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RINA

        

      

    

    
      The guy I’ve been staring at for the last hour doesn’t even know I exist.

      “Either go up to him or let it go,” Savannah says, drinking her virgin martini with tiny, dainty sips as if the nonalcoholic drink will leave her hungover tomorrow when she’s back to work and saving lives. I don’t have the same issue. Tonight is my last night in this city. “He’s seriously not worth your time. Hot, but not New Year’s hookup worthy.”

      “Now it’s become more of a game than anything else,” I explain. “I’m tempted to chuck something across the room just to see how close I can get to hitting him.”

      “No. You’re looking at him because he’s easy pickings. If you stood in front of him he’d see cute boobs and blonde hair and do anything you asked of him. Bo-ring,” she singsongs. “Besides, his dude-bro behavior suggests his blood alcohol level is likely higher than his IQ.”

      She’s not wrong with that. On both accounts. Cute, malleable, not-so-smart guys are the only ones I go near lately. The other ones… the smart, cocky, gorgeous, masters of the universe ones? Yeah, they’re dangerous.

      And I no longer have space or time for dangerous. With good reason.

      “He’s a douchemonger,” my brother Carter states flatly. “If you’re that determined to find a midnight kiss, keep looking. I’m giving that guy a hard no.”

      I snort. A midnight kiss? So cute. So brotherly.

      What I’m looking for is my last night in New York to leave me with something other than what my previous three years have been.

      Terror. Pain. Chaos. Torment. Nightmares.

      I made it through when no one thought I would. When everyone told me there was no shame in transferring schools and coming back home. I stayed and I don’t regret that. If anything, staying made me stronger. But tonight, I don’t want to think about the past. Tonight, I want to have some fun and let loose in a way I haven’t been able to before.

      Having two of my five older brothers as well as Savannah and her husband here helps.

      When your fortress is still in disrepair after someone smashed it down, you surround yourself with those who will keep you strong.

      “Or maybe you should stop looking,” my brother Oliver chimes in. “That guy is surrounded by easy pussy, Rina. He is the last dude in this bar you should be going for. Besides, you’re leaving in the morning. It’s not like anything can come of it.”

      Now I laugh under my breath because that’s the only reason I’d even entertain going up to him. It’s why he’s perfect. I raise a pointed eyebrow at my brothers, speaking to such, and watch as Oliver frowns and Carter scowls, both attempting to hide it while they gulp whatever the hell they’re drinking these days. Gimlets? Who cares?

      “Tonight’s the night for some fun,” I announce, slamming my hand on the table with a bit too much gusto. It’s an easy one to call. I have protection in the form of two older brothers. I have the anonymity of leaving this city in the morning. It’s also been too long. Like seriously too long since anyone other than myself, my vibrator, and my gynecologist have seen my vagina.

      I might also be rocking a slight buzz, but that’s a different matter.

      “How about you switch places with me,” I suggest. “I’ve been stuck in this corner all night and I think that’s been my downfall with the guy.”

      “I’ll switch with you,” Carter says, a warning in his eyes and in the grandmotherly finger he’s directing at me. “But let it be known, I’m cockblocking you all night with that guy. I can’t let my baby sister go home with a douchebag like that.” Carter grabs me, practically by the scruff, and hoists me up and over his lap, scooting under me at the same time. My ass lands firmly on the edge of the booth, and suddenly it’s like freedom is at my fingertips. “There, but I’m fucking serious about that guy.”

      “Yes,” Oliver agrees wholeheartedly. “I’m with Carter on this one. Anyone but him.”

      Anyone but him. I can work with those terms. Still…

      I open my mouth to explain to my lovely brothers that I’m twenty-two and more than capable of captaining my own romantic entanglements—okay, that’s kinda a lie—when the game announcer cuts me off.

      “Alright,” he booms in a husky baritone that has been the delicious soundtrack of my night.

      My previous seat left me at a disadvantage booth-wise, rendering it impossible for me to see his face, but his voice is like an erotic audiobook dream. As if proving my point, Savannah simpers, fanning her face that has instantly gone all flush.

      “God, he’s hot,” she crows. “You should go for him instead. If only I weren’t married and pregnant, I sure as hell would.”

      She gets a pinch to the ribs for that from her husband Royce, making her squeal and laugh. He leans in and kisses her lips, followed by her large round belly.

      “This is the last round of the night since we’re nearing midnight,” the announcer continues. “Get your game cards ready and remember, phones face down on the table. No cheating allowed. First question: Do blondes really have more fun?”

      My head flies up at that ridiculous, non-trivia question and instantly I lock eyes with our host, almost as if he were waiting for me to do just that. Deep and dark, but obviously blue, his eyes are like rare sapphires, equally as beautiful and alluring. They’re also sparkling with mirth at my expense.

      His gaze says gotcha. Mine says I’m not amused.

      He quirks an eyebrow and I return the gesture, which for some reason makes him laugh and has me smiling. A tickling flutter fills up my belly at the sound. At the way he’s looking at me.

      “Oh my gosh.” Savannah gasps, reaching over as best she can and smacking my arm hard before shaking it. “That was for you. He’s totally flirting with you. Look at him. Like a cat chasing a mouse. Do you think he heard me?”

      “No idea,” I mumble, still unable to peel myself away. “If he did, he doesn’t seem bothered by it.”

      “Just kidding everyone.” He speaks into the microphone, his eyes gleaming with challenge. “That’s not the real question. I was just trying to get someone’s attention… finally.” He smirks arrogantly, winking at me. “The real question is, who did Madonna kiss at the 2003 VMAs?”

      “Easy as hell, guy,” Savannah chirps. “I can go Britney and Christina all night long and I bet Royce would like to watch.” She snickers at her own joke, writing her answer on her sheet and then glancing up at me with a tilt of her head. “And since we’re talking about all night long and steamy, scandalous midnight kisses, Mister Sexy Voice up there should be the one you go for. If London were here and not suddenly in love with her long-lost wilds of Vermont guy, I’d push her all over him. Did you see that smile? And those eyes?” She fans her face again. “Add to that, he’s making come fuck me eyes all over you. You should come fuck him—or come while he fucks you—and report back. It’s like doing a service to all hitched-up, knocked-up womankind.”

      London is my BFF from college, Savannah’s younger sister. But that’s completely beside the point. Savannah is spewing all this at a decibel, I have no doubt the entire bar hears. Including Mister Sexy Voice himself.

      “I think you’ve had enough of your faux-tini,” her husband admonishes, sliding it away from her grabby hands.

      “But I’ve only had that one.”

      “Which is already more sugar than you ever typically drink.”

      She starts pouting but quickly gets over it, overtly pointing at Mr. Sexy Voice’s crotch and then over toward my vagina, in case I wasn’t getting it before.

      “Jesus, Sav, do you really have to?” Carter groans as he peeks over at her trivia paper, copying her answer onto his own sheet, because obviously he has no idea who Britney and Christina are. Sad, really.

      Me? I haven’t even been able to write down my answer yet because I haven’t been able to tear myself away. Savannah is right. It is those eyes. And that confident smirk. And everything Savannah just said… the whole coming on his cock while he’s fucking me thing?

      I could go for something like that. No, scratch that, I need something like that.

      As if reading my mind, he does this whole once-over thing, his eyes lingering and slow, lazy yet scrupulous in their investigation. He’s devouring. Hungry. Staring at me with such focused attention I can hardly breathe.

      

      A large hand runs roughly through his dark-brown hair, brushing back some of the sweat-dampened strands that fell onto his forehead. It’s a hot move. But then again, he’s pretty damn hot. His face is a lesson in perfection with a straight nose and a stubbled, chiseled jaw cut with sharp, sloping angles that beg for my hand. Not to run along his delicious stubble. Not to feel the indents of his twin dimples. But to smack and redden for staring at me like he’s got me all figured out while making my panties just the slightest bit wet with his cocky grin and surefire stare.

      It’s tempting and unsettling all at once.

      His tall, muscular body clothed in dark-wash jeans and a black button-up that hugs shamelessly to his cut chest and abs moves in my direction. Suddenly, I’m less than two feet from him. I sit up straight, quirking my head in question as he approaches me. A waft of his scent hits me at this very moment and I take a deep inhale of spicy cologne, musky body wash, and sweat. Dear Lord, it’s a scent that should be illegal.

      “Don’t know the answer, Angel?” His voice is a coarse rasp.

      Angel? I inwardly smirk. I’m Persephone, lured into the darkness of Hades. My spring stolen from me with just one glance from him.

      “Everyone knows it’s Christina Aguilera and Britney Spears.”

      He grins, his eyes flashing about my face as if he’s trying to memorize it. “But you haven’t written your answer yet.”

      “I was getting there. Someone distracted me. Besides, isn’t it considered unethical to help players out?”

      “Who says I’m helping? All I asked was if you knew the answer.”

      “Which obviously I do. Besides, if you’re not here to help then what are you doing?”

      “Talking to the pretty woman I’ve been trying to catch the attention of all night.”

      “In the middle of a game?”

      He shrugs an indifferent shoulder. “Couldn’t care less. This isn’t my real gig. I’m just filling in for a friend who has the flu, so I can be as unethical as I want.” He dips down, getting a little closer. And suddenly it’s like there is no one else here but us. All I see are the blue of his irises. All I feel is the weight and power of his smile that makes my heart flutter and my belly swoop with anticipation.

      That is until cockblocking Oliver sets his elbows firmly on the table, jostling everyone’s drinks, ready to go all big brother on his ass.

      “Are we going to get our next question or are you going to flirt with her all night?”

      The guy laughs without removing his eyes from me.

      

      “Boyfriend?” he questions.

      “Brother,” I reply.

      “And this guy?” He juts his chin in Carter’s direction.

      “Brother,” Carter answers for me. “And just as protective as the other. So maybe it’s best to get back to your job now?”

      Mister Sexy Voice is undeterred as he gives me another slow perusal. “Wanna help me do the next question?”

      I go to say no when Savannah practically launches herself across the table, her belly nearly toppling over half the drinks, and shoves me out of the booth. “Yes,” she screams. “She’d love to.”

      I stumble a step only for the guy to catch me before I face-plant on the nasty bar floor. I swivel back to her with a pointed glare. “What the hell are you doing? I’m about to win this game and take all you suckers down.”

      She shakes her head dismissively, her eyes wide like she’s trying to tell me something only to come off looking constipated. I frown, pinching my eyebrows in at her and she huffs out an exasperated breath. “Whatever. Who cares? He’s hot. Forget winning and ignore your brothers. Here...” She slides my drink across the scratched-up table. “Finish this and go call some trivia.”

      I turn back to the guy, staring into his eyes. Around us the anxiously waiting crowd is starting to grow impatient, more demanding as time ticks by. He’s even getting a few nasty comments slung his way in slurred tongues. The charming stranger is unruffled. He looks like he has all the time in the world.

      “About to win, huh?” he questions.

      “I’m a trivia master.”

      He grins at that, making those dimples pop. “What do you get if you win?”

      “Bragging rights and free drinks.”

      “I’ll buy you drinks.”

      “But you can’t give me bragging rights.”

      He considers this. “Tell you what then. I’ve got a better idea.” With that, he turns, and I sit back down, furiously writing my answer to the last question, and then wait for the next. “Alright, last question of the night. If the beautiful blonde sitting over there” —he points directly at me— “gets it correct, she’s going to be my midnight kiss. If she wins the entire game, she’s going to give me her name and number.”

      My jaw unhinges itself as my eyes pop open wide. A flush creeps up my face, but I quickly wrangle myself in check. Bold. I’ll give him that.

      “Wow.” I think Savannah is for once stunned speechless.

      “What about me?” another girl calls out with a flirty tweet to her voice. “What do I get if I win?”

      The guy chuckles, running his hand through his hair and mussing it all up in that sexy, disheveled way. “Sorry, she’s the only one I want.”

      “Damn.” Carter whistles through his teeth. “He’s good. I’ll give him that. He’s really fucking good.”

      “Yeah,” Oliver agrees. “Should we kill him now or wait?”

      “Wait,” we all say in unison. I take a sip of my drink, gearing up some of my courage.

      “What if I don’t agree to the terms?” I yell, sitting back in my seat and folding my arms, lifting a defiant eyebrow in his direction.

      “You will,” he assures me, having this conversation with a microphone in front of his lips and a crowded bar as his backdrop. He is pure confidence. Not even an inch of doubt in him. “You’re a trivia master, right? Determined to win? That means you don’t back down from a challenge. You won’t throw the game with the risk of losing.”

      Damn him. He’s right.

      “But I tell you what, I’ll give you an out after the game if you really want it.” And just like that, the discussion is over as he lifts the card, scanning it. His eyes meet mine again, that grin making my insides flip. “Hg is the chemical symbol for which element?”

      A loud cackle flees my lungs as I peek over at my brothers and friends, each of them with matching smug grins as we write our answer. “Like shooting fish in a barrel,” Savannah exclaims.

      “That’s because we’re a table full of nerdy doctors and nurses.”

      I nudge my shoulder into Carter. “Should I throw it?” I ask, already writing mercury down as the correct answer. It isn’t in me. I couldn’t do it if I wanted to. I’m way too competitive and anal-retentive for those kinds of shenanigans. It’s annoying that Mr. Sexy Voice was able to pick up on that within seconds of talking to me. Clearly, I’m more of an open book than I like.

      “Alright. Are you ready to go over the answers?”

      A loud whooping cheer fills the bar as he goes over the answers to all the questions he’s asked tonight. And when he’s done, he saunters across the room once more, lifting my card out of my hand. He reads over all my answers one by one.

      “You got them all right.”

      I nod. I already knew that. I know where the highest waterfall in the world is. I know the third sign in the Zodiac. I absolutely know who discovered Penicillin. I know what name Sean Combs is better known by. None of the questions he asked were much of a challenge. I am Wikipedia and an encyclopedia’s cooler love child. My fascination with all things factual has only grown over the last three years but we don’t talk about why that is.

      Without a word, he takes my hand, hauling me up out of my seat and resting a hand on my hip as if to steady me. “So what do you say to my offer?”

      I push his microphone down to his side. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Trying to get you to agree to that midnight kiss. I figure if I get everyone in the bar in on my plan you won’t say no.”

      “You went to all this trouble just for a midnight kiss from me?”

      “No. The kiss is just the start. I’m hoping you’ll give me your name and number. If I’m really lucky, you’ll go home with me and then allow me to make you breakfast in the morning.”

      I stare at him, utterly dumbfounded.

      “What do you say?”

      I gnaw on my lip. Who asks something like that of a complete stranger?

      “I watched you come in tonight. You started dancing with your friend. Then eagerly dove into this game. I watched you the whole time because I couldn’t take my eyes off you. I don’t even care if your brothers are glaring at me. I think you’re worth the risk.”

      I shake my head. His honesty is a bit too powerful. I’m not accustomed to it from men like him. “You don’t even know me.”

      “So let me get to know you.”

      “I think I should go home instead.”

      “I think you should stay here with me.” His head dips ever so slightly, his eyes bouncing down to my lips where they linger for a hellishly long minute before they find mine again. “I never approach women. Ever. Yet I came over to talk to you and now here you are.” He grins, finding my lips once more. “It’s like it’s fate or something.”

      His long fingers splay along my hips, inching upward until they’re practically wrapped around my waist. A shiver unexpectedly engulfs my body. He grins, his lips now hovering over mine. I taste the whiskey on his breath. The hint of cinnamon that’s nearly lost beneath it.

      I have no idea what I’m doing right now.

      But I don’t think I want to stop either. There is something about him drawing me in. Something exciting and daring. Tomorrow my life is going to be so very different than it is now. It’s New Year’s Eve. A night to throw caution to the wind. Possibly literally in this case.

      What the fuck do I have to lose? It’s not like I’ll ever see him again.

      

      “Don’t leave,” he whispers, his nose brushing against mine. “You’ll always wonder about me if you do.” It’s like he’s reading my mind. I will always wonder if by saying no to tonight I made a mistake. He shuts off the microphone and sets it down on our table. Then his now free hand dives into my hair. “Come on, Angel. Say yes to me.”

      I stare up into his oh-so-blue eyes and contemplate my next move. “It’s only tonight.”

      He watches me closely. “Can I ask why?”

      “You’re insane. I mean, who does something like this? Who walks up to a total stranger and says those things? Who announces to a crowded bar you want to kiss me and get my name and number?”

      “Me. But I’ll prove you wrong and you’ll stay.” He says it so simply. Like that’s just really how it is. I start to tell him that it truly has to be one night, crazy aside, when people begin to shout, ten, nine, eight… he cuts me off with, “It’s a new year.”

      “Just about.”

      “I want to go into it kissing you.”

      Two, one. Happy New Year!

      “Then do it. And after you can take me home.”

      A smile lights up his face right before his lips crash into mine. Now both hands are framing my face, holding me impossibly close as he consumes my mouth in a soul-splitting kiss I don’t want to end. His tongue invades my mouth, tangling with mine, and my knees nearly give out beneath me. Holy Christ, Mister Sexy Voice can kiss. He groans into me, angling his head and deepening the connection, his hands slipping from my face back into my hair where he holds me tight.

      Pulling back, he nips at my bottom lip. “Fuck.” He licks his lips, tasting me on them. “I can already guarantee one night with you won’t be nearly enough.”

      Except I already know one night is all we can ever have.
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      Three Years Later

      

      “You’re coming tonight, right?” Margot asks as she picks at god knows what on her scrub top only to scrunch up her nose. “Shit, I think that’s blood. And obviously not mine.”

      I scrunch up my nose too. “Gross. Go sanitize.”

      She nods as she walks over to a wall station of Purell and lathers her hand in foamy alcohol. “You didn’t answer me. You look nice. Like really insanely pretty and I’m not saying you don’t normally look pretty when we go out, but you look especially pretty tonight. Did I miss a text or something that declared this was a dressing-up occasion because I did not bring anything other than jeans and a T-shirt for this?”

      “Believe me, I’d be wearing the same right now if I could get away with it. These shoes are already pinching the hell out of my toes. I’m having drinks with my parents first.”

      “Oh,” she remarks, checking her work phone before her large brown eyes slide back up, a curious twist to her lips. “How come?”

      I get her surprise. Other than our bi-monthly Sunday family dinners, I don’t meet up with my parents often. It’s not because we’re not close, because we are. It’s just that we’re all insanely busy. I’m a nurse. My father is a doctor as are all of my brothers. My mother runs our family foundation and is on the board of about a dozen charities. The Sunday dinners are an act of heroics to get everyone’s schedules aligned and it’s simply because my mother will not tolerate any of us being a no-show.

      I hitch up a shoulder, standing directly in the center of the hall so none of the microbes this emergency department (ED) is notorious for can make a bold leap onto my immaculate lavender Tom Ford dress. I shift my weight in my heels, hating that I’m forced to wear them after spending twelve hours on my feet up in the ICU. But I’d rather have my feet suffer the consequences than hear it from my mother. Old money cliché or not, the woman likes me to look the part and that means dressing as if I’m about to walk the runway at Fashion Week.

      “I don’t know exactly. All they said was that they wanted to meet at the bar at The Four Seasons after my shift.”

      “Are your brothers coming?”

      “Again, don’t know. But my parents made me promise to pencil them in for an hour, so I’ll likely be late to meet everyone at The Hill tonight.”

      “No worries.” She waves me away. “We’ll save you a seat and order you up a drink that I promise not to polish off before you get there. Well, not all of it anyway. Why Aria felt the need to have a night out on a Thursday is beyond me. Doesn’t she understand us nurses don’t live in her artist bubble of every day is a Saturday?”

      “I’m working Saturday.”

      “Yeah. I think I am too. But you know what I mean.”

      I do. Hospital nurses, which is what Margot and I are, have ridiculous schedules and hours and lives. I actually started out in college premed and then after life took the most gruesome and unexpected turn on me, I decided being a nurse is what I wanted.

      Even if I come from a family of doctors.

      Still, this life sounds so cool and heroic when you’re in nursing school. Like today is the day I save all the lives. And yeah, we do that. I mean, today alone, I did that. Doctors take the glory, but nurses run the show, and if we’re not on top of our stuff, our patients die.

      But it’s also dealing with a lot of the best and worst of what humans are capable of and that certainly isn’t for the faint of heart. Or stomach.

      “I don’t mind going out tonight,” I continue. “It’s a nice break actually after the day I’ve had. And Aria is just excited for whatever news she has to share.” I hold up my hand, stopping my train of thought and redirecting. “That said, if she announces her and Wes are already engaged, it might end up being a double martini night.”

      Margot laughs. “No kidding. God,” she gasps, searching left and then right before she decides the coast is all clear and steps in a bit closer to me. “I can’t even. Drew will die. I mean, I cannot be the one to tell him if that’s what’s going down.”

      Our friend Aria was dating Doctor Andrew Albright, aka Drew, Margot’s BFF and outrageously gorgeous ED doc for a year and a half. Then the douchetard broke up with her and just when he decided to get his head out of his ass and win her back, Aria had moved on with Wes, her childhood sweetheart and brother’s best friend, who also happens to be a trauma surgeon in this hospital and works with Drew.

      It’s a headache and drama all rolled into one.

      Well, not so much anymore.

      It would have ended badly except Drew is an amazing guy and wants Aria to be happy. Now he and Wes are friends if you can believe that. And I think Drew is actually sweet on our beloved Margot here though he’d never come out and say it.

      “We’ll know soon enough.” I check my diamond Cartier watch—a graduation present from my parents that I only wear when I see them. “Hey, I gotta plow if I’m gonna make it over to The Four Seasons on time.”

      “Good luck. Hopefully you won’t need it.”

      I hop in the waiting Uber and by the time I step into the luxurious hotel directly across from the Boston Gardens, meander my way through to the first-floor bar off the lobby, I’m exactly three minutes late. “Good evening, Miss.” The polite host greets me with a smile. “Will you be dining with us this evening or just enjoying a beverage.”

      “I’m here to meet Dr. and Mrs. Fritz.”

      At the mention of my parents’ names, his eyes light up. “Oh, yes. Of course. They have reserved a private room. Right this way.”

      I follow him through the modern yet opulent small dining area crowded with after-work patrons, past the overflowing bar toward the back where the private rooms are located. The moment the host announces my arrival and presents me like I’m the queen, my parents stand to hug me, both with reproachful expressions.

      “I’m sorry,” I start, not even waiting. “Traffic was a bitch and we’re talking not even five minutes. Give a nurse a break.”

      My mother scowls, tilting her head in dismay. She hates it when I swear, but she has a tender heart especially for her youngest and only daughter out of the six offspring she spawned.

      I hug both my parents, kissing their cheeks.

      “Have a seat, Rina,” my father instructs, waving a hand at the empty fabric chair in front of me and thanking the host with a generous tip. “We’ve taken the liberty of ordering you a dirty martini.”

      I nod without complaint even though dirty martinis are far from my drink of choice and sit across from my parents. The walls are this pretty royal blue color, and the furnishings are soft and comfortable. Framed art adorns the walls adding to the classic yet chic decor and looks every bit as expensive as you’d expect for this hotel.

      “You look gorgeous, my girl,” my mom says, a gleam in her eye as she takes in my designer digs. “Those shoes, baby. Are you trying to butter me up?”

      I grin before I can stop it, pointing my toes to show off my insane heels. My parents might be very proper. They might be strict when it comes to their children. But their love for us is boundless.

      “Red soles at night, mother’s delight,” I quip.

      She laughs and my father smiles indulgently, lifting his crystal tumbler of expensive bourbon and taking a sip.

      “How’s our girl?” he asks. “The hospital treating you well?”

      My father is a cardiothoracic surgeon. One of the most prominent and well-respected cardiothoracic surgeons at that. He does lectures all over the world. He’s been named Top Surgeon at Brigham and Women’s hospital about a dozen times in his tenure. As I mentioned, all of his sons are also doctors, though not all surgeons.

      I am the only nurse. The only girl.

      But I know my dad secretly loves this about me and it has nothing to do with any form of misogyny. I think he enjoys that I mixed things up just a little. My one rebellion in my otherwise overly organized life.

      “It is. I’ve been floating around between the SICU and the MICU and I love the ICU so much more than the ED. No more traumas or swabbing for the flu or strep throat or being thrown up on by kids.” I glance around our small room, at the lack of other seating. “Am I the only one tonight?”

      “Yes. It’s just us tonight. Are there any men in your life I should know about?” my mother asks without skipping a beat though there is a tentative—but still hopeful—hitch to her voice. It’s her standard follow-up question to my father’s about the hospital.

      I shake my head, my expression blank. Honestly, I’m not sure why she asks when she already knows the answer and knows I have no intention of changing it. In six years of asking that question, I’ve yet to respond differently.

      “So, what’s up? Why all the formality of drinks?” I reach out and take a sip of my martini which is smooth and briny. Perfect if you like this sort of thing.

      “We are leaving for two months to travel. Your father has some speaking engagements lined up and has been asked to oversee a cardiac surgery center opening in Germany.”

      “That’s wonderful,” I say enthused, but also skeptically. “But you could have easily told me that over the phone. It hardly warrants a mandatory cocktail.” I set my glass down and eye both of them, one and then the other. “Not that I’m unhappy to see you, but why do I feel like there’s more?”

      My parents exchange nervous glances, having some sort of private conversation with just their eyes. Well, this can’t be good.

      “What? Just say it.”

      My father leans forward in his chair, reaching across the small table and clasping my knee. His eyes pierce mine as he says, “We were thinking maybe you’d like to come with us?” He clears his throat. “In fact, we would very much like you to join us.”

      An incredulous “Huh?” flies out of my mouth. “Why would I do that? I mean, I appreciate the offer, but you’ve never invited me along before. Why now?”

      He gives my knee a squeeze before righting himself and putting his arm around my mother’s shoulders. “Because this is the six-year anniversary, and we thought a change of routine might be good for you.”

      “Uh-huh. What else?” I cock a dubious eyebrow, feigning unaffected at the mention of it being nearly six years while I take another sip of my drink that I hate.

      “Harrison’s father reached out to us. He wants to speak with you.”

      That smooth and briny concoction that was just hitting my tongue flies out of my mouth, shooting across the room in a spray of clear liquid at my mother’s words. Thankfully I don’t hit either of my parents. Just the pristine walls and art.

      I set my glass down, wiping at my mouth with a cocktail napkin as I stare dumbfounded, my eyes wide while a jolt of terror creeps up my spine, making me inadvertently shudder. At first, I have nothing. No retort. My mind is frozen, and words only seem to be coming to me in fragments. My parents are doing their best to remain stoic, but I see it in their eyes.

      The fear. The uneasiness. The memories.

      “Since when?”

      “Last week.”

      I lift my glass back up and gulp down half of it, the alcohol burning the back of my throat. The glass clicks harshly against the coffee table as visions of that night skitter through my head like a warped movie reel.

      “Why now? Why after all these years? The anniversary isn’t for another month.”

      I heave in a breath, but it’s not helping. Neither is the alcohol for that matter. I can’t stand this. This feeling. This scared, out-of-control feeling I’ve fought to banish for so long.

      “What could his father possibly want?”

      “He didn’t say,” my mother answers gently. “He asked to speak with you, and we declined giving him your number. He’s called twice already.”

      Like father like son.

      “You’re tapping,” my father murmurs under his breath, his eyes snagging on my fingers. I hadn’t realized I was and stop the motion instantly. But suddenly it’s like I’m thrust back six years. The desire to lock myself inside my house and ensure everything is exactly the way it was when I left this morning is incredibly strong.

      It’s irrational. I know it is. And I need to get a grip on myself now.

      “I can’t go with you to Europe,” I tell them, my voice clear and strong. Because even though I want to go home and lock myself away, I won’t. It’s a fight. A fucking struggle for the ages, but I won’t do it. “I have work and there is no way I can take that kind of time off.”

      I polish off my drink, shaky and sick.

      I never regretted moving back to Boston. Leaving New York was the right decision for me though it felt like I was conceding something. Declaring defeat even if no one else saw it that way. After all, I had survived an additional three years in that city after what happened. I graduated top of my nursing class and even worked for six months in a family clinic. Then my mother was diagnosed with breast cancer and I came home to be closer to my family. The doctors said it was caught early. In situ, meaning it hadn’t spread, and didn’t require a mastectomy. Just a lumpectomy. Not even chemo.

      And for three years, she’s been gold and I’ve been grateful to be here with her for that.

      I love my family and now that Carter has moved back up here from Virginia Beach, it’s where we all are. I love my job at MGH. I love my friends and my life. And most of the time, I don’t think about it.

      But what the actual fuck?

      Couldn’t I have just gone the rest of my life without him trying to contact me? Like for real.

      “Please consider it. We leave in ten days and I’m sure we could figure something out with your work.”

      I shake my head at my father. “He won’t come after me.”

      “No,” they both agree. “But he wouldn’t tell us why he wanted to speak with you either. We’ve contacted our lawyer and if need be will file a restraining order.”

      “That’s for me to do. Not you.”

      This is the point where I stand because that pisses me off even though it’s years later and I doubt the outcome would have been different if I had followed my gut sooner. But I listened to them when I shouldn’t have and both they and I know it.

      “Rina—”

      “It’s done. Thank you for telling me and I wish you both a wonderful trip. Please don’t tell the boys. I don’t need them hovering over me any more than they already do.”

      I give both my parents a parting hug and kiss, and on numb legs I get the hell out of there. I can see their turmoil. Their heartache and regret and I didn’t mean to cause any of it. I don’t want them to feel bad because what happened was not their fault and likely couldn’t have been prevented.

      But still… being an Abbot-Fritz occasionally comes with a few too many hurdles to leap. And now it seems I have another one to face.
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      My head is spinning as I stagger into The Hill, the usual bar my friends and I all meet in that just so happens to be across the street from the hospital Margot and I work in. I’m a mess and not just from the martini I swallowed down at record place.

      The entire Uber ride over, I developed a plan because that’s what I freaking do.

      I plan.

      Because when you plan, you’re rarely caught off guard. Like I was tonight. That can’t happen again.

      Part of me is tempted to call Mr. Bishop to flesh out exactly what he’s after.

      But I don’t want to hear his voice—so similar to Harrison’s just the thought of it makes my stomach roil. I don’t want to talk about his son or that night or the six months that led up to it. I don’t want to think about all the things I wish I had done differently.

      Glancing around the Thursday night bar crowd, I spot my friend Halle’s copper hair first and head in that direction. The large table they have is jampacked with greasy food and colorful drinks, the sound of their chatting and laughter carrying above the din of the bar, and some of my anxiety starts to fall away.

      They’re going to be full of questions I just don’t have it in me to answer.

      My friends know I come from money. After all, it’s no secret, especially in this town, who my father and mother are. The Abbot-Fritzes aren’t just wealth. We’re Boston’s most elite family. Royalty to a certain extent considering the way this city follows my brothers’ lives. Particularly their dating lives.

      

      But by and large, the press doesn’t care so much about me. I am Rina Fritz, sure, but I’m not a hotshot doctor. I don’t have a love life or much of a life at all for the public to scrutinize and gossip about. I stay under the radar.

      It’s exactly the way I like it. The way I’ve manufactured it to be.

      Even after what happened in New York, the press didn’t get wind of it. My family and Harrison’s family made it so. Money can buy a lot of things including silence.

      Ice runs through my veins as a flurry of nightmares take their shot at infiltrating the barrier I’ve erected. I shake them off just as Halle’s head pops up and she spots me. A bright smile lights up her pretty face, her hand waving madly through the air as I approach. Laughter swells up my chest, a smile cracking past my drum exterior.

      Once everyone else spots Halle greeting me like a child seeing Mickey Mouse for the first time, all heads swivel in my direction. The gang is pretty much all here with the exception of Drew, who Margot already mentioned wouldn’t join. But Aria and her boyfriend, Wes, are here. Aria’s BFF, Josh. Halle and her husband Jonah. Obviously, Margot too.

      “She’s here,” Halle says. “We were wondering if you’d show up.”

      “Hi, hi. I’m here. I made it,” I groan out dramatically, dropping into the seat beside Margot, but looking at Aria. “I’m sorry I’m so late. I had to meet my parents for drinks first.”

      She waves me away as Margot slides an apple martini in my direction with a wink. I throw her a grateful smile in return. I knock Josh a fist bump and jut my chin in a what’s up at Wes and Jonah. I already saw Wes today at work, but it’s been a while since I’ve seen Jonah.

      “I thought this was a girls’ night. Did I miss the big news?” I ask Aria as I take a sip of my drink that’s miraculously still cold and nearly full.

      Aria gleams a smile, her blue eyes light and happy, and I immediately glance down at her hand. No engagement ring, so I’m guessing that’s not the news.

      “Well,” she starts. “The guys all decided to join, and the timing worked out. But yeah. You did. Only because he was already here when everyone else got here.”

      “Huh?” I tilt my head, my eyebrows pinching in as I steal a nacho, popping it into my mouth and crunching away. I’m starving. “Who are you talking about?”

      No sooner are the words out of my mouth than someone pulls out the empty seat between Aria and Josh. A dark head of thick hair, face pointed down, slides in. Broad shoulders and barely disguised arm muscles give way to thick forearms as they land with a gentle thud on the table. My gaze snags on the black ink on his left forearm, creeping up until it reaches the hem of his heather-green tee.

      “You’re new. I don’t think we’ve been introduced yet.” His voice crackles at the edges despite being smooth and deep. Like ice in expensive whiskey. Something about it makes me shiver unexpectedly. I realize he must be speaking to me and I look up, away from his tattoo to meet his eyes.

      That’s when I pass out.

      Okay, maybe I don’t actually pass out.

      But I feel like I’m about to. Especially the longer I blink repeatedly like a mindless fool at the man sitting directly across from me. The one with the intense blue eyes. Like… Chris Hemsworth and Chris Pines had a lovechild caliber of blue.

      And they’re staring right at me.

      Into me.

      With… zero recognition.

      Fire swarms up my body, landing directly in my cheeks. My heart starts to pump unevenly and for the second time tonight, my hands shake. A smirk crawls up the corner of his full lips as he runs a hand along that stubbled, cut-from-stone jaw. He tilts his head in amusement, almost as if he’s waiting on something from me.

      Did he say something to me? Oh right.

      “Um. No.” Yup, that’s as good as I’ve got.

      “Rina,” Aria cuts in, bless her. “This is my older brother, Brecken. He just moved temporarily to Boston from New York. That was the big announcement and why I wanted you ladies to come out tonight. I wanted you all to meet him.” She gestures to him with pride like he’s a display on The Price is Right complete with showgirl jazz hands and all I can do is continue to blink.

      Older. Brother. No, that’s not possible. He can’t be related to Aria because Aria is my best friend and that would mean…

      A strange ironic laugh flees my lungs, nearly escaping my lips before I drown it with a sip of my drink.

      I’m tempted to point out that I don’t actually need an introduction since we’ve met before, but until this very moment, I didn’t actually know his name. I didn’t know anything about him other than he’s charming as hell, an amazing kisser, insanely talented with his fingers, and without a doubt the best sex I’ve ever had. Unfortunately, I think he’s even better looking now than he was that night.

      “Rina,” he says with a little something extra while his eyes dance around my face. “Pretty name. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Uh-huh.” Again, that’s all I’ve got. Because flabbergasted has nothing on me. I’m gaping at him, doing a stunning impression of a goldfish while he seems completely unruffled.

      “Where did my drink go?” he asks Aria, shifting away from me and it’s like the bubble is burst. Pop. I glance down into my drink, staring at the pale green color and taking another sip. Does he really not remember me?

      “I finished it. You took too long coming back from your mysterious phone call.”

      “Aria,” he growls. But he doesn’t waste time yelling at her. Instead, he pivots around, and I catch the corner of a flirtatious smirk. “Hey,” he calls out to a passing waitress. “Would you bring me another dirty martini as well as another round for the table while you’re at it? On me. And add yourself a thirty percent tip along with it.” The waitress simpers, batting her eyelashes at him and I don’t think it’s because of the tip he just gave her.

      “You okay?” Halle whispers in my ear. “You look pale. Did the meeting with your parents not go well?”

      Halle, there are so many things that have not gone well tonight I hardly nowhere to begin. “I’m fine. I just haven’t eaten anything yet,” I reply before lifting my glass and downing the rest.

      “Um. If that’s true, you probably shouldn’t drink like that.”

      “Probably not,” I murmur to her. “May I please have a cosmo instead of this next time?” I ask, holding up my now empty martini glass. The waitress swipes it from my hand with a nod, and I dive back into the nachos before Halle starts to scold me.

      Dirty martini, appletini, now a cosmo. I’m like a bad Sex and the City episode.

      “Sure,” the waitress purrs at Brecken. “Whatever you need.” She makes a point to touch his shoulder, her face flushed and her eyelashes still fluttering at him before she saunters off.

      His name is Brecken?

      What kind of name is that? And how on earth did something like this happen?

      “I’ve always meant to ask you Rina if you ever met Brecken when you were living in New York,” Aria says, and I start choking. A piece of corn chip lodges itself in my throat and I have to scramble for Halle’s water before I die right here at the table. Brecken is staring at me with amusement and probably a little pity at my stunning display, and I feel like I’m having an out-of-body experience. “Are you okay?”

      I give her a thumbs up, my face likely redder than it was two minutes ago. Finally, I manage to swallow the chip down my esophagus. “Why would you think we would have met?”

      “You went to nursing school at Columbia, right?” I nod numbly. “That’s where Breck went though I guess it is unlikely considering you’re older and were a finance major,” she finishes with him.

      “You’re a nurse?” Brecken’s eyes sparkle into mine. And he’s smirking. In such a way that tells me he already knows I’m a nurse. Did I tell him that? I can’t remember. Maybe it was before he took me back to his apartment and screwed my brains out well into the predawn January first hours.

      “I’m a nurse.” And clearly, English is like my fifth language at the moment. But given the night I’ve had; you can hardly blame me. “I work across the street.”

      “Very nice,” he replies, that smirk growing to naughty proportions. The waitress picks this particular moment to show up with a tray of alcohol along with her phone number in pink scrawl on a white napkin for the gentleman of the hour.

      He doesn’t even acknowledge it. His eyes are too busy feasting on me.

      The second my fresh cocktail—number three if we’re keeping track—hits my hand, I down it like I’m pledging for a sorority. The back of my hand wipes my lips and I sputter out a cough. Freaking Margot pats my back, giving me a side-eye.

      Margot who drinks her feelings on a regular basis.

      “Do you want me to take you home?” she questions softly in my ear, concern covering her beautiful face, and I love her. Margot is a zero judgment type of chick. “Did you have a rough meeting with your parents?”

      “No,” I lie, my head suddenly spinning. “I’m okay.”

      I’m not okay. I reach out and grab another chip and scoop it balls deep in some guac before shoveling it into my mouth, crunching loudly and unapologetically. I’m dying right now. Like, seriously, my brain is out of control.

      Aria.

      Brecken.

      I have no idea what to do. Do I try to get him alone? Do I laugh it off like, oh wow, can you believe the odds and let’s never speak of it again? But before I can figure out what my plan is, Brecken leans over to Aria and plants a kiss on her cheek.

      Standing up, he tosses out five one-hundred-dollar bills like he’s a goddamn Rockefeller and then announces, “I gotta get going. I have plans with a girl.” His eyes float over me like I’m not even here. “It was nice meeting you all,” he says, shaking hands with Jonah and waving to Margot and Halle.

      And because I’m dumb, I frown.

      Does he really not remember me? I thought for a moment there he did, but now…

      “Seriously, Breck?” Wes throws out, his eyebrows at his hairline as he stands to hug his friend. “You moved into town about ten minutes ago. How on earth do you have a girl to meet up with already?”

      Brecken slaps him on the back, tossing Wes a cocky wink. “Call me tomorrow. I’d like to check out the gym you were talking about. Later.” He pounds it out with Josh and then he’s gone. Like… gone. Like I’m left here staring after his retreating form without any comprehension as to what the hell just happened.

      “Um. That’s your brother?” I ask my best friend. You know, just to confirm my nightmare.

      She nods warily. Then shrugs. Then throws her hands up in the air. “Yeah. Sorry. He’s a total asshole. I mean, Breck has only cared about one person in his whole life and that’s himself, so ignore his rude behavior. When it comes to getting laid, nothing else matters to him.”

      “That’s not true,” Wes quickly intercepts. “Breck is a great guy. He’s always been there for me and you. He’s probably just out of sorts from the move.”

      Aria and Wes exchange meaningful glances and obviously something significant passes between them before she nods several times. “You’re right. Breck has always been there for you when you needed him. He’s been there for me too, if we’re going there. I just hate what a player he is. A different woman practically every night of the week.”

      “Okay,” I hum out, ignoring the statement about a different woman every night. “But he lives here now?”

      “Yeah.” Josh laughs. “He’s wicked hot, right? I mean, did you see those forearms? That face?”

      Yes, Josh. Yes, I did.

      “Who cares about his forearms? He’s good-looking, but forearms?” Halle questions, and I realize that her man is right here and he’s cute and all, likely just as built since he seems to be, but the girl is clueless. Jonah leans in and kisses the corner of her mouth, so maybe she’s not.

      “Yes, forearms,” Josh cuts in. “They’re like foreplay. If a man has nice forearms, then he likely knows what he’s doing in bed.”

      Margot snorts out a laugh. “How does that even make sense?”

      “It does. Trust me.”

      “No wonder I’ve had such shitty luck with that,” Margot states. “I haven’t been looking at the right pieces of anatomy. Maybe I should take up with your brother, Aria, now that I know all about his impressive… forearms.”

      Jonah snickers and Halle throws him a look and thankfully there is nothing that I’m eating or drinking at the moment or I’d likely start choking again.

      “Ew. Can we stop talking about my brother like this? And no, you cannot take up with him. My brother has destroyed more of my friendships than I can count because of his… forearms.”

      I laugh. It’s a little high-pitched. Possibly a bit psychotic. A lot strangled.

      “Okay, whatever,” Margot concedes. “But can we stop using forearms as a euphemism because it’s starting to confuse me. I can’t tell if we’re talking about sex, his actual forearms, or his penis at this point.”

      Aria makes extreme gagging sounds along with overdramatized fake vomiting motions at the word penis. I think I just hit a new all-time low.

      “I need to get home,” I announce sharply, more than done with this conversation. All eyes are suddenly on me, and I know I must look and sound insane. “It’s late and I’m exhausted. Bad family convo and all that.” Nothing I’m saying is a lie. I am exhausted. I did have a bad family convo. So sure, let’s go with all of that.

      “You sure you don’t want me to walk you?” Margot tries again and I shake my head, offering her a weak smile.

      “No. I’m good. Like I said. Just tired. I’ll call you tomorrow after your shift.”

      I somehow make it to my five-inch stilettoed feet and reach the door. I have no idea if I even say goodbye or anything else. All I know is that I need fresh air. Even if it’s end of summer in Boston fresh air.

      The door to the bar opens and I stumble out onto the sidewalk, walking four steps to the right and falling in a heap against the rough bricks of the building on a heavy exhale. “You have to be motherfucking kidding me.”

      “Except I’m not,” comes out of nowhere.

      My head flies to the side, my heart leaping up into my throat. “Brecken,” I whisper, relieved and not.

      “Angel.” The endearment a vicious growl.

      Shit. He totally remembers me.

      “I thought you left because you have plans with a girl.”

      He smirks and that naughty devil finds its way straight to my nipples. “I do. I’m looking right at her.”
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      I watched her walk in. Much like I did that night in New York. And for one pulse-racing moment, I thought, impossible.

      Impossible that on my second night in this city I’m seeing her. Impossible that she walked into the same bar as me, in two different cities. I think there is a Casablanca joke in there somewhere, and I was all for that form of irony.

      Then I thought, hey, maybe temporarily moving back to Boston won’t be so bad. Maybe it won’t be the punishment it’s intended to be. Maybe it’s fate that the one girl I’ve never been able to forget is here tonight.

      I stuck to that whole fate thing for approximately five seconds while I watched as she searched around the bar, looking for someone I hoped wasn’t a guy, praying she would catch me staring at her instead. Right up until recognition lit her pretty eyes and she walked across the bar to join her friends.

      My sister’s friends.

      And just like that, my stomach dropped, filling with disappointment and maybe a touch of anger too.

      I will admit, irony is a vindictive bastard. I mean, what are the odds I run into the angel I spent a night indulging in three years ago and she just so happens to be one of my sister’s best friends? Aria would string me up by the balls if she knew all the ways I’ve thought about her friend over the years. All the things I did to her that night.

      She recognized me too. Instantly. I shouldn’t have derived so much enjoyment from that, from the way she struggled with the realization of who I am. Choking and blushing and staring so hard I thought her eyes were going to pop out of her head.

      But I did.

      I also should not be skulking along the side of the bar like a goddamn creeper waiting on her. I should not be thinking about, replaying, every single dirty detail of our night together so long ago.

      But I am.

      Every. Single. Detail.

      I woke up the next morning and she was gone. My bed was empty and cold. She had told me it was only one night, and I was determined to prove her wrong. I knew just by looking at her that one night wasn’t going to be enough. No names. No contact info. She refused to give me anything. But that didn’t mean I didn’t want it all.

      The door of the bar flings open, shooting a burst of icy wind along with it. That’s when I see her walk in.

      Honey-golden hair falls down her back, toying with her porcelain skin, and when she turns... Wow! Hers is a face that would tempt Jesus. She’s an angel. Her dress is white, short, but hippyish style as it hugs her curves without kissing them close. It’s a tease. A dare. And as she moves farther into the bar every guy in this entire place turns to stare at her, hoping she’ll leave with them.

      Whether she’s aware of her appeal or not remains to be seen. At the very least, she’s oblivious to the attention she’s garnered. She’s laughing with her friend, rolling her eyes at the world as she goes straight to the center of the dance floor and starts dancing with abandon. As if that world she was just mocking doesn’t even exist for her.

      Her confidence is captivating. Hypnotic.

      To the point where I can’t pull my eyes away from her and my mind starts asking questions like, who the hell is that?

      Her eyes close as her hips sway, her hands climbing into the air, and I’m entranced.

      My jaw hits the floor as I watch her manipulate the fray around her, bending them to her presence as she is me. I can’t stop myself from scanning her body, taking in every perfect inch of her.

      And that smile.

      My god, that smile.

      Her friend whispers something in her ear and then the Angel begins to laugh, smiling wider as she dances to the beat that continues to pick up steam as the song progresses. My cock stirs in my jeans just at the sight of her, my gut twisting and my chest clenching. I have no idea what the hell is going on, but I do not like it. This sensation. This feeling I have while watching a complete stranger dance.

      Sure, she’s intoxicating. Yes, she’s alluring as hell. Obviously, she’s beyond sexy or my dick wouldn’t be so in on the action. But how can I be so transfixed, unable to tear my gaze away from someone I’ve never met let alone spoken to?

      I had no desire to come to this bar tonight, and now that I see her…

      The door to the bar flings open, snapping me out of my reverie. And just like that night, here she is.

      It didn’t take her long. Within minutes of my departure, she’s fleeing the bar, her steps quick in her high-high heels, the sharp sound echoing off the hard surfaces we’re surrounded by. She has yet to notice me though I’m nothing if not visible. Instead, she crumples against the building, shaking her head as she stares out into the street, cars zipping by left and right.

      I don’t like that she’s out here by herself.

      Doesn’t she realize how unsafe that can be at this hour?

      “You have to be motherfucking kidding me,” Rina grumbles under her breath, and a smile hits my lips.

      “Except I’m not,” I reply, watching as she swivels frantically in my direction, fear gracing her pretty features until she realizes it’s me.

      We go back and forth a few rounds until her astonished gaze narrows into an accusing glare. “I thought you left because you have plans with a girl.”

      I take a step in her direction. Then another. She lets me. She doesn’t so much as move an inch. “I do. I’m looking right at her.”

      “I am not your plans,” she clips, her eyes scouring me from head to toe. I had the advantage of seeing her first. I was already able to determine that in the years since I’ve seen her, she’s even more beautiful. Arrestingly so. She still takes my breath away, that’s for damn sure.

      “But you could be. You should be.”

      “No,” she laughs the word without a hint of humor in it. “I absolutely should not be.” Then she sags once more. “Brecken…” My name is a curse and a sigh. I stare her down and it’s too much for her. Green eyes bounce around my face for a beat before quickly diverting out into the street, back over to the door of the bar, and then, almost as if she can’t help the temptation of it, back to me.

      “How come?” This is not the question I should be asking. She’s right after all. I should not have any plans that involve her.

      “Come off it. You already know the reason. The fact that we pretended not to know each other back there is answer enough.”

      I laugh. I can’t help it. “What would you have liked me to do? Say, oh, don’t bother with introductions, Aria, because I already spent a night inside of your friend making her scream, though I never did catch her name?”

      She frowns at my vulgar description and I don’t blame her. I’m being a dick and I’m not even entirely sure why. Maybe it’s because I’m angry. Angry at her. At Aria. At the world. At the turn my life has taken in the last month. I drop my shoulder onto the wall beside her, folding my arms over my chest as I take her in from a foot away.

      “So is this why you told me it would only be one night? Because you live here? I will be honest; I was pretty disappointed when I woke up the next morning to find you already gone. No name. No number.” She has no idea how many times I went back to that bar hoping to find her again.

      Her eyes meet mine in the darkness. “I was moving the next day. Regardless, tomorrows aren’t really my thing.”

      Huh. There is something to that.

      “They’ve never exactly been my thing either.” You were different somehow, I don’t add.

      “So I’ve been told,” she remarks with an unmistakable edge. “I’ve heard stories about you, Brecken Davenport. I just had no idea you were the man behind them.”

      I shrug at that. “I’m sure Aria has a lot to say about me. Her one-sided revisionists history does her a lot of justice. Yet she’s now living with my best friend and I’m to stay away from hers.”

      “Other than your notorious player existence, Aria’s only ever said how amazing you are. How close the two of you are and how she was always worried about how you’d react when her and Wes got together.”

      I laugh bitterly at that. “I’m not the player Aria thinks I am. And anyway, they didn’t exactly give me the option to object. By the time they told me, they were already a thing and in love. Wes is a good man. Always has been. Honest and forthright and loyal—even if he did go after my sister behind my back. He loves Aria, and he makes her happy which is all I want for her.”

      She smiles at that, something warm that makes her light eyes sparkle in the Boston night. “Did she tell you to stay away from us? Because she gave us that warning just now.”

      Now I growl. “Aria loves to give you all the torrid details of how I ‘ruined’ her friends back in high school. But the truth is, I did no such thing. I was honest with those girls and the few who got attached tried to use Aria against me. Not exactly what I would call good friends. But no. She didn’t even mention anything specific to me other than to say she was excited to introduce me to her people tonight. But I’ve received the warning in the past enough to know it doesn’t have an expiration date.”

