone and pressed her closed fist to her lips. Her stomach tossed. She’d lost him. Her reward for letting her guard down. For believing she might be entitled to a happily ever after. For setting herself up for the biggest fall since her failed attempt at walking down the aisle.


  Would she ever learn?


  She tucked her chin and held her knees to her chest, compressing herself as tightly as she could. For the first time in a very long time, Sadie allowed herself to feel every broken shard of her splintered heart. She mourned the loss of her newfound hope, the loss of the future she’d imagined with Aiden at her side, and the elusive happiness she could never quite capture.


  But mostly, she cried over losing Aiden. The one man who’d seen something in her no one else ever had…who’d seen all her flaws and faults. Who called her on it and rose to the challenge.


  At least at first.


  Sadie dropped her forehead and the tears dripped from her arms to her skirt, a seemingly endless stream. Even in her grief, Sadie made herself a pact. She’d give herself twenty-four hours to feel every ounce of retched, heinous emotion tearing her apart inside. After that, she would cut it off. Wall it up. Protect herself with a vengeance. She’d survive. She’d recover. She’d come back better than ever.


  A sob racked her body, belying the strength of her inner speech.


  Twenty-four hours.


  Then everything would be back to normal.


  As good as new.


  She was sure of it.


  
    
  


  


  THE BILLIONAIRE BACHELOR


  Playboy Reese Crane will do anything to become CEO of Crane Hotels…even propose a marriage of convenience to Merina Van Heusen.…


  Merina will do anything to get her parents’ boutique hotel back—even marry cold-as-ice-but-sexy-as-hell Reese Crane. 


  It’s a simple business contract: six months of marriage, total secrecy, and they both get what they want. But when the sparks fly between them, suddenly this facade of a marriage starts to feel very, very real…


  An excerpt from The Billionaire Bachelor follows.


  


  Chapter 1


  The Van Heusen Hotel was the love of Merina Van Heusen’s life. The historical building dominated the corner of Rush and East Chicago Avenue, regal and beautiful, a living work of art.


  Her parents’ hotel had once been the Bell Terrace, home away from home to celebrities such as Audrey Hepburn, Sammy Davis Jr., and more recently, Lady Gaga and the late Robin Williams. The original structure perished in the Great Chicago Fire of 1871, only to be resurrected bigger, better, and more beautiful.


  There was a life lesson in there.


  Latte in hand, Merina breathed in the air in the lobby, a mix of vanilla and cinnamon. Faint but reminiscent of the famed dessert invented in the hotel’s kitchen: the snickerdoodle. On her way past Arnold, who stood checking a guest into the hotel, she snagged one of the fresh-baked cookies off a plate and winked at him.


  The dark-skinned older man slid her a smile and winked back. Having practically grown up here, the VH was a second home to her. Arnold had started out as a bellman and had worked here for as long she could remember. He was as good as family.


  She dumped her purse in her office and finished her cookie, holding on to the latte while she meandered down the hallways, checking to make sure there were no trays outside the doors that needed collecting. At the end of the corridor on the first floor, she saw a man outside one of the rooms, drill whirring away.


  “Excuse me,” she called. Then had to call again to be heard over the sound. When she came into view, he paused the drilling and looked up at her.


  He wore a tool belt and navy uniform, and the antique doorknob was sitting on the floor at his feet along with a small pile of sawdust.


  “What are you doing?” she asked, bending to pick up the heavy brass. Her parents had done away with “real keys” the moment they took over, installing the popular keycard entry hotels now used, but the antique doorknobs remained.


  “Installing the fingerprint entry.” From his pocket, the uniformed man pulled out a small silver pad with a black opening, then went back to drilling.


  “No, no, no.” She placed the doorknob back on the ground and dusted her hand on her skirt. “We’re not doing any fingerprint entry.” She offered a patient smile. “You need to double-check your work order.”


  He gave her a confused look. “Ma’am?” He was looking at Merina, but his voice was raised.


  Merina’s mother, Jolie, appeared from behind the hotel room door, her eyebrows raising into hair that used to be the same honeyed shade of blond as Merina’s but now was more blond to hide the gray.