      A contemplative hum emanates from the back of her throat. “Even though I met you before I knew her, I’d rather you not tell her about us if you’re alright with that.”

      “Us?” I quip, making her roll her eyes. I lean into her, nudging her shoulder with mine. “She won’t hear about it from me.”

      “Thank you,” she says, only her voice is breathy, and her body is close.

      I tilt my head in her direction, angling my face and cutting the already minuscule distance between us by half. I fall silent, watching her pretty face. Curious if she knows how every man did a double take when she walked into the bar tonight.

      Myself included.

      There is something so irresistible about her.

      Her long blonde bangs fly into her face on the breeze and I have the strongest urge to tuck them back behind her ear. Just to feel the silkiness of her hair that I spent a night with my hands up in.

      And when she makes no move to do that for herself, I take that as my cue.

      Reaching out slowly, giving her time to stop me, I finger the strands, playing with them. Her breath hitches, her eyes growing wide, and I lean in, sweeping my fingers along the velvety skin of her cheek.

      Shallow, quick-fire bursts of air flee her lungs. Her fingers tap out a rhythmic pattern against the brick and I move in deeper, nearly nose to nose now. Green eyes stare into mine the way I’m staring into hers. With unrestrained desire. And suddenly I can’t remember any of the reasons I’m not allowed to touch her. To kiss her.

      She seems to be having the same problem I am.

      My body ignites with that possibility. Burning and buzzing with need. Tucking her hair behind her ear, I linger, my thumb grazing the diamond stud she has in her ear. Her teeth sink into her bottom lip and she shifts her stance, the intoxicating tension swirling between us making her restless.

      The warm breeze blows across us again and I catch her fragrance on it.

      The same. She smells the same, like roses and vanilla, and I want to kiss her so badly. Just to see if she tastes the same too. If she feels exactly how I remember.

      I inch in, her eyes volleying between mine and then down to my lips, reading my intention. The door to the bar opens, a couple exiting, and something about that snaps me out of my Rina-induced daze.

      I can’t kiss her.

      I’m here for a fresh start, a second chance, and making out with my sister’s friend is the antithesis of that. It’s trouble even I know better than to go near. Fuck!

      I right my body and fold my arms back over my chest. It takes every ounce of willpower I have but I tuck down my desire for her and say, “Since I can’t kiss you how about we start over?”

      She swallows, licking her lips and smiling with relief as she exhales a silent breath. “Yes. Perfect. Like we actually did just meet tonight. Like that night never happened.”

      We can play it any way we want, but we both know the truth. There is no forgetting that night between us and there is no pretending it never happened. But it’s the best we’ve got.

      “I’m not sure I can do that,” I tell her. “But for the sake of everyone, I’ll fake it.”

      “Now that we cleared that all up, I need to go. It’s late and I have a busy day tomorrow. Have a good rest of your night.”

      With that, she tries to brush past me, and I reach out, grabbing her arm before she can flee. She jerks from my touch, her eyes startled and frightened—similar to how they were when I first spoke to her out here—before they tighten, misreading my intention.

      I throw my hands up, releasing her instantly. Is she afraid of me?

      “I just want to know how you’re getting home. It’s late and I don’t want you taking the T if that’s your plan.” Especially not dressed like sex on legs with fuck-me heels.

      “I live around the corner.” She points down the street, and I turn, facing the same direction she is.

      “Then I’m walking you.”

      “Brecken—”

      “Don’t argue with me. I’d never let any woman walk alone at night let alone my sister’s friend.”

      “Okay,” she relents on a whisper, her eyes casting warily in my direction. She doesn’t trust me, and truth be told, I don’t trust me either. Just being next to her and not touching her or flirting with her is a challenge.

      No matter what I do, I can never catch a break.

      Even my second chance is starting off on the wrong foot.

      “Why did you move back?” she asks as we stroll, the soles of our shoes and the muted sounds of the city our soundtrack. “You’re from around here, right? Did you move to be closer to family?”

      “I grew up about an hour west of here. I had to move to Boston for work, but it’s only meant to be temporary. Just a year assignment. The fact that Aria and Wes and even Josh and Drew are here is a lucky break.”

      “Had to?”

      It’s not something I want to talk about. Especially with someone like her. Someone I don’t want to think less of me. Besides, no one knows the real reason I’m here. Not Aria or Wes. Not my parents. No one.

      “Yeah,” is all I say.

      “And it’s only for a year?”

      I grin at the way she says that. With something similar to disappointment in her voice.

      “A year.” I hope.

      We walk two more blocks and then take a left, heading up the steep rise of the street, deeper into Beacon Hill.

      “This is me.” She points to a large connected three-story brick building that make up the apartments and houses in Beacon Hill. She was right. She does live around the corner and all too soon, our walk is done. “Thank you for walking me home.” She turns to me, her eyes suddenly so very serious as they search my face. “Are we to be friends?”

      No, I instantly think. That sounds like a fate worse than death. And I tell her so. “Absolutely not.”

      She doesn’t laugh. She reads me clearly. “What would you call us then? You know we’ll end up being around each other a lot if your people are my people.” She smirks tauntingly, and my dick pulses in my jeans.

      “Friends don’t have the sort of thoughts I’m having about you.”

      “So, not friends then. Not quite enemies. Casual acquaintances doesn’t fit either.”

      “Do we need a definition?”

      “I think I do, yeah. I feel like I need some way to categorize you.”

      So she can set boundaries and limits. Rules. That never works when you’re used to pushing past limits and breaking rules. But I’m getting the sense she thrives on control, and with this situation, she’s not wrong in what she’s doing.

      Except we can’t be friends because you should never fantasize about your friends, and that’s all I’m going to do with her since I can’t touch. Considering how ruthless and cutthroat I can be with someone I deem an enemy, she’s clearly not that either.

      I lean in and press my lips to her cheek. I linger because she lets me. I take a deep inhale because I’m a masochist. “Let me know when you figure it out.”

      I take a step back and then another, dropping onto the uneven cobblestone street. Climbing the three stone steps, she unlocks her door including the two deadbolts, barely opening it so I can’t so much as see inside and figure out which apartment is hers. But then she reaches in and flips on a switch, the soft light of a chandelier filtering out through the window above her door, and I wonder if she has the entire three-story building.

      “Good night, Brecken.”

      Then she steps inside and shuts the door behind her, locking everything up tight.

      A wry smile hits my lips. “Good night, Angel.”

      Yeah, Boston is suddenly starting to look up. Off-limits or not, this Angel has certainly made my sentence here a hell of a lot more interesting.
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      Sleep came in useless waves of restless bouts of tossing and turning. Between Harrison’s father trying to get in contact with me after six years of radio silence, making sure my entire house was in order, and exactly the way I left it that morning, and Brecken, my head was full. Oddly enough, it was easiest to think about Brecken than anything else.

      Even though he’s the complete and total opposite of easy.

      The man had my pulse racing with his soul-wrecking eyes and panty-dropping smirks. Every dirty thought floating through his head was broadcast across his gorgeous face because he wanted me to know every single one of them.

      They were an invitation I was more than tempted to accept.

      Truth, I was a half beat from grabbing him and mauling him right there on the street. Until he pulled away and called for amnesty.

      But the thought of mind-numbing sex with a man who I already know isn’t a violent threat, who can rock my world with a single swipe of his tongue, flick of his finger, or thrust of his cock, and doesn’t want anything else from me in return? Yeah, that’s about as perfect as it can get for me right now—other than the fact that he’s my best friend’s brother.

      That’s a complication I certainly do not need when my life is already one big complication.

      My phone rings on my nightstand and I roll over, smiling when I find it’s Oliver calling at this early hour. “Hey,” I say after swiping across my screen to answer.

      “Good morning,” he replies, his tone bright but serious.

      “You’re calling me early for a Friday. I thought your shift doesn’t start till ten.”

      My brother Oliver chuckles. “Is it early? I hadn’t noticed.”

      “Oli?”

      “I miss you,” he says, and I fucking love my brothers. “I didn’t get up early enough for a run this morning, but how about tomorrow? Are you working?”

      “I am,” I confirm and since I have to be on the floor at seven a.m., I do not usually work out before my shifts. “Tonight?” I offer, though I’m reluctant to spend time with my brothers after what my parents told me last night about Harrison’s father, I can’t ignore them either. They’d be all over that. Rarely does a day go by that one of them doesn’t call or try to connect. I’ve often teased them that they’re on a schedule of intrusiveness, but I love it and they know it.

      Honestly, after everything that happened to me, we’ve all grown closer. It’s the one good thing to come out of that nightmare. Busy schedules mean nothing to my family when it comes to me, and I’m so lucky for that.

      I’d be a scattered piece of grass in the wind otherwise.

      “Tonight would be perfect actually. Meet at five and then dinner after? But no kickboxing. Just a run.”

      “Aw, come on. We haven’t been to the gym in forever. Why are we paying for a membership if we’re not going to use it?”

      “Because we’ll use it eventually. Just not tonight.”

      “Afraid I’ll whoop your ass again? I think the tally is something like Rina-50, Oliver-0.”

      “Ah, Rina. How cute are you?”

      “Uh-huh. Catch ya tonight, Oli. Bring your A game or I’ll outrun your pathetic old man ass.”

      “Say that shit again and I won’t buy dinner. See you later.”

      I grin, ending the call and crawl out of bed to get myself showered and dressed, wearing ripped jeans, a loose white tee, and my flip-flops. I leave my long hair down, only brushing it out and letting it air dry. My hair is straight, thick, but with no natural volume to it. In the winter, it’s dead on my head, but in the summer the humid Boston air gives it enough life that I don’t have to bother blowing it.

      Running with Oliver is exactly what I need and if he won’t do boxing with me tonight then maybe I’ll go tomorrow after work. Even if the thought of needing that sits heavy in my stomach.

      Leaving my house, I lock everything up, double, triple, and even quadruple checking. Then I pull up the camera app on my phone, ensuring I can see myself standing in front of my door and then I check the garden door feed. Everything is visible and everything looks secure.

      When was the last time I quadruple checked my locks?

      A few months? Longer?

      I puff out a breath and head toward Charles Street where my favorite café is.

      The bell dings overhead as I enter the shop, and like a Pavlovian response, I instantly start salivating over the scent of brewing coffee and freshly baked croissants. My gaze flitters about the shop before landing on the chalkboard over the register, mulling over what exactly I feel like for breakfast when an arm comes out of nowhere, wrapping snuggly around my waist and spinning me in place. My reflexes snap into action and before I even know what I’m doing, my fist whips out, cracking the person in the stomach.

      A loud, “Ow,” cuts out and the arm drops from my waist only to clutch his stomach. “Jesus, Angel. You throw one hell of a sucker punch.”

      “Oh my god. I’m so sorry,” I squawk, grabbing Brecken’s shoulder and checking his face. “Are you okay? Can you breathe?”

      “I’m fine. Thanks,” he grumbles, rubbing his abdomen and throwing me a side-eye. “I think I might throw up but other than that, I’m peachy.”

      Despite feeling just a smidge bad, I’m smiling like crazy. “Wow. I’ve never punched anyone before outside of the gym or sparring with my brothers. Never for real at least. That was oddly satisfying.”

      “Thanks,” he deadpans. “So glad I could make your morning.”

      “Well, don’t sneak up on unsuspecting women and put your arm around them. This is a city after all, Brecken. You have no idea how many creeps like you I’ve come in contact with over the years.”

      “Creeps like me?” he barks out incredulously though he’s unable to fight back the smile that curls up the corner of his lips. “Christ, woman, you’re brutal for my ego. All I was trying to do was say hi.”

      I shake my head. “Hi involves words. You were getting frisky.”

      “Okay,” he concedes. “I might have been putting on a move. But I wasn’t expecting to see you in here this morning, and I was caught off guard by your blinding beauty. Did you know when the light shines in on your hair it glows brighter than the sun?”

      I roll my eyes at his mocking tone as I take him in. He’s wearing jeans and a dark green tee. Casual. Like me. “Don’t you work? It’s Friday.”

      “I start Monday. I have one more weekend of freedom.”

      “You know, I don’t think I know what you do.”

      He grins. “That’s because you never asked. I’m an investment banker.”

      “Huh,” I muse, sizing him up. “One of those guys. And what are you doing here?”

      His grin turns impish as he steps into me, moving me up the line with his hand on my lower back, but keeping me close even after he releases me. “I live four blocks from here.”

      “You do?”

      “Yup. I live in Beacon Hill too, babe. Only a few streets over from you as a matter of fact and before you accuse me of obsessively stalking, I obviously wasn’t aware you lived not only here in this city, but in my hood, when I picked the place out.”

      He has absolutely no idea of the definition behind obsessively stalking. But that’s beside the point. I’m stuck on the fact that he lives a few blocks from me. That’s some seriously bad news that makes my stomach flutter in the most annoying of ways.

      “This is my coffee shop though. You can’t have it.”

      He chuckles, rubbing a hand at the back of his neck which makes his ridiculous biceps bulge. I catch the black ink on the inside of his arm, but he lowers it too quickly for me to make out what it is. An arrow, I think?

      “Lucky for me this is a public establishment, and I don’t have to ask your permission on what I can and cannot have.” He eyes me up and down with that stupid, cocky grin. “Well, I guess there is one thing I have to ask permission for.”

      Ugh. “Does that crap really work for you?”

      “It worked on you not so long ago. Don’t hate the player when you secretly love his game.”

      “Didn’t you just tell me last night that you’re not actually a player?”

      “Glad you were listening.”

      I snicker under my breath, leaving it at that because this man is just maddening. And his lines that should totally make me go ick don’t. Because he says them with a charming smile and dimples pressed into his cheeks and he’s way too hot for anyone’s sanity.

      We step up in line and he motions for me to go first so I order myself a large coffee with two shots of espresso since I slept for shit and a bacon, egg, and cheese because I just counted the number of steps I took to get up to the counter and I haven’t done something like that in well over a year now and in some crazy twist of fate, the arrogant asshole on my left makes me want to throw the rule book out the window every time he drags his blue eyes over me.

      So yeah, bacon and caffeine are in order.

      Brecken proceeds to order before I can even attempt to pay. Once he’s done, he hands her fifty dollars and tells her to keep the change. The barista’s eyes widen in amazement and she drops the change—something close to twenty-five dollars—in the tip jar on the counter.

      “You’re big with the tipping, aren’t you?” I note. He did the same thing last night with the waitress in The Hill.

      “I worked as a bartender in college. Tips are life and I consider it good karma to pay it forward now that I make a decent living.”

      I can’t even argue that because I actually respect it.

      “This is like a date, you know. Like a first date. I just bought you coffee at your favorite coffee shop. Total date material.” His hand hits my lower back again as he leads me to the front of the café to wait for our food and coffee. Away from the curious ears of the barista, who was openly ogling him. Something I’m guessing most ovary-carrying women do on a regular basis.

      “Didn’t we decide last night that this was not only a bad idea but not happening?”

      “We did. But it’s just us here and if I didn’t know you and I walked into this café and saw you, there is no way I wouldn’t have approached you and tried to get you to go out with me.”

      “I thought you told me you don’t approach women. Ever.”

      “And clearly you’re my exception. Still.”

      “Brecken…” I blow out a small breath, out of sorts and already losing my bearings with this man. And that. That right there. That’s not good. Because I might have said yes. Like I did that night in New York.

      Since he wrapped his arm around my waist, he’s monopolized my entire focus. Nothing else has existed but him and our banter and the way he makes me feel. Sexy and desirable. And god, how long has it been since a man has done that for me?

      Feels like forever.

      Or maybe you just need to get laid. With someone other than your friend’s brother. Right. Could be that too. The problem with Brecken is that he’s Brecken. If he weren’t, I might indulge a bit. I never open myself up. I never stay long enough to make a connection. But with him, the connection is already there when it shouldn’t be.

      That alone is reason to stay away.

      “Where were you planning to eat?” he asks after a silent moment.

      I shrug, glancing around because for a Friday, the café is overflowing with people and there are no available places to sit.

      “Will you do me a favor?”

      “What’s that?” I ask, turning back to him.

      “Will you come to my place to eat your breakfast? I mean, that is, if you don’t have any other plans this morning. Then after that, would you mind showing me around the neighborhood a bit? I don’t really know the area all that well anymore.”

      “Surely Aria or Wes would be a better choice.”

      “My sister is making art and is not to be disturbed unless there is a zombie apocalypse and Wes is working. Come on. It’s just breakfast and a tour.”

      “I’m not having sex with you again, Brecken.”

      “I’m not asking you to, Rina.”

      I shouldn’t do it. I mean, he may be saying this isn’t about sex, but we have that thing. That inexplicable chemistry. A pulsing tension. He also looks at me like he wants to fuck my brains out again. So there’s that. Plus, didn’t he mention this as a date not even two minutes ago?

      I should say no instead of what I’m doing right now, contemplating.

      Contemplating anything with him is a mistake.

      But the truth is, I don’t have much planned today. Laundry and cleaning and cooking meals for the week but I can do some of that later before I meet up with Oliver. I couldn’t even stand being in my apartment because I felt like I was crawling out of my skin. I’m paranoid again and I don’t like it. So maybe a distraction isn’t the worst thing for me today?

      Even if it is with him.

      “I have to leave by three.”

      He grins just as they call his name. “That’s perfect. I get you to myself for a whole day. I wonder all that we can do during that time.”

      Yeah. Definitely a mistake.
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      “This is the place,” I tell her, stepping back and letting her walk into my apartment first, my heart already pounding in my chest at her being here. With me.

      She glances around, taking it all in, and then she pivots back to me. “It’s beautiful. The light is stunning.”

      For some reason, I was expecting something sharper to slice from her tongue. Something cutting because that seems to be how we’ve interacted up until this point. Even that first night in the bar in New York.

      Her reaction takes me by surprise, and I chuckle, rubbing a hand at my mouth in an attempt to stop it.

      She smirks, reading me fully before turning back around, heading for the sliding doors that partly make up the back wall of glass, leading to a private terrace. The outdoor space is actually why I rented this place. There is only one other condo in this building, and they have a patio beneath me, but I have two balconies, this one and one right off my bedroom upstairs. They face into a private courtyard only shared by the residents below who are an older couple.

      She stops on the edge of the kitchen in what I guess is a breakfast area, her hand on the marble slab of the counter. “But you do know you have no furniture, right?”

      “Really? I hadn’t noticed.”

      She laughs, spinning around in a circle, her head falling back, hands in the air. “More room to dance and twirl, I guess.” Skipping back over to me, she snatches the bag with our food from my hand and plops down onto the floor, right in the middle of the large, open space. “Usually when someone invites you over to eat at their place, there is at least somewhere to sit.”

      “You’re sitting. I fail to see the issue here.”

      She rolls her pretty emerald eyes at me. “You didn’t move anything with you?”

      “Nope. Just the boxes you see. I left most everything in my apartment in New York.”

      “Seriously?” Her eyebrows hit her hairline. “I thought i-bankers were all about the flash and dazzle. Like the plastic and ortho surgeons. Always needing to prove their dick is the biggest.”

      “My dick is the biggest. That’s an easy one because everyone knows it, so I never had to show it off. Besides, all that flash and dazzle isn’t really my style.”

      She stares curiously up at me. “We could have eaten at my place.”

      “Noooo. Your place has furniture. A bed. Mine does not.”

      “If you don’t have a bed then where did you sleep last night?”

      “Wanting to see my bedroom already,” I quip, joining her on the floor and taking my sandwich from her outstretched hand. She cocks an unamused eyebrow, unwrapping her own sandwich and taking a bite, though her eyes are still on me. Evidently, she’s waiting for a real answer. “I slept in a sleeping bag.” I laugh, and she does too. “All my furniture is coming tomorrow. My mom and Aria had a really good time telling me what I needed to get and will likely decorate the place for me knowing them. Aria already said she has the perfect color for my walls that will look amazing with my sectional.”

      “Do you own it? I thought you said you’re only here for a year.”

      I frown at the reminder of why I’m sitting here with her in the first place.

      “The furniture is rental as is the apartment, but they said I could paint as long as it’s a neutral color.”

      We fall silent, introspective, digging into our food and I watch her—something I can’t seem to stop—as she looks around, staring at each corner of my apartment.

      I like Rina.

      She’s different.

      She has a mouth on her that I find challenging and amusing. She’s got a face and body that makes me want to thank a god I never quite believed in before.

      But there’s more to her than that.

      Something I can’t quite put my finger on. There was something that drew me to her instantly that night. Something that got under my skin.

      Maybe it’s that she’s a walking contradiction. Easygoing yet rigid. Confident yet afraid. Sassy yet sweet. It’s as if she seen and experienced things in a way others haven’t. Despite her defiance, there is a vulnerability she works to hide. And that strength above whatever she perceives as a weakness might be what turns me on most about her.

      She finishes up her sandwich, crumbling the paper into a ball and stuffing it back inside the bag. She jumps back up to her feet, grabbing something I can’t see from her purse before skipping over to the wall by the back door. “When do you paint?”

      “Um. Next weekend, I think. What are you doing?”

      “Writing you a message,” she tells me, scribbling something on my wall. “You can’t read it until after I’m gone though.” She cocks her head in my direction, her eyebrow raised in warning as she makes sure I haven’t moved. “Did you know that Beacon Hill got its name because at one point a beacon sat on top of the hill to warn people about foreign invasion?”

      “I do now. What else do you know, trivia queen?”

      She smirks, returning to whatever she’s writing on the wall and I can’t tear my eyes away from her.

      Have you ever heard the expression playing with fire because you love the burn? Yeah, that’s me about now. Or maybe the better saying is, I simply can’t help myself. Rina drives me up a fucking wall. Strangely enough, I dig that about her.

      I suppose you’d call her a perfect storm. A converging of multiple cells that leave nothing but chaos and destruction in their wake. But damn, all I want to do is have her storm plow through me so I can say I lived through it.

      “What exactly are you wanting me to show you?” she asks, coming back to sit in front of me on the floor now that she’s done graffitiing my wall.

      “I don’t know. Things like good restaurants, grocery and liquor stores. Useful shit.”

      “You know,” she says, leaning back on her hands and stretching her legs out in front of her. The motion makes her tits stick out like a delicious invitation, and it takes everything in me not to stare. “There is this invention called Google. It’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

      “Oh yeah? Never heard of it.”

      “Crazy, since it’s been around since 1998. Here. I can help with that. Give me your phone.”

      “I prefer the personal touch.”

      “Oh, I just bet you do.” She laughs, but I continue to plaster her with my charming smile, waiting patiently until finally she concedes with a growl. “Fine. Let’s go.”

      Before she can get up, I climb up on all fours, prowling over to her, my knees and hands on either side of her legs and hips. A startled gasp escapes her throat as I crawl over her, bracketing her in and dropping down, only stopping when we’re inches away.

      “W-what are you doing?” she stutters as she gulps in air only to quickly get herself under control. Her eyes turn angry, fierce. So fucking hot my dick thickens, growing uncomfortably tight against the constraint of my jeans.

      “Getting a closer look at you in the daylight.”

      “Why?”

      Good fucking question. I have no clue what I’m doing right now other than enjoying the way she reacts to me. “Because you’re pretty.” Understatement but not a lie.

      Defiant green eyes refuse to back down as I come in closer, so close our noses are practically touching, our lips an inch apart. I take a deep inhale of her sweet fragrance, angling my head to the side as if I’m about to kiss her. Her breath hitches and I marvel at how her darkened eyes meet my lips.

      She’s thinking about it too. But more than that, she wants it.

      “I thought you were forcing me to show you the neighborhood.”

      “For someone who pretends they don’t want to help me, you agreed to come with very little resistance.”

      She grits her teeth. “That’s because I feel bad for you.”

      I can’t help but laugh at that. She likes this as much as I do. “Whatever you say, Angel.”

      “Are you going to get off of me?”

      “There is only one place I’d rather be than on you.” And that’s in you. “But I guess this is stretching the reach of the favor I asked of you and the promise I made to you.”

      Her jaw sets. “Just a bit.”

      I dip in closer, making my blood heat. “Pity.” Standing up, I extend my hand to help her do the same. “Okay. Let’s go exploring.”

      She takes my hand but releases it the second she’s upright, putting distance between us. “God, this was such a mistake. This is not the fresh start I had envisioned when you offered it.”

      “Probably not.” That’s my fault. I need to back off and get myself under a control I seem to lack.

      We hit the sidewalk, the steamy Boston air already clinging to my skin, and it’s not even ten in the morning. I twist around, walking backward for a few paces so I can see her face. She looks like she wants to murder me in the street.

      I give her a sly grin.

      “You’re cute when you’re angry.”

      She rolls her eyes, her posture tense, her movements agitated, which I think only proves my point further.

      “Alright. Best behavior from now on. Promise. Where to first?”

      She clears her throat as I fall in line with her, and we start to walk back up the hill toward her street. Her pace is quick, her motions precise. Something has shifted in her. She’s no longer the carefree girl who wrote on my wall and lounged on the floor eating her food. I hear her mumbling something under her breath that I can’t quite make out, but it almost sounds like she’s counting.

      “Well, you’ve already been to the best coffee shop. You drank in the best bar last night. There is a liquor store across the street from the coffee shop. The closest grocery store is Whole Foods and it’s on Cambridge Street down in Charles River Plaza at the bottom of Suffolk University. Did I cover your list?”

      “Best restaurant.”

      “I think it depends on the type of food you like. There are a bunch of restaurants on Charles Street where we were this morning. There are also more on Cambridge Street where we drank last night. Those are probably your best places to venture if you’re wanting to stay in The Hill for food.”

      “But that’s not where we’re headed now.”

      “Nope. Change of plans, Brecken Davenport, since I know for a fact that you don’t actually need me to show you around. I’m headed home. I have things I need to get done.”

      “But you said yes,” I challenge. “Come on. Spend the day with me. You said I had until three.”

      She waves her hand over her head as she picks up speed, trying to create distance between us as she blows me off.

      “Rina. Are you kidding me? It’s a Friday morning and we have hours to ourselves with the whole of the city working when we’re not. Let’s go on an adventure. Do something fun and unexpected.”

      “Nope. Sorry.”

      “How about I buy you an ice cream?”

      “We just ate.”

      “A walk in the park then? A duck boat ride? Stop. Come on, Rina. Don’t run off like this. I’m sorry if I offended you. I mean it, I’ll keep my hands and comments to myself.”

      “It’s fine. I’m not offended, but I really should go. We shouldn’t be together like this.”

      I’m chasing after her and she’s walking faster, and I have no idea what I’m doing right now. Why am I chasing after the last woman I should be chasing after? I should let her go because she’s right. We shouldn’t be together like this because there is nothing friendly or innocent about us. I’m tempting fate. My relationship and her relationship with my sister.

      We’re playing with that fire again and I won’t be the only one who gets burned.

      This thing with her, it’s stupid, stupid, fucking stupid.

      But still, I follow after her. Why am I following after her?

      I don’t do relationships. I hardly date a woman longer than a few months. It’s not because I’m opposed to it, it’s more because with the wrong person relationships make me feel claustrophobic and all the women I’ve been with have been wrong.

      She’s supposed to be wrong for me too.

      Only I’ve been with a lot of women, before and since her, and I haven’t enjoyed any of them half as much. Also, when you’ve only had wrong, it’s easy to spot right.

      But the line between us is not to be breached.

      Frustration slams into me as I slow my pace, watching her flee. Rina Fritz is off-limits. I shouldn’t be chasing her. But I am. Physically and metaphorically and it needs to stop now. Goddammit! I run my hands across my jaw, contemplating my next move. I don’t want her to go like this. I don’t want her to go at all.

      “So, I’ll just see you around some time then?”

      “Sure. Yeah. Have a good day.”

      “Coward,” I call out, cupping my hands around my mouth.

      She stops dead in her tracks and spins around. Green eyes flare into mine, only I can’t tell what she’s thinking because the rest of her is as smooth and cold as ice.

      “I’m just trying to save us from making another mistake we’ll regret.”

      Wow. Shit, that stings. I take a step back then another. Mistake. Regret. That’s been the story of my life for the last month. And I’m so done with it. So done with all of it I can hardly stand here looking at her. Heat licks at my skin as my jaw clenches.

      “You go on and tell yourself that. But for the record, you weren’t a mistake to me, and I regret nothing about that night.”

      “Brecken—”

      I shake my head, my fists balling so tight my fingers tingle. “It’s fine. You’re probably right. We said it last night. We’re not friends and we’re not lovers, we’re not enemies and we’re not casual either. We’re nothing.” I storm off, leaving her there, her wide-eyed, lost, tough-girl expression burning holes in me. “Only nothing is the last thing I want to be to you,” I mutter when I’m positive she can’t hear me.
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      The oppressive early evening heat bears down on me, blinding me as we run west down Commonwealth. We ran down past the esplanade on Storrow and being near the river with its whipping breeze was far easier than this.

      “What’s up with you tonight?” Oliver asks, running into my side and practically shooting me across the lane and into another runner. I throw him a death glare to which he just grins playfully.

      “What do you mean?” I already know what he’s going to say, but stalling for time is what I do best.

      “Other than the fact that you’re running like your ass is on fire in this fucking heat and humidity, you’re quiet.”

      “I’m always quiet.”

      “Not this quiet,” he challenges, moving closer in my direction as we weave around a man walking a dog. “Rina,” Oliver grouses for about the tenth time in the last ten minutes. “Slow the fuck down.”

      I shake my head, not answering him because I’m nearly at a sprint and if I just keep pushing myself a little harder…

      “It’s ninety degrees. I’m dying.”

      “We’re almost done.”

      But it’s too late. He broke through my barrier. All day after my morning with Brecken, I tried to push it away. I cooked meals for this week that I can bring into work. I did laundry. I cleaned every goddamn nook and cranny of my house. I checked my drawers, and everything was perfect. Nothing was out of order.

      I focused on the things I had to do, and I did not think about Brecken. About the hurt expression on his face when I called him a mistake I regret. I lied and I feel bad, but he was getting too close. Too familiar. And I was too tempted.

      Then right before I walked out the door to meet Oliver, my parents called. Mister Bishop, it seems, made another call. This one indicating that his lawyer was going to be in touch. Why? Just fucking why? He wouldn’t tell my parents anything. Said I’m the one he has to speak with about this.

      Doesn’t he have any clue what he’s doing to me or is that part of his game?

      I was fine. I was fucking great. I was moving on and past it and my life was motherfucking together. And now that feels like it’s all falling apart and I’m a million miles from where I was just days ago. I have no idea how to stop it because suddenly I’ve become a house of cards. One card was pulled, and I toppled down.

      Now I’m starting from scratch.

      “There are two hundred and six bones in the human body. Over six hundred and fifty named skeletal muscles with six major types. One hundred and eighteen elements—no, forget that one.” That makes me think of trivia night with Brecken.

      “Are you studying for the NCLEX again?” Oliver jests.

      I didn’t realize I was speaking aloud.

      No matter. I pick up the pace, needing the exertion to exhaust me and shut my mind down.

      “Boston was founded in 1630,” I continue, ignoring my brother, and switching up the topic from science to history. “Four presidents have come from Massachusetts.”

      “Rina, what the hell are you doing?”

      “Concentrating. Now shut up.”

      “No,” he rasps, winded. Reaching out, he snags my arm to slow me and eventually stop me. He spins me to face him and then his hands hit his knees, his dark head hanging toward the ground, sweat dripping onto the asphalt as he tries to catch his breath.

      “Why’d you stop? I wanted to do another lap.”

      Oliver’s eyebrows hit his hairline, using the hem of his exercise shirt to wipe at the sweat pouring off his forehead and face. “Rina, we’ve been running for over an hour. I’m covered in sweat and about to pass out in this heat. We’re done.”

      I growl under my breath, moving to the middle of the green that runs along the center of Commonwealth.

      “Wimp.”

      “Stop deflecting. You’re counting,” he pants. “I know you enough to know you’re disguising numbers with facts.”

      I frown, tossing my arms up and around my head, clasping my hands behind my head. “I just hate running without music. I needed something else to fill my head.”

      “Bullshit.” He points at me, cocking his head up to meet my eyes through his lashes. “You’re more tense than usual too. Talk to me.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it, okay? That’s why I wanted to run.”

      “Is it a guy?”

      I laugh. “You want to talk boys with me, Oliver?”

      “No. But I’d still like there to be one to talk about.”

      “Oh, are we going there?”

      It’s a low blow. I seem to be all about them today. Oliver was in love with his high school sweetheart. So in love they stayed together through college and on the day he was accepted to medical school, he was going to propose. Only she ended it before he got the chance because she was cheating on him.

      “Fuck you.”

      Yeah. I deserve that.

      “I’m sorry. That was shitty.”

      “Talk to me, Rina. I mean it.”

      I roll my eyes at him, watching as my brother frowns, struggling with whatever is heavy on his mind.

      “It’s not a guy.” Though the image of Brecken on all fours, hovering an inch away hits me square in the butterflies. Just the way it did this morning. Bastard.

      He ignores me completely. “If you ever did need to talk about one, I’d, you know, listen. Help if I could.”

      Reaching out, I squeeze his arm. “I’m fine. Stop worrying so much.”

      Brecken isn’t what has me so out of sorts, though he’s certainly not helping. Even if Aria weren’t a factor, which she is, I don’t open myself up and have no desire to. Brecken is sinfully attractive, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t intrigued. But what happened this morning won’t happen again. I know it won’t. I wounded his pride and bruised his ego. Guys like Brecken don’t suffer that sort of assault and come back for more.

      I’m counting on that actually.

      “That’ll never happen. For any of us. Hasn’t the last six years taught you that much?”

      I can only shake my head at him, stumbling back a step and spinning around, staring out into the street of rush hour traffic. My mind runs, tripping and stumbling over visions and memories as I choke down a sob. Fuck. Something else to add to my overly brimming emotional plate.

      “His birthday is next week.”

      “Is that what this is?”

      I continue shaking my head, walking a few paces before turning back and repeating the motion. I didn’t want to tell Oliver, but I should have known I wouldn’t be able to hide it from him either. When I woke up in the hospital in New York, Oliver and the twins, Landon and Luca, were there. My parents were in Australia, my eldest brother Kaplan was in England for his fellowship, and Carter was on his way from Virginia Beach.

      But it was Oliver who was there with me after. He was in medical school at Columbia, and I was determined not to leave New York. It was just us and for the first six months after, I lived with him until I felt safe enough to move back out. He saw me. Learned the quirks I picked up.

      Plus, he’s a doctor, so there’s that.

      “You know Mom and Dad are leaving the country, right?”

      “Yeah,” he hedges, righting himself and watching as I pace. “Well, they wanted me to go with them. It’s going to be the anniversary of that night while they’re gone, but it’s more than that.”

      “Go on,” he pushes when I fall silent.

      I stop my pacing and twist to face him, my hands on my hips, my elbows butterflied out. “Mister Bishop, Harrison’s father has been calling Mom and Dad looking for me. As you know, my phone, as well as my house are listed under my middle name, so it’s hard to find me. I also don’t think he knows I’m a nurse because I didn’t switch to nursing until after that night.”

      “Okay.” He takes a cautious step in my direction, concern etched across his face. “Why is he calling to find you?”

      I throw my hands up in the air before returning them to my hips. Sweat glides down my neck and back and all I want right now is a shower and to forget this entire conversation.

      “Well, did you call him back?”

      I shift my stance. “Not yet. Mom and Dad don’t think I should. They want our attorney to handle it. But I think I need to be the one.”

      “I don’t know. You need to find out what he wants with you, yes. But that’s why we have lawyers. It’s been six years, Rina. Harrison is dead. He cannot hurt you from beyond the grave. But you’re letting his father calling Mom and Dad act like he can.”

      “Exactly. It’s why I have to do it.”

      He curses. “Then let’s call the man. Find out what he wants. And put it all to rest once and for all.”

      I bob my head up and down, staring at the ground. “I know. That’s kinda my plan. I just have to build myself up to it first. I only found out about this last night. But as much as I know I need to be the one to do it, I also don’t want to talk to him. He was a fucking monster after it happened.”

      Oliver’s hand meets my shoulder, his eyes boring into mine. “I know. I remember. But we can do it together if you want. In fact, I think I insist on that. I’d also like to have the family lawyer present.”

      I shrug him off and continue my pacing, doing my best not to count my steps but tracking them anyway. “I plan on recording it just in case. I’d rather not make this a bigger thing than it already seems to be. Mom and Dad are freaking out about it. Hell, I’m freaking out about it. I don’t want the other boys to know.”

      He gives me a look that says that might not be a promise he can keep, and I won’t push it. It’s not fair to put him in that position when we’re all so close. We don’t keep secrets. We don’t lie, and we don’t hide. Not anymore.

      I meet his worried gaze. “I wouldn’t mind you being there when I do it.”

      “Then I’m there.”

      “Okay. Maybe after London and Savannah leave. They’re coming for an overnight next week.”

      “That works for me. But why does it look like there’s more you’re not saying?”

      I whine, flipping him off. “Come on, Oliver.”

      He chuckles, finally giving up the fight with his shirt and removing it altogether so he can wipe down his face and neck. We’re both drenched. “Fine. you’ll tell me eventually anyway. Did Jonah mention I’m cutting back on some of my hours at the clinic?”

      “What? No. Why?”

      “I was offered a part-time position in family medicine at your hospital. My attending at Hughes Healthcare asked me to pick up some of my residency shifts there. I accepted it because I’m just that kind of masochist. Looks like I’ll be working with you and Carter a couple days a week.”

      “Damn. That really sucks. I’ll never be able to get away with anything now. You’re also working with Grace.”

      He nods and then shrugs, a small quirk of his lips tilting up. “Yeah. That was part of the incentive. We haven’t worked in the same place since med school.” Grace is Oliver’s best friend. They’ve been besties since they were babies, and frankly, I have no idea how she puts up with his manwhoring ways. Especially since she’s awesome. An OB-GYN and a no-bullshit sort of woman.

      “Ugh, does this mean you’re going to try to fuck my friends?” Oliver has a thing for nurses. A big thing.

      He laughs, reaching out to swipe at me, but I jump back out of his reach. He crouches down like a lion getting ready to spring and I match his stance as we start to circle. People passing us must think we’re nuts, but the smiles on our faces is enough to let anyone know we’re being playful.

      “Are you talking about just in the ICU or the whole hospital?” he taunts.

      I narrow my eyes, jutting my fist out and missing as he dips and weaves. “Oliver,” I chide, but the mischief in his eyes tells me he’s not done playing.

      “Where did you learn how to punch like that? I’d say you fight like a girl, but Grace swings a million times better than that. Even if she can’t hit me either.”

      “You’re such a bastard.” I kick out, nailing him in the thigh, but he’s quick and grabs my foot, holding it there and jerking it up, throwing me off balance. I crash onto the grass with a heavy thump, my butt making first contact. “Ouch.” I lie in the grass, staring up at the trees that are already showing signs of changing color and groan.

      Oliver isn’t put off by my smarting ass, he nudges his foot into my side the way brothers do. Or at least the way my brothers do.

      “We gotta work on that. It was pathetic. Usually you can kick my ass ten ways to Sunday. You’re off your game.”

      “Dick,” I grumble.

      He chuckles, bending down and reaching out a hand to help me up. “Come on. Let’s go have dinner. But I’m thinking it’s going to have to be takeout. I’m too nasty to go into a restaurant.”

      “I agree. No worthy establishment in their right mind would let you in.”

      Turning back around, we head up Commonwealth, taking a right onto Arlington, continuing in the direction of his condo at The Ritz. A guy runs past us who I swear is Brecken. And just as I have that thought, his head whips over to mine, holding my eyes as I follow him with mine. My heart jolts to life, bouncing up and down and waving all around in my chest as if it’s trying to get his attention.

      Brecken glances over at Oliver walking beside me, not wearing a shirt, and then back to me in my sports bra and tiny shorts. He frowns and immediately looks away, returning to his run without even breaking stride.

      Regret lines my stomach.

      “Do you remember that guy I met on New Year’s right before I moved back?”

      He thinks on this for a moment and then nods. “You and Savannah called him Mister Charming?”

      “Mr. Sexy Voice, but yeah. Him. Well, his name is Brecken Davenport.”

      Oliver’s eyebrows pinch in. “I thought you never got his… wait, did you say Davenport?”

      “I did.”

      “As in Aria Davenport.”

      I shoot him with my finger. “One and the same. He’s her older brother. I met him last night when we went out for drinks. He’s in town for a year for work.”

      Oliver starts laughing. Hard. To the point where people walking on the sidewalk are giving him strange looks.

      I smack his shoulder. “It’s not funny.”

      “You’re right. It’s fucking hysterical.” He’s still cackling, wheezing and all. “Does Aria know?”

      I shake my head, gnawing on my bottom lip. “No. And both he and I agreed not to tell her.”

      “Yikes.” He rubs his hand at his mouth, trying to cover his residual smile and failing miserably. “What if she finds out?”

      I shake my head adamantly. “She won’t because if she did, it wouldn’t go over so well. She told us about how he messed up a few of her friendships in high school by getting involved with her friends.”

      “And you like him, so that’s obviously going to be a problem.”

      I balk at that. Kinda hard. “What do you mean I like him? I don’t even know him.”

      “Except you look guilty and if you didn’t like him, you wouldn’t look like that.”

      I narrow my gaze. “Did you miss the part where I said he’s Aria’s brother?”

      “No. I caught that. But that was before you knew her and if you weren’t still attracted to him, you’d laugh it off, call it a crazy coincidence and move on. But you look like you did after you broke Luca’s brand-new train set on Christmas morning. Guilty as fuck. Which means you like him.”

      “Shut it, Dr. Phil. You know nothing.”

      “That’s Dr. Oliver to you. And I know everything. Obviously.” A shit-eating grin spreads his face so wide I can see all of his teeth. “Could it be Rina Fritz finally has a crush? Ironic after all this time of dodging feelings like the plague that you just so happen to catch them for the one man in this city you can’t have.”
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      I can safely say I’ve been dreading this moment for the last month. A dread that has only grown in the days leading up to it. I slept like shit, again, last night. If it hasn’t been Rina on my mind like a goddamn song you can’t get out of your head, it’s been this.

      Rina. I intentionally walked past her place yesterday morning on my stroll down to meet Wes at the hospital. I also went back to the coffee shop this morning before trekking down here.

      What am I doing, you ask?

      No fucking clue.

      I’m pissed at her and I want her. I’m frustrated and jealous. To the point where I’m tempted to bang on her door, scream in her face, and then kiss the hell out of her for making me dream about her all weekend.

      And man, my dreams were filthy. I woke up hard and no matter how many times I jerked off to her, my appetite wasn’t sated, it was egged on.

      Me pinning her down, taking her over and over while she stares up into my eyes. Me fucking her against the wall, her legs around my waist, her hands above her head. Me tying her wrists and eating her out until she’s coming so hard she begs me to stop because it feels so good it’s like a punishment.

      My thoughts were savage. My hunger a rampage fueled by a fit of senseless anger.

      I can’t like her. I can’t fuck her. And I can’t date her.

      No. I am not allowed anything where Rina Fritz is concerned and yet—motherfucking yet—she is everywhere.

      I didn’t get a good look at the guy’s face she was with the other day when I saw her wearing practically nothing after what I assume to be a workout. She looked sexy as all sin, red cheeks, sweat-dampened forehead, blonde hair pulled back off her face, and I’m not even going to get into the outfit. Our eyes met and the force of it knocked the wind from me. I jogged for another ten feet until I had to stop and make sure she wasn’t looking while I caught my breath.

      Something like that has never happened to me before and I can’t do anything about it because she called me a mistake she regrets—though I’m about ninety-seven percent sure she lied about that—and she’s Aria’s best friend.

      “You must be Brecken Davenport.” The average height man with a dad body and a slightly receding hairline, wearing a five-thousand-dollar suit and an overly white smile, has to be my boss. I recognize his voice but it’s more his gold Rolex, diamond pinky ring appearance that matches the arrogant asshole I spoke with on the phone.

      “That’s me. You must be Richard.”

      He shakes my hand, his grip hard as a rock, like he’s trying to overcompensate for the half foot height difference we have.

      “Rich. Call me Rich.” He releases my hand and slaps my back like we’re buddies and I think it’s safe to say that I already hate him. “Welcome to Boston.”

      “Thank you. I’m excited to be here.”

      He chuckles, throwing me a look that says he knows otherwise. “Don’t lie on my account. I heard some of what went down with the IPO through the grapevine. Must be tough to be sent up here when things were going so well for you in New York. Alexander informs me you’re his ace protégé, which is why he’s giving you another shot here.”

      Yup. Definitely hate.

      I don’t so much as attempt to return his grin.

      His dark eyes dance about my face, scrutinizing me, but his smile doesn’t so much as slip an inch. “In any event, we’re happy to have you. I’m sure some of the younger guys can learn a lot from you. Alexander seems to agree. He believes you’ll recharge our dwindling batteries.”

      My eyebrows pinch in at his tone, but before I can ask what he means by that, I get another slap on the back of the shoulder and then he turns, expecting me to follow.

      And while I do, I survey the large open floor. It’s all pretty standard. Rows of men and women in front of computer screens and on their phones. A large wall at the front of the room with several different large flat screens set to various business and finance news shows as well as a live ticker of global markets and stock prices.

      I trail behind him, taking it in and meeting the eyes of the few random people who look up with a smile only to be rewarded with assessing stares and a few frowns.

      “Alexander was tight-lipped,” Rich continues, throwing me a glance over his shoulder. “All he said was that you got snaked out by a rival firm. Care to explain?”

      Not on your life, Dick. “Alexander has asked me to keep the specific details between us.”

      The guy scowls but quickly gets it under control. “Well, here we’re all team players. We help each other out. If one of us is successful, we’re all successful. So we really can’t have you showboating around, snagging clients you haven’t earned if you know what I’m saying.”

      I practically roll my eyes at his patronizing tone. “I have no intention of doing anything of the sort. As I mentioned, I’m very excited about the challenges this office presents. Alexander told me this is one of his top crews.”

      He didn’t actually, so maybe that’s where the dwindling batteries comment comes into play. All he said was that he was sending me here for a reason. A reason he wouldn’t explain beyond slapping my wrist and punishing me for being careless and costing us millions of dollars.

      But he did say to keep my eyes open.

      If my trust factor wasn’t already null after what landed me here, it’s infinitely worse now.

      I think it’s safe to say I’ve officially learned my lesson. Trust no one.

      “This is you,” Rich announces, opening an office door and stepping back so I can enter. It’s nice. Not big, but nice. It has two large windows that face out into the financial district, a good size desk, two monitors and a small round table with four tucked-in chairs.

      “This is great. Thank you.”

      “My office is next to yours, and my door is always open. Feel free to come talk to me about anything.” I turn back to Rich with a nod and a tight grin. “We have a staff meeting in an hour, so you’ll get to meet the rest of the crew then and your assistant should be along shortly to help you get the lay of the land.”

      And with that, he steps back and leaves, presumably to go to his office, though I can’t see much with the way the office door is positioned.

      Releasing a silent breath, I give the room another once-over. My office in New York had a view of the river. Sun shining in, reflecting off the Hudson and the neighboring skyscrapers cast a permanent warmth and glow. The buzz and chatter floating through the airwaves from the floor were my happy soundtrack.

      This place is quiet. Too quiet. Like a funeral home. Mournful and lacking life.

      There is no excitement in the air. When I first started interning for Alexander when I was still in college, that’s what I fed off of. The energy. The thrill. The vibe. It’s what keeps investment bankers going when our jobs are stressful and volatile as hell.

      This place has none of that.

      It’s more than a slap on the wrist. It’s a death sentence.

      “Knock, knock.” My gaze lands on a woman, tall and curvy with endless brown hair, bright blue eyes, and fuck me red lips. She’s smiling as she saunters into my office, her hand outstretched to shake mine. “I’m Luccia,” she introduces, with a hint of an Italian accent. “Welcome.”

      “Brecken. Thanks.” I shake her hand and her smile grows, revealing a set of perfect white teeth.

      “Ah yes, you are exactly as Anna described you.”

      My eyebrows hit my hairline before I quickly recover.

      “Don’t look so surprised. Anna is my cousin and the person who got me this job. She speaks very highly of you.”

      Anna is Alexander’s personal assistant. “She never mentioned she had a cousin here before I left.”

      Her blue eyes sparkle as she takes me in, something extra hidden in her features that I can’t quite figure out. “No. I imagine not.” My eyebrows furrow at that, but she presses on. “I am to be your assistant. There are five of us on the floor and we each run two of the directors. I have you and Rich.”

      “Oh, fantastic. I wasn’t sure if I was going to have someone helping me out or not until Rich mentioned it.”

      She steps in closer to me, her hips hitting the front of my desk and she leans over, giving me a glimpse of her cleavage in the process. I keep my eyes right on hers, but something about that move feels like a test. Especially as she studies me for a moment and then rights herself.

      “Anna told me that you’re a good man who trusted the wrong friend.”

      I blink, taken aback, the hairs on the back of my neck standing at attention. It’s like I’ve entered the corporate version of The Twilight Zone. Sleazebag bosses and too-pretty assistants who almost appear to be baiting me into sexually harassing them. Underhanded threats and zombie employees.

      “Yes.” I assume she heard about my blunder from Anna who heard about it from Alexander, though I know he did not communicate the particulars of what happened to any of my other peers. I know because they’ve asked me about a million times and the only message that was sent out company-wide was that I’ve accepted a temporary position in Boston as a means to aid the growth of this particular office.

      So how does she know about what Dean did to me?

      She watches me a little longer and then nods as if she’s satisfied with something. “I’ll bring you coffee,” she tells me as she turns to walk out of my office. “You should get yourself settled in before the morning meeting. Check your email and calendar. I believe everything is set up for you. Welcome to Boston.”

      “Yeah. Thanks.” Or not.
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      “Holy crap, you’re pregnant.” Those are the first words out of my mouth when my friend and sorority big sister, London steps over the threshold of my house. “You total skag. You didn’t tell me!” I scream, jumping up and down before throwing my arms around her, mindful of her slightly swollen belly.

      London laughs, squeezing me back with equal ardor. “I wanted it to be a surprise. Besides, Miles is superstitious as hell and wanted to wait until we had the twenty-week fetal survey to tell people.”

      “Don’t start with that again,” Miles laments from behind her, amusement in his voice.

      “Whatever. I do blame you. It’s my right as your wife and future mother of your children. But yes. It’s a boy. We’re excited. Miles is a wreck and already constructing him a glass orb mobile thing that he swears isn’t for the baby, but we all know is. I’ll send you pictures. It’s gorgeous.” She shrugs with the happiest of happy smiles. “All is right in the world.”

      Miles makes incredible pieces of glass. I actually own a few I couldn’t resist purchasing when I went to visit them in Vermont last Christmas—their anniversary, since that’s when she crashed her car and he rescued her—where their house and his gallery are located.

      “Why do you keep talking about me like I’m not here?” he asks, kissing the crook of her neck, his arm wrapping around her belly like he can’t stand the idea of not touching her for even a second. He probably can’t.

      “It’s just easier that way. Girl talk is what it is. You already know that Sav, Rina, and I will be up into the wee hours chatting all things we don’t tell you or Royce. Too bad it won’t be like last Christmas when we shared that bottle of champagne.”

      “Well, I’m not pregnant and my parents are watching Xavier, so I fully plan on drinking enough wine for London and myself,” Savannah chirps, giving me a big hug. “Two days of no work. Hell yeah!”

      “We’re going to my friend Aria’s tonight for a dinner party. She’s the one I met shortly after I moved here through the ED doctor I used to work with. They were a thing then, but now she’s with a trauma surgeon I also work with. It’s a bit confusing. But trust me, she’s an artist, there will be plenty of wine.”

      “What are you saying about us artists?” Miles quips, and I throw him a cheeky grin, nudging him in the side.

      “Where’s Betsy? She still only listening to Taylor Swift?”

      Betsy is Miles’s rescue dog and when he got her, that was all she would listen to. It calmed her down or something. I don’t know. But it’s still fun to tease him about.

      “She’s also with London’s parents. And yes, she’s still a diehard Swiftie.”

      “Aria? That’s the one who is with Wes?” Royce asks, adjusting the overnight bag in his hand. “We met her last year when we came up from New York for a visit, right?”

      “Yep,” I confirm. “It’s going to be a crew of doctors, nurses, lawyers, artists, and who knows whoever else. Aria likes to throw her dinner parties right.”

      I’m assuming Brecken will be there though I haven’t asked, and Aria didn’t say. She mentioned our usual group, but she didn’t say him. I’m hoping he won’t be there. I still feel bad about how I left things with him, even if it was a necessary evil. It was the right thing to do. Spending time alone with him is dangerous for my body and my heart.

      “As long as you guys don’t do your medical talk at the table that you all think is perfectly acceptable dinner conversation but makes the rest of the world physically ill.”

      I laugh at Miles’s pained expression. “Don’t worry. We’ve gotten very good at curbing the disgusting medical talk. Aria can’t tolerate it either.”

      “Fantastic,” Royce drawls. “Which rooms are ours? God, I forgot how fucking huge your place is.”

      I roll my eyes at him, though my house is huge—especially for one person. I point to the stairs. “I made up two of the guest rooms on the second floor. Just don’t use the purple bedroom with all the posters on the walls. That one belongs to my niece, Stella.”

      “Your nice? Which of your brothers does she belong to again?” Miles questions.

      “Landon. She’s Landon’s. None of my other brothers have kids yet. And no picking on the people with large families.”

      He grins. “I wouldn’t dream of it. Though six kids seems crazy.”

      “Tell me about it. Now go freshen up.” I point again, this time as an order. “We’ll leave in about an hour or so.”

      “Perfect,” London says. “I’m already starving.”

      “You’re always starving now,” Savannah teases, the two sisters going back and forth as they make their way upstairs to find their bedrooms.

      An hour and then some later we arrive at Aria’s. With my stomach in my chest and my heart in my throat, we enter to chatter and hugs, cheek kisses and welcomes. There are at least a dozen others here, mingling about with smiles on their faces and drinks in their hands. It’s a Wednesday night, but you’d never know it. Aria never does anything conventionally and throwing a weekend soiree on a weeknight is just how she rolls.

      My eyes cast about the room, my breath escaping me in nervous pants. Even so, I feel ridiculous for being this nervous to see him. What am I expecting he’ll do? Yell? Possibly. I know I pissed him off. Flirt? That’s a given with him.

      I also have a feeling I’m not the only female he’d do that with given the opportunity. He’s a rake. A charmer. A womanizer.

      Isn’t that what Aria said?

      Isn’t that what I’ve seen and experienced firsthand?

      I’m nothing special to him, and the sooner I start to heed that message, the better off I’ll be. Still, my heart thunders uncomfortably as I spot him across the first floor, hanging in the entry between the kitchen and the hall talking with none other than Oliver.

      Oliver catches my eye and throws me a mischievous smirk.

      Bastard. I never should have told him anything about Brecken. I doubt he would have recognized him and it’s not like I ever got his name that night.

      “Holy… isn’t that? Yes, it is. Talking to Oliver. Rina, that’s the—”

      “Shhh,” I hiss at Savannah, shoving her hand down as she starts to point at him. Grabbing her arm, I pull both her and London to the side and into the formal living room. “How on earth did you recognize him? That was three years ago.”

      “I have a crazy memory for faces.” She turns that finger on me, a smile all over her face and effusing her features with glee. “You didn’t tell me about him. You thought you could get away with hiding that? Girl, you must be crazy.”

      “I was hoping you wouldn’t remember him.”

      She cackles at that. “The hottest sex of your life? Yeah, right, I wouldn’t remember him. What is he even doing here?”

      “Ugh.”

      “What? Who are we talking about?”

      “The hot as a sweaty dick guy talking to Oliver.”

      I scrunch up my nose. “Gross. Really?”

      “Yeah, really. He’s the one who asked Rina out in front of the entire bar that New Year’s Eve you were shacked up with Miles.”

      “Oh, that’s him!” London’s eyes pop out of her head. “I want to see.” London makes for the door and I haul her back just as she starts looking. “But I didn’t get a good look yet,” she whines. “Just his profile.”

      “You can’t do that. He’ll see you and I’m trying not to have him see me.”

      She snorts. “Good luck with that. He was talking to your brother and this isn’t exactly a big party. Why don’t you want him to see you?”

      I gnaw on my lip.

      “Dish it, sister,” Savannah orders with a look that says I’m not going anywhere until I do.

      I go through everything that’s happened because they’re the only ones I can tell.

      And when I’m done, mercifully, neither laughs at my predicament. In fact, Savannah’s only retort is, “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Yeah. I mean, on the one hand, I kinda get Aria’s POV.”

      “POV?” I question.

      London rolls her violet eyes. “Point of view. Sorry. Author lingo. But I mean, if Sav or Charlie ever tried dating one of my best friends, I’d be worried. Especially if said sister had a history of causing rifts in my friendships. It’s like, how do you choose? Your sibling or your friend? It’s awful.”

      “I don’t want to date Brecken. I don’t want to date anyone. That’s not the issue here.”

      Both London and Savannah purse their lips but hold their tongues. They know what happened to me only because London was there for it. She graduated from Columbia the same year as Harrison. In fact, they were friends at one point.

      Until he turned into a crazy, obsessed stalker.

      Eventually when I befriended Savannah, it came up. Their other sister, Charlie, and I were never that close. It’s always been the three of us even though these women are all older than me.

      They’re the only ones who know the whole story. And because of that, they haven’t pressed me the way my brothers—who don’t think I should let what happened be a romantic deterrent—and my friends do about ‘getting back out there’. I haven’t told them yet about Harrison’s father trying to hunt me down. I’m not sure if I will or if I won’t.

      But my dating life is more complex than what Harrison did to me. For better or worse, I’m a Fritz. A billionaire and that’s just my trust fund. Yes, I’m a nurse and that’s what most people see me as, but once they learn who my family is, it changes the dynamic. Trust me, I’ve seen it in men’s eyes before once they learn my last name. So, no thanks.

      “So the issue is you think he’s hot and are still attracted to him and clearly he feels the same, but Aria gave you the off-limits chat and you feel guilty,” London surmises.

      I shrug up a shoulder. “Pretty much, yeah.”

      “Well, if you’re not going to date or screw him, ignore him. You don’t have to talk to him tonight. Oliver certainly won’t say anything or push the issue. Just pretend the hot, charming guy who made a move on you in front of an entire bar because he wanted you that badly isn’t here.”

      “Thanks,” I grumble at Savannah’s taunting gleam, but plan on taking her advice all the same. Ignoring him is the best weapon in my arsenal. Especially since all my other weapons crumble to pitiful piles of dust the second they encounter him.

      But the moment we leave the safety of the room, my body sparkles with life, and I don’t have to look to know it’s because Brecken’s eyes are on me. His sapphire gaze clings to my body in sweeping waves, suffusing the air with what is now a familiar crackling tension. Just as I lift a glass of wine to my lips and turn to talk to Halle and Margot, I already lose the fight.

      The shocking intensity of his eyes rudely push against me, infiltrating me in no time flat. He’s alone, a gorgeous trick of the eyes that only I can see. A hand runs through his dark hair, his body leaning casually against the wall across the room as he boldly glares fire into me.

      Yeah, he’s still pissed alright.

      I swallow my sip of wine, nearly choking on it, and hating myself for reacting like this.

      So I do what I do best. I switch it off. I look past him, just to the right, and then continue my perusal of the room and the guests with lazy boredom. Despite all that, my heart is thrashing violently in my chest and I find it nearly impossible to keep up with Margot and Halle as they discuss… hell, I don’t even know what they’re talking about.

      All I know is that Brecken Davenport is baiting me.

      Look at me, his stare demands. Chicken, it taunts when I don’t.

      Aria wraps an arm around my waist, talking a blue streak about my house guests and how happy she is that they’re here. I must speak because none of my friends are so much as casting an odd look my way.

      It goes on forever.

      At least it feels that way.

      Seconds turn to minutes, spin into hours. Mindless chitchat. All the while, I feel sick with nervous jitters. Like any second someone who shouldn’t is going to discover my secret and then what will I do? Or worse yet, I’ll cave and look at him. He’ll corner me somewhere if I do that. God, if he corners me, I’m done for.

      I’ll kiss him for sure. The look in his eyes… yeah, I’ll definitely kiss him.

      Suddenly I’m thrust into a seat on the end of one of the two long dining tables Aria and Wes have set up for all their guests. A plate of something that smells heavenly is set before me just as London’s words hit my ears.

      “He’s staring at you.”

      “I know. Quit looking.”

      “I can try, but you do know how he’s staring at you, right?”

      “With his eyes?” I smart.

      She laughs and groans at the same time. “No, my love. He’s staring at you the way Miles first stared at me. Like he wants to strip you down naked and consume your body whole till you reach the peak of earth-shattering pleasure.”

      “You’re not helping, London. You’re my friend. You’re supposed to be helping. Also, that was a bit of a TMI with you and Miles.”

      “What can I say. It’s true. That man across the room with eyes only for you is a carnal beast. He is practically flinging dark and dirty promises your way.”

      “Not helping,” I grit out. If anything, she’s making my blood pressure shoot through the roof, my panties wet at the imagery, and my mouth so dry I chug all the water in my glass.

      “I am helping, Rina. There is no denying that look. Because while that look says he wants you. It also says he wants you.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t believe me?” she challenges. “He might just be worth it after all. See for yourself.”

      And I do because I can’t help it anymore.

      And she’s right. The sensual heat in his eyes is unmistakable. But there’s more to it than that. Because the moment his angry, feral blue eyes meet mine, he smirks as if to say gotcha. And now that I did, I’m not letting go.
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      If I were the sort of guy who did happy dances when Friday came along, I would do one now. It’s been a week. A very long. A very long life-sucking week. And since it’s Friday and I don’t have to get up tomorrow at any particular time, my agenda for tonight is to get takeout, drop into my pajamas, open a bottle of expensive wine—possibly bourbon, because yeah—and watch some kick-ass action or mafia film.

      Swinging bachelor life of a player, you say? You got it.

      But it sounds a hell of a lot better than trying to go out and score with a woman I have zero interest in. A woman who will no doubt be a total disappointment to me since she isn’t Rina.

      It’s been a week since she and I had breakfast together and she ran off, calling me a mistake and a regret. Seeing her the other evening at dinner and her blatantly attempting to ignore me all night only upped the ante instead of turning me off.

      Just seeing her…

      The way her dress hugged her curves. The way her normally straight hair had a hint of a wave to it. The way her eyes, those fucking green eyes of hers, had some kind of light shimmer on the lids. And don’t get me started on her lips. Red. Lips. Red lips that demanded my attention and my sanity. I gave it to her. Willingly.

      My want has no end.

      Not being able to talk to her or pursue her? It’s like a challenge I can’t quit in my head. Like when your mom says youcan’t have a cookie before dinner and all you want is that goddamn cookie because she told you you couldn’t have it.

      Only I’ve had Rina once and it did zilch to get her out of my system or me over wanting her. If anything, my hunger for her has increased since laying eyes on her again.

      “Hey Breck, got a sec?” Rich asks just as I sling my workbag over my shoulder. I don’t know when he became comfortable enough to call me Breck when I’ve only gone by Brecken in the office, but apparently he feels he’s there.

      “Sure, what’s up?” I ask, stepping into his office while checking my phone to see if Wes has texted back about meeting at the gym tomorrow afternoon before tucking it into my pocket.

      “Shut the door.”

      I do, but I don’t sit. It’s already after six. I want to get the hell out of here.

      “How was your first week?”

      “Good,” I exclaim, trying to muster an enthusiasm I do not feel. “The team here has been welcoming. Really hardworking. It’s clear they put in the extra effort.” To be complete assholes, I don’t add.

      I’ve already gotten three veiled threats from three different people.

      No one is happy I’m here from the New York office. They all feel as though my appointment in Boston is to watch over them big brother style. Like their jobs are on the line and I have the final say. Which should make them kiss-asses if anything, but evidently that’s not how their egos operate.

      None of this has been helped since Rich openly declared to having a particular hard-on for me at our team meeting Wednesday morning.

      “Excellent. A lot of them are green. Wet behind the ears. It’s all well and good but if we want this branch to become one of the top earners then we need more guys like you.”

      I don’t reply. He went from throwing team mentality bullshit at me and charging me with not ‘hotdogging around’—his term—to practically sucking my dick every time I walk in the door.

      “Well, listen. I know it’s late, but I wanted to have a quick chat if I could, friend to friend. I think at this point I can call you my friend.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure.” Not so much, but whatever.

      “Glad to hear it. I feel like we’re the same, you and I,” he continues, wiggling his finger back and forth between us. “Both cut from the same cloth as it is. You might not be aware, but I was sent here as a punishment once too. Then my wife decided she liked Boston better than New York.” He rolls his eyes. “For the kids. Living or commuting to the city is rough. Or at least that’s the bullshit she claimed.”

      There are so many things to focus on I hardly know where to begin. First, I had no idea he had been banished up here as well. And second, I had no clue he had a wife since he doesn’t wear a wedding band and chases Luccia and the other women on the floor around like a horny teenager.

      Men who disrespect their wives get zero respect from me.

      It makes me like him even less.

      “Well, you’ve certainly made Boston your own.”

      He grins broadly at my non-compliment, completely misreading me, considering it’s still a place the punished are sent. “You don’t suffer fools, Davenport, and I think that’s what I like about you. You’re a no-bullshit guy.” Again, I don’t answer. “Come here.”

      My eyebrows knit until he clamors out of his chair, standing in front of his window, staring out at the cityscape. I join him, but the view is pretty much the same from his office as it is from mine and in any event, it’s practically dark out.

      Truth, I have zero patience for him.

      “Boston might not be as glamorous as New York, but it’s an easier place to live, work, and raise a family. You might not be there yet, but I have to imagine such things have hit your radar.”

      “Hmmm,” I hum noncommittally.

      “I know Alexander said it was only a year, but I’m hoping you’ll reconsider and decide to stay. I know you’ve already pulled in a few new clients, big clients in the few days you’ve been here. We need you in Boston, Breck. Permanently.”

      I step back away from the window, staring incredulously at him as he returns to his desk. “Rich. It’s been a week. All due respect man, you don’t know me well enough to make that determination. Hell, I don’t know this place well enough yet to make that determination.”

      He waves me away as he slides open his top desk drawer, reading something off a piece of paper and then typing it in. “I can never remember my password,” he grumbles. “Why they have us change it every thirty days is beyond me. Anyway, I know your kind because it’s exactly who I was at your age…”

      He continues droning on, but my eyes have affixed themselves to the left side of his left screen since it’s almost directly in front of my face as I stand here talking to him. What caught my attention is the unusual nature of the document. It appears to be a pasted email chain featuring a biotech logo under the signatures.

      Astrid Pharmaceuticals.

      I scroll through it quickly, whether I should be or not, and discover it’s an internal conversation between two top officials within Astrid discussing the acquisition of their company by another prominent biotech in Boston. And as part of the purchase agreement, they’re going to get their drug that’s been hovering on the cusp, but stalled, pushed through the FDA. The takeover is set to be announced next month.

      I blink, reading it again and then step back, already feeling beyond uncomfortable that something like this, something that is clearly privileged and nonpublic information is sitting right here on his computer screen.

      Someone within Astrid copied and pasted the emails onto a word doc and sent it to Rich.

      I have no idea if he’s used it or not for trading, but if he has…

      What. The. Fuck?

      “I won’t say anything else about it. For now,” he drones on, completely unaware I just saw something I shouldn’t have. Something he shouldn’t have. He winks at me, smiling his slimy fucking smile.

      “Right. It’s a hell of a pitch, Rich. I’d be lying if I said it isn’t tempting. But it’s really too soon for me to consider such an offer.”

      “Just a word of advice from someone who’s been there before. Guys like us never rebound. I tried, but Alexander has kept me on a tight leash, and he’ll do the same with you. He’ll tell you you can come back after your year. He’ll tell you you’ll be his golden boy again. It’s all fucking lies,” he spits, venom dripping from his tongue. “Trust me on that. We have to look out for ourselves.”

      Ho. Lee. Fuck.

      I nod, doing my best to keep my expression even. “I hear you.” And I do. Because what I think he could possibly be talking about… I can’t even with how illegal what I just saw potentially is. “Thank you for calling that to my attention. It’s certainly something to keep in mind.”

      Did he leave it there on purpose for me to see? Is that why he called me into his office and over to his window before returning to his computer with me in the room? Is he trying to set me up? Bait me into being a greedy bastard and make a trade based on what I saw? Get me arrested and have me lose my trading license?

      Or is he that fucking stupid that he would do something like that without even realizing it?

      There is a chance someone just sent it to him and he’s not using it.

      But then why does he have it in the first place? And open on his computer like that? Why was something like that copied, pasted, and emailed to an investment banker if it’s not intended to be used?

      My gut tells me he has every intention of using that information.

      That something is very wrong with this man and this situation. Especially given the locker room speech I just heard.

      “Good. Glad we’re on the same page.”

      I force a half smile to my lips, my heart racing through my chest. “I’m gonna get going. It’s late.”

      “Hot date tonight?”

      I chuckle the way he expects me to. I even smirk impishly. “You know how it is.”

      “I do.” He laughs, leaning back in his chair with his hands on his round stomach. “Even when I’m not supposed to, if you know what I mean.” He gives me another wink.

      Fucking pig.

      More conspiratorial laughs and then I turn to leave, hardly able to catch my breath after that. Even worse, having no idea what to do about it.
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      I somehow made my way here. A small pizza and sub joint that faces Congress street. I didn’t go home. I couldn’t go home. I needed to think, and sitting in my apartment in this life was not going to help me with that.

      A growl slips from under my breath and I watch the rain slap in loud torrents on the sidewalks, filling the Boston streets with thick puddles of murky water. The guy calls my name and I go over to retrieve my sub, staring down at the massive thing in my hand.

      “You said a large,” the guy reminds me and for the first time in what feels like a week I smile a genuine smile.

      “Yeah. I just had no idea a large meant this. How big is this thing?”

      The guy chuckles. “Sixteen inches.”

      “I guess I’ll have plenty of leftovers then.”

      I sit back down at the stool by the window, staring at the massive sub but not able to unwrap it. I wasn’t hungry when I ordered it and I’m even less so now despite how good it smells. I’m tempted to call my father. He was an i-banker before he retired last year so surely he’s had some experience with this.

      But I already feel like I’ve failed in so many ways and going to him only seems to compound that.

      Is this what Alexander meant when he told me to keep my eyes open? Was he already aware that shady shit was going down in this office?

      Or is he trying to set me up too?

      A tap on the glass startles me and my head flies up to find Rina on the other side of the glass. Her blonde hair is wet, high up on her head in a messy bun with a few wayward strands clinging to her damp, flushed cheeks. Her rain-soaked scrubs cling to her sweet curves like a second skin.

      My chest clenches as I blink at her, taking her in, unsure what this new feeling flowing through me even is.

      She smiles. And it’s so pretty. It makes her eyes sparkle and her cheeks glow just a little more. Even when the air is dull and dreary and dark. I’ve done everything I could not to think of her the past couple of days. She spent a night ignoring me. Even if her body said something else.

      But I’m not the sort of fool who chases women who don’t want him.

      And by all accounts, Rina doesn’t want me.

      So yeah. I tried not to think of her. Everything I fucking could. And nothing has worked. I’ve never met a woman I’ve thought about so much.

      The door opens and she steps in, immediately taking the seat beside me without uttering a sound. The scent of her wet skin hits me hard, aggravating me beyond words.

      “That looks good.”

      I laugh, shoving my sub in her direction. “It’s chicken parm. Be my guest.”

      “My favorite is eggplant. It’s basically fried breading with sauce and cheese but I pretend it’s healthy because it technically has a vegetable in it.”

      “I’ll buy you an extra one then.”

      “Why aren’t you eating this one?”

      I shrug, staring at her oh so pretty green eyes as that familiar tension starts to swirl between us. “Not hungry.” For that.

      “Long day?”

      “Long week.”

      “Me too.”

      “I’m still mad at you.”

      She sighs, but she doesn’t cower away. “I know. I’m sorry about what I said.”

      And when I look into her eyes, I see that she is. But there is more to it than that. A half-assed attempt at a smile, sure, but her eyes are dull and there are dark circles beneath them. Inadvertently I reach out to touch one and then the next, hating how she tucks her chin and turns her face.

      “Don’t do that. Tell me.”

      “It’s not your business.” She jerks away and I frown, staring into the side of her obstinate face. Why am I still bothering with someone who does not want me to bother?

      “Your friends go home?”

      “Yes. This morning.”

      “Your friend has purple eyes. They’re kinda freaky.”

      She laughs, loud and light, and I find myself matching her smile, even if it hurts just a little. “They’re beautiful.”

      “I prefer green eyes.”

      She stares at me soberly. “I’ve always been partial to blue.”

      I sigh, sagging back in my uncomfortable stool and folding my arms across my chest without removing my eyes from her. “It’s been a week, Angel. Why am I not over it?” Why am I not over you?

      I should have been over her last Friday afternoon. I wasn’t then and I’m still not now. I’m a fourteen-year-old boy with a crush on the popular girl he can’t have.

      “Ego?”

      I smirk. “I think it’s more than that, but it’s nice to know your opinion of me hasn’t improved. Keep guessing, it’s a lot of fun for me,” I mock. “And while you’re at it, why don’t you up the ante and kick me in the nuts just to drive your point home.”

      “Huh?”

      I shake my head. “I shouldn’t care, Rina. But I do. Why is that?”

      “Same reason I said it in the first place, Brecken. We have chemistry and it’s dangerous.”

      It’s true. And normally that would scare me. I don’t have the best track record with women. I date them for a couple weeks or months and then I grow bored. But for three years I’ve thought about her. Not a lot. But often enough. It was more curiosity as to why she ran out on me. Now I know why, and it doesn’t make me feel better.

      Because here she is.

      Sitting right beside me and I can’t have her.

      Not sure if it’s irony or karma but either way it sucks.

      But all I can focus on is, “So, you like me.” I bounce my eyebrows suggestively.

      She snorts, rolling her eyes derisively but there’s that hint of a blush again. It’s especially cute on someone who you know isn’t a blusher. “If I wanted a cocky asshole with a big swinging ego, I’d go date one of the surgeons.”

      “But they’re all work and no play. Not much fun. Whereas I can be a lot of fun as you remember. And I just so happen to have a big, swinging… ego.”

      She growls and I can see I’m pushing her. Truth, I’m just a bit too fucked in the head right now for games. She can see it in my eyes because she asks, “Are you done yet?”

      “Yes. I’m done.”

      “I almost didn’t come in here. I saw you and debated continuing on. That’s likely what I should have done. But you looked like you needed a friend. So here I am. Don’t make me regret that.”

      “Listen, I had a real shit day at work,” I tell her, needing to change the topic before I cup her wet cheek in my hand and kiss her anyway. “Wanna come over and split a bottle of wine with me? Help me eat my too-big sub? I can get you an eggplant one if you want.”

      She weighs my offer for an impossibly long minute. “I could go for that, actually.”

      “Me, the wine, or the eggplant?”

      She laughs and with that sweet sound some of the heaviness that had been sitting on my chest eases. “I’m not sure. They all sound so tempting.”

      “Even me?” I quip, unable to hold the taunt from my voice.

      Her teeth catch her bottom lip. “Yes. Unfortunately, even you. It’s exactly why I should say no instead of yes. But you’re not the only person who could use a distraction tonight.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “Can I trust you?” she asks. “I’m not coming over if you’re going to make a move on me.”

      “I’ll behave.” Because while everything else around me feels out of control, she doesn’t. She feels good and simple—like home—while being anything but. She understands me when no one else does. “Let me go order your sub.”

      Ten minutes later I’m clutching the bag with the subs in one hand, her hand in my other as we race through the streets fighting the rain and the wind. We make it to my apartment, breathless and laughing but the moment I switch on the light the laugh gets lodged in my chest. We’re both soaked but every inch of Rina is wet, and her scrubs are see-through to the point where I can practically make out every inch of her breasts including her hard pointed nipples.

      Nipples I already know taste as delicious as they look.

      This was a bad idea.

      I should never have invited her over. My head is a mess, and I didn’t think, and I didn’t want to be alone but now she’s here and she’s fucking stunning and I—

      “Would it be too much trouble if I asked if I could use your shower? Maybe bargain for something dry to wear after?”

      I shake my head no when what I really want to do is scream yes and shove her out the door. Actually, that’s not what I want to do at all. I want to rip her clothes from her body and lick every drop of rainwater from her skin.

      “Yeah. Come with me.” I set the subs down on the counter and lead her to the loft upstairs.

      My heart roars in my chest, my skin itchy and hot despite my wet clothes that suddenly feel like they’re suffocating me. I direct her into the bathroom, showing her how to work the shower and where the towels are.

      “Thank you,” she says, clinging to the door, her typically fierce demeanor turning shy as her cheeks tint up with color. I think it’s the first time I’ve seen her shy and it’s such a goddamn turn-on right now.

      “I’ll grab you something to wear.” While I try not to picture you naked and soapy in my shower, using my body wash and shampoo and smelling like me.

      “Sounds good.”

      Yeah, I think it does too.

      The door shuts and a second later the water turns on and I blow out the breath I’ve been holding. Wet clothes hit the floor as I strip down. My cock is like a steel rod and I glare balefully down at it. Not gonna happen, buddy.

      It jerks in protest, begging me to reconsider.

      I throw on some clean boxer briefs, a pair of gray sweats, and a white T-shirt. Then I dig through my closet, looking for something that might fit her only to come up empty. Grabbing a pair of flannel pants and a hoodie, I walk over to the bathroom, rapping my knuckles against the wood door.

      “Yes,” she calls out and I catch the sound of water slapping against the tile.

      “I have clothes for you. I’m going to open the door and set them on the counter.”

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      The knob twists in my hand and if I thought my heart was beating erratically before, this is a whole new level. The scent of my shampoo hits me, floating through the air, caught in the steam and heat as it billows around the room. The glass walls of the shower are completely fogged over but I can make out the hint of her silhouette behind it.

      I look away, staring at the counter as I set the clothes down for her. “I’m going to heat the subs.”

      “That sounds perfect. I’m starving.”

      Me too.

      And why does everything she says have to go straight to my dick?

      Padding barefoot down the stairs, I start the oven and unwrap our now cold and soggy subs. I can’t imagine either of us eating the entire thing, so I take half of hers and half of mine and wrap them back up in fresh foil, sticking them in the fridge.

      Just as I put both subs in the oven, Rina walks down the stairs. Her blonde hair is still wet, but it’s brushed straight down her back and her face is bright and shiny. My clothes dwarf her, and it tugs a smile to my lips.

      “Sorry, that was all I had.”

      She laughs, glancing down at herself. “It’s fine. I only had to roll up the pants about fifty times to get them to stay up. At least they’re dry and best of all, they smell like you.” She holds the sweatshirt up to her face and takes a deep inhale. I stare awestruck, wanting to tease her or say something sexy or even stupid but nothing comes out. My mouth hangs agape for a moment before I regain control over my faculties and close it.

      “The subs should just be a few minutes. Do you want some wine?”

      She bobs her head. “I sure do. It was a loooong shift.”

      I pull a Malbec from the wine refrigerator and go about opening it up. “Why’s that?”

      “My patient decided he wanted to circle the drain all day. Made for a busy and stressful shift.”

      “Circle the drain? Is that code for dying?” I hand her a glass filled with a heavy pour.

      “It is. Pun intended.”

      It takes me a second to get that I used the word code in that sentence. “Sorry about your patient.” I lift my glass to hers. “To better days than today.”

      “I’ll drink to that.” We clink glasses and she takes a sip, her eyes holding mine for a few beats longer before she spins on the balls of her feet, walking over to the wall to see her art. “Hey, it’s still here.”

      I laugh, taking another sip before checking on the subs. “You did it in pen. How did you think I’d get rid of it?”

      Her head tilts as she studies the drawing she crafted on the wall. Taking another sip of wine, she says, “Judging by your tone you don’t like my brilliant art? And here I thought I was giving Aria a run for her money.”

      I chuckle under my breath, taking out subs and dropping them onto a couple of plates, setting them out on the breakfast bar. “You mean the stick-figure drawing you made of me smashing my own head in with a club while saying I’m so hot?”

      “No?” She spins in my direction, tilting her head the other way. “Not accurate?”

      “Ha ha.”

      “What?” She’s all sweet innocence and I roll my eyes.

      “Come eat your sub, woman, before it gets cold,” I command, gesturing to the barstool and sub I just plated up for her.

      “Yum. Thanks. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until now.” She takes a crunchy bite, chewing and swallowing before looking up and meeting my eyes. “I don’t know a lot about you, do I?”

      “I don’t know a lot about you either,” I shoot back.

      “Do you want to play a game then?”

      “What kind of game did you have in mind?”

      “How about another round of trivia with me?”

      Game on.
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      “I don’t think I understand,” Brecken admits as he pours the last of our bottle of wine into my glass. I’m snuggled up on his plush fabric sofa under a very comfortable chenille throw. The lights are low, and the rain is still going strong outside. We have his gas fireplace on as we drink and talk.

      After we finished our subs, neither of us wanted to brave the weather by walking me home so we ended up here, on opposite sides of the couch, telling each other things I never would have thought I’d tell someone like Brecken Davenport.

      Player. Flirt. All around cocky bastard.

      “What’s not to understand?”

      He leans back after setting the empty bottle on the coffee table, his own glass in his hand. He looks ridiculously good like this. Relaxed, kinda tousled, only wearing a T-shirt and sweatpants.

      “I don’t know. I don’t want to sound rude.”

      I smile to myself, sipping my wine because I know exactly what’s coming. “Go on. You won’t offend me.”

      “Okay.” He takes a sip of his own wine, licking off the small residue on his lips before pinning me with his intense blue eyes. “I don’t mean this to sound disrespectful at all. I think the work you do is noble and critical and there should be more people like you out there.”

      “But,” I cajole.

      “But why are you a nurse?”

      “You mean why am I a nurse instead of a doctor like the rest of my family or why am I a nurse when I come from a family of billionaires?”

      He nods. “Yes. All of it.”

      “Well, like I said, all of my family, with the exception of my mother who runs our family foundation, are doctors. It’s just what the Fritz’s do. My brothers are like fifth-generation doctors or something, going back to Germany and then here when they left to avoid the Nazis. It’s really not a thought in our lives. Kaplan, my eldest brother, will eventually run the Abbot Foundation after my mother retires.”

      “Okay. I get all that. But you’re dodging my question.”

      I am. And given everything that’s happened in the last week, there is a reason behind it.

      I talk about Harrison stalking me. The very basics of it anyway.

      My friends all know. That part is not a secret. I’m also well aware that the wrong secret can become a plague. A necrosis on your soul.

      But I don’t talk about that night. About the things that happened.

      Yes, my family knows and what they don’t know they guess at. I also spoke to therapists after it happened. Same with Savannah and London. It’s not that I’m pretending it didn’t happen. Or that I’m avoiding my own reality. It’s just that in thinking about it, in talking about it, I relive it. Still. Regardless of all the therapy and work I did.

      It never gets easier.

      So I stopped talking about it. Besides, it’s one thing for your friends to know you had a stalker and now you’re cautious about men and dating. What happened to me is another thing altogether. It’s also not anyone else’s business.

      It doesn’t stop me from living my life, because I don’t let it, and that’s what’s important.

      But that doesn’t mean I don’t still feel the aftereffects and act cautiously. I developed a level of OCD that comes and goes as a way to preserve my checks and balances. This time of year it’s obviously worse. Finding out his father has been calling me has added to it. And that’s the part that bothers me. The tapping, the counting, the trivia facts, they’re a self-soothing mechanism more than anything else. A way to keep my brain occupied on something other than my fear. They’re part of what got me through that night when I thought nothing could. I counted. I tapped. I recited useless facts in my head. It’s obviously carried over and I know it makes my family nervous. But the double, triple, quadruple checking my drawers, locks, and cameras is different.

      That ensures I’m safe and that’s not something I’m willing to part with.

      “You want to know why I’m a nurse and not a doctor.”

      “Yes,” he answers, though it wasn’t a question.

      I finish off my glass of wine and set it down on the coffee table, shifting a little so I’m tucked tighter under the blanket. “It’s not a pretty story.”

      “Life rarely is.”

      “Aria already knows. You could just ask her.”

      He shakes his head, his eyes burning into mine the way they have been all night as we’ve gone back and forth. Talking so much I’m shocked my voice still works. “I want to hear it from you.”

      I shrug like it’s no big deal. And I guess at the heart of it, it isn’t. I could just give him the, ‘I wanted to be something different than my family BS,’ but for some reason, I want Brecken to know. I want him to understand me.

      “I had always thought about being a nurse instead of a doctor. Any time I went to visit my dad at work, the nurses were always nice to me. Always on the floor or in the OR making the place run. Always smiling and helping people. I asked my dad once why anyone would be a nurse when they could be a doctor. He told me that was the key. That anyone could be a doctor, but only someone truly special could do what a nurse does. That kinda sold me. But I’m a Fritz, so as a freshman at Columbia I started out premed. That was also when I met Harrison Bishop.”

      “Bishop,” he parrots like he’s testing the name on his tongue for familiarity.

      “His father is Bishop Energy.”

      “Ah. Okay. Their stock has been all over the place over the last few years.”

      A bark of a humorless laugh flees my lungs. “Oh, I bet it has.”

      His brows knit together in confusion, but he stays silent.

      “Harrison and I started dating, although he was a senior and I was a freshman. He saw me at a party at his fraternity house, we talked, he took me out on a date the next night, and that was it. We were serious after about a week. Our families were in heaven over it as you can imagine. Harrison was set to inherit Bishop Energy, and I was going to become a Fritz doctor. All was perfect. For about six months.”

      “Then what happened?” he prompts when I fall silent, my mind wandering back to places I wish it would never go again.

      “Harrison had always been possessive, and I would have been lying if I said at first I didn’t love that. I was young and I thought his brand of possession meant he loved me and wanted to take care of me. Slowly his not wanting me to go out with my friends or be separated from him or talk to any other guys—even just my friends—became suffocating. And when I spoke with him about this, he pushed me even harder. To the point where he’d magically show up at the same bar or club or restaurant if I was out with my friends.

      “I was set to go to Aspen with my girlfriends for spring break and he threw a fit about it. Demanded that I either not go or he come with me. I told him no and broke up with him. I had had enough by that point. He came to Aspen anyway, followed me around, demanded I come back to him. He even caused a scene in a restaurant and almost got arrested.”

      Brecken’s turbulent eyes haven’t left mine, nor has he moved an inch. Hell, I’m not sure he’s breathed since I started telling him. I hear him swallow as he forces himself to blink. “Please, go on.” he whispers, his voice hoarse and reluctant, but there is an edge to his tone he’s trying desperately to conceal. It doesn’t take a genius to see where this story is going.

      “I told him I was done and that I never wanted to see him again. Then things started missing from my dorm room. Things like a random pair of panties and my shampoo from my shower caddy. At first, I didn’t think much about it. I lived in a dorm and I had a roommate and things just go missing sometimes. But then my perfume was gone. A few of my shirts, especially the ones I slept in. I came home one day to find the contents of my drawers ransacked. My textbooks everywhere. The items in my desk emptied onto my bed and weeded through.”

      “Did you ever tell anyone what was going on? Go to the police and file a complaint?”

      “I confronted him first. Demanded he stop and leave me the hell alone. When I started catching him following me around campus, I told my parents he was terrorizing me. They brushed it off, saying he was just a guy in love trying to win me back, but that they’d speak with his father about it since they had become friends. I think they were afraid of what me filing a restraining order would do. Of the potential media storm. They were trying to protect me or maybe just trying to protect our family name. I was naïve, and I listened when they told me it would stop. I even confronted Harrison again and that time he promised to back off.”

      “I take it he didn’t listen.”

      I shake my head, turning to stare into the flickering glow of the fire. “No. He was everywhere. All around me. Impacting my classes and my friendships and my life. Any guy I spoke to, he threatened. I think he even beat one of them up. After he graduated that spring, I thought things would improve. They didn’t. I stayed in New York that summer and I had spoken with the police. Finally, I got the restraining order.”

      “Fuck,” Brecken rasps, running an agitated hand over his face and through his hair before balling up his fist and slamming it down on his raised knee so hard he nearly spills the wine in his other hand. He shoots off the couch, walking toward the fireplace and back again, pacing two more times before stopping, twisting to stare at me. “Where is he now, Rina?”

      “Dead,” I answer calmly, grateful that he didn’t ask what happened after I got the restraining order. “He shot himself in October of that year.”

      “October?”

      “About two weeks from now.”

      He stares at me, his eyes shifting about my face and body like he’s working something out in his head. He likely is. It’s not difficult to draw conclusions about the way I live my life after a story like that. It’s partially why I told him. Why I told my friends after they continuously asked why I never dated anyone.

      I wanted him to know that it’s not just Aria that’s standing between us.

      The truth is, I like him. But that doesn’t mean I want to get involved with him.

      “In any event, after that happened, I decided I was no longer living my life for others. That I was going to do things my way, tradition or not. I had wanted to be a nurse and so that’s what I did. I switched my major and never looked back. Never gave it a second thought. That was the one good thing to come from Harrison. I learned the hard way that life is tenuous and doing things just to make others happy is the wrong way to go about it.”

      In the next second Brecken’s back on the couch, his glass on the table, and then he’s closer. Right at the tips of my toes, his hands on my knees, and his eyes on mine. “I’m glad you told me. I know why you did it, though you’re playing that that was the reason you became a nurse. You’re trying to warn me off. And maybe you’re right to do that. I’m only in Boston until I don’t have to be anymore. But Rina, I’d never hurt a hair on your head. Ever. Regardless of what does or does not happen between us, I need you to know that you’re always safe with me.”

      “Brecken—”

      “I know. You don’t date. I understand and now I think I understand even more.”

      “You know it’s more than that. You said so yourself. I’m a billionaire. You have money.” I pan my hand around his apartment. “How do you ever know if a woman is interested in you for you or for your money?”

      He grins. “Maybe that’s what makes us perfect for each other.”

      “Come on. You know what I mean. It’s an impossible—”

      “I fucked up,” he cuts me off, and I’m so jarred by his unexpected words I start.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You told me something incredibly real that I imagine wasn’t so easy to tell, so I’m going to do the same. You trusted me and I don’t trust anyone, but I’m going to trust you.”

      “Okay,” I say slowly, almost in a whisper.

      He squeezes my knees. “My being here is a punishment. I was securing an IPO with an up-and-coming tech firm. Everything was as good as gold and set to run. A good buddy of mine from a rival firm must have gotten wind of what I was in on and invited himself over for drinks one night. I was stupid and didn’t think anything of it. I had made the mistake of leaving some documents on my computer, open for anyone to see. A week later, he had the IPO. Not us. Their clients got in on the ground floor of the stock. Alexander, my boss, was furious. I was furious. And humiliated.”

      “God.” I reach out and take his hand, holding it in mine. “I’m so sorry. That must have been so awful.”

      “It was. I was lucky I didn’t get fired. I was the ace in our firm, so instead I got sent here. Sure, I could have quit. Started somewhere else. But my name was already on the street as having lost this huge IPO, so no one was going to take a chance on me. Now I’m biding my time. Giving it the year to prove myself. To get myself back to New York and be back on top of the game.”

      “Is that why you looked so miserable tonight when I saw you in the sub shop? Why it’s been such a long week?”

      “Yeah. I mean, that’s part of it. My boss is also a super dick and possibly involved in something shady. Either that or they’re trying to set me up. I can’t tell which.”

      “Wow. That’s pretty fucked up. What are you going to do?”

      He hitches up a shoulder, twisting his hand and intertwining our fingers. My gaze drops to our joined hands as does his. I feel it. A connection. Touching him feels different, yet I can’t pull away. Telling him didn’t distance us the way I had hoped—he wasn’t wrong with that—it’s brought us closer together.

      “I’m going to keep my head down and do my job the way I always have. Only this time I’ll do it better because I learn from my mistakes.”

      I meet his steadfast gaze, my heart skipping a beat. “I guess that’s what we’re both doing. Learning from our mistakes.”

      “You were a victim. None of that was on you.”

      “You could say the same thing about what happened to you,” I retort and watch as his face shutters over with a menacing scowl. I reach out to touch it before I even know what I’m doing. My mind is buzzing from the wine, but I’m not sure I can even blame it on that.

      I’ve wanted to touch Brecken again since the moment I saw him.

      My fingers glide along his smooth lips, softening the edges before trickling up across his strong, stubbled jaw. His eyes darken and my breath quickens as my blood heats. Just with that look. Just with this simple touch. I’ve never experienced attraction the way I do with him. He’s so gorgeous he’s almost too much to look at. Even when I do, I have to look away or the flutters in my belly become too much to take.

      Too much. That’s what Brecken is. All of him.

      And it’s luring. So very tempting. Insanely dangerous. How easy would it be to give in to this thing? To press my lips to his and get lost in the pleasure I already know he’s capable of delivering. But then what? He and I have both learned the hard way that for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. It’s fucking physics. A law of nature.

      And you cannot cheat that.

      No matter how much you might want to try.

      “I should go,” I say.

      “You should stay.”

      I shake my head, my hand still on his face, touching, tickling, feeling.

      “Rina, stay. I want you to stay.”

      “That’s why I need to go.”

      He thinks about that. It’s words I’ve said to him before. “I don’t care. I don’t care,” he repeats, this time more emphatically.

      “But tomorrow you will. We’re not just a random one night anymore, Brecken.”

      He growls, his forehead dropping to my knees. My hand finds the strands of his hair as I glide my fingers through it, toying with the soft, silky texture before forcing my hand to fall to my lap.

      “Okay,” he starts, meeting my eyes again. “I get it. I don’t fucking like it, but I get it. But it’s late and it’s still raining. You’ll sleep in my bed, and I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      “No. You’ll sleep in your bed and I’ll sleep here.”

      “Rina, I can’t fall asleep knowing you’re sleeping on my goddamn couch. It’s not right. Sleep in my bed. Please.”

      “Don’t argue with me, Brecken. It’s that or I leave now.”

      “So fucking stubborn.”

      I laugh under my breath. “I’m a nurse. That just comes with the territory.”

      He looks up, a crooked smile curling up the corner of his lips. “A beautiful angel. Isn’t that what they call you? Angels of mercy? So fitting and I didn’t even know it. Fine. I’ll sleep upstairs but I really don’t like it. In fact, I fucking hate it. It’s rubbing me all kinds of wrong.”

      “You’ll get over it.”

      His grin grows. “Not sure there is getting over you.”

      With that, he leans in and plants a kiss on my lips. Simple. Sweet. Unexpected as hell, but damn. Even just this press of his lips and my body responds like he doused it in gasoline and lit a match.

      “If I stay on this couch with you another second, I’m not going to be able to stop,” he breathes against me.

      “Then I think it’s time you go upstairs.”

      He doesn’t move.

      “Go upstairs, Brecken.”

      His forehead meets mine, his hand cupped around the back of my neck, holding me against him. He’s breathing hard, his eyes clenched shut, fighting his internal battle. Then without a word, he gets up and jogs up the stairs. My hand presses to my chest as I try to slow down my heart.

      I’m in so much trouble and it’s only been a week.
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      The first year after it happened, I walked the city streets, miles and miles in between classes, telling myself I was impervious. I wasn’t. By the time I got back to my new apartment—because I was done living in dorms or with my brother—I fell apart. I locked myself inside, checking doors, windows, and drawers so many times it made my head spin.

      I did it even though I knew he wasn’t coming for me.

      Even though I knew I was, in fact, safe.

      But when someone robs you of your safety, your sense of freedom and security, it sets off a chain reaction inside your soul. I was no longer the girl I used to be. Suddenly life had a very different flavor, and I couldn’t stand it. It feels impossible to bounce back after a piece of you that you never realized was so vital to this life is stolen.

      And six years later, I’m not sure I’ve been able to fully retrieve it.

      I’ve agonized over this call. Debated the merits of having one of my brothers with me. Of having our lawyer present. Oliver being Oliver alerted the masses and I’ve had Carter, Luca, Landon, and Kaplan up my ass. Texts and phone calls all offering to be here with me. To help support me. Asking if I’m okay and what I need.

      And what I realized last night in talking to Brecken is that what I need is to do this alone.

      Brecken—I wonder if he knows I ran out on him yet. I wonder if he’s pissed or relieved though I doubt he’s surprised.

      Rolling onto my side, I stare at my phone on my nightstand for a few very long minutes. With my heart racing and a shaky hand, I reach out and without debating any further, I pull up the number my parents texted me and hit send. Then I hold my breath, sitting up because I will not call him lying down, staring out the window at the small park on the other side of my backyard without taking in any of it.

      The phone rings three times before a gravelly voice comes through barking, “Bishop.”

      Who answers the phone using their last name?

      “Mister Bishop, this is Rina Fritz.”

      He’s quiet for a half beat before saying, “Yes, Rina. I’ve been trying to reach you.”

      I nearly roll my eyes. Why else would I be calling him? “What is it you need with me?”

      He clears his throat and for the first time, I think I hear nerves come from the man who tried to blame me for what his son did to me. I was a cocktease. A slut who went around behind his back. He was a lovesick kid, and I was the heartless harlot. I drove him to it. I’m the one who pulled the trigger and killed him—metaphorically speaking, but still.

      “As you know, Harrison would have turned thirty tomorrow.”

      I do know that. He turned twenty-four, two weeks before he took his own life.

      “Yes.”

      “Rina, are you aware that Harrison had drafted a will shortly before… shortly before he… before that night.”

      My eyes widen, blinking repeatedly. I draw my knees up to my chest. “No. I had no idea.”

      He sighs, but it’s not the sigh of a man who lost his son. It’s angry. It’s accusatory. “Well, he did. And in it he stipulated you as his next of kin.”

      My jaw unhinges itself. “W-why would he do that?” I don’t mean to ask that aloud. I’m just stunned.

      He created a will right before that night. Was he planning for it to end the way it did all along? I had always assumed the gun was to obtain my total submission and capitulation and that when the police closed in, he turned it on himself as an act of desperation.

      “Men in love clearly do foolhardy things,” he bites out, all pleasantry and formality now gone. “In any event, on his thirtieth birthday, he was set to inherit a trust fund from his grandparents to the tune of a hundred million dollars.”

      Bile surges up the back of my throat, my body trembling so hard it’s difficult to hold the phone. I close my eyes. “And now that money is set to go to me,” I surmise. I mean, why else would he have tried to find me.

      “That’s correct.”

      Jesus. I can’t…

      “But. Can’t you just take it instead?”

      “I have no claim over it at this point. No argument to make for it either. The trust is ironclad in the event a benefactor is named. Besides, I don’t want the money my son was meant to inherit, and I certainly don’t need it.”

      Clamoring out of bed, I stagger to my bathroom, putting his father on mute as I turn on the faucet, splashing my face with cold water so I don’t throw up. Then I drop to the floor, curling up into a ball and turning off mute.

      “I don’t want it,” I tell him. “Give it to someone else.”

      “It’s not up to me, or believe me I would. You don’t deserve a cent of his money. You’re the reason he’s dead.”

      “Screw you,” I snap. “You can play that your son was a fucking victim all you want, but we both know he wasn’t. You have no idea the things he did to me for six months and then that night. That fucking night! So save your venom for someone else.”

      “Right,” he snarls sardonically. “Because everything he did was unprovoked? He loved you and you treated him like trash. You drove him to that night. To all of it. I’m just grateful his mother wasn’t around to see it. There’s more though.”

      I shake my head, fighting tears. Sometimes it’s hard to remember he lost his son. His only child. I can chalk up his anger at me as misplaced guilt and grief and leave it at that.

      “What?”

      “He left you a letter.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “A letter. I wanted to make you aware of it before I send it.”

      I’m doing a stunning impersonation of a goldfish right now. “I don’t understand.”

      “I never gave it to you. I’ve been sitting on it for six years because you don’t deserve anything special from him, but now with the inheritance passing to you because of his fucking will, I’m done. I’m just done with all of it.”

      I want to tell him to throw it in the trash. That I don’t want it. There is nothing special from Harrison and anything he wrote will hurt a hundred times more than it could heal. Especially knowing he must have written it before that night. But knowing Bishop, he’ll just send it anyway to torture me.

      “I’ll have my attorney contact yours. Don’t ever call my parents or try to find me again.”

      With that, I hang up and block his number.

      One hundred million dollars.

      Even if I needed the money, I’d never keep it. I’d rather live in The Commons, sleeping on a bench than keep that money. But lucky for me, being a Fritz we have no shortage of needy charities at our fingertips, who will benefit greatly from Harrison’s generous donation. A hundred million can save a lot of lives. Can feed a lot of people. Can provide clothes and safe housing for families, women, and children.