  “Oh, Merina!” Her mother smiled, but her expression looked a little pained.


  “Can you give me a minute with my daughter, Gary?” Like she was Gary’s mother, Jolie fished a five-dollar bill from her pocket and pressed it into his palm. “Go to the restaurant and have Sharon make you a caramel macchiato. You won’t be sorry.”


  Gary frowned but took the cash. Merina shook her head as he walked away.


  “Sweetheart.” Jolie offered another smile. A tight-lipped one meaning there was bad news. Like when Merina’s cat, Sherwood, had been hit by a car and Jolie had to break it to her. “Come in. Sit.” She popped open the door and Merina entered the guest room.


  White duvets and molded woodwork, modern flat-screen televisions and artwork. Red, gold, and deep orange accents added to the richness of the palette and were meant to show that a fire may have taken down the original building but couldn’t keep it down.


  Jolie gestured to the chair by the desk. Merina refused to sit.


  “Mom. What’s going on?”


  On the end of a sigh that didn’t make Merina feel any better, her mother spoke.


  “Several changes have been ordered for the Van Heusen in order to modernize it. Fingerprint entry is just one of them. Also, the elevators will be replaced.”


  “Why?” Merina pictured the gold decorative doors with a Phoenix, the mythical bird that arose from the ashes of its predecessor, emblazoned on them. If there was a beating heart in the Van Heusen, it was that symbol. Her stomach turned.


  Instead of answering, Jolie continued. “Then there’s the carpeting. The tapestry design won’t fit in with the new scheme. And probably the molding and ceiling medallions will all be replaced.” She sighed again. “It’s a new era.”


  “When did you take to day-drinking?” Merina asked, only half kidding.


  Her mother laughed, but it was brief and faded almost instantly. She touched Merina’s arm gently. “Sweetheart. We were going to tell you, but we wanted to make sure there really was no going back. I didn’t expect the locksmith to arrive today.” Her eyes strayed to the door.


  Merina’s patience fizzled. “Tell me what?”


  “Your father and I sold the Van Heusen to Alexander Crane six months ago. At the time, he had no plans on making any changes at all, but now that he’s retiring, the hotel has fallen to his oldest son. Evidently, Reese had different ideas.”


  At that pronouncement, Jolie’s normally sunny attitude clouded over. Merina knew the Cranes. The Crane Hotel was the biggest corporate hotel outfit in the city, the second biggest in the nation. Alexander (better known as “Big Crane”) and his sons ran it, local celebrities of sorts. She’d also read about Big Crane’s retirement and Reese’s likely ascension to CEO.


  But none of that mattered. There was only one newly learned fact bouncing around in her brain. “You sold the Van Heusen?”


  She needed that chair after all. She sank into it, mind blanking of everything except for one name: Reese Crane.


  “Why didn’t you tell me?” Merina stood up again. She couldn’t sit. She could not remain still while this was happening. Correction: This had happened. “Why didn’t you talk to me first?”


  “You know we’d never include you in our financial difficulties, Merina.” Jolie clucked her tongue.


  Financial difficulties?


  “Bankruptcy was not an option,” her mom said. “Plus, selling gave us the best of both worlds. No financial responsibility and we keep our jobs.”


  “With Reese Crane as your boss!” Her mind spun after she said it aloud. My goodness. They would be answering to that arrogant, idiotic…“No.” Merina shook her head as she strode past her mother. “This is a mistake.”


  And there had to be a way to undo it.


  “Merina!” her mother called after her as Merina bent and collected the discarded doorknob off the ground. She strode through the lobby, dumping the remainder of her latte in the wastebasket by the front desk, and then stomped outside.


  As luck would have it, the light drizzle turned into steady rain the second she marched through the crosswalk. Angry as she was, she’d bet that steam rose off her body where the raindrops pelted her.


  “That stupid, smarmy jerk!” she said as she pushed through a small crowd of people hustling through the crosswalk. Because seriously, who in their right mind would reconstruct the Van Heusen? Fingerprint entry? This wasn’t a James Bond movie! She caught a few sideways glances, but it was hard to tell if they were because she was muttering to herself like a loopy homeless person or because she was carrying a disembodied doorknob around with her.