      But still…

      I should get up and shower. I should get up and start some sort of day. Clean my house or do laundry or go sit outside somewhere even if the weather is still sort of gloomy—fall seems to be rolling in with a vengeance, going from hot and sunny to cool and gray in a matter of days.

      Instead, I roll over on the bathroom floor, tucking into a ball and allowing myself these few moments to cry. To feel everything I need to feel, knowing I’ll get up stronger than when I sat down. Except clearly, I’m the only one who is in on this decision because no sooner do my eyes start leaking tears than my phone starts blowing up on the floor beside me.

      With a piercing growl, I wipe my face and lift my phone. Aria. Aria, I can handle. My finger slides across the screen, answering it despite my desire to ignore it and tune out the world.

      I clear my throat of any residual emotion and say, “You never call in the morning.”

      She laughs into the phone and with that sound, a smile finds its way to my face. “That’s because I’m never up in the morning. At least not this early. How you people do this crap is beyond me.”

      “It’s eight.”

      “Right. Exactly. You try painting all night and then getting up early.”

      “No thanks. I think you already know my painting talents end at paint-by-numbers and even they’re not very good.”

      “All art is beautiful. What are you doing today? Are you working? It doesn’t sound like you’re working.”

      I roll my eyes, forcing myself up and off the floor, going for my toothbrush as I set her on speakerphone. I guess my pity party is over. “That’s because I’m not working.” I hesitate, debating if I should tell her about my phone call with Harrison’s dad and then decide against it. I’m not ready to talk about it. Not yet. Not today.

      “Perfect,” she chirps. “I have a ginormous favor to ask then. Speaking of art and painting.”

      That gets my attention. “Why do I have a feeling I’m not going to like this favor?”

      “You will. It’ll be fun. And it will include pizza and wine.”

      “Spill it, Aria.”

      I hear her heavy sigh into the phone. “Well, you know my brother, Brecken, right? The cocky but loveable jerk.”

      I choke on my toothpaste, gagging on my toothbrush and having to spit out a wad of pepperminty suds into the sink. I rinse my mouth out.

      “Are you okay? What was that?”

      “I’m fine. What about your brother?” I swallow. Hard. “I… um. I ran into him last week at the coffee shop I like on Charles Street.”

      And then again last night, but I can’t tell her about that either. Last night feels like a secret just between Brecken and me. Nothing happened but I wanted it to, and he did too, and we told each other things. It felt like a date. Like a truly incredible date even if it wasn’t.

      “You didn’t tell me he lives in my neighborhood. Not even at the dinner party on Wednesday.” My eyes squeeze shut like a child afraid of getting caught telling a lie, even if that lie is by omission. No matter what I say, or don’t say, I’m withholding the truth from my friend.

      And it sucks.

      It’s a shitty ass feeling.

      “Oh. Perfect. That’s fantastic. I meant to mention that you guys live close, but it slipped my mind. Anyway, he just got his furniture in his new place the other day, but the walls are just the wrong color. They’re so white, Rina.”

      I can’t help but laugh at that. No, my artist friend likes her color. “So you need my help painting his walls,” I guess.

      “Yep. Wes only has today off and I’m on deadline to finish a piece and Breck works normal Monday through Friday hours. Halle, Jonah, Margot, and even Drew are all working.”

      “You called Drew?”

      “He’s my friend, Rina,” she says defensively.

      “I know. That just feels weird.”

      “It is weird, but I’m trying to not make it weird. I love Drew. He’s such a good guy and I want us all to be friends. He says that’s what he wants too. Besides, he kissed Margot. Even if she claims it was just to help her out with her ex, I’m hoping things start to bloom there.”

      I smile, running my long hair back and over my face. “She’ll swear up and down and sideways it’ll never happen.”

      “I know, but I’m not so convinced. They’re perfect for each other. I just don’t know if trying to be friends with Drew is selfish or not.”

      “You’re not selfish, Aria.”

      “I’m an artist,” she interrupts. “We’re selfish by nature. Anyway, we’re getting off on a tangent. Can you come and help us paint Breck’s walls?”

      And this is where I pause, debating the wisdom of going back to Brecken’s condo. Of being in close proximity with him. A man who gets my heart racing and my stomach fluttering without even having to try. But Aria and Wes will be there so it’s not like anything will happen. He won’t flirt if they’re there and if he’s going to be part of my life by extension, then I should start getting used to his company. Right?

      Not to mention, today is a day I could really use a distraction and some busywork. What Aria is offering me is all of that and then some.

      “Sure. I’ll be there.”

      “Yay,” she squeals so loudly into the phone I cover my ears so she doesn’t perforate my eardrums. “I’m so relieved. Thank you so much. Come on over whenever. We’re already here. I’ll text you his address.”

      And then she disconnects the call. Two seconds later, her text comes through, and I force myself out of my pajamas and into the shower to get ready. I guess I’m going back to Brecken’s. I just hope I’m making the right choice in getting closer to him.
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      “Smooth strokes. Up and down. Paint! Don’t tickle,” Aria admonishes with a fake Russian accent, watching as I glide my paint-coated brush down my wall.

      I can’t help the crack of a smile and short burst of a laugh. “Money Pit?” I ask, rolling my head over my shoulder to meet her eyes.

      “Yup. But it’s still good advice.”

      I roll my eyes at my sister and turn back to the wall. “Couldn’t I have been an only child?” I droll without bite. “And couldn’t I have hired someone to do this?”

      “No,” Aria snaps indignantly and I can’t tell if it’s at my only child remark or that I would have rather paid someone to paint my apartment—an apartment I don’t even own—rather than having me do it. “It’s called pride of ownership, Breck. It’s called sweat equity.”

      “Aria, you know I don’t own this place, right?”

      “Yes. But you should. You should buy it and not move back to New York in a year because you should stay here.”

      “Don’t start in on me again with that. I’m painting, aren’t I? Even though I hate absolutely everything about painting.”

      I catch the sound of Wes’s chuckle from the other side of the room. “I ditto his sentiment. Not to mention I can already feel my hand cramping, and this is a million-dollar hand. How am I supposed to perform surgery with a cramping hand?”

      “God. Why are men such babies? Aren’t you supposed to be tough? I doubt you’ll hear Rina complain when she gets here.”

      “Rina?” I nearly drop my brush but recover quickly. My voice might have also gone up higher than a twelve-year-old before his balls drop. I stop what I’m doing to turn and face my sister who is rolling this soft gray-taupe color all over my walls. When I asked her what this was, all she said was that it’s called Thunder and it will make the red brick wall and white trim pop. I went with it since she knows far better than I do.

      “Yeah,” she says absently as she continues to paint my walls. “I invited her to help. I hope that’s okay. Everyone else couldn’t come, but she has the day off and lives close.” She pauses and catches my eye for a flicker of a second, frowning at whatever my expression is. Probably because I’m standing here frozen, staring at her. “That’s okay, right? I figured the more the merrier with this.”

      Is it okay? Hell yes and fuck no. I’m pissed at her. Again. She ran out on me. Again. I didn’t even hear her go, which is weird since I slept just as well as I told her I would. I can only hope it was sometime after dawn and the rain had stopped.

      “That’s great. Smart thinking.”

      And now I sound like my father saying that.

      “You sound like Dad,” Aria teases with a laugh and Jesus, siblings, right? But still. It’s true. Because just the thought of Rina—

      And no sooner is that able to formulate in my head than the doorbell rings. “Oh. That’s her,” Aria chirps in a singsong voice, setting the roller down in the paint tray and skipping to the door like she’s Mary Poppins. Without missing a beat she flings the door open and there on the other side is my Angel. Her blonde hair is on top of her head in a neat bun and she’s wearing ripped jeans, a loose-fitting pink tee, and a hesitant smile.

      She’s nervous about being here.

      About being near me.

      My jaw tingles as I try to contain my grin. “Don’t let Aria catch you looking at her friend like that,” Wes chimes in, coming to stand beside me. I hadn’t realized he was there, and it seems I’m busted already.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Though I don’t remove my eyes from her either. It’s an action I have to force, and I find the more I look at her, the less I want to look away.

      “She’s off-limits, Breck,” Wes warns, and I chuckle, turning to face my best friend.

      “Like my sister was for you? How’d that work out?”

      When Wes first told me he was with Aria, how long their whatever the hell it was had been going on for, he looked contrite. That’s all gone now. Now he comes off as satisfied and unrepentant.

      “That was different?”

      I cock an eyebrow. “Oh? Explain.”

      “I was in love with Aria. Even as a teenager. You don’t stay with women long enough to learn their last names, let alone fall in love. And we both know that’s not what you’re interested in doing with Rina.”

      I scowl, turning away from my friend and back over to the two women talking in my foyer. “Who said anything about love? Why does every woman I encounter have to be the one or I shouldn’t bother?”

      “I don’t know, Breck. Maybe because you’re on the flip side of thirty and it’s time to grow up and settle down.”

      “Maybe that’s just not where my headspace is yet. That doesn’t mean I’m doing anything wrong.”

      But all that aside, Wes has a very valid point. I have never had any interest in falling in love before. I’ve been too busy with work. Too busy building up my career. And simply, I just haven’t found anyone I’ve liked all that much. It’s not that I’m into playing the field or require a new woman every night of the week. I just don’t see the need to prolong something I know from the start isn’t right.

      And then in walks this blonde…

      “I’m not touching her,” I say in a low tone, leaving off the second half of that sentence: But I want to. Doesn’t matter. Wes knows me well enough to know I was thinking it anyway. Doesn’t change the facts as they are.

      “Good. Because not only do I work with Rina and she’s one of Aria’s best friends, there is more to her than just her face and body. She’s had it rough, Breck. Really rough. She’s a good person with a huge heart, and the last thing I’d ever want to see is someone who has no intention of caring for her hurt her.”

      I’m so tempted to tell him I know all about how rough she’s had it because she told me, but I won’t go there. It feels like I’d be betraying Rina’s confidence if I did. Besides, as fucked up as it is, I like having a secret like this.

      I like having something so forbidden with her.

      Something we fight and fail at and fight again.

      But the truth is, “That’s a low blow. Nice to know what you think of me, buddy.” I slap his shoulder, hiding the sting of his words with sarcasm and a smile.

      Three years ago, Rina used me a hell of a lot more than I used her.

      Because I wasn’t using her.

      I looked at her and I saw nothing else. All I could think was, I want that. And then the goddess surpassed all my wildest dreams and kinkiest fantasies without even giving me the benefit of her name.

      Hell, she didn’t want me to have her name. I tried and she shut me up right quick. No names if it’s only for tonight, she had said. And I complied. Willingly. Wantingly. Because if I wanted her, I had no choice.

      But now I know her name.

      And my desire for her hasn’t waned. If anything, knowing her name and having her in my world has only increased it. She can fight this thing with us, but we’re inevitable.

      “I’m sorry, okay. But I have to say this shit. You know I do.”

      “Wes, I’m not the heartless, woman devouring monster you think I am. I haven’t been with a woman in months. And the last time I was, I dated her for a couple of months. The girl before her too.”

      “But never longer than that.”

      “They haven’t been the right girl.”

      Because something tells me I’m looking at her.

      “All I’m saying is your track record is shit. Especially with Aria’s friends and I don’t want to see Rina get hurt.”

      “What track record? You and Aria are all about this shit. I slept with two of Aria’s high school friends, Wes. They pursued me. I told them flat out it was not going to go anywhere. They agreed. They were all for it just being fun. Then it happened and they freaked when it ended exactly as I said it would. How is that my fault?”

      “And the other girls?”

      I sigh. “Again, they came onto me. Not the other way around, and I didn’t reciprocate after the first two went bad.”

      “Fair point. I don’t remember all the details. I just know Aria lost her best friends and spent the last two years of high school like a social pariah because girls were still pissed about you.”

      “Then they shouldn’t have said yes to something they knew they couldn’t handle,” I growl. “Besides, asshole, that was fucking high school.”

      “Okay. But you’re not staying, Breck. Think of that when you think about Rina. To say Aria’s sensitive about you and her friends is an understatement.”

      “Fine. Whatever.” I blow him off. “We still on for the B’s game this week? I need the escape from my dickhead new boss.”

      “Yes. I still can’t believe you bought season tickets.”

      “Hockey is real, dude. And Bruins hockey is life. What the hell good is having all this money if I can’t spend it on extravagant shit.” I turn to meet his eyes. “You know Drew is coming too, right?”

      “Yeah, I know Drew is coming and that’s fine. He’s a good guy and I like being friendly with him, since I don’t think he exactly considers us friends. Besides, I have something I need to tell him anyway and work isn’t the place for it.”

      Wes slaps my shoulder, leaving it at that and we both walk over to where the ladies are standing by the front door.

      “Welcome to the party, Angel,” I say by way of a greeting. Aria’s head flies left, her eyes wide with the nickname, but screw it. “I hope you’re handy with a brush. We’ve got a lot of wall space to cover.”

      “Angel?” Aria pipes up, unwilling to let it go.

      Rina snickers. “That’s what your brother calls me. I get the impression learning women’s names is a bit of a stretch for him.”

      Ouch. That makes two zings my way in less than a couple of minutes.

      The irony is, they don’t even know. They’re judging me now based on when I was an eighteen-year-old kid. I haven’t been with a woman in three months. That wasn’t a lie I told Wes. Yes, I know, I don’t date women for long. Yes, some of the women have grown attached when they should have known better—because I fucking told them, and they agreed.

      But I’m not cruel. Never. I’m not heartless. Ever.

      All my life I’ve felt like the outsider who stared into the ball from the street because he never got invited. Sure, I was popular. Yes, I had friends. But I never felt like many people knew the real me and two of the people who are supposed to are in this room and the things that have flown out of their mouths today prove that maybe they don’t know me as well as I thought they did.

      All they see me as is the player.

      “Believe me, Rina Fritz, I have no problems learning women’s names,” I bite, my tone a bit harsher than I intend. But I think I’ve officially hit the end of my chill with this. “Now that we’re all done slinging shit my way, can we get back to my walls? I’d like to be finished today.”

      And like a petulant child, I turn on my heels and go back to my brush.

      But fuck all of this.

      I’m so goddamn tired of everyone thinking I’m the asshole.

      Honestly, if I wasn’t nursing such a hit to my pride and ego, maybe I’d be reacting differently. Laughing it off instead of bristling. But I’m thirty-two years old and instead of capturing my life by the horns and riding that shit like a pro, I feel like I’m chasing after it and playing catch-up.

      Crappy job. Old city. My past transgressions never far behind me.

      And now, the same woman who tore a path straight through me, if only for one night, is here, in my goddamn home, and I can’t touch her. Not just that, I’m warned off.

      “I’m sorry,” Rina’s soft voice beside me whispers, the wet sound of the roller squishing up and down my walls as she paints a couple of feet away. I glance over my shoulder, but Aria and Wes are on the other side of the room. I turn back and start painting again, ignoring her because I’m still angry. Still resentful. Still pathetically petulant. “I shouldn’t have said that about you. It was unfair.”

      I close my eyes for a second, blowing out a breath and releasing some of the tension that’s sitting on me like an albatross. “It’s fine.”

      “No, Brecken. It’s not fine. I didn’t mean what I said. Whether Angel is my name or not, you remembered who I was even three years later. And the no-names thing that night was on me. You had told me you wanted more than that night and I said no all the way before running out on you.”

      “You do that a lot. Run out on me.”

      “Yes, but I know you know why, so you can’t fault me on that. You didn’t tell me Aria was coming over today.”

      I laugh before I can stop it. “That’s because I completely forgot until she was knocking on my door at ten to eight. I might have also had a tiny panic attack thinking you were still asleep on my couch. You can imagine my relief.” I growl that last part, dripping all the sarcasm I can muster into it.

      “I already apologized. And clearly it was the right call. Did you have to start in with the Angel stuff? You’re asking for trouble.”

      “I want trouble with you.” She doesn’t say anything, but I can tell she doesn’t like that. Her silence hangs around us, poking holes in me. “Do you really hate it when I call you Angel?”

      She’s still silent, but when I glance over at her, she’s smiling, trying like hell to hide it as she bites into her bottom lip.

      Her sparkling green eyes meet mine and she slowly shakes her head. “No. But I want to.”

      I laugh a little at that. “I’m not really such a bad guy.” I don’t know why I feel the need to defend myself to her. Why I want her to think only good things about me instead of all the bad I know she already does.

      “I don’t think you’re a bad guy, Brecken. That’s part of the problem.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “Nothing. Just forget it. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      “What if I don’t want to forget it? What if I want you to tell me all the ways I’m not such a bad guy? All the ways you secretly like me.”

      She laughs, the sound light and airy, forcing a smile to burst across my lips. Rina doesn’t laugh a lot—she’s kind of serious actually—but when she does laugh, it’s like angels singing. Pun intended. It’s a magnificent sound, and my smile feels triumphant. Like by getting this woman to laugh, I conquered some tremendous feat few others have.

      “I think we have enough secrets between us.”

      I shrug, stealing glances every few seconds like a compulsion. I just have to. “I like our secrets.”

      She makes a humming sound in the back of her throat as she bends down to coat the roller with more paint before returning it to the wall. “I like our secrets too. Even when I shouldn’t. They feel better than others though,” she whispers so low I have to strain to hear her over the sound of paint and Aria and Wes chatting way across the apartment.

      She moves farther away from me, coating more and more of my wall, and though I’m tempted to follow her around the whole place, peppering her with questions about what she just said, I let her go. Wes’s words pounding through my head. She’s a good person. Has a huge heart, and the last thing I’d ever want to see is someone who has no intention of caring for her hurt her.

      But what if I didn’t hurt Rina?

      What if I made her smile and laugh and brought her pleasure? What if she does the same for me? Am I not entitled to any of those things when right now, those things feel impossible?

      Rina and I are the same.

      Lost and lonely but hell-bent on hiding it from everyone else. But we’re also fighters, she and I. And maybe that’s why we’re so drawn to each other. We recognize pieces of ourselves in the other.

      After what she’s been through, she doesn’t want a relationship or anything serious, and right now, it’s just not an option for me to offer a woman a future when I’m only here a year. We could be perfect for each other in that.

      So yeah, what if Aria and Wes are wrong? What if it was always meant to be Rina? Even if just for a little while?
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      I can’t decide if I’m happy I came here today or not. Being around Brecken leaves me nothing short of guilty and conflicted. Especially when Aria is right here and I’m hiding so much from her.

      “You know, you really should let me paint a mural on your wall,” Aria muses, her paint-covered fingers tapping on her chin. Aria, as usual, is covered in paint. I mean, the girl is a mess. How she managed to get in such a state is beyond me. The rest of us have a splatter here or there, but nothing like this girl.

      “A mural?” Brecken parrots, his eyebrows furrowing as he stares at the wall in question.

      “Yeah. Something cute. Like a bunny hopping through the forest with Bambi.”

      Brecken makes a snorting sound in the back of his throat.

      Aria turns to him, her eyebrows pinched, and I cannot tell if she’s kidding or not. “No? You want something darker? More masculine?” She drops her voice on the last word and both Wes and I exchange bemused glances.

      “Is she like this at home when she paints?” I question, and all he can do is shake his head, like I shouldn’t ask.

      “I used to think it was the paint fumes, but now I know it’s just the insane artist side of her.”

      “Rude.” Aria smacks at Wes’s chest, leaving a grayish handprint on his shirt. “But probably accurate. Unlike you losers, I embrace my weird. I always have.”

      “True,” Wes concedes. “And I did always love your weird. It certainly has never been boring.”

      Wes gets another smack, but Aria’s over it. Her attention is now on me. “I’m being serious here, Rina. Don’t you think some dope-ass art should adorn this huge blank wall?”

      “Um. Yes? But I don’t really see Brecken as a Thumper and Bambi sort of guy.”

      “Thumper. That’s right. I couldn’t remember the bunny’s name. Okay. What about something really cool and abstract. Oh, or a woman in a sheer dress in a field. Something Pierre Auguste Cot-ish.”

      “Who?” Brecken replies completely bewildered. “Aria, what are you even talking about? Did you drink paint instead of the Diet Coke I gave you with lunch? You do remember I rent this place.”

      She snorts. “But you should own it. And no, I didn’t drink paint. It has a very strange taste. Almost like clay and dirt combined with plastic. I’m not a pica girl, Breck.”

      “Um. Aria, I think you need some air.”

      She turns to me. “Did you know you have paint smeared on your forehead?”

      I sigh. Yes, I did know that. Brecken gave me that one when he pretended to wipe imaginary dirt from my forehead.

      “Here. Let me add to it.” And before I can say boo about it, Aria takes both of her hands that evidently still have wet paint on them and wipes her fingers down my cheeks. “There. Now you look badass. Like a battle warrior. Like Joan of Arc.”

      “Awesome. That was obviously the look I was going for,” I deadpan. Bending down, I dip my fingers into the paint tray beside me and return the favor, smearing cold thick gray lines all over her face and even a stripe down her nose.

      “That’s the spirit.” Aria laughs, throwing me a wink. “I was getting really tired of your frown.”

      Shit. Have I been frowning all day? I didn’t think I was, but evidently painting is more tedious than I was expecting it to be and even though we were all talking and listening to music, my thoughts took over, leading me down dark and turbulent paths more frequently than I wanted.

      “Please, do not start a paint fight while you’re standing over the newly refinished hardwood floors.”

      “One, two, three, four, I declare a paint war.”

      “Aria,” Brecken warns.

      She rolls her eyes. “God, Breck. You’re no fun either. You should see my studio.”

      “I have. That’s precisely why I don’t want you to start the fight I know you’re itching to start. I. Rent. This. Place.”

      “Fine. I won’t start a paint war. Instead, how about Wes and I go buy a couple bottles of wine and some pizza while you two finish up the last corner over there. Then we’re done since you won’t let me paint the loft upstairs. Time to celebrate. Woo-hoo.” Aria throws her hands up in the air and saunters off for the bathroom, hopefully to clean her face and hands before she goes out in public.

      “How do you live with her, man? Doesn’t she drive you crazy?”

      Wes smirks at Brecken. “Yes. Every day. And I wouldn’t change a hair on her head.”

      Damn. I love Wes. I’m so happy he’s with Aria because just how perfect is he? It still boggles my mind that I started working with Drew shortly after I moved to Boston three years ago and Aria and Wes never reunited until Josh, Aria’s best friend, was attacked and put in the hospital and Wes was his surgeon.

      I saunter over to Wes and give him a kiss on the cheek. He gives me a what-was-that-for look, and I can only smile. “Aria knows what I like on my pizza and what kind of wine I like to drink.” Then I scoop up the roller and get to work on finishing up the stupid corner.

      It’s seriously taken four of us all damn day to paint this place.

      We took a break for lunch, but other than that, we haven’t stopped. “Did you have to rent such a big place?” I lament to Brecken who has come to join me since Aria and Wes just left.

      “How come you kissed Wes and not me?”

      I throw Brecken a side-eye. “Jealous?”

      “Yes. Very.”

      “It’s weird that I met you in New York and then shortly after moving here, I met and became friends with Aria. She was dating Drew at the time and I worked with him and Margot in the ED. Hell, I started working with Wes like two years ago.”

      “I know. It is weird. But I like it. I like it a lot.” He rubs his shoulder with his hand. “Damn, I’m already sore. I told Aria I would pay someone to do this. She refused, because that’s Aria. And you got suckered in too.”

      “There isn’t a lot I won’t do for pizza and wine.”

      “I’ll have to remember that.” He grins at me with a devil-may-care sparkle to his cobalt eyes. “Incidentally, you look beautiful with paint all over your face.”

      “Oh yeah?” A bark of a laugh flees my lungs. “An improvement, is it?”

      “Well.” He hums in the back of his throat. “I’m not sure.” Then he takes his brush and paints a long line down my exposed arm. It’s cold. And wet. And freaking slimy. “Now it’s an improvement.”

      “Didn’t you just say you don’t want a fight?”

      “Any chance I get to tangle with you, I’m going to take. Floors be damned.”

      I cock an unamused eyebrow, going back to the wall and ignoring him. The moment the fool does the same, I take my roller and swipe it all down his back.

      Hissing between his teeth, he leaps forward from the shock of it, nearly smacking into the wall.

      “Oops. Sorry. I hope you didn’t like that shirt.”

      “No. Not at all,” he says casually. Too casually.

      My heart starts to thunder a drumroll as we both return to painting the wall while I surreptitiously watch him out of the corner of my eye. Wondering just how he’s going to retaliate. Knowing he almost certainly will.

      “Relax, Angel. I think we’re even,” he claims only to roll right into me, pressing his back to my front, and covering the entire chest of my shirt in paint.

      I squeal out, laughing hysterically as I try to push him off, swatting at him with my roller, no doubt flicking paint all over the place. He spins around, his hands encircling my waist, his paintbrush now slathering my back.

      “Oh my god! I cannot believe you just did that,” I shriek, bucking away from the brush on my back and inadvertently pressing my chest into him.

      “Mmmm,” he murmurs, dipping in toward me. “But look how pretty you are coated in my paint.” Holy shit. My face flames at the drop in his voice and dirty smirk on his lips. “How easy such a sweet girl can get dirtied up by a bad boy like me.” His nose drops in, skating up along the column of my neck, and I do everything I can to suppress my moan. “If only I were allowed to really dirty you up again, Angel.” He takes a deep inhale of my skin. “Think how fun that would be.”

      Heat swarms through me, tightening my empty core and hardening my nipples.

      “Brecken,” I whisper, my voice hoarse, needy.

      “Fuck, I love it when you say my name like that. It’s the one regret I have about the first time we were together.”

      Oh god. I have to stop this.

      “I should go get cleaned up. Your sister and Wes will be back any second.”

      My words have my intended effect. A low, harsh growl keens from under his breath, and he slowly peels himself away. But his eyes. Those eyes are dark and dangerous, and all I want to do right now is fall into them. Get lost in the silent promise of pleasure he’s desperate to give.

      “You did that on purpose.”

      “Yes. I had to.”

      “What if I don’t care anymore about that, Rina?”

      “I do, Brecken.”

      Another growl. “Use the bathroom down here. I’ll bring you a clean shirt.”

      I swallow thickly and force myself to take a step back and then another. I don’t dare breathe out until I know it’s safe, and then I turn, heading straight for the powder room on the first floor.

      Entering the bathroom, I shut the door and immediately turn on the water, twisting the lever to warm. My heart is racing in my chest, my body tingling with the assertion in his words.

      What if I don’t care anymore about that, Rina?

      Jesus.

      And the way he touches me. Looks at me. Inhales me. Fuck. I want it. I want it all. I want to be consumed by every inch of Brecken Davenport. Christ, I’m pulsing with the need of it.

      What is it about him? He hardly even has to try with me.

      Forcing my gaze up, I take in my image as a bubble of laughter escapes my lips. My face is covered with streaks of paint. My chest too, and I spin around, twisting my head over my shoulder to catch the reflection of my back which is absolutely saturated.

      Turning back around, I start to wash my hands and face under the water when I hear a knock on the door. “Come in,” I call out, though suddenly my nerves have ratcheted back up. Brecken steps in, shutting the door behind him with a soft click that seems to reverberate through the small bathroom at a deafening decibel.

      “I brought you a shirt.”

      I meet his eyes in the mirror for a flicker of a second before returning immediately to the sink. “Thank you.” Only he doesn’t leave. He stands behind me, watching me remove the last of the paint from my face and hands, instead of setting the shirt down on the small shelf in the corner and leaving. “What are you doing?”

      “Waiting on you to finish up at the sink. I figure I might as well use this bathroom too instead of getting mine upstairs filled with paint.”

      Oh. Okay. I guess that makes sense.

      He sets the shirt that I’ll be wearing down on the edge of the sink. Then he proceeds to reach behind his head and pull his off, rolling it in a ball, and dropping it to the tile floor.

      My breath lodges in my chest.

      Holy hell, Brecken’s chest.

      If I thought it looked good three years ago, it’s absolutely incredible now. Broad shoulders and thick arm muscles. Well-defined pecs that slope down into a six-pack of bricks and sexy as all sin V that would make Zac Ephron jealous. Brecken doesn’t have much chest hair. Just a small trail that leads from the base of his navel into his jeans.

      Mother of all that is holy, I want to run my fingers through it. Tickle my fingers up along that V while I run my tongue down the center of his abs.

      “Let me know when you’re done drooling and I’ll put on my shirt.”

      Cocky jerk.

      “You’re covered in paint still. I’d wait to wash up first if I were you.”

      He chuckles lightly. “You’re hogging the sink. You should probably take off your shirt too, you know.”

      He’s right. I should. There is no other way I’m going to get all this paint cleaned off me otherwise. Especially since I know some of it has seeped through the cotton of my shirt, coating my back and belly.

      Well, I guess two can play at this game.

      “Will you wipe down my back for me?” And before he can answer, I peel off my sodden shirt, same as he did, tossing it down on top of his.

      He sucks in a rush of air through his teeth, clearly not expecting me to follow through. His eyes find mine in the mirror, and if I thought they were dark and heated before, I was wrong. The smoldering look he’s giving me right now is downright carnal. He holds my gaze for a very long moment, the only sound between us is water spilling into the basin and down the drain.

      Slowly. Deliberately, his gaze wanders, caressing every single inch of my bra-covered breasts, belly, and hips. His hands shoot out and for a moment I think he’s going to touch me, knowing that if he does, this will get out of control in seconds. Only instead he goes for a folded washcloth on the shelf, unraveling it and stepping forward to reach around me to wet it.

      His arm brushes my shoulder, and my breath hitches, chills exploding across my skin. I know he hears it. I know he feels the reaction my body has to his. He’s not even smirking or gloating. But his lips part, and his breathing quickens.

      He’s fighting a losing battle with his self-control, same as I am.

      Blood rushes through my ears, and the moment the warm, wet cloth touches my shoulder blade, I moan. I can’t stop it. It feels so good, and I can smell his cologne, and I’m so turned on. Standing here half naked with this man who is looking at me this way, I can’t make sense of anything else.

      There is no right or wrong in here.

      No notion that this man touching me is my best friend’s brother.

      It’s just us, and all I want to do is turn around. Because that’s all it would take for us to cross the line. For me to succumb. Just one simple, swift move.

      My hands grasp onto the edge of the sink, holding on so I don’t move.

      “Your skin is so pretty,” he says, his voice thick as he continues to clean my back with the cloth, reaching over every few seconds to ring out the paint and rewet it whether it needs it or not. Rivulets of warm water glide down my back and I shudder, my nipples so hard they could cut glass, something I’m positive he sees through the thin material of my bra. “So soft. So smooth. So creamy.” His face dips into the back of my neck. My eyes close and I hold in my breath as he inhales deeply, the way he did before. “Smells so good.”

      Fuck! My teeth bite into my bottom lip. I’m ready to explode.

      “Brecken,” I beg, but for what I don’t even know anymore.

      I’m stuck in some kind of euphoric haze. Desperate for him to reach around, to cup my breasts and pinch my nipples. To dip down my belly into my jeans where he’ll find me soaked and ready for him.

      He groans, stepping into my back and pressing every hard inch of him into me.

      “You want it too, don’t you?”

      His lips meet my neck, trailing open mouth kisses up and down before stopping under my ear. Harsh pants spill past my lips as I shake uncontrollably. I lean back, arching my neck to give him better access and closing my eyes because looking at him doing this to me is just too much.

      “This cannot happen right now, Rina. As you said, we’ll be interrupted very shortly. But let me tell you this now so there is no more confusion. Fuck the warnings and fuck the rules. I’m dying for you. However you’ll let me have you, I want you. You feel that?” he thrusts his hard cock into my ass, and I moan, my body quivering. “I know you want me just as much. Think about it. Dream about it. Get yourself off to it. And when you’re ready, come find me. I’ll be waiting.”
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      “I’m sorry I’m late,” Margot exclaims in a dramatic sigh as she slinks down onto the seat beside me at our usual brunch spot. We’re all bundled up for end of September Boston weather, but this is likely the last time we’ll be able to eat al fresco like this.

      “At least you changed,” I remark, taking in her black sweater and jeans that live in her work locker.

      “Dude, I freaking had to. Night shifts with a full moon, right? But Drew had the coolest abscess ever. I mean, it was like the size of my fist and when he lanced it practically burst with black and green pus. Have you ever seen black pus? It’s—”

      The woman at the table next to ours hisses, sending Margot a scathing look.

      “Sorry,” she murmurs contritely to the woman before turning back to us. “Sometimes I forget about the whole inappropriate table conversation thing.”

      “Honestly, I was riveted,” Halle teases. “But then again, I’m not so sure Aria was. And obviously the other patrons of this fine establishment don’t share our enthusiasm for all things humanoidily nasty.”

      “Humanoidily?” Aria questions.

      Halle hitches up a shoulder, running her hands through her long copper strands before piling them on top of her head in a messy bun. “Whatever. You got my point. You should hear me and Jonah at dinner.”

      “Same with me and Drew.”

      My head flies in Margot’s direction, because though we all know they’re BFFs and that they secretly love each other while refusing to admit it, that not so insignificant comment felt like something. Especially with the small blush she has growing across her freckled cheeks. I wonder if their relationship is finally starting to move beyond that one kiss.

      I raise an eyebrow that she readily ignores.

      “Well, Wes knows better with me,” Aria claims. “The second he starts in about his ‘cool trauma surgery’, I get up and leave. You’re lucky I love you and my iced coffee, Margot, otherwise it would have ended up in your lap.”

      “Fantastic, but can we order? I need coffee if I’m going to run my errands and not pass out in the grocery store while standing up. And food. Lawd, I’m starving. I can never eat on night shifts.”

      “Me either,” I admit. “My stomach just doesn’t do it. Unless my patient codes.”

      “Ice cream sundaes,” both Halle and Margot say in unison, cracking up.

      “If I had ice cream every time a patient coded, I’d be huge,” Margot states. “Working in the ED sucks sometimes.”

      “Are y’all coming to Jonah’s birthday party?” Halle asks, changing the subject just as our waiter comes by. We all order our food before she turns back to us expectantly.

      “I’m not sure. So far I haven’t been able to switch my shift with anyone.” I grimace sheepishly.

      “Drew and I will be there.”

      “Wes has to work too, but I’ll come. Probably with Breck if I can get him out of his office earlier than ten. He’s been working these crazy hours this past week.”

      The mention of Brecken makes me do two complete opposite things at once. First—my  nipples tighten and my core clenches while my stomach swarms with butterflies. Second—I inwardly wince with a pang of guilt and stare down at my empty place setting. It’s an odd combination to battle and neither feels all that spectacular. Well, I mean, the first one feels good, but the whole guilt thing drowns the pleasure from it.

      “Oh, and while I’m thinking of it, thanks again for helping to paint. After you boogied out, he kept talking about how good the place looked and how glad he was that you came to help because the whole thing got done that much quicker.”

      And suddenly why do I wish he had told Aria he propositioned me in his powder room? I’ve been avoiding Brecken for a week now. That seems to be what I do with him. We have an encounter, then I run off and subsequently avoid him. Then we have another encounter, and the cycle repeats itself. Except with every new encounter, our whatever the hell we have going on, gets ratcheted up to the next level.

      He told me to think about it. It, as in having sex with him. Again.

      And believe me, I have.

      He told me to get myself off to it. Done. Dream about it? Yup, I’ve been there too.

      But I haven’t sought him out.

      I’ve held firm, avoiding the coffee shop I know he goes to because I’ve seen him in there. I’m careful when walking around our neighborhood because I’m afraid if I just bump into him, even on the street—

      “You helped them paint?” Halle asks, studying me for reasons unknown. Maybe I’m not as good at hiding my reaction to his name as I thought. Her gaze falls to my fingers and I realize I’m tapping. Shit. I stop instantly because Halle knows what that is. They all do, she just happens to be more perceptive than Margot or Aria.

      “Yes. I am capable of using my hands for more than saving lives and applying Oscar-worthy makeup.”

      “Yeah…” She tilts her head. “But you’re like… are you feeling okay? You’re blushing, Rina and you never blush.”

      “I’m not blushing.”

      Now Margot’s in on it. “Actually, I think you might be. You started when Aria thanked you. Not that I can blame. I mean, hello, have you seen Brecken Davenport?”

      “You sound like Josh,” Aria chastises before turning on me. “You look more sick than red. Kinda green actually. You feeling okay?”

      Yup. Perfect. Fucking awesome. “Just a lot going on.”

      And that ain’t no lie, kid.

      A lot going on just became my new middle name instead of Penderhause, which don’t ask, because it’s like my great-great-great grandmother’s maiden name or something. It comes in handy though when you’re trying to fly under the radar and stay away from your ex-boyfriend-turned-stalker’s family.

      Well, until now obviously.

      That brings up a whole other slew of shit in my head and right now, it’s all just a bit too much. Why did Brecken have to be Aria’s brother? Why did she have to warn us off him? Because some no-strings, dirty, HOT sex? Yeah, I could seriously go for that right now. And Brecken is safe. I feel safe with him. In a way I can’t remember feeling safe with anyone.

      “You sure?” Aria presses. “You don’t look—oh, food. Yes, I’m starving.”

      And thank god for food, right? And distractible artists.

      But that doesn’t stop Halle… No. Not one bit. She’s scrutinizing the hell out of me with her discerning blue eyes. Then she smirks knowingly at me before accepting her plate and returning the conversation to Jonah’s birthday. But she’s onto me and my stupid useless crush—I mean attraction. I just know she is. And that’s not even the worst of it. I still have my brothers to deal with today.
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      “A hundred million dollars, Rina!” Kaplan yells, and I slam my head down on the table, rattling plates and drinks. Ugh. I knew he was going to react like this when I told him the number. It really wasn’t something I wanted to do over the phone. I don’t even know why, because it would have been easier. I think I just wanted to see my brothers, but now it’s like that old adage: careful what you wish for.

      “Maybe yell it a little louder, Kap. I’m not sure everyone over there in the right-field roof seats heard you.”

      “I don’t give a fuck if they heard me, Rina. You shouldn’t have called the motherfucker in the first place.”

      “Language,” Landon admonishes sharply, glancing over his shoulder in my niece, his daughter, Stella’s direction. She’s not even paying attention. Her face is too deep into Harry Potter and The Goblet of Fire to care about what anyone has to say. I’m jealous. That’s one of my favorites in the series.

      “She’s fine,” Luca says. “Watch this. Stella?” he calls out and she doesn’t respond. “Stella!” Still no answer. “See. She’s straight. I gave her my AirPods so she wouldn’t hear us talking.”

      I groan. It’s a rare occasion that we all have the day off together. But today is Yom Kippur and out of respect for this high holy day for Jewish people, much of this city is closed including schools and doctors’ offices. Those of us who work at the hospital scrambled at my request, so that we all have this random Wednesday off. One thing we learned through my experience is that we do things as a family because nothing is more important.

      Still, sometimes being the youngest, the only female, in a group of overprotective alpha men sucks.

      “Did you know I’m twenty-six, Kap? That makes me a full-grown woman and all that.”

      “Don’t start with that, baby sister. I’m like a hundred and fifty years older than your tiny ass and you know I’m not wrong. There was nothing good to come from calling him back by yourself. You should have consulted our lawyer first.”

      “You may be a hundred and fifty years older than me, but that’s obviously in dog years since you only look about sixteen.”

      He gives me an unamused glare—even though it’s true, Kaplan has a total baby face—still harping on me for taking matters into my own hands.

      He has a point on that. But I was tired of feeling afraid of Mr. Bishop. I refuse to show fear at the hands of someone else again. Ever. I may count things in my drawers. I may lock my house up and check my cameras four times each. I may do random things like spout trivia facts or count my steps or tap in rhythmic patterns.

      But no man will ever control or dictate how I live my life again.

      And that includes our family lawyers and my brothers.

      “Is he done yet?” I ask the rest of my brothers who all decided today was the day to drag Rina to our luxury box at Fenway Park to watch the Sox while we had our little powwow. Okay, I’m not exactly complaining about that. Especially since we’re still fighting for our wild card spot and we have like two more games to do it in. That and it might also be my fault that all my brothers and poor Stella—who does not like sports at all—are here because when I called Kap the other morning to tell him I had ‘inherited’ money from Harrison and that I want to funnel it to the foundation charities, he said we needed a family meeting about it. With my parents overseas, Kaplan is officially in charge of the foundation. Something I think he both loves and hates about being an Abbot-Fritz.

      “I’m done,” he says, softening his voice and dropping into the seat beside me. He tosses his large, heavy arm over my shoulder. “I’m sorry. I just hate all this. You shouldn’t have to go through this anymore, Rina. It should have been over and done with six years ago. Hell, it should have never happened in the first place.”

      “It wasn’t exactly batting practice for me either,” I grumble, sitting up and taking a bite of my sausage because it’s way too good to waste on my brother’s foul mood. Clearly, I’m eating my feelings today because at brunch with the girls, I finished off my omelet in record time. “Look. It’s done. I called him because I needed to do it myself. I was not about to hide behind a lawyer for that. But now that it’s done, I’ll contact the foundation’s attorneys tomorrow and we can get the paperwork rolling for the money. I wanted to talk to you guys first. With any luck, I’ll never have to deal with Bishop again.”

      “You should have at least let me be there the way we talked about,” Oliver says. “I don’t trust him. Did he say what was in the letter?”

      “No. Just that he held on to it because I don’t deserve anything ‘special’ from Harrison.” I put air quotes around the word.

      “Special!” Oliver chokes. “Is he fucking high? He’s trying to hurt you, Rina. There can be no other reason for this. For trying to blatantly torture and frighten you.” He scoffs indignantly. “I guess the apple didn’t fall far, did it?” I throw him an eyebrow for that and he huffs out a breath, trying to rein himself in. “Do you truly think he’s going to let that kind of money go so easily?” He leans back in his seat with his feet propped up on the small partition between the glass and the outdoor seats. I know he’s itching to go out there and sit to watch the game, but we never discuss family business out in the open.

      “I don’t think he has a choice,” I remark, but still, my eyebrows knit together at his tone.

      “Except he could challenge the will,” Kaplan continues when Oliver doesn’t. “I mean, people do it all the time and clearly Harrison wasn’t well at the time of its drafting. He could challenge the mental fitness of his son and contest the will. Hell, I bet the letter Bishop is sending you proves how unstable Harrison was.”

      Suddenly the bite of sausage, bread, peppers, and onions I was working on gets lodged in my throat and I have to chase it down with my soda before I choke to death. “He said he couldn’t challenge it. He also said something about not wanting to inherit from his son’s death and that he didn’t need the money anyway. He said he just wanted to be done with all of it.” Only my voice comes out small. Suddenly questioning everything. “I told him I don’t want the money. He can fucking keep it. And the goddamn letter.” No one says anything and I’m growing more agitated by the second. “This doesn’t make sense. Why would he say he can’t keep the money if he can?”

      All my brothers exchange looks. “I don’t know,” Carter says. “Maybe he doesn’t want his son’s money. But why are you only hearing about this will now? The letter is one thing, but a will is another. Shouldn’t an attorney have contacted you immediately after Harrison’s death about it? Now Bishop has your phone number and address.”

      A sick knot of dread plummets to the pit of my stomach as a chill runs up my spine. My fingers itch to start tapping, but instead I ball my hands up into fists. “Legally there had to be a reading of the will after Harrison died.” My voice is a whisper. Hollow and lifeless.

      “Yes,” Luca agrees, running his hands through his dark hair as he leans forward in his seat one row behind me, dropping his elbows to his parted thighs. “An attorney absolutely should have reached out to you when Harrison died. So that means a few different things might have gone down. One, Bishop didn’t tell anyone about the will when Harrison died. Two, he didn’t know about it and the attorney didn’t know about Harrison’s death and somehow with the inheritance looming, it came out. Harrison’s death wasn’t exactly in the papers or publicized. Both his family and ours made sure of it. Or all this could be for another reason I can’t think up right now. It’s just weird that it’s all coming out now around the anniversary of Harrison’s death.” His green eyes shift to the field, his posture turning rigid as his fists are balled so tight they’re turning white.

      “Maybe he didn’t want the press in on it?” Oliver guesses. “He didn’t want a legal battle, so he never contested it? Didn’t want the nature of Harrison’s crimes and death to be made public? We’re six years later now. It’s likely too late to contest it anyway.”

      “If there wasn’t a will, the money would go straight to him,” Luca growls. “A hundred million. Think about that. How easy is it for him to push that sort of money away just to save face or say he doesn’t want to inherit from his son’s death?”

      “He said his attorney would make sure the funds were sent directly to me and then it would be done. Simple and straightforward, he said.” More looks cast around and I clear my throat of the burgeoning panic that’s starting to rise up from within me. “You think it’s a ploy? But for what? To come after me? Why wouldn’t he have done that years ago?”

      More silent looks that are driving me up a wall.

      “Aria’s brother Brecken mentioned that their stock has been all over the place in the last few years.”

      “A hundred million is a lot of money,” Landon states, running his hand through his dark hair. “A lot of money. What does all over the place mean? What’s really going on at Bishop Energies and why was the will and inheritance hidden until now? He didn’t even let you know until a week before his birthday. A week before the inheritance vested.”

      “You guys are freaking me out with your conspiracy theories.”

      “It’s likely nothing, Rina. Just a series of odd circumstances. But I’m thinking it might not be a bad idea to look into this a little closer,” Kaplan states, his green eyes on mine before they flitter over to my brothers one by one. “And I’m thinking we need to press him and the drafting attorney about the will. We want to see the original document. Review the inheritance. We’re not just about to accept a hundred million dollars because Bishop and his attorney says it’s yours. He could get you for laundering or stealing money or something. If he balks at that, there’s a hell of a lot more going on. If he doesn’t, it’s on the level.”

      Great. Something else to add to my mounting crazy pile.
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      I had decided Sunday night that I was going to do this. Hours had been spent lamenting what I had seen that Friday afternoon and nothing about it sat well with me. For more than a week I’ve been going back and forth on it.

      I could come out and ask Rich, but he’ll lie or play it off or cover it up.

      Now that I’ve seen what I’ve seen, if I don’t do something about it, I’m considered a knowing party. There are laws and ethics at play here. That and if he knows I saw it, he can throw me under the bus with him when the shit hits the fan whether I make a trade or not.

      And considering my credibility on the street and with Alexander is already shit, I have no choice but to act offensively.

      I need proof and proof is something I do not have in my possession.

      I’ve been trying all week, actually, to gain access to his computer, but it’s not just something you can do. You have to research. Study. Make sure you have a plan in place, and if it all goes to hell and you get nabbed—which is a very real possibility—then you need a plausible excuse.

      Or at the very least a set of aces up your sleeve.

      The floor starts to clear out, person by person. I pretend not to notice. Not to listen as people say good night and talk about their upcoming weekend plans or complain about the ice storm that’s supposedly headed our way so early in the season.

      As far as my boss is concerned, I’ve been burning the midnight oil on my redemption world tour to win myself a spot back in New York while earning employee of the month. He’s already made three comments about my stellar work ethic. He also did that in front of colleagues who if they hadn’t already decided they didn’t like me before, straight up hate me now.

      I don’t care.

      There is one thing I’m certain of. I can always find another job. It might not be the job I want, but there is always one to be had. What I cannot do is lose my license or go to jail.

      “You staying late again?” Luccia asks, popping her head into my office.

      “Yes. I have a hockey game tonight with my friends so I figured I might as well work until I have to leave for it.”

      She smiles, her white teeth glimmering. I’ve learned a lot about Luccia this week because she, like me, doesn’t have many friends on the floor. The other assistants—all married with children—do not like her because she is young and beautiful, and the dickwad traders like to harass her. But she’s a single mom in the United States on an extended work visa provided to her by work. She is in the process of applying for citizenship, but she takes a hell of a lot more shit than she should because of her situation.

      Like right now.

      “Staying late again, Davenport. Pretty soon you’ll make us all look bad.” Laugh, laugh, ha ha. “Right Luccia?” Rich’s hand starts on her lower back, slides down to her ass where I’m positive he gives it a squeeze before sliding back up. “I hope you’re not staying to help Brecken with his work. We don’t pay for that type of overtime here, you know.” The repugnant innuendo of his words is unmistakable.

      He offers me a cocky smirk, one that says, aren’t you jealous I get to touch her fine ass, and then leans on the opposite side of my doorjamb like he didn’t just completely violate and sexually harass an employee.

      Luccia meanwhile has turned rigid, her grip on the doorframe so tight I’m shocked she’s not splintering the wood. I open my mouth to say something. In fact, I suddenly realize I’ve shot out of my chair with the sole intention of beating Rich to a fucking pulp when Luccia ever so slightly shakes her head at me, warning me off.

      I narrow my gaze back just as hers turns pleading.

      Motherfucker.

      I need a moment of silence for my murderous thoughts. Rich—or Dick, as I’ve fondly internally referred to him as—has chummed up to me while simultaneously degrading all the females in the office—especially Luccia.

      Guess how cool I am with that? Like zero on the Richter scale—catch my pun?

      My father taught me that business is business, and pussy should never enter into it. That no matter what, all women are to be treated as equals and with respect if I want to be a man worthy of being called one. It’s a goddamn smart lesson I took to heart but obviously Dick isn’t up on his MeToo info and that women aren’t there for our uninvited groping.

      I hate watching it.

      I hate hearing his rape-culture comments with other office douches who laugh like it’s amusing. I hate not being able to say shit because I already fucked up once and another push gets me pushed straight out the door.

      Still, I’d be willing to risk it if Luccia wasn’t so opposed to me stepping in.

      If I wasn’t positive before this moment, I sure as shit am now. I will slay this man.

      I will make him cry for his mommy every night while he’s sleeping in his white jumpsuit in his minimum-security prison after his wife and children have left him penniless. I can only hope he receives the same treatment he just bestowed upon Luccia there.

      “No, Luccia was just leaving for the night.”

      “Oh great,” Rich exclaims with a smarmy grin aimed at her tits. “I was just heading out myself. Happy to walk you.”

      “Actually, you know what? I have a quick question about a meeting for Monday. Would you mind just holding back one second, Luccia? I certainly wouldn’t want to hold you up any longer, Rich. I’m sure you’re anxious to get home to your wife and kids.”

      I smile. I even sell it.

      Because he quickly gets my meaning and nods. “Yes. Certainly don’t want to be late for dinner or I’ll hear about it from the missus.”

      Who the fuck still calls their wife the missus?

      “Have a good night,” I tell him, still with that fucking smile I can’t stand on my lips.

      He scrutinizes us both, a glimmer of suspicion in his eyes that is just as quickly gone as he does, in fact, leave. Without his workbag hanging from his shoulder. First night all week that’s happened and I mentally fist pump the air. Luccia approaching my office must have distracted him.

      Luccia steps into my office, leaning against the wall, her hands folded behind her back, but she doesn’t say anything.

      “You can file a complaint,” I tell her. “Or I can.”

      “No,” she says firmly. “I can’t and neither can you. I am expendable whereas he will deny it and I’ll either lose my job and my visa, never be promoted, or will be reshuffled to no-man's-land. I can’t do that, Brecken. I cannot. I have a child to support. And you cannot say a word. Promise me.”

      Fuck. How do I promise that when all I want to do is strangle him for being the type of asshole who thinks he’s allowed—and fucking entitled—to prey on vulnerable women? Hell, on any woman? Rina’s beautiful face flitters into my consciousness and instantly my jaw clenches and my fists ball up.

      Whenever I think about Harrison Bishop stalking her my blood boils and I wish I could go back in time, find him, and kill him before he ever sets eyes on her.

      “For now,” I agree because hopefully soon he won’t be a problem for her, anyway. “I think it’s probably safe for you to go now. If he’s waiting for you, text me the number three and I will come find you.”

      “If he’s waiting for me, I have a taser in my purse.”

      I laugh, nodding my head. “Perfect. Have a good night, Luccia.”

      “You too, Brecken. I will see you Monday.”

      Not if I’m in jail, I think.

      Instead, I sit my ass back down and bide my time. There is this interval. It’s the one between when everyone leaves, and the cleaning crew comes in. It legit gives me a ten-minute window. Ten minutes to sneak into my boss’s office, unlock his computer, search through it to find what I need, copy it to a drive, and then get the hell out without being discovered.

      If you’ve ever watched James Bond do harrowing shit, you should know I lack all his couth and skill. I stumble over my own damn feet within the first two seconds of rising from my desk. With my palms sweaty and my heart pounding through my veins and ears like a marching band, I step out into the hall, my workbag on my shoulder and my phone in my pocket.

      Empty. And dark. Most of the motion lights have switched off so if this wasn’t an over-the-top adrenaline rush before the fact that the lights are off just added a horror film aspect to this.

      I stand here for exactly thirty seconds and when I’m beyond positive I am one-hundred-percent alone, I slide into Rich’s office, leaving the door open. My bag hits the floor, and my hand tugs out his top desk drawer, thankful to the IT guys who demand we change our passwords every thirty days and to Rich who cannot remember it without checking during that time period, so he writes it down and leaves it here.

      Lifting up the lid of his laptop, I type in his password, all the while my eyes flicker between his screen and the door. The monitor comes to life, his homepage clean and tidy with the exception of the few apps he has.

      I stare at it, suddenly realizing I have no idea where I should start prowling for evidence.

      I have exactly eight minutes left and while that might seem like a while, it’s not. I sit down in his chair, rubbing my hands down my pants and then I start in. I manage to find his work email, but I already know he’s not stupid enough to put anything incriminating on there. Then I go to his internet browser and search through his browsing history.

      Most of it is pretty standard.

      Except… Astrid Pharmaceuticals hits my eyes and I click on whatever link he was on.

      Astrid Pharmaceuticals to announce stunning new broad-spectrum antibiotic, revealing that it will change the industry as we know it. I quickly skim through the article, reading how Astrid intends to reveal a new business platform by the end of October.

      They call it innovative. Revolutionary. Radical. But per the article, there is zero mention of another company taking over this up till now small biotech located in Cambridge, just over the bridge from here.

      Inserting the drive into the USB slot, I save this article to it. Then I go to his documents and without scrolling through, upload every last one to the drive. Next is his personal email account, which mercifully opens straight away without requiring a password. I go to his private folder—for real, who labels a folder private in their own email—and copy everything that’s in there. I don’t have the luxury of time to determine what’s pertinent and what isn’t.

      Then I go into his client profiles and portfolios set up through our company server that he has on here. I copy all of that as well and just as the last of the files are uploading, I hear a sound out on the main floor, quickly followed by the overhead lights flickering on one by one.

      My eyes scan the office outside Rich’s open door, but I don’t hear anyone. Just a low male grumble, but that’s it. Then… “Hey, yeah, I left my computer sitting right on my desk.” Fuck. It’s Rich. And he’s headed this way, coming right for his computer.

      His computer that I’m currently in and stealing stuff from.

      Holy shit.

      My heart explodes in my chest, a jolt of adrenaline shooting straight through my veins, making my vision slightly fuzzy. I glance down, checking the USB drive and whether I have everything on here or not, I yank it from his computer, close out the open windows I have and slam his laptop screen down louder than I intend.

      But I was clumsy. Flustered. And I have no damn clue if I closed everything out the way I should have. If it was obvious that someone was just on this computer searching around.

      “I know,” he says, and it’s just now that I catch the faintest hint of someone else’s voice. “They were a half a fucking game out, man. One win and the wild card was ours. I can’t believe they let up that walk-off home run like that.”

      The Sox. He’s talking baseball with someone who is likely part of the cleaning crew.

      Sweet mother in heaven, thank you for the rabid obsession of Boston sports fans.

      Tucking the drive back into my pocket, I edge toward the door, slinging my own bag up and over my shoulder. Sweat slicks my hands and the back of my neck as I angle myself, peering out his door. His voice isn’t that far off and I might be fucked, no matter what.

      Both of the guys are standing by the first row of cubicles about fifteen feet away. Sean is leaning against his large cleaning unit that houses all his equipment and Rich is angled in his direction as they lament the Sox’ tragic loss and the end of their season.

      All it would take for them to see me is a twist of their heads.

      That’s it and I’m done.

      Slinking down low, I maneuver myself in the direction of my office door when the toe of my shoe catches on a corner of the rug and I trip, banging noisily into the doorframe. I don’t have to look to know both of them will now be looking my way so I instantly spring up, shifting as fast as I can in front of my office door all the while plastering on the cocky grin I’m known for around here.

      “Hey,” I say, casually sauntering in their direction with slow, purposeful strides. “I thought I heard voices. What brings you back, Rich?”

      Rich watches me intently, suspicious eyes flickering behind me in the direction of his office and then back to me, and I know he’s questioning exactly where I came from.

      “I uh. I forgot my laptop. Had to come back for it so I can finish some things up at home.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad, man. I hope you weren’t too far away when you realized.” I smack his shoulder and turn to Sean. “How’s it going? I’m finished up for the night, so I won’t be in your way again.” I chuckle. It sounds fake as hell. Rich is eying me so hard I’m shocked he’s not bursting a blood vessel in it. “I’m headed over to The Garden for the B’s game.”

      “Lucky bastard,” Sean grouses with his thick Southie accent. “A buddy of mine is going next week. Good seats too. You takin’ your woman?”

      My woman? And why does my mind instantly go to Rina when he asks that? A woman who is certainly not mine. Yet a woman who I most certainly want to be. I haven’t heard from her all week, but I’m being patient. Biding my time. If she thinks I’m done with her and truly leaving the ball in her court, she’s mad.

      “Nah. Just me and my guys. I might hit up my woman after.” I give him the sleazy wink, hoping Dick sees me as a like-minded asshole in that.

      Sean chuckles. “Have fun. Now that the Sox are out it’s up to the Pats and the B’s. At least until basketball starts up.”

      “I’m with you on that, brother. Have a good night, guys.”

      And without another word or waiting on Rich to say more or even drip the accusation that is clearly on his tongue, I move straight for the elevators. And the second the doors shut behind me, I sag against the wall, breathing heavy and sweating miserably under my jacket and shirt.

      Fuck. That was close. Insanely close.

      Too close.

      And worse yet, I have no idea if Rich not only saw me, but if the second he opens his laptop if he’ll know I was on it.
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      Saturday mornings at this hour, the world is typically still asleep. Though when I step into my favorite coffee spot I’ve been avoiding since a certain man entered town, you’d never know it. It’s packed for six fifteen. That’s right, I said six fifteen.

      Staring around from table to table, all filled with college-age-looking kids hovering over computer screens and tablets. “Turf wars,” the barista says, catching my eye as she blows some of her long bangs back from her face. “They’ve been here since five when we opened.”

      “Ah.” I nod in understanding as I approach the counter. “They’re using your Wi-Fi while they hack. Clever. I think. I honestly don’t know how any of that works.”

      “Me either. But it’s like clockwork. Every October third.”

      “That’s because a hundred and three is a prime number.” She scrunches her eyes at me in confusion. “The number one-oh-three. October third. It’s a prime number. Then again so is a hundred and one, a hundred and seven, and a hundred and nine, so I’m not sure what the three symbolizes.”

      “Smart and beautiful,” one of the kids says without removing his eyes from the computer.

      “I am, but I only know about your cyberwar because my brother went to MIT, though he wasn’t a computer science major. You guys going to nail Caltech this year?”

      He rolls his head over his shoulder to briefly meet my eyes. “We always do. If we win, can I buy you coffee? Or a drink tonight?”

      I open my mouth to answer when someone beats me to it. “No. You can’t.”

      Brecken.

      I spin around in place to find a hot and sweaty Brecken wearing track shorts and a sports tee that clings to absolutely every single one of his muscles, eyeballing the kid who just asked me out. The guy gets the simple yet effective message quickly because he immediately returns to his computer. The menacing snarl on Brecken’s face might have also had something to do with it.

      “Hey.” I sound nervous. Why do I sound nervous? Oh right, he propositioned me for sex, and I’ve been avoiding him ever since.

      “Hey,” he drawls, giving me a slow once-over. “You look pretty in scrubs.” Reaching out he tucks a stray hair that escaped my bun behind my ear, lingering a second longer than appropriate.

      I shake my head, catching my bottom lip between my teeth. I can’t seem to pull my eyes away from his and it appears he’s having the same issue I am. “I’m working a twelve-hour shift today.”

      This is my fourth shift in as many days and that’s because I picked up two extra shifts. I need to keep my mind and body busy, and work does that for me. Because when I’m not working, I’m thinking about that letter that will arrive on my doorstep any day now. And the money I’m still scheduled to inherit.

      So far, everything about the will and the trust seems legit. It should be a relief, but nothing related to Harrison is. I’ve been paranoid since the call that Mr. Bishop will show up himself. That he’ll hand deliver the letter or come after me for what he thinks I did to make his son go off the deep end. It doesn’t help that the anniversary of that night is just a few short days away.

      “Then I guess I won’t be able to talk you into spending the day with me,” he says.

      “Nope. What’s your excuse?”

      “Huh?” A bemused chuckle passes his lips.

      “I know why these guys are out so early.” I jut my thumb in the direction of the packed coffeehouse and the symphony of keyboard clicks. “It’s barely dawn, and it seems you’ve already gone for a run.”

      “Couldn’t sleep.”

      “More work stuff?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Seeing you makes up for it. Can I buy you breakfast before you have to head in?”

      “I’m already running late. I just came in to grab a coffee.”

      “A muffin then?”

      I smirk at his persistence and the hopeful gleam in his eyes. “It depends on what kind you’re buying?”

      “What’s your favorite?”

      “Blueberry. It’s like a cupcake without any frosting. I pretend they’re healthy because they have blueberries in them.”

      He grins and it makes his blue eyes light up. “Like how you eat eggplant subs because it’s technically a vegetable.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Okay. I’ll take three of blueberry, morning glory, corn—which I forgot in Boston you call kan—lemon poppyseed, chocolate chip, and then any kind of croissants you have.”

      I laugh as he gives his massive order, gesturing to the display of baked goods and pointing out specific things as he goes. “Who are you buying all of that for?”

      “The people you work with,” he says like I should have known. “You’re all saving lives. The least I can do is feed you.”

      The barista openly swoons and I’m not far off.

      “Add on two coffees please.” And then he proceeds to order exactly what I like from memory. Damn him.

      “You’re feeding the nurses.”

      He gives me a quick side-eye, fighting his grin. “That a problem?”

      “We’re like stray cats,” I warn him. “Once you feed us, you can never get rid of us.”

      A glimmer of mischief sparks his features, his hand coming out and resting on my lower back, tugging me in just a bit closer. He smells like sweat and his deodorant and body wash and yeah, I’m definitely swooning.

      “Maybe that’s what I’m hoping for. At least from one nurse in particular.”

      “I’ll let Gustov know you’re hot for him. He swings your way from time to time.”

      “Come here,” he growls, hauling me into his chest. He cups my face in both hands and leans in like he’s going to kiss me right here in this café in front of everyone at six thirty in the morning. Instead, his lips skirt my cheek, heading up for my ear. “I think we both know you’re the one I want. Can I make you dinner tonight when you get off work?”

      “No.”

      His teeth come out, scraping the lobe of my ear. “How about tomorrow?”

      “Brecken—”

      “Rina,” he parrots my tone. “If Aria weren’t an issue would you even think twice about us?”

      Yes, I want to say, but that would be a lie. I would have already been in his bed. And he would have been in mine. And I would have already started to really like him because as it is now, I haven’t slept with him in three years and I already like him more than I should. Sex hasn’t even entered into this. That alone should be enough for me to turn him down. The idea of a relationship makes my skin crawl.

      I know he’s Aria’s brother, Aria’s very protective older brother who would destroy anyone who ever attempted to hurt her. And I understand that the majority of men are not stalkers or violent. I also appreciate he doesn’t care in the least about my money.

      But really liking a guy who is as temporary as it gets and a notorious player after all I’ve been through is just asking for heartache and trouble.

      “Don’t let it be an issue,” he whispers into me when I don’t answer.

      “How can you say that?”

      “Easy.” He laughs, his warm breath fanning the skin of my neck as his nose tracks down, eliciting a trail of goose bumps in its wake. He inhales deeply and my eyes nearly roll back. “I’m the older brother and as much as I love Aria and would do anything for her, she has no right to tell me who I can and cannot be with. Especially when she already blew the dating someone’s best friend thing out of the water.”

      “You never said anything about dating.”

      I feel his smile against my neck. “Fine. Screwing around. Besides, you haven’t exactly pushed me away yet.”

      My eyes shut in defeat. He’s right. I haven’t.

      I like the way he feels when he’s close to me like this. I love the way his heat—even sweaty the way he is—envelops me. I can’t get enough of his smell or that damn smolder he throws at me without even a second’s thought about how easily it disarms me.

      And that’s another thing. He disarms me. I relax when I’m around him.

      Like it or not, I feel safe with Brecken Davenport.

      “Thanks for reminding me.” I shove him off and he just grins like he knows that was all for show and isn’t put off in the slightest. I’m an open book with him, I’m starting to think.

      As if proving my thoughts, he winks at me just as the barista calls out our order. He thanks her, dropping a large bill into the tip jar. He relays my coffee to me, the bag containing the box of muffins dangling from his wrist as he sips his own coffee with the same hand.

      “Ready?”

      I stare at him for a long moment, wondering what the hell I’m going to do. I should tell him that it’s an unequivocal no. I even had a speech planned out. But then he tosses his arm over my shoulder like it’s the most natural thing in the world and like this we exit the café, heading in the direction of the hospital down at the bottom of the street.

      “That place was insane. I don’t think coffee shops have been the same since the show Friends. That’s sorta when they became the universal cool-shit hangout. But when you’re Saturday morning deep after a motherfucker of a week, all you want is a place to sit down without listening to hipsters gloating over TikTok posts that went viral and college kids hacking the universe, likely altering the markets which will only make my life harder.”

      “A little bitter this morning?” I deadpan.

      He rolls his eyes exactly the same way Aria does.

      “Work still hard on you?”

      “The worst, but I don’t want to talk about it. Certainly not out here on the street.”

      Yeesh. That sounds bad.

      “I was obsessed with Chandler,” I offer, still allowing him to have his arm around my shoulder. Knowing that the closer we get to the hospital, the more likely it is that someone I know will see us like this. Possibly even Margot, or Drew, or worst of all, Wes.

      “Rachel. I liked Rachel. Monica looked a little too much like Aria to me.”

      “I can definitely see that. This is me.” I point with my coffee to the door I usually enter.

      He hands me the muffins, but as he transfers the bag to my wrist, he latches onto my hand. “Go out with me. Give me one date and if you decide it’s a no after that, I’ll back off. But I think we have something, Rina. I know you feel it too, which is why you’re fighting it so hard. I’m not a bad guy. I know I have this reputation, but a lot of it is bullshit. I fucking like you. I want you. One date.”

      My eyes volley back and forth between his, the honest intensity in his stare making me weak in the knees. And evidently, my resolve falters.

      “One date.”

      A breathtaking smile lights up his face and before I know what’s happening, his lips fuse themselves to mine. The bag containing the box with the muffins tucked against me crinkles under the pressure of his body as he moves in, but I don’t get the impression Brecken cares all that much if the muffins are a little misshapen by the time they reach the floor.

      The nurses won’t care either.

      One hand cups my face, the pad of his thumb toying with my earlobe as he angles his head, deepening the kiss without trying for more. Our mouths move in sync, teasing and testing without tasting. It’s easily the sweetest and sexiest kiss I’ve ever had.

      On a pant I pull back, licking my lips and staring up into his darkened eyes. “I have to get into work.”

      His thumb brushes my cheek. “Go save lives. I’ll text you about our date. I might have already been thinking about this more than I should, so I’ve got it all mapped out.”

      He presses his lips to mine one last time and with a fleet of butterflies in my stomach, I extricate myself from Brecken and go into work. Knowing I should feel guilty about saying yes. About that simple kiss that felt anything but. Yet unable to find anything but giddy anticipation and nervous excitement for what’s to come.

      At least where Brecken is concerned.
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      Unknown: You’re at work but I thought I’d let you know that I had to offer up my kidney as a possible donor to get your number. Seriously, I think Wes might make me come in so he can check my blood type. Totally worth it though.

      Unknown: It’s Brecken, by the way. In case that wasn’t clear. I want to start planning our date, but I realize I have no idea what a nurse’s schedule is like. What days do you have off in the next week? And by week I mean next few days because I’m impatient.

      Wow. That was fast work. I quickly wipe the smile from my face as I type my response.

      Me: I might have been too hasty by saying yes.

      Unknown: Nope. That’s an unacceptable reply. If necessary I know which floor you work on and I can call your supervisor for your schedule. Without being overly aggressive or creepy, of course.

      An insidious sense of foreboding hit my skin like the odor clinging to an alleyway on the summer night. Harrison’s letter should be here any day. Likely on the day if his fucknut of a father is as merciless as he comes across. Then what will I do? Why do dates in time have to mean so much even after the fact?

      Me: I don’t like lying or betraying my friend.

      Unknown: Respectable and understandable. What if you don’t call it a date then? What if you think of it as two people making plans to hang out?

      Me: Is that what it will be?

      Unknown: I didn’t say I would think of it that way. Don’t overthink something before you need to. It’s one date. Let’s start with that and go from there.

      I don’t reply. Mostly because now I’m at work and everyone is gushing over the muffins in our break room. “Rina, can I float you?” Marissa, the charge nurse, asks, her eyes locked on her work phone.

      “Where?” I question suspiciously, already knowing I won’t like her answer. Getting floated sucks and there are just certain floors I will not go to. Like labor and delivery because chances are, I’d end up working with Carter and while I love my brother, there is no way I want him telling me what to do all day.

      “ED?” She looks up, not even bothering to be contrite.

      I sag. Ugh. “Why me?”

      “Because you worked ED when you first started and they’re short-staffed and we’re overstaffed because our acuity is down two beds.”

      “I left the ED for a reason.”

      She laughs at my petulant tone. “Come on. You’re already working overtime when I shouldn’t have let you. Go down and hang out with Margot and Drew for the day.”

      “Fine. But I’m taking a few muffins with me.”

      “Wouldn’t expect anything less.”

      I end up grabbing only two muffins because the rest have been ransacked and make my way to the ED. And while I love the excitement and adrenaline of working down here, I also hate the madness of it. The tragedy you see roll in that never makes it up to the ICU.

      The ICU is a controlled environment. The ED is the opposite of that and for someone who thrives on order, consistency, routine, and hates surprises, the ED was not a good fit for me.

      “S’up lover. I brought you sustenance.”

      Margot’s chocolate brown eyes quirk up from her computer screen before catching on the muffin in my hand. “You’re a godsend. It’s already been a long shift and it’s only seven fifteen.” She grabs the sugary cake from my hand, looks around to make sure no one catches her eating in the middle of the floor, and takes a bite out of the top, licking at the chocolate that’s already coating her lips. “Wow, that’s so good. I’ll need this to get through my shift.”

      “Why?” I ask, leaning against the wall while staring up at the assignment board. “What’s up? Yes, I’m with Dr. Jordie.”

      “You can thank me for that, though I think this muffin is payment enough. It was either him or Dr. Olivia Press who is new and green and also so condescending to the nurses it’s ridiculous.”

      I snicker under my breath. “She’ll learn quickly that’s a dumb way to be if she wants anything to get done for her.”

      “Yeah, I give it another week tops before she has her come to Jesus moment with that. Anyway, I’ll trade you if you want.”

      I drag my eyes away from the board and over to her, watching as she polishes off the muffin in record time. I quirk an eyebrow as I fold my arms over my chest. “I thought working with Drew was your happy place?”

      “It is,” she says quickly. Too quickly and with a slight squeal on the end. I fight my grin at her hint of a blush. “It’s just that. I don’t know. This weekend was like.” She huffs out a breath. “We just…”

      “Are having a sexual tension issue,” he finishes for her, sidling up beside me and stealing his muffin from my hand though I doubt he’ll eat it. Such a waste. “Good to see you, Rina. It’s been a while since our trio was a trio.”

      I playfully jab him in the arm with my elbow. “That’s because I hate working down here despite my love of the company.”

      Margot is not amused. “You don’t have to say things like that just to rile me up, Drew. And we’re not having… issues.”

      “Sure we are. But we’re pretending we’re not for the sake of our friendship and work environment. As you can see it’s working remarkably well.”

      “I work better in denial,” she grumbles. “Are you done? I’d like to go save some lives now, doctor, if you don’t mind, starting with the kid in three.”

      She grabs onto his blue scrub top, practically dragging him along to curtain three, the two of them bickering back and forth as they go. Sexual tension indeed. I pull out my phone to text Aria and Halle that I give those two a week before they do the deed, but I already know they won’t respond immediately. Aria is not a morning person and chances are she was up late painting. Halle is likely asleep too since it’s early on a Saturday morning.

      And as I stare at Aria’s name, at our open text chat, I want to write that Brecken asked me out. That he asked for one date. That he kissed me this morning after buying muffins for the nurses I work with. That I think I might like him, and I’m terrified of that because not only is he Aria’s brother and she specifically told us not to go there, but I haven’t liked a guy since Harrison.

      More than six years without liking anyone.

      Any guy who tried, who got close, I pushed away. Just the idea of a relationship, of opening myself up, of trusting someone brings forth a surge of panic. It’s become a reflex. But Brecken doesn’t want a relationship with me. He’s only interested in sex, despite his whole ‘I like you and let’s go on a date’ thing. He’s temporary and grows bored quickly.

      I can’t quite put my finger on why he feels different. Why the reflex isn’t there this time.

      And I want to talk to my friends about it. It’s what we do. It’s what we’ve always done and while I’ve been the shoulder to lean on and cry into and the ear to listen, right now, I’d like to flip the table on that.

      I can’t do it though, and that brings around a new cloak of solitude. I’m used to fighting my battles internally. I’m used to bottling everything up and stuffing it down. I’m used to coping and fighting and persevering. To put on a smile and a brave face, even in moments I don’t feel it.

      So why am I having so much trouble doing that?

      First with Mr. Bishop, the damn letter and the fucking money. Now with Brecken—a man who should not occupy so much of my time but does.

      “Rina, there you are.” Dr. Jordie, the head of the ED and a man with salt and pepper hair, glasses, and a kind smile, approaches me. “Happy to have you back even if just for today. I don’t suppose I can talk you into making it permanent again?”

      “Absolutely not. I’m here under duress.”

      He laughs. “Come on. I’ve got an interesting case I bet you can diagnose for me.”

      “Is it cardiac?”

      “It is not. See, already starting off on a happy note for you.”

      I roll my eyes at him, but there is no heat behind it. There can’t be with Dr. Jordie, he’s just too awesome.

      Right before we enter the patient room, I feel my phone buzzing on my hip. I’m at work. So I shouldn’t be as tempted to look as I am. I shouldn’t be hoping it’s Brecken. I shouldn’t get a rush of girlish excitement when I see that it is.

      Unknown: Friday night. You. Me. Dinner. Wear warm, comfortable clothes. And Rina, I can’t wait.
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      Ice pellets slap against my windows and back patio, sending a flurry of chills up my spine to the point where I feel like no matter what, I can’t get warm. The fact that the power is out and the heat with it likely isn’t helping. In all the years I’ve lived in this house in this city, I’ve never lost power. Not once.

      It’s the absolute cruelest form of irony and twist of hateful fate.

      Like it’s saying you can run but you can’t hide and there is no escape. That’s how it feels. That’s exactly how it feels. I could live my life. Go about my days. But I always knew he was somewhere, lurking, waiting to strike. I existed in a permanent state of suspense. A perpetual pang of panic resided in my gut.

      Today is the day and there is an ice storm.

      Today is the day and it’s dark once more.

      I’ve been better at this in years past. This year everything is off, thrown about and scattered around and I don’t know how to pick up the pieces and realign myself. I wish Bishop had never reached out. I wish I had never called him back. I wish Harrison Bishop had never set his sights on me.

      My eyes close and I remember that night. The sound of the rain slapping against the windows of the building. The darkness of the room. The smell of his breath and sweat and tears. Of gunpowder and blood.

      It was pervasive.

      Still is evidently.

      My brothers have been calling and texting me all day. My parents rang me from Germany, guilt and concern heavy in their voices and saturating their every word. The letter that brutally arrived today sits untouched, unopened on my coffee table and I have the strongest inclination to throw it into the fire. What can it possibly say other than destructive things?

      He was a destructive man.

      A brutalizing, terrorizing entity.

      I shove it away and watch as the long, thin envelope teeters precariously on the edge of the coffee table before slipping off and falling to the rug close to the fireplace. Close, but not quite close enough.

      Standing up, I sip at my glass of wine and set it down, staring at the letter. My fingers tap against my thigh, one, two, three, four. One, two, three—I’m cut off as my phone rings.

      Ugh. “I’m fine, Oliver,” I answer. I’m not fine. I’m freaking the fuck out. Even the counting and tapping aren’t helping me tonight. But the last thing I want is for my brother to know and get it into his head that he, or another one of my brothers, needs to race over here in the middle of an ice storm.

      “Rina, I know for a fact that you’re not fine. Hell, I’m not fine. It’s the anniversary of when you were kidnapped by a deranged man. His letter to you arrived today, six years after the fact. There is an ice storm taking over Boston and knocking out power. So don’t lie to me and tell me you’re fine.”

      “Fine. I’m not fine. But I will be. I have a fire going and a couple of lanterns and candles glowing. I am not reading the letter. I’m actually thinking of burning it. If that doesn’t happen, I am going to read a book, finish my glass of wine, and go to bed early.”

      “I’m on my way over.”

      “No, you’re not. There is an ice storm, and I don’t want you driving or getting into an Uber. Seriously. I’m a big girl who can—”

      Bang. Bang. Bang. Three loud consecutive knocks on my door startle me so bad I jump up, smashing my shin on the metal edge of the coffee table. Fuck, that stings. I hop around in a circle, clutching the phone between my ear and my shoulder so I can grab onto my shin.

      “What was that?” Oliver growls.

      “My door. That better not be you or I’m going to make you bandage the shin I just smashed into the coffee table.”

      “It’s not me, Rina.” Oliver’s voice rises in agitation. “Check who is there, but do not get off the phone with me.”

      “Oliver, I’m not a goddamn fool.”

      “Never said you were.”

      I roll my eyes and limp over to the door, my nerves ratcheting up the closer I get. I’m not expecting company, and no one goes out in this weather unless they have to. “Hello?” I call out, pulling up my camera app on my phone.

      “Rina, it’s me. Brecken.”

      His face illuminates on my screen just as his strong voice carries through the thick wood door. I shake my head incredulously. “Brecken, what are you doing here?”

      “I came to check on you. I wanted to make sure you were okay without power and heat.”

      I blink at the door before mumbling into the phone. “I have to go, Oliver. Brecken is here to check on me.” I disconnect the call not even caring if he’s pissed and then unlock the door, swinging it open to find Brecken standing on my stoop, wearing a puffy jacket, jeans, and a Bruins hat, absolutely soaked through with icy rain.

      “Hey,” he says, licking his lips and staring up at me through dark lashes and the brim of his hat. He looks me up and down but makes no move to come in out of the storm. “I don’t know what I’m doing here. I was home in my pajamas working, but then the power went out and I got worried that maybe you weren’t okay. I know I shouldn’t have just shown up like this. I should have called or texted, but I—”

      Cutting him off, I grab him by the front of his puffy jacket and haul him into my house, slamming the door behind him. I lock it up tight, set the alarm, spin around, catch his cold, wet cheeks in my hands, and crush my mouth to his. He responds instantly, mirroring my hold on him while pressing me back against the wall so he can devour me the way he wants.

      His tongue dives in, dancing with mine as our lips slip and slide and feast hungrily. Clumsy fingers fumble with the zipper of his coat, but I need it off now, so I don’t even care about the small ripping noise I hear. I’ll replace his coat with a dozen more if I have to. Right now, I just need to feel him.

      “Rina,” he breathes into me as I shove the coat from his shoulders, letting it drop to the floor with a wet splat.

      “Who does that, Brecken? Who gets dressed in the middle of an ice storm and walks down dark, frozen Boston streets just to check on someone?”

      His teeth catch my top lip and them my bottom, sucking it into his mouth and licking it with the tip of his tongue. Teeming with voracious hunger, his words carry on our breathy moans. “I wanted to see you. See your face, not just hear your voice. I wasn’t going to stay.”

      Fuck him. Just fuck him for doing this. For making me like him so goddamn much. For being considerate and coming to check on me at the most perfect of moments.

      He has no idea.

      No clue.

      I needed this, even though I felt like I shouldn’t. Like I should weather this storm—literally and metaphorically—by myself. I am brave and strong, stubborn and determined, but sometimes, despite that, I ruefully admit I need someone there. Someone to share my space without stealing my light by their hovering presence.

      Brecken doesn’t even know the full extent of what I went through. That’s not why he’s here. He’s here for me. And I no longer care about anything else. Right or wrong. Should or should not. All I know is I need this man with an urgency and desire I’ve never faced before.

      “I want you to stay.”

      He growls low in the back of his throat, tilting his head and taking my mouth at a deeper angle. My fingers rake through his hair, knocking his hat back and off his head so it can join his coat on my floor. Wet, hot kisses trail down my neck while his greedy hands explore the skin of my stomach just under the hem of my shirt.

      Deep inhales race exhales as he pulls back, his gorgeous face taut with lust while intense eyes feast on me. The pad of his thumb scrapes along my bottom lip and I take it in my mouth, sucking on it, nipping on the soft flesh while his eyes watch. Enraptured.

      His touch unravels me with no way to stop it.

      Without a word he plunges back in, his mouth taking over as he rips my sweatshirt from my body. My hands attack his clothes, first his shirt then the button and zipper on his wet jeans. His jeans prove troublesome, and a bubble of laughter jumps from my throat as I try in vain to yank them down.

      He’s having the same problem with my fleece-lined leggings, a breath-stealing smile on his face. “Come here, Angel. Change of plans.” In his next breath, he scoops me up bride style, carrying me toward my stairs. He looks up once he reaches the bottom. Then leans forward, glancing up the stairwell as he hoists me up even higher on his chest. “Shit. You really do own all three floors, don’t you?”

      “Yep,” I laugh the word, unable to stop my smile.

      “And your bedroom?”

      “On the second floor.”

      “Oh, thank god.” He adjusts me in his arms like I’m the heaviest thing he’s ever held, and I playfully smack him upside the back of the head. “Only kidding. You’re lighter than a feather and I’m stiffer than a board so let’s get this show on the road.”

      “Oh my god, I cannot believe you just said that.”

      He winks at me before running full steam up the stairs like the devil himself is chasing him. I scream out, wrapping my arms tighter around his chest and clinging to him for dear life.

      “I won’t drop you.”

      “Better hope not. The last thing I want is to go to the ED and have Margot and Drew treat me for a broken ass.”

      “Definitely not happening. Drew will never set eyes on your ass.” We reach the landing, and he looks around the spacious hallway at all the doors. “Christ, this place is massive. Which way?”

      I point left and he instantly marches on, hardly out of breath at all. He crosses the threshold of my room, looks around the way he did before, nods like this will do, and then sets me down.

      “Jesus, it’s dark in here.”

      “Don’t move,” I order, heading straight for my nightstand and pulling out the small flashlight I have there. Switching it on, I set it so that the beam of light is facing up toward the ceiling, creating a soft glow throughout the room.

      “Nice room. I like that you have a bench seat at the foot of your bed. I plan on using that.”

      “Did you talk this much the first time we were together?”

      He turns to me with the most adorable, boyish grin, complete with dimples and all. “I don’t think I was as nervous then as I am now. Something about this, about you, about being here tonight feels different.”

      I peel off my leggings, tossing them into a nearby chair before I saunter over to him wearing nothing but my bra and panties. He rakes over every inch of me, heat gliding across my skin with every shift and swipe of his eyes. My hands hit the smooth, hard planes of his pecs before dragging up his shoulders and into his damp hair.

      I stare into his eyes and it’s so much easier than I thought this would be.

      “I like that you’re nervous. There’s a lot of different sides to you that I didn’t expect when we first met. I like Mr. Sexy Voice best, I think. Or Mr. Wonderful. Mr. Arrogant can sometimes be a little too full of himself.”

      He grins, leaning in to nip my lips. “How many alter egos do I have?” His voice is breathless and rough.

      Drawing his mouth closer to mine, my lips layer with his, tasting his minty flavor. “Mr. Sexy Voice I met in New York. Mr. Arrogant that first night at The Hill. Mr. Cocky when we had breakfast together, and yes, he is different from Mr. Arrogant. Mr. Wonderful was the guy I ate subs with and talked to on the couch. And Mr. Surly pops his head in from time to time too.”

      “What about Mr. Hottie? Mr. Deliverer of multiple orgasms? Mr. Rock Your World So You’ll Never Want Another Man Again?”

      I tilt my head, tapping my lip as I pretend to think about that. “Huh. I don’t think I’ve met them yet.”

      “Liar.”

      He reaches around, swats my ass, and then kisses me hard with reckless abandon, lifting me back into his arms and walking us over to the bed. He drops me down, standing between my parted thighs, staring intently into my eyes as he holds himself up with his hands that are on either side of my head.

      “If you’re good, I’ll let all my alter egos come out to play. Especially the ones you say you haven’t met yet.” He dips down, running his nose against mine, licking my lips. “I hope you weren’t planning on sleeping anytime soon. It’s going to be a long night.”
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      With punishing, bruising kisses, I claim her mouth as mine. Like a king claiming land, it now belongs to me and therefore any who try to take it from this point forward will have to come through me. But first, I have to make my angel come for me.

      Something was off when I arrived. The wide, terrified look in her eyes held me in place when she flung that door open. I wasn’t expecting it. Sure, I assumed the storm and loss of power would make anyone uneasy. But it was more than that. And despite the battle I fought with myself in showing up—because fuck, I knew she had been stalked—regrets flew out the window the second she dragged me by the coat inside her house.

      I realized in that moment, I never wanted to see that look in her eyes again.

      Now she’s this girl again. This woman. The one from the bar that night in New York. Wild. Brazen. Unabashed. A total temptress. My siren. The one I never was able to put out of my mind.

      Her.

      Yes, this stunning creature beneath me who kisses greedily and tastes like wine and cherries. But is she here with me for the right reasons or simply because she was scared and didn’t want to be alone? I’m here for her. Whatever she needs from me, I’m here. But this is not some one-and-done thing to me where she can run out the next day or push me away.

      I want her.

      I want to be with her.

      I think I’ve made that pretty damn clear, but I can’t say any of that has been reciprocated until now. It makes me wary. It also means I might have to fight just a little harder for her. I want to chase her nightmares away. Slay each and every instance of fear from her mind. And with someone like Rina, that’s not so easily done when she’s so reluctant to let anyone—especially a man—in.

      Cupping her face in my hands, I breathe in the scent of her and meet her eyes. “This isn’t just tonight.”

      “Brecken—”

      “I mean it, Rina. I know you’re worried about Aria and the fact that I’m only here for a year and you don’t want a relationship ever again and whatever else you can throw at me. I know all of this. I just don’t care. Problems are only insurmountable if you allow them to be.”

      She stares up at me as she contemplates exactly what I’m telling her. That if she’s not into trying this with me, then I can’t do it. I’ve had enough one-night stands to fill my lifetime. I’m done with that. Hell, one look at her three years ago in a bar and I was done with that. It just took me another three years to find her again.

      But now that I have…

      “Okay,” she says. “We can try. For now. But I don’t know if I want—”

      I silence her with my lips. She needs to get out of that pretty head of hers. My world is a mess too, so I get it. My job is crumbling all around me and for so long, that’s all I’ve had. All I’ve been. Her trust is shit. My trust is shit. Nothing about us is easy, but that doesn’t mean we’re not worth fighting for.

      “I won’t hurt you, Rina.” I’ll make damn sure of that.

      I don’t give her a chance to argue with me, my mouth shuts up any further argument. She’s still wearing her bra and panties and I still have on my wet jeans. I need her naked and then I need to taste every inch of her body.

      The soft illumination of the flashlight isn’t much to see by. It’s like a headlight on an empty road on a moonless night. But it’s all I have for now because I’m a bit too impatient at the moment to get up and start a fire in her bedroom fireplace.

      That will come later because it’s already freezing in here. Fucking Boston and its weather. It’s October for Christ’s sake.

      I take her mouth like I want to eat her alive. My tongue a reckless force as it dominates hers, compelling her mind to shut off and her body to submit. A soft sigh finds its way from her lips to mine, and I think we can do better than that. I stand, removing my unfastened jeans as she watches, her eyes at half-mast. I kick the wet material away and my boxers go next because they’re wet too.

      Her eyes feast on me, taking in my chest and abs that clench under her intense gaze, all the way down to my hard dick. I give myself a few lazy strokes, loving how those eyes widen. She sits, reaching for my hips, and I step into her.

      Soft lips meet my lower abdomen as warm hands trail up from the backs of my thighs, along my ass, and up to my lower back. She inhales my skin, kissing, licking, and taunting. I take her long mane of blonde hair and brush it back from her face, fisting it up into a makeshift ponytail so I can see her better. Stare into her gorgeous eyes.

      But the moment she goes to take my cock in her mouth, I drop to my knees, shaking my head. I’m dying for her mouth on me, but not now, not yet.

      With the flat of my tongue, I meet her neck, trickling a wet trail down the length of it to her collarbone. She shivers against me as I blow a cool breath against her, my fingernails scraping the skin along her spine until I reach the clasp of her bra and unhook it. Where we were all frenzy downstairs, now I want to take my time. There is no rush, and I don’t want to fuck her like that. That’s how we did it in New York. Savagely. Drunkenly. Out of control.

      This time, I want to savor every second.

      The straps slip from her shoulders, my mouth dragging the cups from her breasts until it falls away completely and she tosses it to the foot of her bed. Perky, peach nipples, hard and delicious, get sucked into my mouth, one and then the other. My hands taking over where my mouth can’t be all at once, cupping and squeezing each perfect globe, kneading and loving how they overflow my hands.

      Rina’s hands clasp the back of my head, holding me in place as her head falls back, her hair splashing behind her as a moan flees her lips. Her addictive scent and taste floods my senses, making me dizzy as I trail lower, pushing her by her shoulders back onto the mattress.

      Deep breaths mixed with sharp gulps of air make her tits jiggle and sway in my palm as I continue to toy with her nipples. Pinching and rubbing, rolling them until her hips shoot off the bed, begging for attention. My teeth scrape along her belly, lower, grazing her hip bone, one then the other until I catch the thin string of her thong in them and remove them altogether.

      I take a second, glancing up at her like this on the bed. Naked for me. A lust-drunk smile on her gorgeous face as she glances down at me. “Hey.”

      I grin like a fool. “Hey.”

      “You just gonna stare at me all night?”

      I snicker. “I could. Honest to god, I could stare at you all night and then a hell of a lot longer and not grow tired of the view.”

      She bounces up onto her elbows, her tits right at my mouth line. I catch one with my teeth, dragging along the hard flesh of her nipple. She whimpers, her hand diving into my hair. My tongue swirls around and around, unable to get enough of her.

      It’s how it was the first night. I couldn’t get enough. And now that feeling is magnified by a thousand. I release her with a wet pop, spreading her thighs wider. She arches her back, rolling her ass and pussy against the bed, needing contact.

      I watch the show for a moment, mesmerized by her hot pink pussy and the way she shamelessly moves, allowing me the perfect, uninhibited view. The scent of her arousal nearly does me in and I stroke my aching cock because I absolutely have to.

      She is a fucking goddess. A siren. Never have I wanted, craved, needed a woman more.

      My tongue meets her inner thigh, right above her knee, my fingers mirroring my tongue on her opposite leg. Tremors roll through her body, her legs shaking, telling me how worked up she already is. Her pussy is absolutely dripping for me and I haven’t even touched it yet.

      “Brecken,” she pleads as I take my time torturing her. Her hands come down, searching wildly for my hair so she can no doubt drag me where she wants me. But I won’t make it that easy for her.

      The build-up and her anticipation will only heighten this for her.

      “Shhh.” I blow on her pussy and she moans, her back arching deeper. “I’ve got you,” I murmur against her thigh, continuing to touch and kiss her everywhere other than where she needs me to. But all too soon, I can no longer be denied either. Spreading her open with my fingers, my tongue dives inside her hot channel, lapping up all that wetness I was drooling over.

      And goddamn. Just fuck. Her taste is everything. The feel of her. The way she moves into me. The sounds she makes as my tongue flicks back and forth. The way she clutches the comforter in her fists.

      She is perfect.

      Two fingers take over where my tongue just was, sliding in and out as my lips latch on and suck her clit. Her hips buck up wildly, a piercing hiss thick with pleasure fills the air. A fire awakens in her, her body demanding, seeking a euphoria she is already so close to reaching.

      “Brecken. Please. I need to come.”

      I grin against her, blowing once more and feeling the first of her spasms against my fingers. “You don’t want me to keep teasing you?” I question, slowing the pace of my fingers. She growls, and I grin.

      “No. I want you to make me come now so I can do it again all over your cock.”

      Jesus. When she puts it that way…

      I suck her clit back between my lips, flicking it with my tongue as my fingers pick up their pace. Curling to find her spot and plunging against it over and over until she explodes all over me, ripping at the bed and crying out into the dark, cold night. When the last of her tremors subsides, I stand, brushing my wet fingers along her nipples and feasting on them, watching her.

      Eyes closed, sweet, sated smile, hair fanned around her, porcelain skin flushed.

      But it isn’t until I lift her boneless legs to my shoulders and slide inside her before she’s had a chance to come fully down from her high that I realize I’m the one who is officially fucked. Air rushes from her lungs along with a dragging moan. She might be lost in this moment, but in her, I was just found.

      Tight, wet, warm, fucking heaven. Rina Fritz is my heaven. My sanctuary. I’ll never get enough.

      Her eyes open, dark green and smoldering as I press in deeper, all the way, bottoming out. Sweet lips part and I lean forward, bending her in half to capture them. The moment our tongues meet a tightness I’m unfamiliar with cripples my chest, making me wheeze out a breath only to attempt to gasp one back in.

      “Fuck. Rina. Fuck! You feel incredible.” I have no idea what’s happening to me right now. My hands cup her face and without averting my gaze, I take her. Sliding out and then back in, rocking, feeling every inch of her pussy as it grips me. Her hands dive into my hair, her body shifting, angling, searching for me as mine searches for her. But after a few minutes of these slow, brutal strokes, of all this touching and kissing, we morph into something else.

      Something primal and raw.

      Something that can no longer be contained or slowed.

      I stand, clasp her hips, widen my stance and fuck her voraciously.

      Her tits bounce and sway as I set a pace that has us both covered in sweat. I lift her hips higher until her knees are practically bent over my shoulders, her back entirely off the bed now so all she can do is take what I give her. Hold on as I fuck her sweet body like a man possessed.

      Abs flexing.

      Hips moving.

      Taking.

      Controlling.

      Screwing her mercilessly.

      She’s there too. Cries and whimpers and moans spill from her lips, one chasing the other. My thumb finds her slick clit and the second I start to rub her in time with our fucking, her neck arches and her eyes close, a scream exploding from her lungs.

      “Oh my god. Oh my god. Brecken. Fuck. Fuck!”

      My breathing is choppy, urgent, my eyes all over her as she comes, screaming, twisting, ripping at the bed as she loses control. Passion and heat shimmer through me, my balls tightening and shooting pleasure through me as I follow her over the edge on a bellowing growl. My cock rams in deeper before I still, losing my mind as flickers of sparkling light dance behind my eyes.

      Christ.

      I mean… just… Christ.

      Lowering her back to the bed, I fall forward, covering her small body with my large one, kissing her neck, her cheeks, her lips, her nose before collapsing into her, tucking my face in her neck and breathing in and out. I’m still inside her and I don’t plan on ever moving again.

      Fingers drag lazily through my hair as she breathes shallowly in and out.

      “Am I crushing you?” I murmur into her.

      “No. I like it.”

      “Good. Because I don’t think I can move.”

      She giggles lightly. “Me either.”

      “Then let’s not.”

      “Okay. At least until I make you do that to me again.”
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      I feel like a kid on a snow day. Because that’s exactly what this is. Only this is so much better than any snow day in the history of snow days.

      Work is canceled. The markets, of course, aren’t closed, but we are. No one has power. No one has internet unless they’re using cellular, but no one can charge their phones or devices. The city is effectively shut down.

      Two months ago, this would have pissed me off to no end.

      I love my job. Well, loved it.

      Now, I dread waking up in the morning. I dread going into the office. I cringe every time Rich walks by my office or comes to speak to me. He hasn’t said anything that would indicate he’s aware I stole data from his computer. I had uploaded it onto my computer immediately, the second my ass hit the Uber that night.

      Then I spent the whole of three days searching through what I had.

      I still have more to go, but so far, no major smoking guns. Just a lot of bullets and loaded weapons. My gut tells me he’s guilty. That I’m missing something. That I just need to look closer.

      Either that or he’s actively trying to set me up.

      I’ve never felt like this. So out of control. So helpless and at the mercy of others. It’s beyond unsettling and it’s not how I operate. I’m smart. I’m strategic. I’m cunning. But I’m also honest. Now I feel like a lone fish in a pond full of piranhas when I’ve always been the shark.

      But today is not a day I have to think about any of that.

      I’m in a warm bed, spooning a gloriously naked Rina under a pile of blankets as icy sleet continues to fall from the heavens, thrashing violently against the window, aided by the strong winds.

      It’s supposed to stop later today, but who knows how long the power will be out for. Something like this happened a few years ago in the burbs and power was out for ten freaking days for some. I can’t imagine that being the case here, but I guess it’s good to be prepared.

      It’s early still and we went to bed late. The storm woke me and since then I haven’t been able to stop staring at her. She’s peaceful in sleep, but yet, she’s not. There is a tightness to her eyes causing tiny creases along the sides. Her full lips are soft and parted with her gentle breathing. Her body is slack, folded perfectly against mine.

      Rina entered my life like a torrent of chaos hell-bent on ultimate destruction. She poses so many complications. So many challenges. But that hasn’t stopped me from pursuing her destructive wrath.

      My finger glides a trail along the tense creases by her eyes, flattening them out before swooping along the crest of her cheek, over her pillowy lips, down the length of her neck to the top of her breasts where I draw lazy circles. She stirs and my cock hardens.

      Her ass presses back into it and I grin. “I could get used to that.”

      “My ass on your cock or waking up like this?”

      Fuck.

      “Both? Can I suggest both?”

      She smiles, her eyes still closed. “A little eager there, aren’t you?”

      “You just mentioned your ass and my cock in the same sentence. Have you ever done it?”

      “Yes,” she says, her smile growing along with my cock that is now harder than a diamond. “But that doesn’t mean you’re getting it so soon. I think you’ll have to be patient.”

      “All I heard is that anal is a possibility and you’re agreeing to keeping this going with me. So I don’t even care how long it takes. I’m a very happy man right now.”

      “You’re a dork.”

      I chuckle, my face dropping into her neck where I bite on her tender flesh, pinching her nipple hard. She squeals, trying to reach behind so she can return the favor with my nipple, but I’m one step ahead of her and I twist, snaking under her body and grabbing her other hand, rolling us until she’s on top of me, her back to my chest and her arms pinned to her stomach.

      “Now, what were you saying? I’m a sexy motherfucker you can’t get enough of?”

      “That’s definitely not—”

      I thrust up against her, sliding from between her ass cheeks to her pussy until I hit her clit with the head of my cock. Her words cut off abruptly as she moans before quickly trying to stifle it. My lips meld to the back of her neck, right behind her ear where I kiss and suck and lick until she’s a panting mess. Looping my feet around her calves, I spread her legs open wide, locking them in place.

      “You want that, Angel? You want my cock? Tell me.” I thrust up again. “You want my fingers?” I transfer her wrists to one hand, my other sliding between her legs, gliding over her clit without applying any pressure. She whimpers, shifting, grinding, seeking. “Both?”

      I push up, my cock hitting the edge of her entrance just as my fingers press in on her clit. “Oh god,” she hisses between her teeth, arching into me and twisting her head to give me better access to her neck that I take full advantage of.

      Especially this spot. The one right where the sharp edge of her jaw meets her neck. It drives her wild.

      “Put me in you,” I command right in her ear, releasing her wrists. Her small hand grasps me hard, stroking me up and down between her legs. I’m already slippery from her and with just the smallest adjustment of both our hips, I slide in, my fingers continuing to thrum her clit.

      My other hand comes up across her chest, pinning her to me as I toy with her nipple. My hips do all the work for both of us as I piston into her over and over again. I increase speed, flicking her clit harder. Her pussy is so wet, the sound of her slurping up my cock makes me move faster.

      She sucks in air, one breath quickly followed by the next as she gets closer and closer.

      “Brecken. Flip me over. Take me from behind.”

      “Your ass?”

      She hisses and then whimpers, but I do what she says, flipping us over and hoisting her hips up. I smack her ass just as I reenter her. Her hands meet the headboard, her head bowed between her arms. Then I really move. Diving into her pussy over and over and over, her body tacky with sweat, her skin flushed and warm.

      “Brecken,” she cries and my chest swells with the desire to be something to her. Something I’ve never been with any woman. Something more and real and… permanent.