  Could be both.


  Her parents had sold the Van Heusen to the biggest, most ostentatious hotel chain in the world. And without telling their own daughter, who also happened to be the hotel’s manager! How close to bankruptcy had they been? Couldn’t Merina have helped? She’d never know now that they’d sneaked behind her back.


  How could they do this to me?


  Merina was as much a part of that hotel as they were. Her mother acted as if selling it was nothing more than an inconvenience.


  Focus. You’re pissed at Crane.


  Right. Big Crane may have done her parents a favor buying it, but now that he was about to “peace out,” it sounded like Reese had decided to flex his corporate muscle.


  “Shoot!” She didn’t just do that. She did not just drown her Louboutin pumps in a deep puddle by the curb. She didn’t splurge on much, but her shoes were an indulgence. She shook the rainwater from one pump as best she could and sloshed up Rush Street to Superior, her sights set squarely on the Crane Hotel.


  Seventy floors of mirrored glass and as invasive as a visit to the ob-gyn. Given the choice between this monstrosity and the Van Heusen, with its warm cookies and cozy design, she couldn’t believe anyone would set foot in the clinical, whitewashed Crane Hotels let alone sleep there.


  At the top of that ivory tower, Reese Crane perched like an evil overlord. The oldest Crane son wasn’t royalty, but according to the social media and newspaper attention he sure thought he was.


  Halfway down Superior, she folded her arms over her shirt, shuddering against the intensifying wind. She really should have grabbed her coat on her way out, but there hadn’t been a lot of decision-making going into her process. She’d made it this far, fists balled and steam billowing out of her ears, her ire having kept her warm for the relatively short walk. She should have known better. In Chicago, spring didn’t show up until summer.


  Finally, she stood face-to-face with the gargantuan, seventy-floor home base. The Crane was not only the premier hotel for the visiting wealthy (and possibly uncultured, given that they stayed here), but it was also where Reese slept, in his very own suite on the top floor, instead of his sprawling Lake Shore Drive mansion. She wouldn’t be surprised if he slept right at his desk, snuggling his cell phone in one hand and a wad of money in the other.


  Stupid billionaires.


  Inside, she sucked in a generous breath and shook off her chill. At least there was no wind, and despite the chilling whitewash of furniture, rugs, and modern lighting, it was warm. But only in temperature. The Crane represented everything she hated about modern hotels. And she should know, because she’d worked diligently alongside her parents to keep the integrity of their boutique hotel since she started running it. Her hotel was a place of rich history, beauty, and passion. This place was a tower of glass, made so that the lower echelon of the city could see in but never touch.


  Perfect for the likes of Reese Crane.


  She walked through the lobby, filled to overflowing with businesspeople of every color, shape, and size. Flashes of suits—black, gray, white—passed in a monochrome blur, as if the Crane Hotel had a dress code and each and every guest here had received the memo. Merina, in her plum silk shirt and dark gray pencil skirt and nude heels, didn’t stand out…except for the fact that she resembled a drowned rat.


  A few surly glances and cocked brows were her reward for rushing out into the storm. Well. Whatever.


  She spotted the elevator leading to Crane’s office, catching the door as an older woman was reaching for the button. The woman with coiffed gray hair widened her eyes in alarm, a tiny dog held snuggly in her arms. Merina skated a hand down her skirt and over her hair, wiping the hollows below her eyes to ensure she didn’t go to Reese’s office with panda eyes.


  “Good morning,” she greeted.


  The older woman frowned. Here was the other problem with the Crane. Its guests were as snooty as the building.


  Attitude reflects leadership.


  The doors opened only once, to deliver the woman and her dog to the forty-second floor, and then Merina rode the car to the top floor without interruption. She used the time to straighten herself in the blurry, reflective gold doors. No keys or security codes were needed to reach the top of the building. Reese Crane was probably far too smug to believe anyone would dare come up here without an appointment. She’d heard his secretary was more like a bulldog that guarded his office.


  The elevator doors slid aside to reveal a woman wearing all black, her grim expression better suited for a funeral home than a hotel.