      What the hell am I doing?

      Why is she so perfectly addictive?

      “What is it about you?” I growl, my teeth clenching as I fight the build of my orgasm. She needs to come first and she’s close. So close. But I don’t just want her to come. I want her to fly. Her moans carry across the room, bouncing off the soft surfaces, vibrating into the very core of me.

      Reaching around, I thrum her clit and seconds later, she detonates. My own orgasm doesn’t last another second as she begins to clench around me, my mind and body spiraling out of control along with my breathing.

      We collapse to the bed in a messy heap of sweaty limbs, but my arms instantly seek her, dragging her into me. Breathing her in after sex has become yet another addiction. Along with her sass and smarts and job and hair and smile and eyes and taste.

      Rolling in my arms, she blinks up at me and for the first time ever she’s stripped down bare. Her eyes are so clear and so open. Gorgeous as she takes my breath away.

      A soft hand meets my cheek and forever we just lay like this, sweaty and sated, staring deeply into one another’s eyes.

      Both feeling this.

      But the truth is, a very real part of me knows that for once I won’t be the one to walk away. That she might do that to us and all the fighting in the world won’t change her mind. She has walls. Barriers. Fortresses constructed around her that I know she doesn’t want me to tear down. I think she likes them right where they are.

      Still, that won’t stop me from trying.

      The fact remains, I’m already starting to fall for her. Even knowing she’ll wreck me in the end.
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      The worst part about not having power is that nothing works. I realize that might sound stupid and juvenile, but it’s true. No heat, no hot water—and after you’ve had a lot of sex, you need a hot shower—no lights, no internet, no television. I wouldn’t let Brecken leave in this weather and he didn’t object. He grinned and shrugged, but I saw that grin morph into a smile the moment he thought I couldn’t see.

      And that worries me.

      I mean, it should worry me, right?

      I had a guy I was crazy about. A guy who I thought was perfect. A guy who everyone thought was perfect. Only it turned out he wasn’t. He was a deeply disturbed guy. I keep telling myself that Brecken isn’t a guy. He’s a man. That he’s nothing like Harrison, and I know he’s not. I. Know. He’s. Not.

      But in six years I haven’t come close to this.

      The sex. The intimacy. The sleeping holding each other. The staring into each other’s eyes. The stolen looks and the sweet smiles and his eyes. God, his eyes and the way they look at me. I am nothing but sensation with him and I have no idea how to stop it.

      Especially when I told him I’d try.

      Plus, he’s so fucking adorable sitting on my sofa, tucked under my huge comforter with me, listening to the crackle of my fireplace and reading… ready for it… Twilight. He looks delightfully perplexed and intrigued as he flips pages because reading is really all we can do. I don’t exactly have board games for either of us. I have games I play when Stella comes over to stay, but mostly she and I talk books because like me, she’s a lover of all things cool and slightly nerdy in the book world.

      It makes Landon very happy that his twelve-year-old daughter would rather keep her face in a book than in a tablet or—shudder—looking at boys. I’m reading on my Kindle, an awesome menage romantic suspense that is getting to the climax—nonsexually—so I haven’t been able to put it down.

      But that doesn’t mean I’m not checking in on Brecken with Twilight. A book he has never read and only knows about because his sister—like me and every other girl—was obsessed with it when it came out.

      “So. Wait.” His eyebrows are comically furrowed as he stares at the page with a tilted head. “She’s obsessed with this guy who stared at her like she was the antichrist and then was rude to her? Then he disappears and she’s asking a million questions about him and his family? Why does she give a shit? Because he’s hot?”

      I laugh. “Partially. But also because she doesn’t understand it and it makes her uncomfortable to interact with him. She’s also intrigued and curious about him and his family.”

      “Um. Yeah. Okay. I’m starting to think I don’t understand women all that well. Why didn’t she just straight up ask him what his problem was? I don’t like that she has no spine or confidence. I feel like that sets women back a bit. And why did he treat her like that? Isn’t the whole premise that he’s into her?”

      I roll my eyes, though he’s not wrong on the Bella Swan lack of spine and confidence thing. At least in this part of the book. “Well, yes. But he’s also a vampire. A vampire who doesn’t drink human blood. Well, not anymore,” I amend. “But her scent is potent to him, so he was a dick as a means to save both of them. If that makes sense.”

      “It doesn’t.” He shakes his head, growing agitated. “But we don’t know any of his story yet. I only know he’s a vampire because Aria droned on about Edward Cullen forever.”

      “You don’t have to read it.”

      “Oh no, I think I do. Because clearly I’m missing something huge all women seem to be in on. This is like unlocking a secret garden filled with all your spoils.”

      “I’m not sure if it is or isn’t since most women—and Bella is a girl—don’t act that way. But yeah, there is something about that series so maybe you’re onto something with that. I swooned impossibly hard over Edward Cullen. I never got into Jacob, but his team was deep.”

      “Jacob?”

      “He’s coming.”

      Brecken groans, sagging back against the cushion as he absently kisses the top of my head. “I think I should have started with something easier.”

      I lean back and kiss the underside of his jaw. “Your dedication to learning the inner workings of the female psyche is admirable.”

      “Or insane. Nothing makes sense to me. Men aren’t like this. We’re concrete. If a dude is a dick to us, we either ask them what’s up or just forget about it and move on. End of story.”

      “A dude?”

      He squeezes my breast, pinching my nipple. “You know what I mean. I meant as an interaction or whatever, but I guess you can flip that around and replace dude with chick.”

      “Because you like chicks.” This time I can’t stop my grin or my sarcasm as it drips from my lips. I’ve been trying, but it’s futile

      “Does my hand on your breast not adequately convey that? Because I’m happy to dive under this blanket and show you just how much I like chicks. One in particular. One in particular who is very fond of the way I eat her pussy.”

      A hot flush runs rampant through my body, making my thighs squeeze together and the aforementioned pussy clench. Jesus. We had sex like an hour ago. And I’ve pretty much lost count by this point of all the times we’ve done it since he showed up on my doorstep last night.

      He nips my earlobe, knowing the exact effect he has on me. “Now what do you have to say?”

      “That I should get up and start dinner.”

      He growls in my ear. “That made me hard.”

      I laugh, trying to stifle it by biting down on my lip. “Oh yeah. Good to know cooking gets you hot and bothered.”

      “Say it again. Cooking.”

      I elbow into his side, and I feel his smile against my neck as he kisses me.

      “I have to go cook us dinner.”

      “Damn. Any time you want to talk dirty like that, hit me up. You have no idea how sexy it is when you say that to me.”

      “Pig.”

      He chuckles against me. “Do you want me to help? I can put it in your oven if you want.”

      “I wish you could, but there’s no power, so the oven is out.”

      “Hmmm,” he groans, his hand massaging my breast a little harder, working me up. “If it weren’t freezing in here, I’d splay you out on your kitchen island and have my wicked way with you over and over again. Something to look forward to though. For now, let’s go make dinner together because believe it or not, I like to cook.”

      I moan, leaning back into him, my hand running along his hardening cock through the fabric of his jeans.

      “See, cooking is an aphrodisiac for both of us.”

      Right. Cooking. Or more like the way he’s playing my nipples like an instrument.

      “We can cook later.”

      “Oh no,” he whispers. “Dinner first. Then dessert. Believe me, I plan on taking my time with you tonight, Angel.”

      A delicious shiver runs through me that has nothing to do with the chill in the room. He helps me off the couch and I head for the kitchen. I was worried about all the food in my fridge and freezer going bad, so we packed a lot of it up into a couple larger coolers I had and set them on my patio since it’s only about twenty degrees out. In October.

      It’s absolute madness.

      I had texted briefly with my brothers this morning, and we all seem to be doing okay. Landon and Stella went to my parents’ house because the compound has generators, and they don’t live too far from them. But given the road conditions right now, none of the rest of us who all live in the city were going to brave it.

      I can always walk down to the hospital and shower there if I need to, but I don’t want to use their resources unless I absolutely have to. I had worked yesterday and am not scheduled for another shift for two more days. Soon I start on night shifts, which I never look forward to.

      “Hey, what’s this?”

      I turn to find Brecken holding up the letter from Harrison. I hadn’t forgotten about it. I was just blissfully content and ignoring it in favor of staying that way.

      “A letter.”

      “I can see that, but why is it—” He stares down at it, flipping it over to see the return address. Then he swallows hard. “Rina, this is from…”

      He can’t even say his name.

      “Yeah,” I finish for him.

      “What is it?”

      “A letter Harrison wrote to me before he died. His father felt the need to mail it to me.”

      “It’s sealed. You haven’t read it yet.”

      “Nope.”

      “Are you going to?” he asks, looking up and meeting my eyes with an indiscernible expression.

      “Not sure yet, but I’m leaning toward no.”

      He nods like he’s in favor of that and then shakes his head. “Why would his father send this to you?”

      “To make me hurt the way he’s hurting.” It’s the same reason he sent me the money. The same reason he called wanting to speak to me himself instead of having his lawyer do it. His son would have turned thirty, inherited his business and led the life he planned for him, and six years later, he’s still angry with me over the way his son died. Nothing he did was about respecting Harrison’s wishes, otherwise all of this would have been uncovered six years ago after his death.

      No. This is some weird, sick form of revenge. Only I’m not playing into it.

      In addition to the letter arriving yesterday, Harrison’s trust hit the account my lawyer had set up for it. It’s done. It’s legit and on the level.

      The money is going to charity and the letter can go in the fire. I’m moving on and living my life. Yesterday was a bad day, but I don’t think I’ll have another like it. At least I hope not. I felt like I got something out of my system last night. It was like when Brecken showed up at my door, I realized Harrison never will again.

      I will never forget that night six years ago. I will never forget the six months leading up to it. But I no longer feel or see it when I close my eyes either.

      Brecken stares at the thing for another long second. Though I can see he’s trying to keep his features neutral, there is no hiding the fury in his eyes. Yet another reason why he’s still here.

      “Toss it in the fire.”

      “What?” His eyes slingshot up to mine.

      “I mean it. I don’t want to read it. Harrison wrote that when he was very sick. There is nothing that will help me in there. All it will do is hurt.”

      I watch his Adam’s apple bob up and down. “Rina, I don’t think—”

      “You’re right. I should be the one to do it.”

      I march over to him, snatching the letter from his grip. I stare down at it and a prideful smile breaks free as I toss it into the fire without a second thought. And as it burns, so does more of my pain. It crumbles into ashes, same as the letter.

      A sense of freedom springboards through me.

      “There. Much better.” I blow out a relieved sigh, practically gleaming from within.

      Brecken is gobsmacked. He’s staring at the letter, watching it erupt in flames like he doesn’t know what to say or how to react. But then he grabs me out of nowhere, hauling me into his strong chest, wrapping me up in his arms as his lips rain down on mine.

      He kisses me fiercely. Passionately. Effusing a world of unspoken praise directly into my soul. And I think, yeah, I’ve got this. I can do it all. Possibly with this man holding and kissing me like this. Maybe, just maybe, this time it won’t go bad.
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      “Angel, your phone is ringing.”

      I groan, refusing to move. It’s too cold. Why is it so damn cold? Is the power still out?

      “Angel.”

      “You can answer it,” I mumble into my pillow. “Too cold to move.”

      “Mmmm,” Brecken growls, scooting under the blankets, his warm arms wrapping around me, tugging me into him. “And just like that, instant body heat. So much better.”

      I sigh. And sag. And form something that likely resembles a half smile though I’m not sure the muscles on my face are moving all that well yet. It’s early. I think. Actually, I’m not sure what time it is. All I know is that I’m tired because we went to bed late and cold because there is no heat in my house.

      “Do you hear that?” he asks just as my phone starts ringing again. Only I don’t think that’s what he’s referring to because I heard it too. I roll over, grabbing my phone from my nightstand, ready to answer as he says, “It sounded like a banging.”

      “Carter, it’s like—”

      “Yeah, sorry for the wake-up call, but we’re outside your door.”

      I bolt upright, frantically searching around. “Wait. What do you mean by we’re, who’s outside my door?”

      “It was Oliver’s idea, but yeah, we’re outside your door. All of us except Landon who is waiting on us at the compound. Get up. Get dressed. We’re going to a place with heat and power and warm water in the showers.”

      I glance down at Brecken who is staring up at me. I’m pretty positive he just heard everything because he mouths, “Is there room for one more?”

      “Carter. Hold on.”

      “Yeah. Sure. I’ll hold. It’s not like it’s fucking freezing and icy as shit out here.”

      I roll my eyes, placing my brother on mute. “You want to come with us?”

      “You know, I’m so glad you asked, and I didn’t have to invite myself.”

      “Brecken—”

      “Yes, Rina. I’d like to come. I’d like to be in a place that has power and heat. A place where I can hopefully charge my devices and get some work done. A place where I can take a hot shower with you.”

      “You realize my brothers will be there. All five. And well, it’s my parents’ place, but they’re away.”

      His eyes light with challenge. “Are you worried about me meeting your brothers or seeing where you grew up?”

      I gnaw on my lip. “Um. So. Both, I guess.”

      Brecken sits up, cupping my cheek in his hand as his eyes search mine. “I’ve already met two of your brothers, but I’d like to meet all of them. And I already know about your family, Rina. I don’t care about your money or how you grew up. I care about you. Nothing else.”

      Unmuting the phone, I inform Carter we’ve got one more coming with us and that we’ll be down in five. Brecken smiles, kissing my lips softly before we both climb out of bed, dressing as quickly as we can because it has to be about fifty degrees in my bedroom. I throw my nasty, sex-mussed hair up into a messy bun and then pack up an overnight bag for myself.

      “We’ll make a quick stop at your place so you can grab clean clothes and your work stuff.”

      “That would be awesome,” Brecken says. “Thank you. Your brothers won’t mind?”

      I laugh. “I won’t give them a choice. But no, they won’t mind. You live only a few blocks away.”

      Brecken takes my hand, and we go down the stairs together but before I can open the door, he grabs Twilight from the coffee table, offering me a smirk. “I’m still trying to learn how to speak woman.”

      I cock an eyebrow.

      “Fine. I like it, but let’s put it in your bag so your brothers don’t think I’m a pussy.”

      I grab the book and slide it inside, zipping it back up. “Done. You ready to meet a fleet of overprotective brothers?”

      Only I don’t wait for his reply as I open the door to find Carter bundled up in his wool coat with a gray beany tugged low over his head. “Hey,” he greets me with a warm smile. “Who is this other person coming with us?” I glance over my shoulder as Brecken tosses on his B’s hat, zipping up his coat. Then he steps out behind me, and Carter’s eyes go wide.

      “Brecken Davenport. We met once a few years back. Nice to see you again.” Brecken extends his hand to Carter who eyes it, then me, then him, studying his face intently while trying to come off as foreboding.

      “Carter Fritz. I’m the easy one.” He grabs Brecken’s hand, shaking it firmly. “You were the guy in New York. Oliver mentioned you were back in town. I just hadn’t realized things were like this now.” His eyes rove over to mine as he continues to squeeze Brecken’s hand to the point where his knuckles are turning white.

      Brecken’s charming smile doesn’t so much as slip an inch.

      Finally, Carter releases Brecken who instantly throws his arm over my shoulder, squeezing me against his side. Oh boy. This is going to be rough.

      “They are definitely at this point and will stay that way for as long as Rina allows me to stick around,” Brecken says with a gleam to his eyes.

      Carter nods. “Well played. Let’s go. I’m freezing my balls off.”

      “One down, four more to go,” I grouse, making both Carter and Brecken laugh. “Oh, we have to stop by Brecken’s before we head out. He lives a couple streets over.”

      “Whatever. You’re sitting in the middle.” Carter points to me as we amble toward Kaplan’s idling SUV.

      “Holy shit,” Brecken exclaims, clenching my shoulder tighter. “That’s a sweet Land Rover Discovery.”

      “Sure is,” Carter drawls. “Big family equals big cars and Kaplan had this thing customized to the max. If you’re smart, you’ll compliment his baby to his face. He’s more likely to let you live if you do. He’s the hard one.”

      I shove the back of Carter’s jacket, eliciting a chuckle from him. “You guys better go easy on him. I’m not a little girl anymore and this is too new for your bullshit antics.”

      Carter opens the back door, flashing me a wolfish grin. “Yeah. But you’re the one who brought him so that’s really on you. Guess what Rina brought for us to toy with?”

      I groan, casting a fleeting glance at Brecken who seems way too amused for what’s headed his way. “It’s not too late to back out.”

      “Never show fear, Rina. Besides, how bad can they be?”

      “You’ll see.” Carter hops in the third row, scooting all the way over and I get in next beside him. Kaplan pushes a button and the second-row seat returns to its place for Brecken to get in.

      “Who’s this asshole?” Kaplan asks without preamble. Christ, this was a mistake. Did I say that already? I think that’s going to be cycling through my head for the next however long I’m stuck with all these men.

      “Clearly he has a death wish,” Luca drawls, twisting in his seat to take in Brecken, his expression promising murder and mayhem.

      I lean forward, grabbing Brecken’s shoulder. “Brecken, that’s Kaplan and Luca. Oliver you met in New York and again at Aria’s dinner.” I point to each one in turn. “Dickheads, this is Brecken. He and I are… whatever. Just don’t be your normal dickish selves and you can stop the stupid baby sister comments now. It’s tired material.”

      “S’up man.” Oliver gives him a fist pound. “I liked you better when you weren’t walking out of my sister’s place at nine in the morning.”

      “Brecken. You got into the wrong car, brother,” Kaplan goes on. “Did you know there are infinite ways to kill a person, but only a doctor and an assassin can kill you and make it look like an accident? In case Rina didn’t clue you in, you’re in a car full of doctors.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” My hands cover my face.

      “Did you know there are only three people in this world who can properly screw you? Your investment banker, your lawyer, and your lover. I happen to be the first.”

      The car is silent as each of my brothers stares at Brecken before they simultaneously crack up.

      “Did you know my car has smaht pahk?”

      Brecken gleams at Kaplan. “Smaht pahk?”

      “Smaht pahk,” they all say together, each putting on their thickest Boston accents that none of them actually have in real life.

      “You’ve got a seriously dope ride. I have a BMW X6 M. If you ever want to take it out for a spin with me, let me know.” Brecken offers Kaplan his fist without hesitation.

      “Sweet.” Kaplan gives him a pound. “This is my big boat. I also have a Mercedes Roadster. Oliver has a stunning vintage Porsche 911 Carrera GTS and Luca has an Aston Martin Vanquish he won’t let anyone touch. Selfish bastard.”

      Brecken whistles through his teeth. “Shit. Those are legit. I don’t think I’d let anyone touch those either.”

      Luca shoots him with his finger and just like that, they have some sort of weird male bond or understanding or whatever. I don’t know. You’d think after growing up in a houseful of guys I’d have learned to speak the language, but just as they don’t understand Pride and Prejudice or Twilight, I don’t get them.

      Then again, Brecken can charm the pants off just about anyone. Obviously.

      I’m also starting to think it’s better that I don’t understand them because for the rest of the ride out to my parents’ compound they talk cars and all things Boston sports. Brecken invites my brothers to his season tickets for the Bs. Luca invites Brecken to our box at Gillette to watch the Pats. At some point, Oliver spins in his seat and gives me the thumbs up.

      A freaking thumbs up! Like we’re five years old. What the absolute fuck is going on?

      I can’t even with all this man love flowing through the car right now.

      Don’t they know Brecken is temporary? Don’t they understand the mountain of issues sleeping with him will drop on my life? Don’t they get that they can’t fall in love with him because I can’t either?

      My brothers never liked Harrison. They always thought he was a pompous douche. Their exact words. But Brecken is suddenly a natural extension of them, slipping in easily and effortlessly into their fold in a matter of minutes. One car ride.

      What do I do with that?

      I can’t even go to my friends and say hey, guess what, I met this amazing guy who seems to like me, and our sex is out of this world incredible and I’m scared.

      I’m alone in this.

      No, I can call London. And Savannah. I can call my non-Boston people, but still, the fact that I have to do that, hurts. I tell my Boston girls everything because that’s what we do.

      But I’m sleeping with my friend’s brother.

      It makes me a traitor. A bad friend. A liar.

      After driving along slick city streets and sanded highways, we pull into the gates of my parents’ compound. Growing up, everyone knew who I was. Rina Fritz. We went to a very private, very exclusive high school so we weren’t alone with our high-ranking name. But yet we still stood out. Still do though we were raised to downplay it.

      I’m a nurse and the other nurses I work with don’t care about my family or my wealth as long as I do my job and do it well. That’s all nurses care about. That’s how I became such close friends with Halle, Margot, and Aria through Drew. Doctors too, but there is a prestige and wealth element to their game that my brothers—much like my father—fit into well.

      I did blame my family name for a lot of what happened with Harrison. If I hadn’t been Rina Fritz, would Harrison Bishop have been so interested? If I had been a regular girl, would getting a restraining order earlier have done something?

      Brecken takes in the grounds and the stables as we meander along the gravel drive and once the house comes into view, I watch as he runs a hand over his hat and squeezes the back of his neck. It’s one thing to know, it’s another to see.

      “I didn’t tell you.”

      Brecken reaches back, blindly grasping my hand. “I knew. I just didn’t know. It doesn’t change what I told you.”

      The sincerity in his voice hits me like an arrow through the heart. Straight. True. Piercing. Deadly.

      “And look at that. Lights.” Oliver practically vibrates in his seat at the sight, and after more than thirty-six hours without power, I can’t deny the glee vibrating from my bones as well. I had texted all my friends shortly before getting in the car, all of whom replied that they were fine and didn’t need to make the trip out into the burbs, but looking at the light and knowing the house is warm and has hot water, I’m tempted to send a car for all of them.

      Consequences be damned.

      The car stops and one by one we empty it, hungrily heading for the house and its promises of electricity. Brecken holds back, helping me down from the car and taking my hand in his. His fingers thread through mine, his warm gaze a salve on my soul.

      “Will your brothers kill me if I lure you into the shower with me?”

      “Likely.” I grin. My heart flutters. My belly dips. I hate all of it.

      “Perfect. Come with me then. I want to shower in your bathroom and fuck you in your bed.”

      “Under my posters of Edward Cullen?”

      A laugh billows from his chest. “You’re not serious.”

      “You’ll have to come upstairs with me to find out.”

      “Can I still take you on our date? I’ll Uber into work tomorrow morning. But I’m counting on our date.”

      “I work Saturday night.”

      “Then I’ll walk you into work.”

      “I thought you said our date was Friday night.”

      He smirks like the devil, raising my hand to his lips, kissing it knuckle by knuckle. “I plan on making it an extended date.”

      “I see. I thought we said we were going to keep this low key and casual.”

      “I don’t remember saying that.”

      “Brecken—”

      “I have my definition of low key and casual and you have yours. Now introduce me to your last brother and your niece.” Our joined hands swing between us. “Your brothers like me.”

      “And Landon, despite his penchant for broodiness is the easiest piece to that pie, so you’re made in the shade.”

      “I’m more worried about Stella.”

      I nearly cackle at that. “Has there ever been a woman you could not woo with your charms?”

      “No,” he admits ruefully, eyes glinting with victory. “Some just take more work than others.” He winks at me and I can’t stop the thoughts. The ones that say this already doesn’t feel low key or casual. He’s here with me, meeting my family. Trying to get them to like him. I know he needs power for his laptop and a hot shower, but that’s not what this is, and I know it.

      I feel it.

      He’s infiltrating my crumbling perimeter.

      Part of that is my fault. I made him stay through the storm. I kept him with me, in my bed, with his arms around me. But starting tomorrow, I need to pull back. Because if I don’t, I’ll get sucked in deeper than I already am. And then what will I do?
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      The blaring of my alarm jars me out of one of the best night’s sleep I’ve had in weeks. Rina groans, stirring beside me and rolling over as I turn it off. My lips meet the crook of her neck and I take a deep inhale of her blonde hair that’s tickling my face. I’m going to have to wait until Friday evening to see her, and I have no idea how I’ll manage that now that I’ve had her.

      These last three nights with her…

      She looks so beautiful like this, sleeping peacefully.

      I stare at her for another second before silently climbing out of bed, showering, dressing, and getting ready for work. It’s barely five thirty, but I want to get into the office early even if I don’t want to leave her.

      “I have to go,” I whisper against her lips as I kiss her goodbye. “I’ll call you later.”

      “Wait,” she rasps, her voice thick with sleep. “You have power?”

      I grin against her. “Yeah. The city got power back overnight.”

      “Okay. Have a good day.”

      “I’ll miss you too.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You didn’t have to.” I kiss her, a little deeper this time. “Go back to sleep. It’s early.” One last kiss and then I head out, shutting her bedroom door softly behind me.

      Rina’s bedroom is in the east wing of the house. And yeah, there is an east and west wing. There’s even a north and south wing. This house—if you can even call it that—is the size of a small hotel. Like Wayne manor in Batman. That doesn’t even include the staff house out back or the stables and barn.

      I knew Rina was wealthy. I knew the Fritz’s were billionaires.

      But I didn’t expect this.

      And yet, despite their wealth, we all sat around last night laughing and eating and drinking wine and just chilling out. They like to tease each other—especially their baby sister—and there was no pretense or airs about them. It was just fun.

      Like when Wes and I hang out.

      Creeping through the first floor, I actually get turned around and wind up in the kitchen instead of the foyer. Jesus. This place.

      “You lost?” A voice startles me, and I spin around to find Oliver sipping coffee wearing a crisp navy-blue dress shirt and charcoal slacks. His dark hair is wet, brushed back off his face.

      “I think so. I was looking for the way out. I need to get an Uber into town.”

      He waves me away. “Don’t bother. I have a shift this morning, so I was about to leave anyway. I’ll drop you.”

      “You have a car here?” My eyebrows pinch in. We all came in Kaplan’s car.

      “No. I’m going to borrow one of my parents’.”

      “Oh. Right.”

      He chuckles as he finishes off his coffee, rinsing out the mug and setting it in one of the dishwashers. “Want a to-go cup?”

      “Sure. Thanks.”

      “You get used to it. Or not. A lot of people either have trouble with it or chase.”

      “Maybe that’s why you all stayed single.”

      Oliver rolls his eyes, but ruefully shrugs as he finishes pouring two metal to-go thermoses with coffee, handing one to me. “Yeah. That. But the truth is, we’re just cautious and have learned the hard way on more than one occasion. It’s difficult to know who you can trust when you’re a Fritz.”

      “Why does this sound like a warning and a threat all mixed into one?”

      He grins at me like I catch on quickly.

      I follow him through the back of the house toward a garage I didn’t see last night when we arrived in the front. He opens a door and there are eight bays, each with a different type of car from SUVs, to a large Bentley that looks like it’s meant to be chauffeured to a couple of smaller sportier cars.

      We climb into an Escalade and pull out into the chilled early morning. There is still ice clinging to the grass and trees, but it’s supposed to warm back up to seasonal temperatures later today so much of this will melt away.

      “I assume Rina told you about what happened with Harrison. Why we don’t fuck around when it comes to her.”

      I pause mid-sip of coffee and meet his profile. “Yes. He stalked her for six months before taking his life.”

      Oliver mutters out a curse under his breath. “Is that all she said about it?”

      “She mentioned the inheritance that she’s donating and the letter she got. She threw it in the fire without reading it.”

      He nods slowly, thoughtfully, his expression sobering. “She told me she did that and I’m glad for it. But Harrison didn’t just stalk her and kill himself, Brecken. He terrorized her for six months and then kidnapped her.”

      “What?” Comes out in a strangled gasp. I think I stopped breathing. And blinking.

      “He was everywhere. All around her. Impacting her classes, her friendships, her fucking life. After he graduated that spring, we all thought things would improve. That he’d move on or that his father would rein him in since he had started being groomed to take over Bishop Energies.

      “None of that happened. I stayed in New York that summer because she was there, and I wanted to keep an eye on her. I don’t know why she stayed. Back then we all used to go to our place on Martha’s Vineyard for the summer. She was determined to make a show of not being afraid. She had spoken with the police and finally got a restraining order, but it did nothing. He kept at it. And he was fucking good at it too.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “No one ever saw him, so it’s not like we could do much with that bullshit restraining order. I was on her constantly. We all were when we could be. But around the end of the summer, beginning of the new fall term, he disappeared from her life. Seemed to be on the straight and narrow with Bishop Energies. Everything stopped. For more than a month, things were back to normal. I was already in medical school at Columbia, having finished a year early from college. Rina was going into her sophomore year and was desperate to be normal again. To live a normal life.”

      “But that’s not what happened,” I surmise, my voice hoarse as chills run up and down my body. My hands are shaking, and I set my coffee down into the cup holder, so I don’t spill.

      “No. That’s not what happened.”

      Oliver merges onto the highway into light rush hour traffic, the sun barely starting to rise in the east, a welcome sign after two days of icy rain and wind. I squint into it, my heart racing with equal parts curiosity and dread.

      “Rina went to some party at a frat house. That night I get a call from her roommate, saying she never came home, and she couldn’t get in touch with her. Rina doesn’t do that. She didn’t ever do that. Especially with Harrison stalking her for months. She and her roommate had a check-in system. I went to the house where the party was and after talking with the guys there, someone said that they had remembered seeing Harrison. He had drugged and taken her. Tied her to a dingy bed in an even dingier building in the middle of Harlem. The building was set to be demolished, made into new apartments or something, so no one was living there. No one heard anything.”

      “Jesus.” My lungs empty, my hands clutching the seat so tight all the blood is draining from them. “I didn’t know.” Why didn’t she tell me that? She told me about him. About the stalking. But not the attack. God, she’s so strong. And so much more about her makes sense, but… “Did he…” I can’t even say the word.

      “Yes. He did.”

      “Fuck. Fuck!” I bellow, my hands coming up to my face, scrubbing up and down. All I see is a haze of red. All I taste is bloodlust. If I thought I wanted to go back in time and kill him before, that has nothing on the murderous son of a bitch I am now. “How long did he have her for?”

      “About twenty-four hours or so. The idiot had taken a cab with her drugged out to that building and I guess the driver’s conscience finally got to him because he called the police and from our report and his, they pieced it together quickly and found her. But before they could get to her and arrest him, he shot himself, making sure she witnessed it.” He turns quickly, catching my eye. “Two nights ago was officially six years.”

      “The night I showed up at her place.” My hands fall to my lap as I stare at the Boston skyline, my thoughts disorganized and messy. Bloodthirsty and desperate. I want to kill him all over again and I want to hold on to her, protect her. “She never told me any of that.”

      “She doesn’t talk about that night, Brecken. She’s told her friends about Harrison and the stalking. But not about that night. Never about that night. She’s been battling it for six years, never letting anyone in. Never fully trusting another man with herself. But she seems to be different with you and we’re hoping you could be different for her.”

      “But?” I press, knowing there is more.

      “You seem like a good guy. Like a guy who cares about her. But as I said, we don’t fuck around when it comes to Rina or her safety or her heart. She’s been through enough.”

      “I’d never hurt her. Ever.”

      “She told me you’re only here for a year.”

      I think back on Rina sleeping this morning. Those creases by her eyes were gone. I’d love to say I did that, but I know it’s all her. She threw that letter in the fire and with it, she set herself free. And in watching it, in hearing this, I think I fell in love with her.

      I think I’ve been in love with the idea of her all along, but now it’s different. Now it’s the real deal.

      It’s her courage. Her courage is fucking stunning. It’s breathtaking. And if she can have the courage to do that, after all she’s been through, I can have the courage to do what I need to do. I want to be a man who deserves a woman like her. I want to be the man she wakes up next to every morning and falls asleep next to every night. I want to cook her dinners and make love to her on every surface. I want to hear her laughter at my stupid jokes and watch her roll her eyes when I try to charm her.

      I want everything with Rina.

      I meet his eyes, giving him the only assurance I have. “A lot can happen in a year.”
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      Oliver dropped me off right in front of my building though I told him he could have just dropped me at the T. We didn’t say much after he told me about Rina’s past. I think we were both lost in our own introspection. I have a lot to figure out. A lot! The odds are stacked against us, but that only acts as a challenge and not a deterrent. At least for me.

      I’m in this.

      The floor is still empty when I reach my desk, opening my laptop. I take the peace and quiet for what it is. A welcome respite from my life here. Digging through two days of piled-up emails, I’m only on my third one when Rich knocks on my door.

      “Hey. You’re here early.”

      “Yeah,” I say, barely looking up to acknowledge him. “I wanted to get an early start now that I have power.”

      “Same for me. Happy that I spent these past four days in Cancun instead of here. Still, trying to fly back in was a nightmare. We didn’t land until late last night.”

      Uh-huh. Whatever. “Did you have a nice trip?”

      “It was exactly what I needed it to be. Speaking of, I have something I wanted to tell you.”

      He waits for my gaze to lift to his. “What’s that?”

      “If all goes according to plan, I’m thinking about retiring by the end of the year.”

      “Really?” I’m… surprised, I guess. Rich isn’t that old. Maybe late forties, early fifties. He also lives high on the hog, so to speak. Flashy cars and expensive suits. His wife came in here last week to bring him something and she was dripping in more designers and diamonds than I’ve ever seen.

      “Yep. My wife wants to spend more time traveling. Our kids are grown now.”

      I lean back in my seat, letting my weight rock back and forth as I survey him. “Well, good for you.” I’d be bored as hell, but maybe that’s just me. Only I don’t think it is just me.

      “It’s time. My wife is itching to buy a place in Tuscany.”

      All of a sudden he’s set to retire? Yeah. Something ain’t right. “Have you announced a date yet? Started searching for a replacement?”

      “You’re thinking you’ll take over my job?”

      I laugh, rubbing a hand across my jaw. “Not really, no. I was still planning to go back to New York. That seems to be the track I’m headed down.”

      “Right. Alexander’s golden boy.” There is a very distinct edge to his voice though he tries to mask it with a manufactured grin. “You know he calls me nearly twice a week to check up on you.”

      I know he does. He does the same with me. He mumbles about bringing me back early but says he needs me here for now. My eyes where his cannot be. My ear to the ground.

      “Yup. Alex is like a father to me.”

      His eyes darken, narrow. Then it’s gone in the next breath, smoothed out. “In any case, I have a favor to ask of you.”

      I bounce two more times in my chair, giving him a lazy once-over, folding my hands in my lap. “Sure. What’s up?”

      “Well, with things picking up so quickly, I just don’t have enough time for all my new clients anymore. Especially when I should start pulling back if I truly am to retire.” He shifts, leaning against the doorframe, smiling that sleazebag smile he always likes to throw out. Except now, it’s different. Edgy. “Since you’re the new kid here with a stellar reputation, Alexander’s guy, naturally I thought of you for them.”

      “I’m honored. Anyone in particular you had in mind?”

      “I was thinking we’d start with James Darcy and see how it goes.”

      “James Darcy,” I repeat, doing my best to keep my tone neutral as I pretend to think on the name. “Never heard of him. Has he been with you long?”

      Rich’s eyes flitter across my face for a long moment, studying me intently, searching for a reaction I will not give him. “No. He’s brand new, which is why I think he’ll take well to you. He has a bunch of specific investments he’d like to have made. Seems to have a lot of money to play with and throw around. I’ll forward you the email.”

      “Great. I look forward to working with him and getting to know him better. What’s his number? I’ll give him a call.”

      And that sleazebag smile falters before it quickly reforms. “He’s a recluse. A very private person. He only likes to communicate by email.”

      “Oh. Sure. No problem.”

      “You need to get working on him today though.”

      I sit up straight, my hands returning to my keyboard. “Of course. If you tell me he’s a big fish, I’ll make him a top priority.”

      I give him my easygoing, cocky asshole smile. The one I know he likes because he thinks he has me with it. That I’m like him when I’m nothing like him.

      “If things go well with James, I have others for you. But let’s start with this, huh? I wouldn’t want to overload you.”

      “Not possible. But I’m happy to start with him.”

      “Fantastic. I’ll send the email right over. He mentioned in it he’d like the trades made today,” he repeats and with that Rich goes into his office.

      Not even five minutes later, the email is on my computer. Opening it up, the list of investments he’d like me to make isn’t all that long. It’s also decently diverse, some trades larger than others. With the exception of two. James Darcy wants heavy investments made in two biotech companies.

      The two that were mentioned in that document I read on Rich’s computer. The one with nonpublic information.

      I don’t have to read this to know what’s going on. I’m well aware that James Darcy is a dummy account. A name I found on Rich’s computer, hidden among layers of other clients. Only there was no client information on him. None. No address, date of birth, social security number, phone number, employer.

      There was only an email address.

      I searched for the document in all the information I stole from his computer and came up empty. The original document was gone. Rich had obviously covered his tracks. But that didn’t mean the biotech name hadn’t been on there. Their entire financial for Astrid Pharmaceuticals picture as well as the purchasing company’s.

      But it was in his trash folder, which likely means it’s now gone. It means I got to it right before he finished cleaning up his trail.

      And if he’s smart, he’s wiped his system clean, not just trashed it.

      I pull up James Darcy’s investment account and it appears there is now five million dollars sitting pretty where there had been nothing before. And it was all transferred from an international bank within the last five days.

      By Rich having me make the investments for him, he’s not directly committing insider trading. I’m doing it for him. Something isn’t adding up though. Why put this level of risk on me? I could say I saw the document. I could say I know that James Darcy isn’t a real person and that his account is sketchy at best.

      I could call him out on this.

      That would mean admitting I’ve been hunting in his computer.

      But why talk of retiring now? Why push off clients onto me specifically? Why drop these specific trades right in my lap? Yeah. Something isn’t right.

      Unless Rich really doesn’t know that I saw the original document. That I read it as quickly as I did. Maybe he was that distracted with his pent-up vitriol about his life and his job. His animosity with Alexander.

      Scrubbing a hand along my jaw, the fingers of my other hand tap along the keys of my laptop. Of my laptop. My laptop. Not my work laptop that I use to make the actual trades and business deals. Because I don’t use that laptop except here in the office where I leave it, always. I only use my personal laptop for basic things like checking email because after what happened with Dean stealing that IPO from me, I don’t take chances with my work laptop.

      Jesus.

      Opening my desk drawer, I tug out my work laptop, opening it up and searching through absolutely everything on it and coming up empty.

      Everything is as it should be. No files out of place. No random portfolios. Not even an email… wait.

      I click on my trash folder and there it is.

      The original document with the insider information of the two biotechs.

      I stare at it for I don’t even know how long, my heart thundering in my chest. Yup. Rich is most definitely trying to set me up. And he thinks I have no clue what he’s doing.

      But why me? I’m new here. I’m transient. I pose no threat.

      Alexander’s golden boy. You know he calls twice a week to check up on you.

      There it is. Years of bitterness and jealousy. Years of hating how he was sent here, never to return. Forgotten by Alexander who has most certainly not forgotten about me.

      Now what?

      Even if I empty my trash folder, there will be a record of it on my hard drive. That’s how the feds and the SEC have gotten people before. I could wipe it, but something tells me it won’t be that easy. Something tells me a man like Rich covers multiple angles and if he wants to take me down, he’ll stop at nothing to do it.

      Does he know I was on his computer? Is this a leverage play or is he setting me up to take the fall instead of him? Or does he think I’m this stupid and greedy? And who is James Darcy? How does he, this new ‘client’ with no real identity enter into this?

      I think the answer to that is obvious. Especially with what I suspect Rich is trying to do with me.

      Staring at the screen of my work laptop, I type out an email, introducing myself and letting Mr. Darcy know that I will have his trades made by the end of the business day. Then I quickly type out a text and wait.
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      Me: Hey, I happen to be by the hospital. You wanna grab a drink or dinner?

      Angel: It’s not Friday. We agreed on Friday.

      Me: But I’m already here. What’s the harm? If you’re that hard up for me, we can do both nights.

      Angel: Not a good time. I’m running late with my patient and I still haven’t given report yet.

      Me: That’s cool, I’ll wait.

      Actually, I won’t. Bonus of having your BFF work in the hospital. I tuck my phone in my pocket, feeling it vibrate, but not bothering to check her putting me off. I know what she’s doing. I’m just not going to let her do it.

      “Dude, you’re fucking breaking my ass here. If Aria finds out—”

      “I’ll never tell her you knew.”

      “She’s going to be my wife though, Breck. My wife. I love her.”

      I punch my friend in the arm. In that friendly guy way we do when we want it to hurt just a little without coming off as aggressive. “And I’m your lifelong best friend. You betrayed me by screwing my sister when I told you not to. I think you owe me. Hell, I think she owes me for being such a hypocrite.”

      He growls. Then curses. But by this point, we’re already in the elevator, so I don’t know why he’s putting up such pretenses. “You really like her?”

      I give him a look. “Would I be in a hospital on my way to the ICU while not being a patient if I didn’t?” I hate hospitals. I think most anyone who doesn’t work here does.

      Wes who has the haggard appearance and exhausted demeanor of a man seeing the end of a very long shift sighs. Then he leans back against the elevator wall, I think in resignation. His agitated hands are all over his face and hair, making him look ridiculous in a matter of seconds.

      “She’ll seriously put me out on the streets for this.”

      I slap his shoulder as the elevator slows. “You can come live with me, but I get the side of the bed closer to the window.” He raises an unimpressed eyebrow and I throw my hands up, so done with Aria’s crap on this. “Aria needs to chill her shit when it comes to me and her friends. That was high school. This is now.”

      “And now is different?” He looks far too anxious for a man who deals with life and death on a minute-to-minute basis.

      “It is,” I assure him.

      “Then come on.” He doesn’t sound too happy about that but I follow after him, down the stark white halls, past doctors and nurses and transport people all in varying colored scrubs. We reach a set of double doors, the stench of death, sickness, and antiseptic making me want to hurl as he swipes his badge on a keypad. The doors swing open like the gates of hell and here we are.

      The surgical intensive care unit.

      Rina floats between here and the medical ICU, but Wes said he saw her in here today, so I’m trusting him on this.

      “Go in there.” Wes points to a door that says staff lounge, but I’m not given the option as he shoves me in. “Wait for either me or her to come get you. Do not move or touch anything.”

      “What do you think I’m going to do? Put on scrubs and pretend I’m a doctor?”

      Wes crosses himself and I roll my eyes. But I still do what I’m told, dropping onto the bench of the locker room or whatever this actually is. There are two dining tables each surrounded by four ratty chairs, a fridge that looks older than what my parents had when they bought their first house, and a microwave that is visibly stained with so much food I’m shocked they allow this sort of biohazard in a hospital.

      Tonight is Thursday. Not Friday. But it’s been a week. Or, more aptly, a couple of days. I’m a dude on the edge and I need my girl. I just need to see her. Even if she tells me to scram and fuck off and throws something large and heavy at me.

      I don’t care.

      My world is falling apart.

      Quite literally at the seams. Soon I will likely either be unemployed or arrested for insider trading. To say I’m on borrowed time isn’t a joke. I have no idea what tomorrow will bring.

      I’m trying for the whole carpe diem Margaritaville way of thinking.

      If I could get away with hauling her off to an island, I would. But in the interim, I’ll settle for some time. That’s all I want. I’m also trying not to be creepy about it given her past, but I just literally broke into her work, so I think I’m pushing all kinds of boundaries. She’ll likely be pissed at me for this.

      Searching around the room, I start to have second thoughts.

      Maybe this was stupid. Maybe I shouldn’t have done this. Pushed her this far when she told me no. Christ, she’s going to think I’m a stalker just like—

      “Hey,” a nurse says, catching me sitting in the break room. “You don’t work here. Who are you and what are you doing in here?”

      “Do you remember those muffins Rina brought in on Saturday?”

      “Yeah…” She’s eyeing me all over the place with impatience and skepticism.

      “I bought those for you all.”

      Arms fold over her chest as she stares me down. “Huh. That was you?”

      “That was me. I respect and admire the work you do. I’m trying to surprise Rina, who is finishing up, and asked my buddy, who is a trauma surgeon, to sneak me in. Bad idea?”

      Another full-length stare with a no-bullshit expression, her dark tight curls held up in a bun by not one but two pens. “Not if you buy us more muffins.”

      “Consider it done.”

      “I like orange cranberry. There was no orange cranberry in with the last bunch.”

      “I will scour Boston for them.”

      Another up and down. “Alright. I suppose I can let this slide. Just this once,” she warns me with her finger.

      “I appreciate that…” I lean forward, squinting as I try to read her badge.

      “Janiqua.”

      “Janiqua. Gorgeous name. And thank you. I’ll be sure to have your muffin of choice for you tomorrow.”

      “You better.”

      And with that, the woman turns around and leaves me here. I feel lucky that I’m still breathing. That she didn’t take my life with a simple flick of her wrist. She seemed very capable. In fact, if I’m ever sick and in this ICU, I think I want her to be my nurse. Now I understand why Rina became a nurse instead of a doctor. You don’t mess with nurses.

      Two minutes later, the door swings open again, this time Rina enters, her eyes already searching for me. I’m guessing my pal Janiqua or maybe even Wes tipped her off.

      “Brecken. It’s not Friday.”

      She looks so pretty like this. Blonde hair piled on top of her head. Cheeks flushed pink. Face void of makeup. Pale blue scrubs covering her body. Smart and sexy. And let’s be real here, my girl is wicked smart. Total Boston babe.

      “Can I cook you dinner tonight?”

      “Ugh.” She removes her maroon stethoscope from around her neck, shoving me aside as she digs through her cubby, setting it on the top shelf. “No.”

      “I was thinking shrimp el diablo over spaghetti.”

      “It sounds spicy.”

      I reach out and grasp her hip, not daring to stop her as she unloads her work stuff, pulling things that look like syringes of clear liquid wrapped in plastic and alcohol swabs from her pockets.

      “It is,” I agree. “But it’s also really good on a cold night, which is what tonight is. It’s also amazing with garlic bread and have I mentioned I make a killer garlic bread?”

      “Don’t ever say killer in the ICU.”

      I grin. And smile after that. And hold in my chuckle. “A mean garlic bread then. Delicious garlic bread. We both have to eat it or we can’t make out all night. Also, you have to explain to me why garlic doesn’t impact Edward. He said it was a myth.”

      “You’re still reading it?”

      She glances down at me and suddenly my horrible couple of days, my fucked-up life, my world that is steadily imploding around me, feels just a bit better. “I’m still reading it. I told you, I’m trying to learn how to speak woman.”

      “I can’t decide if you’re the perfect man or just the perfect man for me.”

      Damn. That grows like a weed through my chest. It claims my soul and makes me want to own hers.

      “Both. More of the second though.”

      “You’re weakening me in places I can’t afford to be weakened.”

      “If it helps, I never see you that way. I only see you as strong. Beautiful. Everything I want to be a part of.”

      Her eyes glimmer. Shining such a brilliant shade of green I don’t think I’ve ever seen it on her. “I guess I can do dinner then,” she says. “But I have to be back here tomorrow morning. Then I start my night shift Saturday.”

      “You don’t have to warn me, Rina. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You and I both know that’s a promise you can’t make.”

      Touché. And damn, that hurts. Standing up, I grasp her shoulders, twisting her to face me. “I like you. It’s not something I’ve ever told a woman, or even a girl for that matter. That might sound bad. In fact, I know it does. But the truth is, I’m not sure if I ever truly have until I met you one night in a bar. Well, I saw you first. And that kind of started me off. Then you opened your mouth, and I was done for. Don’t run because it’s what you always do. Stay because you never have before.”

      “I stayed once.”

      I shake my head. “No. This is nothing like that. I don’t need to own you to know you’re mine. I don’t need to control you to get you to be with me. I’m a mess, Rina. A serious mess. My life is… uncertain. And because of that, I likely shouldn’t be pushing this as hard as I am. But I can’t stop it either. I can’t go back.” I cup her face in my hand. “You’re the only good thing I have going for me right now and I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you around.”

      “Wes knows you’re here.”

      “Yes,” I say, still holding her face in one hand, squeezing her hip with my other. “He does. But he owes me and he’s my best friend. I also don’t think he wants to be the one to tell Aria. That said, if this continues the way I’m planning on it continuing, I want her to know.”

      Rina’s green eyes slowly close as she blows out a breath. “It’s too soon for this.”

      It is. She’s not wrong with that. But what feels too soon to her feels right on time to me. I have to remember to slow my pace. To steady my moves. To not push too fast.

      “Dinner first then?”

      She just shakes her head like she doesn’t know what to do with me. “Dinner first. You cooking me dinner. Me showering off the ICU.”

      “I have work tomorrow morning too, but I promised Janiqua cranberry orange muffins and Jesus save me, I will not break that promise to her.”

      Rina finally cracks a smile and then laughs. “We’ll get them before we both head in. I’ll let her know they’re from you.”

      “Nurse Fritz. You just saved my life.”

      “Mr. Davenport, I think we’re actually saving each other with that one.”

      She takes my hand and leads me out of the break room, through the sterile halls and back onto the elevator. Two hours later I’ve cooked dinner for her at my place and cleaned the whole thing up because I wouldn’t let her help. My computer is upstairs. Both of them actually. For once. But I’m not thinking about that as I wipe down the countertop. I’m thinking about Rina’s body.

      I’m thinking about how much I want Rina’s body.

      I’m thinking about how fucking hot she looks in those leggings she changed into. I’m thinking about all the dirty, dirty things I want to do to her.

      She’s reading on my sofa, thinking this will be a cute and cuddly night where I read Twilight and she reads whatever it is she’s reading and then we have fun sex up in my room. And maybe that was the other night with her brothers all around us.

      But that’s not tonight.

      Tonight, the beast inside me needs her.

      And he will not be sated until he’s fully indulged.
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      In the weeks I’ve gotten to know Brecken Davenport, I think it’s safe to say, he’s unexpected. In the best and worst possible of ways. This is a perfect example of that.

      And typically, that’s not something I go for. Some women may love surprises. A guy to swoop in and knock her off her feet.

      I don’t.

      Letting go of my past doesn’t mean throwing caution to the wind and pretending the world is all sunshine, gumdrops, and rainbows when it’s not. I thought Harrison was gone and I let my guard down and that’s when he attacked.

      I will never allow myself to make the same mistake twice.

      Which is why Brecken showing up at my work tonight should have set off all kinds of alarm bells. And I can’t figure out why it didn’t. Is it him? Or am I getting sucked in too quickly, repeating old mistakes?

      He’s easy to do that with.

      He’s impossibly charming and he makes me feel safe. And my brothers like him—whether I care to admit it or not, that’s a huge plus for me. He’s protective of Aria. Hell, he’s protective of me.

      So as I watch him clean up the kitchen after cooking me an amazingly special and sweet meal, I’m trying to talk myself out of all the ways I’m falling for him. It’s not going so well. Especially when he smiles at me like that. All dimples and sparkly eyes and raw sexiness.