  “May I help you?” the woman asked, her words measured, curt, and not the least bit friendly.


  “You can’t,” Merina said, pleased the rain hadn’t completely drowned out her rage. “I need to speak with Mr. Crane.”


  “Do you have an appoin—”


  “No.” She supposed she could have made an appointment, could have called ahead, but no sense in robbing Reese Crane of the full effect of her face-to-face fury.


  The phone rang and the woman slid her acerbic glare away from Merina. She waited as the other woman answered a call, spoke as slowly as humanly possible, and then returned the receiver to the cradle. The woman folded her hands, waiting.


  Even with her nostrils flared, Merina forced a smile. There was only one way past this gatekeeper. She called up an ounce of poise—an ounce being the most she could access at the moment. “Merina Van Heusen to see Reese Crane.”


  “Ms. Van Heusen,” the woman said, her tone flat, her eyes going to the doorknob in Merina’s hand. “You’re here regarding the changes to the hotel, I presume.”


  “You got it,” Merina said, barely harnessing her anger. How come everyone was so calm about dismantling a town landmark?


  “Have a seat.” Crane’s bulldog gestured one manicured hand at a group of cushy white chairs, her mouth frowning in disgust as she took in Merina’s dishevelment. “Perhaps I could fetch you a towel first.”


  “I won’t be sitting.” She wasn’t about to be put in her place by Reese’s underling. Then her prayers were answered as the set of gleaming wooden doors behind the secretary’s desk parted like the Red Sea.


  Jackpot.


  Merina barreled forward as the woman at the desk barked, “Excuse me!”


  Merina ignored her. She wouldn’t be delayed another second…or so she thought. She stopped short when a woman in a very tight red dress, the neckline plunging into plentiful cleavage, her heels even higher and potentially more expensive than Merina’s Louboutins, swept out of the office and gave her a slow, mascaraed blink back. Then she sashayed around Merina, past the bulldog, and left behind a plume of perfume.


  Interesting.


  Reese’s latest date? An escort? If Merina believed the local tabloids, one and the same. Paying for dates certainly wasn’t above his pay grade.


  Before the doors closed, she slipped into Reese’s office.


  “Ms. Van Heusen!” came a bark behind her, but Reese, who stood facing the windows and looking out upon downtown, said three words that instantly silenced his secretary.


  “She’s fine, Bobbie.”


  Merina smirked back at the sour-faced, coal-eyed woman as Reese’s office doors whooshed shut.


  “Merina, I presume.” Reese still hadn’t turned. His posture was straight, jacket and slacks impeccably tailored to his muscular, perfectly proportioned body. Shark or not, the man could wear a suit. She’d seen the photos of him in the Trib as well as Luxury Stays, the hotel industry’s leading trade magazine, and like every other woman in Chicago, she hadn’t missed the gossip about him online. Like his more professional photos, his hands were sunk into his pant pockets, and his wavy, dark hair was styled and perfect.


  Clearly the woman who had just left was here on other business…or past business. If something more clandestine was going on, Reese would appear more mussed. Then again, he probably didn’t muss his hair during sex. From what she gleaned about him via the media, Reese probably didn’t allow his hair to muss.


  The snarky thought paired with a vision of him out of that suit, stalking naked and primed, golden muscles shifting with each long-legged step. Sharp, navy eyes focused only on her…


  He turned to face her and she snapped out of her imaginings and blinked at the stubble covering a perfectly angled jaw. What was it about that hint of dishevelment on his otherwise perfect visage that made her breath catch?


  Thick dark brows jumped slightly as his eyes zoomed in on her chest.


  She sneered before venturing a glance down at her sodden silk shirt. Where she saw the perfect outline of both nipples. A tinge of heat lit her cheeks, and she crossed her arms haughtily, glaring at him as best she could while battling embarrassment.


  “Seems this April morning is colder than you anticipated,” he drawled.


  And that was when any wayward attraction she might have felt toward him died a quick death. The moment he opened his mouth, her hormones pulled the emergency brake.


  “Cut the trash, Crane,” she snapped.