      He is the perfect package.

      A hot mess of a man who makes me smile and laugh and feel so goddamn good.

      “What’s that smile all about?” I ask.

      “That you look all comfortable reading on my couch in front of the fire but I’m about to mess all that up by putting my face between your thighs.”

      My breath hitches before turning shallow. “Oh yeah? How do you plan to do that if you can’t catch me?”

      I set my Kindle down and slowly start to rise off the couch, a jolt of adrenaline-spiked anticipation threading through my veins. His smile grows as his playful eyes lower, turning dark and hungry.

      “You gonna try to run from me, Angel? You think I won’t chase you?”

      I round the couch, walking backward toward the front door. “I have no doubt you’ll try.”

      I watch it play across his face. The hint of concern over playing this game with me. But it doesn’t stop him from pursuing me. Oliver told me he told Brecken about what Harrison did to me that night. I’m glad he did because I never wanted to. But he’s still here with me, not treating me with kid gloves and I don’t think anything has ever turned me on more.

      He prowls in my direction, slowly, methodically, his eyes ravaging every inch of my body like a predator about to devour his prey. “What happens when I catch you, Rina?”

      I tilt my head, taking another step back. “That’ll be up to you, Brecken. But first you have to catch me.”

      I spin on the balls of my feet, but instead of heading for the front door—because I’m not crazy enough to run barefoot out into the dark night—I deke him out, racing for the kitchen. A growl splits the air and I squeal out a laugh as I make it to the other side of the island without him catching me.

      “Nice move,” he comments dryly, trying to be serious all the while fighting his smile. The dimples popping in his cheeks aren’t selling it. “When I catch you, Angel, I will not be gentle.”

      “Oh, I hope not.”

      He groans as he starts to charge after me. I slip past the island, rolling my body around the dining table and bolting for the stairs just as his arm swoops around my waist, lifting me off my feet.

      He spins us, slamming me into the wall with his hand as a buffer behind my head to break the impact. An oomph flees my lungs just as his mouth dives in to catch it, his tongue taking advantage of my parted lips. Our kiss is breathless, urgent. My hands rake through his hair, scratching at his scalp and the back of his neck.

      A punishment.

      He’s taking all the hard-won pieces of my life and tossing them recklessly up in the air like confetti.

      His teeth sink into my bottom lip, hard, making me whimper before he sucks the tender flesh into his mouth, licking the zing away.

      A promise.

      He won’t be gentle with me, but he’ll always take care of me.

      My hands glide down his shoulders, squeezing the hard muscles of his arms as he holds me against the wall, all too quickly growing tired of feeling cotton. Seams rip as I impatiently tear his shirt from his body, mine immediately following it as we attack each other’s clothes in a frenzy. I need to feel him against me. His body. His heat. His strength.

      All of him.

      And he’s right there with me. Delirious and rabid with his intent.

      He wrenches me from the wall, his mouth all over my lips and neck, lifting me up into his arms and taking us to the stairs. We don’t make it far. Just up one before the trip becomes too long and he sets me down, leaning into me as slats of wood force themselves into my back.

      “Fuck,” he growls, tearing himself away. “You,” he groans, panting heavily as he takes in my heaving breasts and spread legs. His mouth latches onto my breast, sucking in as much of the mound as he can take, nipping and biting at my nipples while his other hand lifts it up, squeezing it unforgivingly.

      “Brecken,” I cry, my head falling back, my back bowing off the stairs as he consumes each inch of tender flesh like a man on the edge of chaos.

      “Again, Angel. Again.”

      “Brecken.” I hoarsely moan his name this time. His hand drops between my legs, his finger skimming up and down my wetness before diving two fingers inside me. “Oh. Oh. Jesus fuck, Brecken.” My hands rip at his hair as he pumps into me, fast and furious. A torrid of sensation I can’t fight or tamp down. My toes curl into the floor, my ass teetering on the edge of the step as my body chases, desperate to take in as much of his wicked hand as possible.

      “So beautiful,” he hums against my breasts, flicking my nipple one last time, dragging lower and looking up through his lashes, meeting my eyes. “You’re so beautiful.” His tongue comes out, flicking my clit the way he just did my nipple, his fingers not slowing their pace for even a second. “You’re so fucking beautiful to look at you it almost hurts. But when you come—” He blows on my clit and my eyes roll back. “—like you’re about to now, it’s like nothing else. Your beauty has no parallel.”

      “Brecken. God, don’t stop.”

      I’m dripping all over him. I feel it. I hear it. The sound so lewd and erotic it only makes me wetter.

      His lips capture my clit, sucking, biting, making out with my pussy, just as hard and fast as his fingers are fucking me. It’s so much. Too much. So intense. My hands fly wildly over my head, seeking purchase on the step above me, needing it to ground me before I fall.

      My body simultaneously weightless and heavy.

      His eyes bore into mine, watching me come apart, a high building so powerfully within me I’m almost afraid of it. Then I’m not given the choice. The orgasm plows through me, my neck arching and my eyes squeezing tight as I scream out my release, shaking and writhing with no control over anything.

      I’m pure sensation. Stars of light and bursts of color. Warm tingles and fiery explosions.

      Gulps of air race through my lungs only to be pushed out in a gust of breath as I’m moving once again, my face and chest landing on a hard warm surface that smells like my very own version of heaven.

      My eyes spring open and I realize we’re on the floor, my body poised on top of Brecken’s, his hands running all over me, my back, my ass, the sides of my breasts.

      His dick is rock hard, pressed between us, and I need it in my mouth now.

      So that’s what I do. I peel myself off his chest, kiss my way down his body, grab his beautiful cock, and suck it deep into my mouth. So deep I don’t stop until it hits the back of my throat, and then I force a swallow, relaxing the muscles so I don’t gag.

      “Fuck, Rina. Fuuuuck!”

      I take that as a good sign and keep going, flattening my tongue and gliding up to kiss the tip of his head. Salty precum drips out and I lave it up, loving the taste of him, his musky, spicy scent, the feel of his strong body beneath me, coming undone. I dive down again, bobbing up and down greedily, needing more, wanting to go deeper.

      This man makes me insatiable for him.

      Every inch of him has me wanting more.

      His hand grips my hair by the roots, holding me firmly like he’s trying to resist as I fuck him with my mouth. But the second his legs start to tense and then tremble, he uses that hand to pull me off him, dragging my body back up his until my hips are poised over the wet crown of his dick.

      “Put me inside,” he demands, his eyes burning and intense, filled with so much raw passion I’m dizzy.

      Grabbing the base of his cock, I sink down on him inch by inch, my lips parting on a silent moan. My breath shakes along with my legs as I lift up, only to sink back down. He’s so big and I feel so full.

      “Brecken, god. You feel good.”

      In a second he sits up, wrapping his arms around me, pressing me to him, chest to chest. “Having you in my arms, nothing has ever felt more right.”

      I whimper, sloppily kissing him as I ride him, bouncing up and down, clinging to him the way he’s clinging to me. His hand slides down my back, over my ass, treading lower, between our bodies, pressing a finger into me where his cock is already filling me up.

      “Holy… holy hell. What are you—” Only his finger doesn’t stay there and as I feel it ringing the tight hole in the back, I realize what he was doing. He was lubing his finger.

      He presses it against my asshole, toying, playing, sliding in and out. Fucking my ass with his finger while I fuck his cock.

      My eyes roll back as warmth spreads through my belly, tingles racing along my skin. “Yes,” he hisses. “That’s it. Fuck, I need this.” He plunges his finger in deeper. “I’m not going to take your ass tonight, Rina. But soon. Really fucking soon my cock will be buried in it.”

      “Brecken,” I cry out. “Oh fuck. Yes.”

      My body jerks, riding him with abandon as he pounds into me from below. My pussy tightens around him, shredded gasps and moans of pleasure get muffled by his sweaty chest as I bury my head in it, letting him fuck me the way he wants to fuck me.

      Hard. Rough. Dirty. But so, so good.

      He grabs my hair, yanking my head back and consuming my mouth as I shudder, coming all over him. My nails dig into his shoulders and he growls, his eyes flaring before they slam shut and he pounds into me, ramming his cock so deep, I feel him everywhere. A whole-body tremor shakes him as his cum fills me up, his breathing ragged, unable to be caught.

      Holy shit. That was the most intense sex I’ve ever had.

      He doesn’t move for so long, just slips his finger out of me and holds me tighter. Tilting my head, I take his lips with mine, kissing him softly, slowly, getting lost in him. Once my body can no longer keep up with even that, I rest against him, feeling his breath tickle my skin, his heart pound against my own.

      Our foreheads drift together. “I’m crazy about you.” It’s a whisper. So quiet I’m not even sure he wanted me to hear it. Still, those words with our bodies like this makes my heart race with pleasure. Flutter with happiness. “Let’s go get cleaned up and into bed.”

      “Yes.”

      Finally, we both get up, walking up the stairs together straight into his bathroom where he starts the shower. He takes me again in there and then we’re in his bed, in the dark, talking. We both have to be up early, but neither one of us seems to want to stop.

      His fingers toy with my hair, silky from having blown it out after the shower. He won’t talk about work, but I know whatever is going on with it is weighing heavily on him. I saw it in his eyes earlier in the hospital and I see it now, even as he asks me about mine.

      Being with Brecken is easy.

      Maybe that’s what I like about him. Nothing between us ever feels strained or stressed. It’s comfortable without being boring. It’s not something I’ve ever felt before. What are you doing to me, Brecken Davenport? And why can’t I stop it?

      He breathes out, running a possessive hand down my hip to my ass where he squeezes, pulling me in just a little closer. His nose meets mine and he’s smiling, laughing lightly. “You stopped talking. Are you awake or asleep?”

      “Huh?”

      He kisses my lips. “I can’t tell if I’m boring you or if you’re just tired.”

      “Both,” I tease, giggling as he swats my ass and kisses me again.

      “Sleep, beautiful Angel. We have to get those muffins in the morning and then I’m picking you up after work when you get off.”

      “Brecken—”

      “Shhh,” he cuts me off. “Don’t do that. Don’t overthink this. It’s so good, Rina. Don’t overthink it. Just allow it to happen.”

      He wraps me up in his arms and my eyes drift closed, my body and heart so damn content I don’t know what to do with it.

      No matter how many times I tell myself I don’t need him, or I’m not affected by him, or it’s just fun and casual, every time he smiles at me, the pump of my heart tells me differently. But right now, in his arms, I’ll do what he says. I’ll allow it to happen.

      For now. It feels too good to fight.
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      “I think we should tell Aria we’re a couple,” Brecken declares just as I take a bite of my Cuban making me choke on a piece of pickle that is now lodged in my throat. “You okay?” I flip him off as I take a hasty sip of water. Only he makes me choke like this.

      Brecken continues to stare at me, patiently impatient.

      Finally the piece clears and I swallow it down, glaring at him. “Since when are we a couple?”

      He rolls his eyes at me. Possibly rightfully so, but still. We talked about doing ‘this’, whatever ‘this’ technically means, but I kinda sorta maybe not really considered it a fling.

      At least that’s where I’m pushing my mind. And before you start rolling your eyes at me like he is, there’s something you should know. He’s only here temporarily. Yes, we’ve already established this, but the guy kept his apartment in New York. Meaning he’s paying New York City rent and Boston rent because he didn’t want to give up his place there because he’s planning on moving back as quickly as he possibly can.

      In fact, he said as much last night on the phone with some friend or something of his. He didn’t even try to hide it considering he was sitting at his kitchen island doing work and I was on his sofa not even ten feet away.

      So yeah. Fling.

      Because while love doesn’t come all that easy for me, Brecken Davenport is a guy I could fall for. He is everything I’ve pretended I didn’t want. I already can’t get enough of being with him and that terrifies me. Plus, in the two weeks or so we’ve been doing ‘this’, I can’t look my best friend in the eye. It’s made me tense and edgy and sick. So goddamn sick with the guilt of it.

      And then he goes and says shit like this? Nuh uh.

      “I think I should be the one to tell her,” he continues, and I shake my head insistently.

      “No.” I scrub my hands up and down my face, shoving my sandwich away, which is a shame since it’s delicious and Cubans are one of my favorites.

      “No, as in no I shouldn’t be the one or no as in we shouldn’t tell her?”

      “It’s been two weeks.”

      “Seventeen days actually,” he corrects, and now I’m the one rolling my eyes though he can’t see it since my hands are still over my face. “We’ve been together seventeen days, Angel. I bring you breakfast when you get off your shift before I go into work. When you’re not working a night shift, we have dinner before we sleep together. And I’m not just speaking carnally, because we do that every chance we get and any place we can. I’m saying you’re either in my bed or I’m in yours. We go out to eat. We hang out and watch TV or read your romance books. We’re a couple. In a relationship. I get I don’t have a ton of experience with this, and you don’t really either, but yeah, that’s what we are.”

      I shake my head into my hands, blowing out a heavy breath.

      I want to ask him what happens when he moves back to New York, but as he said, it’s only been seventeen days. And we’re talking months from now that that would actually happen.

      But still.

      I can’t help thinking about it because in however many months, I won’t want him to go. And I’m not moving back to New York. My family is here. My work is here. My life is here.

      I’m permanent and he’s not.

      “I don’t know why we started this.”

      He growls, reaching across and dragging my hands from my face until I’m forced to look at him with wary, troubled eyes. “Yes, you do. It was an inevitability.”

      “Who are you? Thanos?”

      “I am inevitable.” He snaps his fingers.

      I try to stifle my laugh. “Maybe so. But that doesn’t make me feel any better. I need to be the one,” I tell him because I do. “She’s my friend. I’m the one breaking her trust. I’ll feel her out a little tonight at the bar and then talk to her more about it one on one at brunch on Sunday.”

      His smile is unstoppable. Mine is nowhere to be found.

      “Stop making that face. It won’t be as bad as you think it will be.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      “Finally, the lovebirds are here,” I say with a smile, as Margot and Drew arrive, the last of the crew. That’s another thing I don’t miss about the ED, the hours. For some reason, their shifts don’t end the way ours do in the ICU.

      Margot pauses to talk with Brecken, Wes, and Jonah, who are at the bar while the rest of us, Halle, Josh, Aria, and I are all at a table because Josh needed girl talk on his new guy. It really wasn’t as dramatic as he was making it sound, but I guess he didn’t want a straight male audience for it either.

      Margot plops down into the seat next to me, instantly stealing my cocktail and taking a sip. Ha. No way, girl. I need all the liquid courage I can get tonight. I snatch it back. “Get your own.” She throws me a look and I sag into her, resting my head on her shoulder. “Sorry. Long day. Drink away.” I slide it back to her and she pushes me off.

      “Or I’ll just order us both a fresh one.”

      “This is why I love you. You’re my people.”

      “God,” Josh says, studying Margot intently. “That boy must really be hung like a stallion and fuck like a god. I swear, I’ve never seen you so happy.”

      Her jaw drops as a blush unfurls across her cheeks. “Jerk. That was rude. Or at the very least a lot awkward.” She juts her chin in Aria’s direction, but Aria just rolls her blue eyes like she couldn’t care less about Drew fucking Margot like a god. Because in the seventeen days since Brecken and I became whatever we are, Margot and Drew are definitely a couple and then some.

      “Whatever.” He waves her away. “Dish your meal so I can eat a piece of him down.”

      “What?” Margot practically chokes.

      “That doesn’t even make sense,” Halle says.

      Josh shrugs. “I don’t know. That just came to me. I might be a drink too deep at this point.”

      “Seriously,” Margot snorts.

      I lift my glass, taking a hearty swig. “I’ll drink to that.”

      Josh taps his fingers along the table, an expectant eyebrow aimed at Margot.

      “Yeah, Drew’s the bag of chips and large jar of yummy dip if you get what I’m saying. That enough meal for you?” Everyone, especially a slightly buzzed Josh, cracks up. “But I’m not here to talk about my sex life. I was informed yours is having trouble.”

      “Girl, that conversation ended like five minutes ago with the conclusion that boys are drama and bitches be slaying the world.” Aria high fives him like they’re back in high school. “Stop deflecting. I like seeing you this happy. It’s a good look on you. Are you sure you’re not pregnant?”

      I spit out my drink rather than choking on it the way I did my sandwich earlier. It burns the back of my throat and I swear, this night. Margot pats my back as I wipe my face and the table with a napkin. I don’t even know why I choked. It’s not like I’m pregnant.

      “Nicely done,” I grouse. “Really, thanks so much. That felt awesome coming back up.”

      I narrow my eyes at Josh who throws his hands up in surrender, a shit-eating grin on his face. “Next time don’t spit, swallow.”

      I flip him off because that seems to be my go-to defensive move today.

      “I’m not pregnant,” Margot laughs the words. “Just what you said… happy. Drew is taking me to the Bahamas next week, and even though I’m so scared of what’s happening between us, I feel like I could pee my pants with excitement. I’m trying this new side of the coin, better outlook on myself thing, and going with it.”

      “Wow. The Bahamas is a big step,” Aria exclaims, her eyes glowing with delight. “I don’t think Drew ever took me on vacation. Or took time off for that matter.” A smile explodes across her face. “He’s so stinking in love with you, and I’m so freaking happy you’re finally embracing the two of you as a real thing.”

      Margot holds up her hand, attempting to stop our friend. “Slow your roll there, rainbow sunshine. I said I’m trying. Don’t put the cart before the horse or however that saying goes. We’re still taking this slowly.”

      I stare dubiously at her, and I know I’m not the only one. Especially when Drew pretty much admitted to me at work the other night that he’s as batshit crazy for Margot as a man can get. It’s exactly what the two of them need. Each other. And it makes me so sublimely happy. They’re perfect together. They’re it.

      “Don’t hate,” Margot balks indignantly at Halle who must have said something I missed. “I need slow in my life otherwise my brain short-circuits. Relationships can only be fed to me in small, easy to swallow pieces like I’m a ninety-year-old after a stroke. The trip is overload.”

      “You’re annoying,” I tease. “The man is head over heels in love with you. Get over it. And seriously, such a hardship, going to the Bahamas for a vacation.”

      “Fine,” Margot relents. “Point made. Someone tell me something else that’s not about stupid men.”

      “Speaking of being pregnant, Jonah and I are talking about trying.” Halle blushes about a million shades brighter than the sun. Her eyes flicker to Jonah who is still nursing his drink at the bar, but his gaze is forever and always on her. “Maybe in the next few months.”

      “Holy crap,” Aria squeals. “That’s amazing.”

      “It really is,” I say with gleeful joy, hugging my friend and kissing her cheek. “I can’t wait to be an aunty again. I’ll babysit whenever the hell. Stella loves me. Ask her. I’m the best.”

      Halle laughs against me. “We’re not there yet. We haven’t even started trying.”

      “Babies. Wow. I mean, just wow. I cannot wait to see your pretty belly all big and beautiful with life.” Aria is practically in tears with this idea, and I watch as she casts a longing glance in Wes’s direction. Oh boy. I think Halle might have started something here.

      I take this effusive happiness as my moment and after downing another large gulp of my martini, I blow out a silent breath and say, “Since we’re all for shock value right now, I’m contemplating getting down and dirty with Brecken as we’re the only two singles left standing.”

      And that’s when Aria topples backward off her chair.

      Like actually arse over teakettle as my mother would say onto the dingy bar floor.

      What the fuck just happened? Maybe that wasn’t the right way to phrase it? Down and dirty? Seriously, Rina? For real?

      “Shit,” I gasp, pushing Margot aside. Scrambling out of the booth, I rush over to my friend who is shooting daggers up at me.

      Oh my god. I suck in a startled breath.

      That wasn’t shock.

      That was anger.

      My heart thrashes violently in my chest as I help her up. I blink at her, trying to organize my thoughts. What do I say? Do I tell her that he and I are a couple or in a relationship or just having fun or…? God, he says we’re in a relationship, but he’s leaving. He says we’re a couple, but he wants to move back to New York as quickly as he can. In fact, if his boss offered him asylum back in New York, he’d take it tomorrow without so much as a backward glance.

      What the hell am I doing?

      “I was kidding. Christ. Over-the-top reaction much?”

      My palms are sweating, and I chance a quick glance at Brecken only to find both him and Wes standing, staring over at us. Our eyes lock for a half second, and I frown. Brecken does too, and I immediately return to Aria whose arms are folded across her chest, gawking at me like I just told her her art sucks.

      Wow, this is bad. Really bad.

      “Brecken is a notorious womanizer and an eternal self-proclaimed bachelor so, no, not over-the-top reaction. I don’t want my friends getting involved with my brother. I wasn’t joking about that. He’s bad news.”

      “He’s your brother,” Halle points out. “Doesn’t that seem, I don’t know, harsh?”

      Aria stabs a finger in her direction. “Exactly.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Josh agrees with a glint in his eyes. “He’s a fine piece of man candy for sure, but a total asshole to date. He used to ruin girls in high school. Just ask some of Aria’s former best friends.”

      “It’s true,” Aria goes on. “I lost my best friend. Well, my female best friend.” She grins at Josh, but it doesn’t meet her eyes. “He broke their hearts and they all blamed me for it. All the girls did and by the end of high school, I had no one left except Josh. It was brutal.”

      “That wouldn’t be us,” I say meekly.

      “I mean it. I don’t want you doing anything with Brecken.”

      I laugh. It’s awkward and strained. My stomach churns as I think about all that she just said. All that I’ve been doing behind her back.

      “Fine. No getting naughty with your brother. Better now?”

      And all that churning acid tries to come up the back of my throat. I have to swallow it down along with my guilt and my heart. But... I mean, I don’t think he’s quite the womanizer she says he is. In fact, he hasn’t so much as looked at any other woman in my presence.

      Not once.

      And they look. Trust me on this. They freaking look with longing, lustful eyes. He doesn’t notice them. Because he’s looking at me, not them. He’s always looking at me.

      But it’s clear Aria doesn’t want it to happen. Hell, she fell off her damn chair over it. And like I said, he isn’t sticking around. I’m putting my heart and my friendship with Aria on the line for a man who could be gone at any second.

      “Yes,” Aria grumbles, rubbing her ass before reclaiming her seat as I reclaim mine, falling dejectedly into it and taking another sip of my drink because I don’t know what else to do. “I’m just looking out for you,” she explains, her tone softening. “For us. I won’t lose my friendship with you the way I lost those others.”

      I nod numbly.

      But I can feel her watching me. Same with Margot and likely Halle and Josh, but I can’t look at any of them.

      Instead, I polish off my drink.

      I finish my drink, look up, and lie to my friend. “I’m not doing anything that requires that sort of oversight. Like I said, it was a joke.”

      Only it wasn’t.

      I’m sleeping with her brother. We’re involved in something he refers to as a relationship.

      Does that make him my boyfriend? Jesus. Now what do I do? I never wanted any of this. Relationships. Complications. Lies. I should have never started this in the first place, and I knew it. I fucking knew it.

      I have to end it.

      For my sanity. To protect my heart. For the sake of my friendship with Aria. I can’t lose Aria. I didn’t realize when this started that Aria would react so strongly. I had no idea the extent of what happened between Brecken and Aria’s friends.

      I may like Brecken. I may like him a whole lot. And though the idea of ending it hurts more than it should at this point, it’s the right thing to do. It’s the only thing to do, I remind myself.

      I can’t lose my friend. I can’t risk my heart. Especially over a guy who is nothing but temporary.

    

  







            29

          

          

      

    

    






Brecken

        

      

    

    
      “How long have you been hooking up with Rina?” Drew asks, and I smirk into my whiskey.

      “A few weeks.”

      “It getting serious?”

      Yes, I want to say immediately, but how can I? Things are coming to a boiling point at work. I’ll admit, it’s taken longer to get to this point than I previously anticipated, but yeah. Today alone I made two trades for James Darcy. I have no idea if they were on the up-and-up or not. I stopped looking because I can’t stomach the truth.

      I made sure everything was written in an email.

      And when Rich asked me how things were going with him as my client, I also made sure to email him back directly about James Darcy. Today, Rich replied via email. It was the first time he’s emailed me in two weeks. He emailed me directly about James Darcy. Rich mentioned two other stocks he heard about that would be perfect for James.

      Only nothing about this is perfect.

      Everything about it is so fucked I hardly sleep at night. I hardly eat. Rina has been my only saving grace. The only breath of fresh air. The woman I’ve fallen so hard for, she makes all the misery of my life feel better.

      “It can’t get serious,” Wes says for me. “You’re moving back to New York, right?”

      “Yeah,” I mutter under my breath, because that’s what I’m supposed to do. That was the original plan.

      “Well, things can change, right?” Drew continues. “I mean look at me and Margot. Talk about unexpected.”

      Wes and Jonah laugh. “Yeah, not so much, mate,” Jonah says. “We all pretty much saw that coming a mile out.”

      “I didn’t though. Not until I kissed her. Then it was—” Drew cuts off mid-sentence as Aria falls backward off her chair, tumbling to the floor. Wes and I shoot up, ready to race over there when Rina helps her up. Aria looks at Wes and I look at Rina and I see it.

      She told Aria.

      Aria was clearly not happy about it.

      But at least she knows. And if she knows, then we can be out in the open. Even if she’s not thrilled about it now, she’ll get over it when she realizes I’m in this. That Rina’s not a hookup or girl I care nothing about.

      She’s the girl. The one.

      “Damn,” Jonah hisses. “That didn’t look good.”

      “No,” I agree, my voice low. “It didn’t.” I continue to watch Rina, watch as she drinks her martini like it just became her Olympic sport. Watch as she talks to Aria, saying more. “Do me a favor, guys? Don’t return to the table until I do. I need a few minutes with Rina without Aria knowing.”

      Wes curses under his breath and I clasp his shoulder, giving him a squeeze and a shake.

      “Last time I ask.”

      “Better be,” he grumbles.

      “Promise.” I toss down the last of my drink, throw a hundred on the counter and then head in the direction of the bathrooms, making sure as I pass the table I give it a wide berth but catch Rina’s eye. She doesn’t look good. Pale and upset.

      Jesus, Aria. I love you more than my life, but sometimes you can be a real bitch.

      I motion for her to follow me and go straight for the back hall where the bathrooms are. It’s a dead end back here, dark and quiet, and I don’t have to wait long. Rina appears a few minutes later, her blonde head cast down, watching her feet as she walks.

      “Hey,” I say, grabbing her hand and twining her fingers with mine. “What happened?”

      She blows out a breath, tilting her chin and meeting my eyes. Cold. Distant. Detached. “What happened is that I just lied to my best friend.”

      “What?”

      I step in closer, and she doesn’t move away, but I can tell she wants to. I can tell she wants to be anywhere other than here with me right now. A sick sort of dread clenches my chest.

      “I joked around about you and I hooking up since we’re the last two singles. She fell off her fucking chair, Brecken. That’s how upset she was by that prospect.”

      “Well, yeah, but she’ll get over it.”

      She’s shaking her head before I can even finish my sentence. “No. She won’t. She told me flat out she does not want me seeing you. She had said it before, but not like this. This was adamant. This was no fucking around.”

      “Rina—”

      “So I lied to my friend and told her nothing was going on.”

      Anger creeps up my spine. “Why would you do that?”

      “Because that’s how it has to be!” She rips her hand from mine. “We can’t do this anymore. I will not risk my friendship with your sister for a guy who isn’t planning on sticking around. Hell, I’m not even sure I would then. Your sister has been the best friend to me. Honest and loyal and good. She is a fucking good friend, and this is how I repay that. By betraying her.” Her voice catches and instantly her eyes drop, trying to hide her emotion.

      Dammit. Aria. What did you do?

      “What did she say?” I seethe the words. I’m not mad at Rina. I’m fucking furious with Aria. She had no right. None!

      “That you’re a player. A womanizer. Destroyed her friendships. Same thing as always.”

      “But you know that’s not true. That’s not who I am.” I slam the side of my fist into the stucco wall before running my fingers through my hair. “Goddammit! Why the fuck can’t she get over that shit already? That’s not what happened, Rina. I swear, it’s not. Yes, I slept with two of her friends in high school. I was open and honest with those girls that it wouldn’t go anywhere. Not a repeat or a relationship or anything. They agreed. They fucking said yes to that and then after, they freaked out. A few of her other friends tried with me, but I told them no after what happened with the other two. I wasn’t trying to hurt anyone or mess with anyone. I didn’t know Aria lost her friendships over it. I had no clue and if she did, that’s wrong and on those girls. I was honest from the start with all of them.”

      “I believe you. I know you’re not like that. I’ve seen it. But it doesn’t matter.”

      I reach out, grabbing Rina by the waist, holding on as tight as I can without hurting her because she’s slipping away. I feel it. She’s running because that’s what she does.

      My forehead drops to hers as I stare into her eyes. “It does matter. I’m not that guy. You’re all I see. You’re all I want. I’m crazy about you, Rina. So fucking crazy that I don’t even care about anything else. So fucking crazy that I’m changing everything up for you. For us.”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t even know what that means.”

      I growl, frustrated past my breaking point with this. My lips slam down on hers, my hands splaying between her shoulder blades, holding her against me. I need her. I need her closer and it’s like she’s not here at all. Like I’ve really lost everything.

      “It means I’m with you,” I snarl against her. “That you’re mine and I’m yours and no one else’s. Please, Rina. Don’t run from this. Don’t run from us.”

      I want to tell her I love her. Those are the words slamming through my head. I love her and I can’t lose her.

      But I can’t say it. This can’t be the first time I say those words to a woman. To her. Not when she’s ending this with me. Because that’s what she’s doing. I’m fighting for her and she’s already done.

      “Don’t end this,” I plead, not even caring if I sound like a pussy. “Give it some time. Let me talk to her. Let me convince her I’m not that guy. She’ll adapt. She’ll get over it. She always does.”

      But Rina just shakes her head. “I can’t do that. She won’t, Brecken. I… I care, okay. About you. So much. When I never wanted to, I care a lot. But I can’t just let this go and hope she adapts.”

      “Why?”

      Her eyes flare. “Are you planning on moving back to New York?”

      Dammit. That question. “Yes, but—”

      “Then I need to end this now. I have to.” Her face breaks and she swallows hard, trying to get her emotions back under control. And in her next breath, they are. In her next breath, she’s locked herself away in an impenetrable fortress. Determined. Unbreakable.

      With that in check, she takes a step back. Then another. My arms fall away from her, my heart at my feet.

      “Rina—”

      “I have to, Brecken. I need you to let me go. No more showing up. No more calls or texts. No more muffins sent to my work. No more dinners or sleepovers. No more.”

      I can’t do that. I can’t let her go and I can’t give her up.

      My fists ball up at my sides, my brain tripping over itself as I try to work out how to stop this. How to change her mind.

      “Don’t do this.” I need you. Doesn’t she know how much I need her?

      “I’m sorry. It’s done.”

      She spins on her heels and leaves me here, standing alone in the dark. I want to run after her. I want to scream in Aria’s face. My sister, who claims to be so close to me, doesn’t even know the man I’ve become.

      But would it change anything?

      Aria will be pissed at Rina for lying to her. Rina will be pissed at me for outing her. It will ruin their friendship.

      And then there’s me. My job. My life. New York. Boston.

      Maybe Rina is right in doing this now. Running out on me because there isn’t much left of me to hold on to. What good am I to her?

      I storm out of the hall, bypassing the table without a parting glance. “You don’t have to worry about hiding anything from Aria,” I sneer her name to Wes. “It’s over now. She ruined it without even knowing she did.”

      “Breck—”

      I shake my head at my best friend and then head out of the bar, out into the night, staring at the side of the building where I had waited for her that night before walking her home.

      Seeing her again. Her being so intimately connected to my life.

      It’s not a fucking coincidence. It’s not happenstance. No way.

      It’s kismet.

      It’s meant to fucking be.

      I’m not going down like that. I’ve never met anyone who’s made me feel half of what I feel when I’m with Rina. Even I know enough to understand something like that doesn’t happen with just anyone.

      I will do what she asked of me because I refuse to be anything like Harrison was to her. But if she thinks I’m giving up on her, on us, she’s got another thing coming.
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Brecken

        

      

    

    
      The words seem to blur through my eyes as I read them. Dread shoots through me, clinging to my skin like the needy bitch she is. Maybe I should be relieved. Or excited. And I guess part of me is. Finding out you’re right about something is the mental equivalent of giving yourself a high five. But then you read this...

      Unknown: The account is linked to you.

      And anything remotely resembling something warm and fuzzy in your brain dies a quick and painful death.

      Yeah. That’s what I thought it was going to say. Actually, I thought it was going to say now stay where you are and cooperate when the SEC and federal agents come for you. My head falls back against the building, my eyes closing as I release a breath. My chest feels tight. My body devoid of energy and life.

      My phone vibrates in my hand again, but I don’t have the will or desire to read what I know is waiting for me. If I thought my life was shit before, it’s infinitely worse now. Tucking my phone in my pocket, I stand here in a moment of not so silent reflection and wait.

      I don’t even know if she’s here.

      Shouldn’t matter if she is, I’m not waiting on her anyway. I’m waiting on two of her brothers and Wes. “You look like shit, Davenport.”

      I grin because Carter Fritz is not wrong. I do look like shit. Opening my eyes, my chin drops to find the good doctor heading my way. He’s changed from the usual scrubs they all wear for work.

      “Can’t all be as beautiful as you, Fritz. Does your hair always look that good when you’re delivering babies?”

      “You have no idea how many new moms proposition him,” Oliver states, his eyes on his phone as he saunters in our direction.

      “Yeah, and what about you, Oliver?”

      “I like nurses.” He grins impishly at me and then returns to his phone, typing something in before he groans. “Fuck. One of my toddlers from the clinic is being sent to Children’s. Broken arm and subdural hematoma.”

      “Child abuse?” Carter asks with a grimace and Oliver nods, a frown now etched on his face.

      “Yeah. Dad’s a lawyer with a nasty fucking temper. I had already been in touch with child services over some suspicious bruising and a jumpy mother. Now this.”

      “Shit,” I say. “I have no idea how you guys deal with that.”

      “Sometimes I don’t either.” Oliver wipes a hand across his forehead. “I’ll go see him tomorrow first thing. He’s in good hands tonight.”

      “And I thought I was having a bad day,” I muse.

      “Are we waiting on Wes?” Carter asks, changing the subject.

      “He said he’d be out in a—” My words get cut off when I spot Wes exiting the building, Rina beside him. My breath stalls in my chest as I take her in. It’s been a week since she ended things with me. A week without seeing her. Talking to her. Touching her.

      The longest week of my life and that ain’t no lie.

      “I feel like we should kick his ass, but it looks like Rina already did.”

      “Har, har.” I flip Oliver off as I hesitantly approach her. She hasn’t seen me yet and I’m guessing Wes didn’t tip her off that I was here waiting. Not so great actually. She’s going to think I’m here for her.

      “Hey,” Wes says. “Sorry I’m late. You ready to go?”

      Rina’s head snaps up, her green eyes instantly locking on mine. I watch as her lips part and her cheeks warm with color.

      “Hi.” I stop a few feet from her, throwing my hands up in surrender. “Before you accuse me of showing up for you, I’m actually taking your opportunistic, freeloading brothers to the Bruins game tonight.”

      She blinks rapidly at me and then her gaze shifts over to her brothers before swinging back in my direction. “No. That’s not what… I didn’t know they were going too. It’s fine.” She looks me up and down before narrowing in on my eyes, more likely the dark purple stains beneath them, visible no doubt even in the paltry light we’re standing in outside the hospital if her frown is anything to go by.

      “I brought this with me. I figured I’d give it to Wes or your brothers to give to you. You left it at my place.” I reach out, handing her her Kindle that I know she’s likely missing.

      She takes it from my hand, making sure our fingers don’t touch and I think another piece of me just broke with that. She doesn’t even want to touch me. She can barely look at me. And that brutal mask of indifference she’s so adept at wearing, is firmly in place.

      “Thank you. I was wondering how I’d get this back.”

      Three sets of eyes are watching us intently and even though I have a hundred things I want to say to her, I close my lips and take a step back. A step back away from her. Even if just laying eyes on her was the best thing to happen to me all week. Even if I’m dying to grab her, hold her, and kiss the hell out of her.

      “I finished it. Twilight, I mean. You’ll have to give me the next in the series.”

      She shakes her head, a teasing smile hitting the corner of her lips before she tucks it away, staring out into the night. Anywhere but at me.

      “I can give it to Wes to give to you.”

      “Like a book swap with a third party? No thanks. I won’t bite you, Angel. You can pass it to me through your door, if you can’t handle being around me.”

      “Brecken—”

      “Right. Forget that. Wes is fine. Wouldn’t want Aria to find out you and I had a secret book club going on where we discuss young adult romance. Or heaven forbid that we were within five feet of each other without a chaperone. Brecken the womanizing asshole is not to be trusted after all.”

      Rina’s eyes drop to the ground as she shifts uncomfortably from foot to foot. She’s not even pissed I’m being a dick. At least yell at me so I know you give a shit. Nothing. She just wants to get away from me.

      I need to stop. I’m being bitter and unfair, but I’m still so fucking pissed. I’ve been ghosting my sister all week because I can’t stand to talk to her. And then there’s Rina. She didn’t even put up a fight for us. Nothing. She even lied to Aria and said nothing was going on between us. Well, I guess it’s not so much a lie anymore, is it?

      How am I supposed to fight for someone who doesn’t want me to fight for them?

      I’ve never been this guy before. The guy hung up on the girl he can’t have. The girl who so easily pushes him aside and now looks at him like he was never anything to her. I’ll be honest, it hurts like a motherfucker. Like someone is repeatedly beating my chest with a tire iron. It’s killing me. She’s the only one who’s ever known who I am, who I’m not, but most importantly, who I want to be. She saw the man beneath and now…

      And now I lost her.

      I have so much to focus on. So many things I need to be thinking and strategizing about.

      But all I think about is her.

      Clearly, I’m alone in that.

      “We should get going.” Wes slaps my back, trying to guide me away, and I both love him and hate him for that right now.

      “Have a good night, Rina.” Not Angel, though that’s what I was thinking.

      “You, too.”

      So cold.

      “How are you getting home?” Carter asks, and Rina blusters out an aggravated sound, wanting to be anywhere but here at this point.

      “Walking, Carter. Same as I do every night. I have my pepper spray, my phone, and four blocks to manage. I think I can make it. Have fun at the game tonight. Halle texted that Jonah is joining you guys. Should be a good time.”

      Yes. Because my life is inextricably wrapped around my sister and her friends. Her people. Jonah works with Oliver at Hughes Healthcare. Jonah is married to Halle. Wes is living with my sister and talking about marrying her. Rina works with Wes, not to mention Drew and Margot.

      I’ll never be able to escape her.

      As long as I stay in Boston, I’ll have to see her. Watch her. Eventually she’ll meet someone. Date them. And then I’ll really be fucked.

      “We can walk you,” I suggest because I’m kinda with her brothers on this. I don’t like her walking home alone.

      Rina shakes her head, still not looking at me. “No. Go to your game. I’ve already held you up enough. Have fun tonight.” She plows away from us, not even giving me the chance to continue to argue with her. So stubborn. So willful.

      So beautiful she makes my head spin.

      “Well, that hurt a lot more than I thought it would. Let’s go drink beer and cheer on Boston sports before I drive to your house, Wes, and give my sister noogies until she screams uncle and relents to letting me date her friend.” Wes gives me a look. “I’m kidding. Sorta. She’s my sister, I’m allowed. How do you think I won all our arguments when we were kids?”

      “Look, I like you, otherwise I wouldn’t be here. I know you care about Rina. But you’re moving back to New York, right?”

      I shrug at Carter.

      “Doesn’t matter what I do,” I say. “She’s already made her decision and it doesn’t include me.”

      
        
        ***

      

      

      My phone rings at three twenty-two in the morning the next night. Or morning. Whatever. Well, it actually vibrates on my nightstand, but I’m already awake because I no longer sleep, so I hear it. And panic. Because no one calls at this hour unless something awful is going down.

      Especially when it’s your best friend calling.

      “Wes?”

      “I need you to do something for me because I don’t have the time to do it myself and if I call Aria to tell her Margot has been stabbed and I’m heading down to the ED to wheel her up to my OR, Aria will have a million questions and won’t let me get off the phone.”

      “Wait. Did you just say—”

      “You need to go to my house now and pick Aria up, Brecken, and then you need to bring her here. Margot is not doing well, and Aria will want to be here.”

      “Fuck.” Did I hear that right? I mean, what the absolute fuck? “Margot was stabbed?”

      “Yes. She was. Move your ass, Breck.”

      Jesus. “I’m on my way.”

      The phone disconnects and I leave it on the bed, quickly dressing in whatever I come across first. Then I grab my phone, my wallet, and my keys and head out the door, running at a sprint through the cold dark night toward the garage I park my car in.

      The second my foot hits the gas, I dial Aria. She doesn’t pick up and I try again. Finally, on the third try, she answers, her voice groggy and terrified. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m on my way to pick you up. You need to get dressed. It’s cold out so put on something warm. I will be downstairs in ten minutes. Don’t ask questions. Don’t make any other phone calls. Just do what I’m telling you to do.”

      “Brecken—”

      “Aria. I need you to move. Now.”

      “Um. Okay.” Her voice trembles and my insides harden while simultaneously liquifying. Fear unlike any I’ve ever experienced before cripples me.

      “Ten minutes.”

      I hit the button on my steering wheel to end the call before she starts asking a million questions. Because that’s what Aria does. It’s why Wes put this on me. He needs to save Margot’s life and I need to get her people to the hospital. If Margot dies, Aria will not be okay. Margot is her people. Rina and Halle too. Which reminds me.

      I dial up Jonah Hughes and give him a very quick account of what happened and tell him to get to the hospital. I can hear Halle in the background, screaming, asking questions. Crying. Then, with a trembling hand, I call Rina, not expecting her to pick up. But I can’t have Aria tell her. I have to be the one.

      Rina and Margot are as close as any of them. They work together. They call and text each other constantly.

      “Hello?”

      Thank fuck. She picked up. “Hey. It’s me. Listen, I’m driving to pick up Aria now, but then I’m going to swing back around and get you because I don’t want you walking. I’ll be at your house in twenty minutes.”

      “Brecken, what the hell are you talking about? It’s three in the morning—”

      “Margot was stabbed, Rina. Wes is taking her up to the OR now.”

      She’s silent for several seconds. “I’m not waiting for you to pick me up. I have to go now.”

      “Rina—”

      “I can’t sit in my fucking house and wait!” she screams. “I told her to get a restraining order. What did he do to her? I’ll kill him. If she dies, I’ll kill him.”

      I shake my head. I have no idea who she’s talking about. Then it hits me. I heard them discussing it one night weeks ago. Margot has an ex. A married ex, as it turns out, though she didn’t know that. But that married ex has been hanging around. Not wanting to give up on her.

      “Baby…” I don’t know what to say. Rina was attacked by an obsessed ex. I can’t imagine how close this is hitting home with her. Only she made it out with her life and now Margot is fighting for hers. “Please wait for me to come get you.”

      She’s already gone. The line is dead. Fuck. “Fuck!” Margot, you have to make it. For everyone. You have to make it.
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Rina

        

      

    

    
      I make the mistake of stopping in the ED first. I’m not even sure why. Maybe I needed to hear it. Hear what Dr. Jordie has to say. Hear from some of the nurses too. Police were everywhere when I arrived, and I had to show my badge for them to let me in this part of the building.

      Margot was stabbed in a stairwell.

      Stabbed. Can you imagine?

      She was stabbed by her ex, Julien’s crazy wife. Julien was stabbed too, but he’s now recovering in the PACU (post-anesthesia care unit) and I don’t give a shit about him. All I could hear was Jordie say that Margot coded on the table. Now she’s upstairs in the OR. It’s where I’m headed, stepping off the elevator and walking down toward the ORs instead of the waiting room.

      It’s where Drew will be waiting, if I know anything about the man. He’ll want to be as close to her as he can be and sure enough, as I round the corner, I spot Aria and Brecken sitting down on the ground beside Drew who looks absolutely wrecked in a way I’ve never seen a man wrecked before.

      I reach the other side of him, unable to sit because for some reason, sitting feels like defeat. Standing feels like I’m doing something. Like I’m fighting right along with Margot. Margot needs strength. When all you see is darkness, strength can feel like a fallacy. Until something comes along and reminds you that you’re not alone. That fighting is an instinct not to be ignored.

      Brecken glances up at me, blazing intensity into the side of my face, begging me to acknowledge him. I know that look in his eyes. He wants to make sure I’m okay when I’m anything but.

      None of us are okay right now.

      I want to go to him. Speaking of instinct, I want him to wrap those big, strong arms around me and hold me. I want him to tell me everything will be okay even if it might not be. He’s my red, juicy apple. Poisonously delicious. Impossibly irresistible. Dangerously loveable.

      I give in, I can’t stop it really, and in finding his blue eyes filled with heartache and strength for me, I wonder what the hell I’ve been doing this last week without him.

      It’s been miserable, I can tell you that much.

      I’ve never cried over a guy before but this week I cried a lot over letting Brecken Davenport go. Even if I felt like it was the right decision then.

      Aria is sitting beside him and she’s his sister. My friend. Honoring that friendship felt so important. Still does, but being with Brecken feels like something I should have pushed back on her for.

      I should have told her the type of man her brother is.

      A tear drips down my cheek, quickly followed by another and I look away from him, finding the doors of the OR across the corridor and through the scrub room. Margot. “I haven’t asked,” I say, breaking the tense silence, my voice hoarse like I haven’t used it for anything other than crying in years. “I can’t.” I swallow down the threatening sob.

      “They managed to get her in there, but it was touch and go,” Drew whispers, his head heavy against the wall. “It’s my fault. We had a fight. I walked in on Julien professing his love before he kissed her, and I lost it. I said…” He swallows, his voice cracking with anguish. “I said awful things I didn’t mean, and then I left her in the stairwell. That’s where it happened.”

      “Julien is in the PACU,” I announce. “He made it through surgery, but he’s going to be in rough shape for a while. They had to remove his spleen.”

      “His wife is also in custody,” Jonah states, his voice soft, soothing as him and Halle arrive, sitting on the floor against the wall across from us, littering the hall, too scared for much else. Halle is openly weeping, clinging tightly to Jonah’s side. “The police caught up to her at Logan Airport.”

      “I spoke to a cop friend of mine downtown,” Josh says as he approaches us, sitting beside Halle. He takes her hand, giving it a squeeze and kissing the side of her head. “The bitch who did this isn’t going anywhere ever.” He glances around before shuddering. “I hate this place. I hate it so goddamn much.”

      Josh was attacked not even a year ago and spent quite a while in this hospital. In that same OR with Wes working his magic. I wasn’t his nurse. I was mostly working in the MICU then, but I remember it all too well.

      “I’m glad you came, though,” Aria whispers. “It will mean so much to Margot.” Her voice cracks and I hear her puffing out a few deep breaths while trying to hold it together and doing a shitty job of it. Same as the rest of us.

      Why Margot? Margot is the light of us. The wild burst of fresh air. The silly, quirky girl who has finally found love and happiness.

      “I don’t care if she’s in custody,” Drew snarls. “I don’t care that Julien made it through.”

      In the next breath, he stands up, marching with determined strides toward the OR when Jonah hops to his feet, getting in his face, blocking his path. “You can’t do it, mate. You can’t go in there.”

      “Jonah,” Drew growls his name. A warning.

      Not even a half second and Brecken shifts in beside Jonah, Josh falling to the other side. Aria, Halle, and I all exchange nervous glances. Drew is fractured with guilt and helplessness. That much is obvious. He’s a doctor and the woman he loves is fighting for her life not even twenty feet from him and he can’t do anything but sit here and wait.

      I get it. We’re all there.

      But he can’t go in that OR and he can’t pick a fight just to lose it either.

      “Clearly, I am not a medical person,” Brecken starts, his tone strong and arrogant as he tries to cut the tension, “but you look like hell, and I imagine feel a million times worse. Do you think that would be helpful to her right now? To have you in there while they’re trying to save her and you’re nothing but a miserable sack of regretful shit? Tell her you’re sorry after she wakes up.” Drew steps forward, his fists balled up and Brecken grins like he has zero fucks to give right now. “I can take it, motherfucker. If that’s what you think you need, I can take it. The question is, do you really want to dole it out?”

      Drew doesn’t back down, but he doesn’t strike either.

      “I just want to look through the window,” he grits out.

      “I’ll do it,” I offer, stepping up and squeezing his shoulder while pulling him back a step. Drew is looking for someone to make him pay for something he’s not responsible for and I can’t let that happen. For him or for Margot. “I’ll go watch.”

      He finally meets my eyes and in them, I recognize his panic. I saw it in the eyes of my family the first second I opened my eyes in the hospital after it was all done.

      “I’ve got her, Drew. I swear it, I do.” I run off, heading for the OR door. I peek in through the window, and motherfucker, she’s losing a lot of blood.

      “Dammit, Margot. Not happening.”

      I race through the hall, down to the scrub dispenser. My clothes hit the floor, not even caring if anyone walks by and sees me. The stiff shirt goes over my head first and by the time I get the pants up and am tying the drawstring, I’m already stepping on the pedal to scrub in with booted shoes, a mask on my face, and hair tucked into a mesh cap.

      I haven’t scrubbed-in in forever. I never worked in the OR other than a couple of rotations in nursing school. But if you’ve done it once, you know the routine. I sing “Happy Birthday” three times, an extra time just to be sure, and then I get my ass in the OR, hands raised.

      “Can someone gown and glove me?” I ask, listening as Wes swears under his breath.

      “Rina—”

      “I’m going to help, Wes. Not hurt. Let me help.” Please. Let me help. I have to do something to save her. I meet his gaze quickly before he returns to the surgical field.

      “Gown her up.”

      A floating nurse comes over with a fresh sterile gown and gloves for me, helping me in and tying me up. I make my way over to the table, staying up by Margot’s head. She’s on her belly, having been stabbed in the back.

      “Put your finger right there,” the vascular surgeon demands. I do as I’m told, sticking my finger in the vessel he indicates without question or hesitation. “You.” He gestures to the scrub nurse. “Suction right here until I tell you to stop. Do it now. She’s losing a fuckton of blood.”

      “Another unit of O negative up.”

      “She’s AB positive,” I tell the nurse. “We donate blood every six weeks. It’s in the hospital database.”

      “Look it up,” the anesthesiologist orders to the circulating nurse. “Let’s get her some type specific if they have it. Hell, it could be hers for all we know given how rare the type is.”