  The edge of Reese’s mouth moved sideways, sliding the stubble into an even more appealing pattern. But she wasn’t here to be insulted or patronized.


  “I heard some news,” she said.


  He didn’t bite.


  “Your father purchased the Van Heusen,” she continued.


  “He added it to the family portfolio, yes,” he responded coolly.


  Portfolio. She felt her lip curl. To him, the VH was a number on a spreadsheet. Nothing more. Which could also mean he didn’t care enough about it to continue with these ridiculous changes.


  “There’s been an error. My mother is under the impression that many of the nostalgic and antique fixtures in the building will be replaced.” She plunked down the heavy doorknob on his desk. A pool of rainwater gathered on his leather blotter.


  Reese sucked in a breath through his nose and moved to his desk—a block of black wood the color of his heart—and rested one hand on the back of a shiny leather chair.


  “Have a seat.” He had manly hands for a guy who spent his days in an office and spare time eating souls, and they were about as disturbingly masculine as the scruff lining his jaw.


  She didn’t want to sit. She wanted to march over there and slap the pompous smirk off his face. Then she remembered her compromised top, refolded her arms over her breasts, and sat as requested.


  You win this round, Crane.


  Reese lowered himself into his chair and pressed a button on his phone. “Bobbie, Ms. Van Heusen will need a car in fifteen minutes.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  So he’d deigned to carve out fifteen minutes for Merina. Lucky her.


  “I don’t want a car.”


  “No? You’re planning on walking back?” Even sitting, he exuded power. Broad, strong shoulders filled out his dark jacket, and a gray tie with a silver sheen arrowed down a crisp white shirt.


  “Yes.” She wondered what time of day he finally gave up and yanked the perfect knot out of that tie. When he surrendered the top button. Another flare of heat shot through her. She hated the way he affected her. She was just so aware of him.


  It was unfair. She frowned.


  “You were saying something about trash,” he said smoothly, and she realized she had been sitting there glaring at him in silence for a long while.


  She cleared her throat and plowed through what she needed to tell him.


  “You can’t redesign the Van Heusen Hotel. It’s a landmark. Did you know the hotel was the first to install elevators? The hotel’s chef created the snickerdoodle. That building is an integral thread woven into the fabric of this city.”


  She pressed her lips together. Perhaps she was being a tad theatrical, but the Van Heusen did have historical importance to the city, and beyond that, a personal history to her. She’d gone to college straight from high school and graduated with her business degree, her dream to run the Van Heusen. A dream she’d realized and was currently living until this little snafu.


  “Born and raised in Chicago, Ms. Van Heusen. You’re not telling me anything I don’t know,” he said, sounding bored.


  “Then you know remodeling the Van Heusen makes no sense,” she continued, using her best ally: reason. “Our hotel is known for its style. Guests come there to experience a living, breathing piece of Chicago.” She stopped short of going into a monologue about how even the fires couldn’t destroy the dream but opted against it.


  “My hotel, Ms. Van Heusen,” he corrected.


  His. A fact she’d gleaned only a few minutes ago. A dart of pain shot through the center of her chest. She should have demanded to see the contract her parents signed before sloshing over here in a downpour and parading her nipples for Mr. Suit & Beard. She was almost as pissed at them for keeping this from her as she was for Crane thinking he could strut in and take over.


  “No matter who owns the building, you have to know that robbing the Van Heusen of its style will make it just another whitewashed, dull hotel,” she said.


  Her stomach churned. If she had to bear witness to them ripping up the carpeting and replacing it with white shining tile or see a Dumpster filled with antique doorknobs, she might just lose her mind. The hand-carved molding, the ceiling medallions…each piece of the VH had been preserved to keep the integrity of the past. And now Reese wanted to erase it.


  She heard the sadness creep into her voice when she ventured, “Surely there’s another way.”


  He didn’t respond to this. Instead he pointed out, “Your parents have been in the red for nearly two years.”


  She felt her eyes go wide. Two years?


  “I gather this is news to you,” he added, then continued. “Your father’s hospital bills put them further in debt.”


  He was referring to her dad’s heart attack last year. Merina had no idea the bills had buried them. She lived in the same house. How had they hidden this from her?


  “They came to us to buy the building and we did,” Reese said. “I could have fired them, but I didn’t. I offered a generous pension plan if they stayed on through the remodel.”


  A shake worked up her arms and branched over her shoulders. Pension?


  “I take it you didn’t know that either.”


  “They didn’t want to worry me,” she said flatly, but it didn’t take the sting from the truth. They’d kept everything from her.


  Her pie-in-the-sky parents who loved that building arguably as much as they loved each other had to have gone to Big Crane as a last resort. They’d overlooked he had Satan for a son.


  “They trusted your father to take care of them,” she said, her anger blooming anew. “Then you waltz in and wipe them out.”


  “My father likes your parents, but this isn’t about what nice people they are,” Satan continued. “He mentioned how well they’d maintained the local landmark with what funds they had available.”


  Merina’s nostrils flared as she inhaled some much-needed oxygen. Her parents had cared for and upgraded the Van Heusen as best they could, but face it, her family didn’t have the billion-dollar bankroll the Cranes had.


  “Your father is a wise man,” she said, pitting the two men against each other. Sure enough, a flicker of challenge shone in Reese’s navy eyes. “I doubt his intention when he purchased the Van Heusen was to turn it into a mini-me of the Crane.”


  “My father is retiring in a few months. He’s made it clear the future of the Van Heusen is in my hands.” Reese shrugged, which made him look relaxed and made her pulse skyrocket. “I fail to see the charm in the funky, run-down boutique hotel, and I assume most visitors do as well.”


  Funky? Just who did this jerk-off think he was?


  “Do you know how many Hollywood actors have dined in our restaurant?” she blurted. “Hemingway wrote part of his memoir sitting on the velvet chair in the lobby!”


  “I thought he mostly wrote in Key West.”


  “Rumors,” she hissed.


  A smirk slid over his lips in a look that likely melted his fan club’s collective underpants, but it had no effect on her. Not now that she knew how far he was taking this.


  “You have outdated heating and air,” he said, “elevators that are so close to violating safety codes, you may as well install ladders for the guests on the upper floors, and the wood putty isn’t fooling anyone, Merina.”


  At the cool pronouncement of her name, she sat straighter. She’d been told last month that the building inspector had come by for a reassessment for property value, not that he’d be feeding information to the vulture sitting across from her now.


  She’d clearly been left out of a lot of discussions.


  “The elevators are original to the building.”


  “It shows.” He offered a slow blink. “The Van Heusen is stodgy and outdated, and revenue is falling more each quarter. I’m doing your parents a favor by offering them a way out of what will be nothing but a future of headaches.” Reese folded his hands on the desk blotter, expertly avoiding the water gathered there. A large-faced watch peeked out from the edge of his shirt, the sleeves adorned with a pair of onyx and platinum cuff links. “The Crane branding is strong, our business plan seamless. If you love the building as much as you claim to, you’d support the efforts to increase the traffic. We’ll see profits double with an upgrade.” He shook his head. “But not with your parents there. And not with you there.”


  A shiver climbed her spine, the rain and Reese’s words having sunk right into her bone marrow. Wait. Was he suggesting…


  “You’re…firing…me?”


  He remained stoically silent.


  “My family’s dang name is on the marquee, Crane!” She shot out of her seat and pressed her fingertips onto his desk. Shining, perfect, unscarred. No character. No soul. No history.


  Like Reese Crane himself.


  “Your family’s name will remain on the building,” he stated calmly. And while those words tumbled around her brain and set fire to the fury that he’d put on to sear, he added, “Your parents are getting close to retirement age. Are you sure you swam over here on their behalf? Or is this about you?”


  “Of course I’m sure,” she said too quickly. She wasn’t sure at all. Her world had been upended. Like when she’d learned there was no Santa Claus and that her dad had been sneaking downstairs to eat the Oreos all those years. She thought back to her mom telling her about the sale of the Van Heusen and recalled the dash of hope in Jolie’s expression.


  Did they want out?


  “Think about it, Merina. What I’m offering is more than retirement, and at their age I’m sure they don’t want to find work,” Reese stated. “Running the Van Heusen is all they’ve known.”


  If she had said that, the sentence would have been infused with passion hinting at the fairy tale by which they came to own the Van Heusen. When Reese said it, he made the hotel sound like it was a lame, deaf, blind dog needing to be put down.


  No. She would not accept this. Not from Reese. Not from her parents. It was possible they’d forgotten how much the hotel meant to them. Not having money created desperate feelings. Her father wasn’t as spry as he once was given his heart condition. Maybe they needed her intrusion.


  Reese’s phone buzzed and Bobbie stated, “Ms. Van Heusen’s town car is here, sir.”


  “I don’t want it,” Merina bit out, still leaning over his desk.


  He angled his eyes up to her and they stayed locked in a heated staring contest until “Very well” came from the phone’s speaker, then clicked off again.


  Merina straightened. Outside, the rain started coming down in sheets. Didn’t it figure? An involuntary shiver racked her spine, and possibly her lips were turning blue from her wet hair, but she kept her knees locked and her arms folded securely over her peek-a-boo breasts.


  “I have an appointment I can’t miss, but I won’t leave you in suspense.” Reese stood, deftly unbuttoned his jacket, and shrugged out of it. Those shoulders. My goodness. He was a mountain of a man. Tall and broad and the absolute opposite of what anyone might expect a hotel owner-slash-billionaire to look like.


  “Suspense?” she repeated, her voice dipping low when he came out from behind the desk. Her eyes screwed up to meet his as he draped his suit jacket over her shoulders.


  “I’m not going to put you out on your fantastic rear, Merina.” His lips tipped—lush lips. His was a mouth made for sin. But then, Satan. So it made sense.


  She gripped the jacket when he let go. She should be throwing it at him, but it was warm and she was freezing. And it smelled of leather and money and power. Three things she wished didn’t make her feel safe. What was it about this man? She’d seen pictures of him before, and yes, noticed he was attractive, but in the flesh there was something about him that made her feel utterly feminine. Even at the worst possible times. Like when he was dangling her job over a lava-filled pit and daring her to grab for it.


  “I appreciate your reconsidering. I belong at the Van Heusen.” Until she figured out a way to get the hotel back, at least she could be there. She would come up with a way to delay the remodel.


  “No, you misunderstand me. I can’t keep you there,” he said, a frown marring his otherwise perfect brow. “But I can offer you almost any position you’d like at Crane Hotels. We have openings in Wisconsin, Virginia, and Ohio. I know it’s not Chicago, but chances are you can stay in the Midwest.”


  He slid past her while she stared at the sheeting rain, her fingers going numb around the lapels of his jacket. Not only was he firing her, but he expected her to work for him? Expected her to leave Chicago? This was her city, dang it! He didn’t reserve the right to boot her out.


  When she turned, Reese was pressing a button on the wall. His office doors whispered open.


  A balding, smiling man appeared in the doorway and gave Reese a wave of greeting. He noticed her next and offered a nod.


  Well. Merina didn’t care who he was; he was about to get an earful. She wouldn’t allow Reese Crane to dismiss her after dropping that bomb on her feet.


  She stomped over to the doorway between him and his guest.


  “You listen to me, you suited sewer rat.” Disregarding their current third party, she seethed up at Reese. “I’m going to find a way around your machinations and when I do, I’m going to march back in here with the contract my parents signed and shove it straight up your rear.”


  Reese’s eyebrows rose, his lips with them. Instead of apologizing to his guest, he grinned over at the balding man, who to his testament was appropriately shocked, and said, “You’ll have to forgive Ms. Van Heusen. She doesn’t like when she doesn’t get her way.”


  The balding man laughed, though it sounded a tad uneasy.


  Reese tilted his head at Merina. “Will there be anything else?”


  “Your head on a pike.” With that parting blow, she left, holding fast to the suit jacket. She wore it on the ride down the elevator, through the bland lobby, and out onto Superior Street, where she wadded it up and threw it into a mud puddle gathering near the curb.


  She walked back to the Van Heusen in the rain, telling herself she’d won this round. But Merina didn’t feel victorious.


  She felt lost.
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