      The vascular surgeon works with quick, skilled movements, tying off bleeders and repairing her renal artery. Wes and the renal team are working vigorously on saving her kidney that looks like it was badly injured by the blade. No one is speaking unless necessary. Everyone is one-hundred-percent focused on the task at hand, doing their absolute best work.

      Wes especially.

      He works with Margot in the ED and cares for her as a friend, but he’s doing this for Aria. For Drew. For all of us. I see it in his eyes, in the way he’s tracking three steps ahead at all times, barking orders at higher-ranking surgeons and running the show.

      He won’t leave this room until he can tell us he saved her.

      My throat constricts as I watch them all work, so tight I’m having trouble breathing. I haven’t looked at Margot’s face. I can’t. Not yet. It will break me open, and I cannot break in here. She needs me.

      “Blood pressure is falling.”

      “V-tach.”

      “Dammit,” Wes curses. “Cover her and roll on three.” We quickly pack Margot’s back with sterile sponges and clothes, covering the open field with sterile drapes. “Three, two, roll.” We do, the anesthesiologist standing, removing the vent from her ET tube and replacing it with an Ambu bag as he manually ventilates her. I start compressions while they push more drugs than I can count into her system.

      A nurse comes in with the defibrillator, applying the panels to Margot’s chest. “Clear.”

      We all do, stepping back, hands raised. They shock Margot’s heart and I cry out before I can stop it as she jolts on the table. My eyes blur with tears, my body trembling as I turn to the monitor.

      “Go again.”

      My legs nearly buckle as she shocks her again.

      “Sinus brady,” the anesthesiologist announces. “Her rhythm is slow, but it’s steady and it’s there. I’ll bag her through. Let’s get that type-specific blood going.”

      I spin around in place, panting out breath after breath, blinking to try and clear the tears that refuse to clear.

      “Rina, go take a break.”

      “No,” I say, forcing my voice to come out clear and strong, even if it cracks on the end. “I’m fine. Tell me what you need me to do.”

      Margot is rolled back over and without skipping a beat, we all get back to work. Margot, my stubborn, tenacious, beautiful friend is fighting like a rock star and deserves the same from me.

      “Drew is outside, Margot. He’s waiting on you, babe,” I tell her, not even caring if everyone in this room is listening to me. Right now, it’s just me talking to Margot. “Remember that day in the ED when we talked about heartbeats and how unfair it is that nurses and doctors who smoke get smoke breaks? You thought I was crazy when I said everyone here is beyond the edge of reason. I was more talking about myself, which I think you knew. Anyway, I was wrong. I think it’s chaos, Margot. I think we’re beyond the edge of chaos. That was the night you got together with Drew and I was doing things I shouldn’t have been with Brecken. And now look at us.”

      I puff out a breath, peeking around the drape for the first time, squatting down so I can see the side of her pretty face, so pale and lifeless it tears me apart. But she needs to hear me and for that, I need to be closer.

      “You fell in love with Drew, and I… I.” I sigh. “I don’t know what I am with Brecken, but it might be the real deal. Us. The two girls who never thought we’d find anything good. Who’s lived through more than most people ever should. Especially you. But we’re here, aren’t we? On the other side. So keep doing this. Keep your heart working because Drew will not make it if you don’t.”

      “Bleeding is under control,” Vascular declares.

      “Her kidney is an absolute mess,” Renal says. “It’s going to need another surgery for sure, but let’s give her body a couple of days to heal. We need to get her closed up and off this table.”

      “Wes?” I call out.

      “Yeah. I’m good. All immediate damage is repaired, but she’s not out of the woods, Rina. Not by a long shot.”

      “I know. But she’s resilient. A fighter unlike anyone I’ve ever known. She’ll pull through. She has to.”
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Rina

        

      

    

    
      Dawn is just peeking through the clouds in the east when we wheel her into the SICU. Every nurse on the floor as well as all the doctors, aides, orderlies, and transport people we pass line the halls, showing love and solidarity. We see life and death here every day, but when it’s one of our own, it hits home in an entirely different way.

      Drew is already waiting on her in the room when I lock the bed in place. They managed to extubate her in the PACU, a reassuring sign that means she’s breathing on her own without the help of the ventilator, but she still hasn’t opened her eyes.

      He stares at her, taking her hand as I make sure all her lines are straight and running the way they should. “Vanessa is her nurse.”

      Drew nods. He must have requested her. She has been here the longest. Has the most experience.

      “The good news is Julien is down the hall, so if we distract the nurses, we can give him a bolus of potassium chloride and kill him. No one will ever suspect it was us.”

      Drew cracks a smile. He has a twisted sense of humor, same as me and Margot. “Too easy for him.”

      “Huh. Possibly. Maybe I should take a poll? The waiting room is filled with doctors and nurses.”

      “Thank you for going in with her when I couldn’t.”

      I kiss Margot on the forehead then do the same with Drew. “You’re not in this alone. We’re here for both of you for anything. We’re her family.”

      He squeezes my hand and I leave him alone with her, exiting the ICU after being stopped no less than a dozen times. My limbs are heavy as I find my way down the hall to the small, packed ICU waiting room that has seen better days. I think it’s time for an upgrade. In fact, I’m going to make sure it gets one.

      What good is having money if I can’t use it on the things I want to make better? The hundred million is already gone. Dispersed to the charities I chose through the foundation. It was so clean and simple it felt almost like it was too good to be true. I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop, but it never did. Harrison, for better or worse, just helped a lot of people.

      Better still, I haven’t heard from his father since that phone call. With any luck, I never will again.

      I drop into the seat beside Aria, my head falling back and my eyes closing. “She’s in her room with Drew,” I announce to everyone. “She’s extubated, but not awake.”

      “We know,” Aria says. “Wes came and told us.”

      “Right,” I reply, yawning. “Wes. Good guy, that one. Hell of a surgeon.”

      “Brecken and Jonah left to go get everyone breakfast,” Halle says. “Men aren’t all that adept at sitting around and waiting. They do better with a task.”

      “As long as they come back with coffee, I don’t care what they do.”

      “Same,” Aria agrees through the yawn she caught from me. “Coffee.”

      “What’s that smell?”

      I grin, my eyes too heavy to open. “It’s me, Josh. Wanna come closer and get a better whiff?”

      “Um. No. You smell like a cowboy after slaughtering a cow.”

      “Bad analogy right now, my friend. Bad fucking analogy.”

      “Yeah, that was a bad one,” he says. “But for real, there must be a shower with your name on it. And clean clothes. You smell like sweat, disinfectant, and blood.”

      I growl and then groan. I know I do, but I don’t think I can move, let alone muster the energy to actually shower. More importantly, I don’t want to leave until Margot wakes up, because she will wake up, dammit.

      “I think I left my clothes in a scattered heap in the scrub room.”

      “Here.” I hear Halle fishing through something that is likely her purse before she dumps enough products onto my lap to force me to sit up and take in the bounty. “Deodorant, rose hibiscus face mist, a hairbrush, and a wisp mini disposable toothbrush—those are life, you don’t even need water.”

      “You carry all this with you?” I ask, glancing around the waiting room at Drew’s brothers who are all passed out on the couches and chairs in the corner and then lift my scrub top up to apply the deodorant. Then I get started on my hair, teeth, and spray that mist all the hell over myself.

      “Yes. Always. How do you think Matt got away with slipping the hard drive into my purse without my knowing?”

      “Good point.”

      Matt, her ex who committed cybercrimes and hid the evidence on a flash drive inside Halle’s purse. It almost got both her and Jonah killed.

      “I don’t know about you ladies, but I’m ready to be done with the drama for the rest of my life.”

      No sooner are the words out of Aria’s mouth than Brecken and Jonah return, carrying trays of coffee and bags of food. Brecken’s eyes instantly seek out mine, holding on tight as he comes directly for me. My heart starts to pound wildly in my chest as he stops right before me, looking at me as if he wants to hug and kiss me while never letting me go.

      “Hey,” he says, his voice strong but there is hesitation in there. “You okay?”

      I lick my lips and give him a nod because I cannot speak. I have no clue what I’m going to do about this man. None.

      “Good. I was worried. I brought you a coffee and a breakfast sandwich.”

      “Why would you be worried?” Aria questions, her gaze flickering back and forth between the two of us. Brecken’s expression turns to stone.

      “Here. Take these from me.” He doesn’t give Aria the option either way as he shoves one of the trays of coffee at her, lifting two out and handing one to me. “Those are all the same,” he tells her. “There is sugar, sweetener, and cream in the bag with the sandwiches and muffins.”

      I glance down at my cup, realizing that unlike the others, it says my nickname on it. It says Angel and his says Brecken, but everyone else’s doesn’t have a label. He got me my coffee, knowing how I like it.

      Jonah starts doling out food, a wrapped egg and cheese sandwich to each of us, but not once has Brecken removed his eyes from me. Not once. He’s still standing before me, eyes all over me. I can’t help but return the favor, his hair and clothes a disheveled mess like the rest of us, but he’s still gorgeous and perfect.

      And tired.

      I saw those purple stains beneath his eyes the other night and they’re still there. Worse now, as expected after the night we had, but I don’t think that’s why. And… has he lost weight?

      I knew he was having trouble with work. A lot of trouble. He stopped talking about it with me. He never talked much about it to begin with, but he told me why he was sent here and that his boss is a total dick. But there’s a hell of a lot more to it than that.

      Jesus, what has he been going through?

      And alone because I never put in the effort with him that he put in with me. I should have been there for him the way he was for me. Regret clogs my throat, making it hard to swallow.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, taking a sip of coffee, wanting to say more. Knowing I will, but not yet. Not here. Not now with Margot still fighting as she is. Yet, I can’t help but study him closer, half listening as Aria explains what Wes already announced that they evidently missed.

      “You’re welcome.” There is a library of words written across his face, but like me, he keeps them to himself, taking a seat over by the windows, and away from me. “Where is Wes now?”

      “Sleeping in the on-call room,” Aria tells him. “His shift doesn’t end for another twelve hours, and he’ll likely have more surgeries today.”

      “Thank god he was here last night,” Josh whispers, his voice thick with emotion. “He saved my life. More than once actually and now he’s saved Margot. I think I want to be him when I grow up.”

      “Same,” we all say, only none of us laugh. There is nothing funny about waiting for your friend, your loved one, to wake up after she was attacked. A shudder consumes me from the pit of my stomach on up. Now I know how my family felt after Harrison took me in New York.

      I was never stabbed or shot, but Harrison did a real number on my body. He tied me to a bed, stripped me down naked on a disgusting mattress, and violated me as many times and as many ways as he could. Then as the police were closing in, he pistol-whipped my head right before he shot himself. I watched him do it just before I blacked out.

      I thought he was going to kill me.

      For twenty-four of the worst hours of my life, I kept waiting.

      That’s what he promised he was going to do, but in the end, I don’t think he had that in him.

      A sickly jolt of nervous energy bursts through me and I shoot out of my chair, heading for the hall, needing to maneuver through my thoughts. My skin is clammy, my stomach rolling, and just like that, my vision sways, roving to darkness before coming back.

      I suck in a deep breath, but it’s not helping. Nothing is. I have to move so I can breathe because suddenly it’s like I can’t. What the hell is happening? Why am I having a panic attack now and after all this time?

      “Where are you going?” Halle asks, only her voice sounds distant, tinny.

      “Just down the hall and back. I need to move before I fall asleep.” That’s only partially true, but this is not the time to go into the thoughts plaguing me. It’s funny, I thought I was okay until Brecken asked. His question seems to have triggered something.

      I want to go back and check on Margot. Sit with her until she wakes up, so I know for a fact she’s okay. That what happened to her doesn’t stay with her the way this has stayed with me. I’ve fought so hard. I thought I was over it.

      Why now?

      I want to call my parents and my brothers and tell them I love them. That even though they’re all beyond overbearing, I know it’s because they love me and want me to be safe. It was a very long twenty-four hours when they couldn’t find me, all the while knowing I was in the hands of a man who had gone over the edge.

      The edge.

      Isn’t that what I was saying to Margot in the OR?

      The aftereffects of trauma comes in cycles and suddenly, after nearly watching Margot die on that table at the hands of someone who tried to kill her, I’m all over the place.

      “Hey,” a voice says, catching my arm and spinning me around. Brecken’s hand finds my face, holding me still and pinning my eyes to his. “You’re okay. Just take a breath.”

      I blink at him, attempting to do as he says.

      “That’s it. A little slower.” He smiles, his eyes dancing along the lines of my face. “Perfect.”

      I push him off, turning away, only he doesn’t let go of my arm. Instead, he hauls me backward into him, his chest to my back, his mouth by my ear.

      “It’s okay to feel like this.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      It makes me weak. Six years later, and I have a panic attack like this when we’re supposed to be focusing on Margot.

      “Rina, the moment I heard what happened, I was worried how you’d react. And for the longest time, amidst the trauma, that’s all you focused on. You went right into that OR and helped save your friend’s life. You thought of nothing and no one but her. Now you’re tired and emotional and what happened to her is drawing some scary parallels with what happened to you. With what could have happened to you. It’s absolutely normal to react the way you’re reacting. In fact, I think I’d be more worried about you if you hadn’t.”

      “So you’re a shrink now?”

      I feel him smile against my skin. “There’s my girl. Nothing holds you back for long, does it? Have I told you how sexy that is? I think it was the fire in your eyes and the no-bullshit from your mouth that had me all twisted up the first time I met you. It’s also what’s held me ever since.”

      “What are you doing out here, Brecken?”

      “Haven’t you figured it out yet, Angel?” He kisses my neck, just below my ear. My favorite spot. “Wherever you are is where I want to be.”

      My eyes close, tears instantly coating my lashes, threatening to fall. Threatening to undo me for good. I watched Drew fall apart, thinking he had lost Margot. He hasn’t slept. He hasn’t eaten. He’s kept a vigil over her, loving her endlessly.

      And I want that.

      I want everything all of my friends have. I think I could. Maybe. I think Brecken could be that one for me. I think I could be that one for him.

      Twisting in his arms, I tuck my face into his chest, wrapping my arms around him. And for the first time since I got the call about Margot, I feel like I can take a breath.

      “I’ve missed you,” I whisper into him.

      His face drops into the crook of my neck. “I’ve missed you more.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t do anything right with you. I should have had more faith. I should have trusted you. I should have stood by you. I should have never let you go.”

      “I understand why you did it. But I don’t care anymore, Rina. Drew nearly lost Margot last night. Losing you is no longer an option for me.”

      “What about Aria?”

      “Like I said, she’ll have to adapt. I’m not letting you go again. No matter what else comes our way.”
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Brecken

        

      

    

    
      All day long my phone has been blowing up. An endless stream of calls and texts that I can’t do anything about. That is until sometime in early afternoon as I’m finally dozing on the world’s most uncomfortable sofa, dread still sitting heavy on my chest, Drew comes in announcing Margot’s awake. That she’s herself, already making inappropriate jokes. If relief and love had a child, it would be Drew’s face right now. I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone look the way he does in this moment.

      The girls get up and immediately go to her. They’ve been separated from their friend for longer than they want already and with Drew running home for a quick shower and change of clothes, they’re on Margot-watch duty.

      I give Drew a hug and then I head out myself.

      Right now, I don’t have a choice even if I want to stay. Even if I want to tell Aria that Rina is mine and I take care of what’s mine. Even if I want to take Rina home with me, give her a bath, and make her dinner.

      That will all have to wait.

      I’ve been getting texts from Rich. And other people as well. Why is it when one thing goes to hell everything has to follow? I’ll never understand, but that’s what’s happening now. So even though there was no way I was leaving while Margot still hadn’t woken up, now I don’t have a choice.

      I don’t even bother changing my clothes even though I’m an absolute mess. Wrinkled shirt and slacks, disheveled hair, face full of thick stubble. Doesn’t matter.

      It’s too late now.

      The moment I step onto the floor of my office building, Luccia is there, her eyes wide and fearful. “Brecken. I am so sorry about your friend. I hope she is okay now.”

      “She’s awake, thanks.”

      “Good. That is good. Thank god you are here now though. There are agents in your office. They are from the SEC and they are going through your computer. There have been rumors going around all day. Rumors you’re going to jail. That they’re here to arrest you for insider trading. That the FBI is in the building and have been waiting on you. That Alexander is flying in to fire you.”

      I meet her eyes. “Whatever happens, whatever you hear and see, I want you to stay at your desk and stay quiet. Do not interfere, okay?”

      “But… what is going on? Did you do this?”

      “Just promise me.”

      She licks her lips, trying to read something in my eyes and is unable to. Finally, reluctantly, she nods. “Okay. Yes. I will do as you say.”

      I give her a tight nod, shoving my hands in my pockets and casually strolling toward my office. Everyone on the floor stands as I pass, it’s like a crowd doing the wave at a baseball game. Whispers fill the air. Some random words reaching me. None of them good, but I don’t give a shit enough to listen.

      What Luccia said is true.

      There are federal agents in this building waiting on me. The SEC is in fact going through my computer in my office. Alexander is flying in. And here I am, making a dramatic entrance into all of it after not sleeping, barely eating, and spending a night and most of the day terrified out of my skull that my sister’s best friend was going to die.

      I take in a silent breath, holding it firmly in my lungs, hoping it will settle my racing heart, but knowing nothing will.

      I’ve been dreading this moment for more than a month now.

      Rich is standing on the precipice of my office like he was waiting for me though I have to imagine it was more so he could survey the officers as they worked. He watches me approach, his beady eyes scrutinizing, his smirk smug though it’s not difficult to find the fear lurking beneath it all.

      “Nice of you to finally show up.”

      I laugh. “Thanks, man. Yeah. My friend who was stabbed last night finally woke up. I appreciate your concern.”

      His smirk twists into a pinched scowl. “I knew you were all bullshit. I knew it was all lies. That your success had to have been stolen and cheated. I knew it. And in case you’re curious who sold you out, it was me.” He jabs his thumb to his chest with pride. “That’s right. Not so much the golden boy now, are you? Did you think I would turn a blind eye to what I knew was happening right beneath my nose? I could not let the integrity of our—”

      I roll my eyes at him, blowing right past him and cutting him off mid-sentence as I head directly into my office. “Brecken Davenport?” Four sets of suits stop what they’re doing and look up to greet me. There is equipment set up all throughout my office. My laptops are open, both the monitors on my desk aglow with data.

      “Yes. I’m Brecken Davenport.”

      “I’m Christopher Day with the SEC. It’s nice to finally put a face to the voice I’ve been talking to for weeks.”

      “Yes, sir. Likewise.” I shake his hand, getting introduced to the other agents though I haven’t had any communication with anyone other than Day.

      “Wait.” That’s Rich who has now edged into my office, the color draining from his round, bloated face so fast that if I cared, I’d be worried he was about to pass out. “You…” He’s pointing at me. “But. I called them.”

      And here we go.

      “Actually, Rich, I’m the one who called them,” I inform him. “After I saw the document about Astrid Pharmaceuticals on your computer, I knew you were up to some real shady shit. But when you dropped James Darcy in my lap, I knew what you were up to. I wasn’t going to take the fall you wanted me to take and I sure as hell was not going to commit your crimes.”

      “Bullshit,” he snarls. “You made the trades. Not me. The documents were on your computer. Not mine. They found them.” He points over my shoulder at the agents.

      “When ‘James’—” I put air quotes around the name, not even skipping a beat—“asked me to liquidate the stock and transfer the funds into his Cayman Islands account, I told these guys we were out of time and had to move faster than anticipated. Then you called them this morning after I had emailed you to inform you about my friend’s stabbing. Sweet play, Rich. You knew I wasn’t going to be in the office today. What else did you plant on my computer? I left it here on purpose, you know.”

      “No. This is all lies. He’s telling you lies.”

      Just then the FBI hits the floor, Alexander directly behind them. Federal agents line the hall right outside my office. One of them points to Rich’s office, looking at Day. “Has it been cleared?”

      Day shakes his head. “Not yet. We were waiting on you before entering.”

      “My office?” Rich gasps, leaning against my open door, his hand on his chest, sweat profusely dripping from his forehead. “Why would you go into my office? What is going on? I didn’t do anything he’s saying. It was all him. I called you!” he demands.

      Alexander steps forward, rage simmering just beneath the surface. “I had my suspicions for years, Rich, but could never prove it. It’s why I moved you up here. Far enough away where you couldn’t touch me directly, but not so far that I couldn’t keep an eye on you. You were very clever. I’d even had you investigated years ago, but nothing came of it. It’s one of the reasons I sent Brecken here.”

      Rich is now whiter than a sheet, panting hard, half doubled over. “You have the wrong man. It was Davenport. He’s the one—”

      “You tried setting up?” Alexander finishes for him. “Yes, we know all about it. We have surveillance video of you going into two separate banks on the Cayman Islands. The bank you used for yourself and the one you set up for James Darcy to try and pin on Brecken. We also have your flight itinerary as well as airport footage of you going from Cancun to Grand Cayman. Not to mention the evidence from your computer that you were skimming off the top for years.”

      “That was another interesting little nugget I discovered when I read through all of your client portfolios,” I tell him.

      “No,” Rich says, shaking his head adamantly. “That’s not true. He’s lying to you. If you found anything on my computer, he planted it.”

      “You let your jealousy and greed get the best of you this time, old man,” Alexander seethes. “You were sloppy and reckless. Left a nice trail Brecken, the SEC, and the FBI were able to uncover.”

      “But—”

      Alexander steps to the side as an FBI agent comes forward. “Richard Marvolo, you are under arrest. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will—” Rich crumbles to the ground, groaning in pain and clutching his chest. “Call an ambulance. I think he’s having a heart attack,” the agent says, rolling Rich’s large, sweaty body onto its back and checking for his pulse. I step back, funneling myself along the windows so they can work on him.

      He won’t die. That would be too easy.

      Before long he’s strapped to a gurney and EMS is wheeling him out of the building, an agent trailing along with him. Meanwhile, the SEC is still working in his office, collecting more evidence.

      Once everyone is cleared out and Alexander has briefed the people on the floor, he returns to my office. I’ve been here, talking with Day and staring out my window for the last two hours, thinking. Wondering about Margot. About Rina.

      About what’s next for me.

      Alexander’s hand hits my shoulder. “I could use a drink. How about you?”

      “Yeah.” I laugh the word. “I could definitely use something. Are we allowed to leave the floor?”

      He glances in the direction of Rich’s office and then back to me. “I don’t see why we have to stay. If they need us, they’ll call us.”

      Ten minutes later we’re walking into an Irish pub in Faneuil Hall, sliding up to the bar and each ordering up whiskeys. Alexander rolls the glass in his hand, staring at the amber liquid for a moment before raising it up, holding it out to me.

      “I owe you for this, Brecken. For trusting me once you discovered what Rich was up to. In addition to his insider trading, he stole millions off the top, laundering it through various trading accounts but it was done so slowly and in such small amounts, we never caught on. You also did it discretely and with any luck, none of this will hit the press.”

      No one was allowed to leave the floor today without signing an NDA, but despite that, I can’t imagine this will stay as quiet as Alexander is hoping.

      I tap my glass against his with a small clink, taking a sip of the smooth whiskey, enjoying the warmth it provides on its way down. It’s been a hell of a day. A hell of a month. A hell of a few months. At first, I wasn’t sure how this would turn out.

      There was a very real chance I could have gone to jail or lost my trading license.

      I stole from Rich’s computer. I made trades that were illegal. Monitored, discussed and agreed upon, but technically illegal though I never profited from any of it nor did any of my clients. It was a risk that paid off in the end, but still a risk.

      Checking my phone, I don’t see anything from Rina. Just a couple texts from Wes and Aria saying that Margot is doing well but will have to have another surgery on her kidney in a day or two. Damn. Poor girl. I can’t imagine the pain she must be in, both physically and emotionally.

      I should head back to the hospital. I should find Rina and make sure she’s okay. I know she has to work tomorrow because I heard her talking about it, but I want her to be with me tonight. I need to hold her. Be inside of her. Know she’s mine.

      And then together we need to figure out what to do about Aria.

      Last time we didn’t handle it the right way. I should have never let Rina do what she did without me there to challenge Aria. To explain my side.

      “Breck, are you listening?”

      I snap back, downing the last of my whiskey and turning to Alexander. “No. Sorry. I was lost in my head.”

      He chuckles, his dark eyes sparkling in the dim light of the bar. “I guess I can’t blame you for having a lot on your mind. But I was saying that I hope that now this is all done you’ll come back to New York. With a raise and a promotion, of course. You’d be Senior Vice President and Executive Director of Investments.”

      I stare at my boss, my eyes widening with shock. That’s a two-step up promotion. That’s a step above even what Rich was.

      “That would make me second-in-command.”

      He nods, smirking at my reaction, signaling for the bartender to pour us another round. “It would. And when I retire in a few years, you’d be the one I’d want to take over.”

      I’m floored. I went from losing a multimillion-dollar deal and having my wrist slapped, being forced to move states, to thinking I was going to lose everything, to this.

      It’s everything I’ve ever wanted. Everything.

      It’s the brass ring. I’m only thirty-two years old. Conceivably, by the time I’m thirty-five, I’d be running an international investment firm with billions of dollars in investments and thousands of clients. But I’d be in New York. Not Boston.

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      Instead of clinking glasses, I tip mine in his direction before drinking it down.

      He grins, sipping at his drink and pinning me with a look not to be ignored or bargained with. “You say yes, Brecken. You say yes.”
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      I don’t think I’ve ever been this relieved in my life. Not even when I woke up in the hospital and Harrison was dead. We’ve been doing this in shifts. None of us wanting to go. All of us wanting to stay with her but because it’s the ICU—and in the ICU we have rules, even when you work here—we can’t all do it together.

      “Will you just go already,” Halle blusters, practically shoving me to the door. Margot is awake and kinda smiling though you can see the pain she’s in etched all over her.

      “Why don’t you go home to Jonah,” I counter. “Have dinner with him. Between Aria and me, we can handle it.”

      “Or you can both go.”

      I flip Margot off because she doesn’t get to do that. “Margot, I had my finger in your renal artery. You don’t get to tell me what to do ever again.”

      “Fine. But I’m fine. Dandy even. And Drew will be back soon. I’m going to be sleeping anyway.”

      “No one is actually fine when they say they’re fine and since you topped it off with the word dandy, we know you’re lying.”

      Margot rolls her eyes at me because that’s probably the only thing she can physically do without pain.

      “Rina, you have to be back here tomorrow morning,” Halle argues, pushing me once again toward the door. “I’m staying until Aria returns and then you’ll be here to spell her in the morning. That’s what makes the most sense.”

      “She’s right. Go.”

      I huff out a breath. “Okay. I’ll go. But for the record, I’m not happy about it.”

      “I love you too.”

      I smile at my friend. “Feel good and call me any time and I’ll be here.”

      “I know. Thank you. Leave.”

      And with that, Margot closes her eyes because that was a lot of talking for her and she’s exhausted. “Go on. I mean it. Aria said she’s going to come back later. Wes is still on his shift and I think she’s meeting him for dinner before coming to sit with Margot for a bit.”

      “Alright.” I kiss Halle on the cheek and finally after another shove head out, stopping at the nurses’ station and making them triple promise to text me if anything changes with Margot.

      Then, on an exhausted exhale, I leave the ICU.

      Only I don’t make it very far because Brecken is leaning against the opposite wall just beyond the doors. His face stuck in his phone until he sees me.

      “Hey,” he says, pushing off to meet me halfway. “I was just about to text you. I got all the way here and then realized you might not be here anymore.”

      “You came back for me?”

      He looks at me like I’m crazy. “Yes, Rina. I came back for you. I mean, I also wanted to see how Margot was doing, but the nurse told me she already had too many visitors and I didn’t want to intrude. I was going to see if I could bring you anything. Have you eaten?”

      And if I had any doubts about loving Brecken Davenport before, they’re all gone now. Just like that. A plume of smoke quickly dissipating into the air. Before I can stop it, my face falls into his chest, my eyes closing.

      “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      His lips land in my hair, his arms around my back as he holds me up because I can barely do it myself. I must smell awful. I must look even worse. He doesn’t seem to care either way.

      “I have something I need to talk to you about. Something kinda big. Something I’m not sure how you’ll react to.”

      I stiffen, my eyes popping open. My first thought is not yet. I don’t want him to do this to me yet. I can hear it in his voice. I can feel it in the pounding of his heart against my forehead. And I’m not ready for it. I’m absolutely annihilated, mind, body, spirit. I just need to rest. And eat. And shower. Lord Jesus, I need a shower something fierce.

      I’ve already been through so much in this last day and I just… I can’t handle anything else that will hurt. I just can’t.

      “Not now, okay? Not yet?” My green eyes meet his troubled blues, and I can already feel how bad whatever he’s going to tell me will hurt. “Can I just have tonight?” My voice catches and I hate that it does, but I’m at my end, so it’s not like I can stop it at this point. I hit my end eighteen hours ago.

      “Okay. Not tonight.”

      Sucking in a shaky breath, I do my best to push this down. He’s going to break my heart. A heart I never wanted to give him but did anyway. A heart he fought for. Why did he do that? Why did he have to fight so hard? Why did he tell me today he wanted it if he was just planning on breaking it hours later?

      Somehow, I end up on the elevator, Brecken’s arms around me, holding me. We make it to the garage and then into his car and before long back to his place instead of mine. Probably better that way. I can leave without having to kick him out and then my stuff won’t smell like him.

      Truth? I’m already sad.

      Possibly a touch heartbroken.

      I have a feeling he’s going to tell me he’s moving back to New York. At least that’s the vibe I’m getting from him. And I won’t follow him. Partially because I want him to stay for me—a little selfish, but whatever. Mostly because my life is here, and I don’t want my life to be in New York.

      I want my brothers and my parents. I want my friends. I want sleepovers with my niece where we talk books and watch tweenish movies. Harrison and what I went through there aside, New York is not my home. And now I sound like the song “Dirty Water”, but yeah, Boston, you’re my home.

      But… could New York be my home again? If Brecken is there? Could I move for him? I could stay here and be miserable or I could move with him and be happy.

      By the time I blink and come back to, we’re upstairs and Brecken is running a bath for me. I’m standing here staring at the water filling the tub and I have no idea how that even happened.

      “I don’t have stuff,” he says, and I glance up, curious as to what he means. “I don’t take baths, so I don’t have half the things for it that I’ve seen in your bathroom. I started the bath thinking that’s what you’d want, but would you rather take a shower?”

      Good question.

      “I think I might fall asleep in the bath and drown.”

      “Not funny.”

      “But also true.”

      He nods and shuts off the faucet, draining the tub. “How’s this. You take a shower. I’ll set out some clothes of mine for you to change in to. I’ll whip us up some pasta alfredo with chicken because that’s about the only thing I have the ingredients for, and I want to cook you a real meal. Oh, and some wine. I have wine.”

      “Okay. To all of that.”

      “Are you okay? I feel like you keep speaking in short monosyllabic sentences.”

      “I’m not okay. But I will be because I’m a girl who learned long ago that sometimes we don’t have a choice but to be.”

      His hands cup my face, tilting my head and pressing his lips to mine. I haven’t kissed him in what feels like forever and the effect is deadly. All too soon it’s over, his forehead against mine, his eyes a brewing storm. Another soft kiss and then he releases me, starting the shower and even helping me take off my clothes like I’m a small child who can’t manage it herself.

      I let him because I’m too heartsick to do much else other than try not to think. Or fall asleep standing up.

      “Change of plans,” he says, stripping off his own clothes and leading me in. He kisses my mouth, washes my hair and body with so much tenderness I cry. And cry. And cry. Because Margot is alive. And she’s going to be okay. Yes, it will be a long road to her full recovery.

      But there is one in sight.

      And for a while there, after what happened in that OR and what I heard happened in the ED, I wasn’t sure that would be possible for her. And Brecken came for me. He stayed and then came back. He’s taking care of me, but he has something to say I’m not going to want to hear.

      His warm, wet body caresses mine as I weep, locked in a cocoon of protective strength I never want to be parted from. The scent of his shampoo and body wash on me only makes this worse. I might have to steal a pillow or a shirt or something so I can continue to smell him, even after he’s gone.

      Or maybe I just need some sleep before I do any real thinking.

      Wrapped in a towel, I watch as he quickly dresses and sets something out for me that I already know will be a bazillion times too big. Then he races out of the room with promises of dinner, and I’m left all alone.

      Shit. Why don’t I regret him yet? Why aren’t I furious?

      I should be, right? He told me he never wanted to be parted from me and then he said he has something to tell me he’s not sure how I’ll react to.

      But I’m stuck in the swell of him still. When I’m left bereft on the empty shoreline then maybe I’ll find my ire. But for now—

      My eyebrows pinch. Was that the doorbell? Yep. It sure was. And that’s Aria’s voice Brecken is speaking to.
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      Somehow, I know it’s her before I even reach the door. Something about the way the bell rang or maybe I was just anticipating Aria checking up on me. I don’t know. But when I open the door, she is alone. Showered and dressed. Tired looking but peacefully happy.

      “Hey,” she says, her smile turning bright until she takes in my attire, wet hair, flannel pajama pants, and no shirt. “Oh. I was going to see if I could drag you out for dinner with me and Wes. He’s getting off his shift in a few minutes.” But then her eyes slip past me, snagging on the stove with the pot of water, the ingredients for the sauce, and two empty wine glasses. “You have company?”

      “Yes. She’s upstairs.”

      “Oh.” Aria’s face tints with a blush, like she’s embarrassed that I just showered with someone and she’s still upstairs. “Sorry. I didn’t realize you were seeing someone.” Then she laughs like the notion is ridiculous. “I mean sleeping with someone.”

      And that’s it. That right there. That condescending bullshit which isn’t even meant to be condescending.

      “Aria, I slept with two of your friends in high school. Two. So where the fuck do you get that I’m some sort of heartbreaking player, fucking your friends before I chew them up and spit them out?”

      Yeah. I’m angry. I have every goddamn right to be.

      “You hooked up with five total.”

      I roll my eyes. “Okay. So let’s call it five, though if memory serves, I didn’t do anything with those other three. In fact, two of those girls kissed me and I immediately pulled back, ending it. And absolutely nothing happened with the third. So, I’m not so sure where you’re getting your facts from, but I think your friends weren’t all that truthful with you. Sounds more like wishful thinking on their parts.”

      “And I had to hear about that,” she snaps, losing her patience, same as I am. “I had to hear about all of it. The girls you fucked and the girls you didn’t. I had to hear about how much they wanted you, but you didn’t want them back. I had to hear about how they hoped they’d be different for you and never were. And when they realized I didn’t have access to the key to your heart and they couldn’t steal it from me, they ditched me. Not only did they ditch me, but they ostracized me.”

      “Hardly what I’d call good friends.”

      She steps into me. “Except they were. I had been friends with them since elementary school. Elementary school, Breck. And then you came along and after that, they just couldn’t handle being around me because it was too painful,” she mocks in a teenage girl voice. “They made it out like it was my fault you weren’t interested in them and suddenly, no one wanted anything to do with me. Think on that.”

      “Aria, I graduated high school fourteen years ago. I was always honest and upfront with those girls. Always. And the second the two that I did sleep with had issues, I didn’t go near anyone else. I can’t control what others do or how they behave, especially when they say one thing and do the complete opposite. But hey, let’s say I was the bad guy then since you’re unable to see it any other way. Did you ever consider the fact that possibly I’m a different guy than I was back then? That maybe, just fucking maybe, I could be serious about a woman?”

      She scoffs, folding her arms. “You’re right. You’re thirty-two now. When was the last time you actually had a relationship that lasted longer than a few weeks?”

      I have actually. Not many, but I have. Still, I know what she’s doing and what she’s saying. But it doesn’t matter. Because something over my shoulder, something hanging off the edge of one of my barstools, catches her attention. And when she realizes what it is, I see murder in her eyes.

      “I know that red scarf. That’s Rina’s scarf. Even if she hadn’t been wearing it earlier at the hospital once she changed back into her clothes, I’d have known it was hers. I bought that for her for Christmas last year.” She shoves my chest. Hard. As hard as she can. “Rina!” she yells. “You’re fucking Rina? My friend? After I’ve told you a thousand times over the years to stay away from my friends? And her?” She points toward the stairs. “I told her not to go near you. And now look! She lied to me. She told me nothing was happening with the two of you.”

      Aria starts to lose it, spinning in a circle and clutching her hair in her fists.

      “Aria, it’s not what you think. I swear it’s not. Rina is different. We were going to tell you. It’s just—”

      “Does she know?” she snarls at me, her voice high-pitched and manic. “Does she know you’re leaving?”

      “What?” I bark out. “What are you—”

      “I spoke to Dad. He told me about what happened with you today at work. About the offer your old boss made you. Does she know you’re moving back to New York?”

      “I never said I was moving back—”

      “Does she know?!” she screams, getting right up in my face.

      “I love her,” I scream back. “Okay? I fucking love her, Aria. I’m not moving back to New York. I’m not leaving Boston. I turned it down.”

      She jars back, blinking rapidly at me, stunned out of her mind. “You…”

      “Yes. I love her. I’m in love with her. And thanks so much for making me scream it at you first instead of allowing me to tell her.”

      “Brecken.” Her hand covers her mouth.

      “What? Don’t tell me it can’t happen. It’s happening. And I swear, if I have to hear from you one more time that I’m nothing more than a player, I’ll… well, I won’t kick your ass, but I’ll, I don’t know. Think of something.”

      She puffs out a breath, her hand dropping to her hip as a small hint of a smile quirks the corner of her lips. Likely at my expense.

      “She’s my best friend.”

      “And Wes was mine. So maybe it’s time you stop being a fucking hypocrite and get over your shit already.”

      Her blue eyes flash past me, gliding up over my shoulder and I don’t have to look to know Rina is now standing there. Because contrary to Aria’s awesome opinion of me, I don’t bring a buffet of women home with me.

      “You told me nothing was happening,” Aria accuses.

      I spin around to watch as Rina shrugs up a shoulder, walking down the stairs wearing my T-shirt and sweatpants, her hair brushed but still soaking wet. “I ended it with him that night.”

      “Because of me?”

      Rina nods. “Yes. Because of you. Because I hated betraying your trust. Because I hated lying to you. Because I knew Brecken wasn’t staying in Boston and I didn’t want to lose your friendship over a guy who wasn’t planning on sticking around.”

      Well, damn. That hurts.

      “And now?”

      Rina comes to stand beside me and instead of looking at Aria, she’s looking at me. “Now I was just informed he’s not moving back to New York.”

      I shake my head, reaching out and cupping her face, my thumbs brushing back and forth along her cheeks as I stare into her eyes. “I’m not. I couldn’t.”

      “Did you mean it?”

      I grin, dropping my forehead to hers. “Every word.”

      “Aria, you can go now,” Rina says.

      Aria clears her throat. “Yeah. I’m thinking I need to. I don’t know if I’m okay with this yet, but it seems I don’t have a choice.”

      “No,” I tell her without removing my eyes from Rina’s. “You don’t.”

      “I’ll adapt,” Aria declares.

      Rina makes some kind of snorting, choking sound and my grin spreads into a smile before I press my lips to hers. “Told you she would.”

      “Siblings,” Rina muses against me, but she’s smiling now too.

      Aria presses into Rina’s shoulder with her hand. “You need to call me tomorrow so we can talk.”

      “I’m working a twelve.”

      “You already know I’ll be in to check on Margot. You’re not able to get away that easily. We need to talk about this.”

      “I know,” Rina acknowledges. “Whenever you want.” She turns to find her friend. “And I’m sorry I lied to you. That was never my intention.”

      “I know. It’s just that—”

      “Tomorrow,” I tell Aria, interrupting her before this gets out of hand. “Now fuck off. With love.” Because at this point, I just want her to go so I can kiss Rina and tell her I love her without my screaming it at my sister.

      “You break her heart, Breck and I’ll be the one kicking your ass.” With that declaration, Aria finally leaves, shutting the door behind her.

      “Well, that was intense,” Rina deadpans, and I erupt into a smile, the tension in my muscles ebbing along with it.

      My thumb swipes back and forth across her lower lip. “I had a hell of a day.”

      “So it seems. I don’t know the details. You’ll tell me. But Brecken, are you sure about New York? I don’t want to be the one you stay for now and resent later for it.”

      “Do you wanna go take a drive with me?”

      “What?” An incredulous laugh bursts from her. “Now?”

      “I need to show you something.”

      “But the dinner?”

      I plant my lips on hers, kissing her with everything I have. I’m hungry too, but this can’t wait. I can’t wait any longer. “It won’t take long. We can eat when we get back. Promise.”

      She stares down at our clothes and I quickly grab her boots, slipping them on her feet, followed by her coat over her shoulders and that damn red scarf around her neck. Then I slip on a hoodie over my head, and out we go.

      Rina is strangely quiet as we drive through the streets of Boston. It’s not all that late. Just a little after seven, but it feels closer to midnight. This has easily been the longest day of my life. Certainly, the most eventful.

      As we start to get closer, I fill her in on what happened with me today at work. I tell her about Rich and what he had planned to do. I tell her about Christopher Day with the SEC. About the offer Alexander made me. All of it.

      “But how did you know who to call at the SEC? How did you know you could trust him? That he wouldn’t turn it all around on you?”

      “I didn’t know that part. That was a risk. But my father was an investment banker his whole life. When I was in high school, he had gone into business with a friend of his. That friend ended up being investigated by the SEC and my father befriended the lead investigator.”

      “Christopher Day,” she concludes.

      “Yes. They stayed in touch and though I wasn’t all that jazzed about calling my father for advice, I quickly discovered I needed it anyway. He put me in touch with Day and he and I went from there.”

      Her hand meets my thigh in the dark. “I’m sorry you went through all that. You didn’t talk to me about any of it. I wish I had known. I wish I could have done more to help you through it.”

      “I couldn’t talk to you about it. I couldn’t talk to anyone about it. Not even my father once things got going. But you did help me through it. More than you know. Just being with you was enough.”

      I pull over to the side of the road and put the car in park, twisting to face her. Her blonde hair burnishes gold under the streetlights filtering through the windows and sunroof. She’s so beautiful I ache everywhere whenever I look at her. My chest tightens and my stomach is in knots and my cock hardens and my skin zings with electricity.

      She’s the passion of my life. The love of it.

      Soft hands with sharp nails rake through my hair and along my scalp as she drags my face to hers. “I love you,” she whispers against me and those words on her lips are my undoing. My head tilts and my mouth devours hers, greedily, possessively, so crazy with her taste and sounds.

      So crazy with her.

      “I love you too. So fucking much, Rina. So. Fucking. Much.”

      My tongue invades her mouth, my hands all over her, starved and gluttonous after going so long without the feel of her. She is my breath. My sanctuary. No one could steal the key to my heart, as Aria put it. It always belonged to her. Even before I met her.

      Never have I needed anyone the way I need her.

      “Brecken,” she hums against me, licking my lips. “We’re going to get arrested if you keep going.”

      “Huh?” I pull back and discover I had unbuttoned her coat and my hand is up her shirt, lifting it half off her. I slip it out after giving her breast a squeeze, staring down at it. “Greedy, impatient bastard.”

      She laughs, kissing along my jaw. “Where are we? Why did you bring me here?”

      “For that.” I point behind her at the building, and she spins around, squinting into the darkness. “That sign. See it?” I continue to point until she finds it, her eyes widening when she does.

      “Davenport Financial,” she reads.

      “Yup. Davenport Financial.”

      “But. How? When?”

      “That night in the bar after Aria had a kitten over us possibly being together and you ended it with me, I realized you had asked me about New York. You asked me if I was still planning on going back and though things were still headed that way, I had been cooking up another idea. This idea.” I point again before taking her hand in mine. “You ended things with me not just because of Aria, but because you thought I was inevitably leaving. That night when I stepped out onto the street, I was determined to get you back. And I knew in that moment, this was what I had to do.”

      She gasps, flipping around, her eyes glimmering in the light of the dash. “Brecken. You can’t do this for me. You can’t change your—”

      “I had always thought of doing this, Rina. Even when I was in New York. In fact, I figured once I was a bit older, had a larger client base, I would. But believe it or not, Boston presented the better situation than New York did.”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “Well, I was able to bring over several of my existing clients from Epis Financial where I’ve been working. But I’ve also been able to bring on several new clients. Big clients.”

      Her lips part as her eyes fill with understanding. “My brothers.”

      “Yes. That night of the ice storm when we went to your parents’ place, Kaplan asked me a few questions about investments and he and I got to talking. After that night he called, stating he took my advice and it worked out well. He signed on with me that day and we discussed some of the investments for the Abbot Foundation. He wants me to speak with your parents when they return from Europe next week. Your other brothers came on board as well at his recommendation. Drew and Jonah too as well as Hughes Healthcare with Jonah.”

      “So, this is what you really want? This will make you happy? Being here in Boston?”

      “Yes.” I press my lips to hers. “I used to think New York was the only place for me, but in moving back here, I’m home. I have my family. My friends. A new business I’m both terrified and excited to tackle. The woman I love. I have everything I need here and more, but that means you’re mine now. No more running.”
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      With my belly full of pasta and my mind at ease, I close my eyes, wrapping Rina up in my arms. My goal is to wake up tomorrow and everything will be different. I think that’s possible. I think for the first time ever, tomorrow holds infinite possibilities for me. Endless ones with Rina. Exciting ones with my new job.

      “I got rid of my apartment in New York,” I whisper softly, unsure if Rina is asleep yet.

      “You did?” she asks groggily.

      “About two days ago. The moment I signed the lease on the office building, and they came to put up the sign for Davenport Financial I knew I wasn’t going back.”

      “You did all that not knowing if you were going to be able to keep your license? If you were going to end up like Rich is now?”

      “Well, as of two days ago, I had a pretty good grasp on things. I held off as long as I could with signing the lease, but once Day told me they were closing in on Rich, I knew I was good.”

      “So you’re an official Bostonian again?”

      “I am. Only, everything in this place is rented. The walls, the furniture. Hell, even all the pots, pans, plates, and utensils.”

      She rolls in my arms, peeking up at me in the darkness. “You could always buy it though, right?”

      Oh. Sweet little Rina. She has no clue what’s coming for her with me. If she thought I was testing her every limit before, she’s in for a surprise.

      “Why on earth would I do that when I just plan on moving into your place?”

      She laughs. Actually laughs, but it fades in a matter of seconds. “You’re serious.”

      “As a heart attack.”

      “Yeah. But…” She blinks rapidly at me. “We just. I mean. I know we said some stuff, but it’s not like…”

      She’s adorably flustered, but she has to learn to trust me. To trust us. To trust this.

      “As Aria pointed out, I’m thirty-two. Don’t you think it’s time I settle down?”

      More blinking. “I’m twenty-five.”

      “So that means you want to wait before we try for kids then?”

      “Oh my god!” she cries, attempting to roll away from me.

      My hands wrap around her waist, hauling her back against me. “No running. No escaping.”

      “Brecken. You’re high on this whole day. Likely overtired, right? That’s what this is?”

      I grin stupidly into her, my hand trailing up until I’m cupping her breast. “Nope. Not even close. Wanna try again?”

      “You saw Margot and Drew and your weird alpha male, I must own and possess everything biological clock kicked in?”

      I laugh, kissing and sucking on her neck, my hand squeezing, my thumb brushing back and forth over her nipple that is hardening to a peak. “Nope. Though that certainly didn’t hurt.”

      “Brecken—”

      “You’re the one, Rina. The woman I’m going to live with. The woman I’m going to marry. The future mother of my children, with whom I’ll have grandchildren and hopefully great-grandchildren. Argue with me about that. I dare you.”

      “I’m not daring you. You’d just do something crazy to prove me wrong.”

      She knows me so well.

      “You didn’t tap. Or count. No trivia either.”

      “What?” She stiffens against me.

      “When you walked down the hall of the hospital to where we were all sitting, I watched you. You didn’t count your steps. Your hands were loose at your sides. Your lips closed. And when we stood there, you didn’t so much as move or twitch. Not in the waiting room either.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You were scared, Rina. Panicked even. I know you were thinking about what happened to you. But even when you had your panic attack later, you didn’t tap. You didn’t count. You didn’t throw useless facts at me.”

      She’s silent, thinking about everything I just said.

      “You’re right,” she finally says. “I didn’t. In fact, I’m not sure when the last time I did any of that was. Maybe the day I threw the letter into the fire? I think that was it. I was on the phone with Oliver and my fingers were tapping against my thigh. But I haven’t done it since. Not even with everything that happened with Margot.”

      I roll her until she’s on her back and I’m hovering over her, staring down into her eyes. Then I slip my T-shirt over her head and toss it aside.

      “If you can do that, you can do anything. Think of how far you’ve come. How strong you are. How fucking brave. Being with me isn’t scary, Rina. Loving me isn’t going to hurt you. And I swear to fucking god, I will always make you feel safe.”

      Her eyes glitter. “Okay.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      “Nice try, but I’m not marrying you. At least for a while.”

      My head bobs, an impish smirk curling up my lips. “So, I should cancel the flight to Vegas for next week?”

      She smacks my shoulder and I drop down onto her, pressing my hard chest against her soft one. I grind into the V of her thighs, loving her soft moan as it hits my ear. She can fight, thinking she needs more time and control over us, but the truth is, she doesn’t want to.

      And both she and I know it.

      “I want to live with you,” I whisper into her, my mouth nipping down her neck as my hands slide her pajama pants down. “I want to do this to you every night before we go to bed.”

      I slide down her chest, sucking, licking, marking her body so she knows. She’s mine.

      Spreading her legs, I lift her knees, pinning them to her chest until she’s completely open for me. I lick from her clit all the way down to her ass. Her back arches, her hands finding my hair, gripping the strands as she whimpers.

      “And in the morning” —I blow cool air on her heated flesh— “when we wake up, I want to shove my morning wood straight into you without even having to move to do so.”

      Two fingers slide into her, letting her know they’re a placeholder for my dick.

      “Then I want to make you breakfast before we both head into work. Then after work, we’ll have dinner and read and talk and fuck and go to sleep before we do it all over again. I want a life with you, Angel. And I know you want that too. Two months, Rina. I’m giving you two months.”

      I start flicking her clit. Hard. My fingers pumping a relentless rhythm.

      “Yes,” she cries out. “Yes. Oh god. Like that.”

      I smile into her. Yup. That’s what I thought.

      Just as she gets close, her legs trembling, her breaths short and choppy, her cries louder, I pull away from her. She growls in protest, attempting to use her grip on my hair to push my face back in.

      “Brecken!”

      I blow on her again and she moans, low and deep, her pussy dripping. With her knees still in this position, I angle myself up on my knees and slide into her.

      “Oh fuck!” she cries out, her hands fisting the bed instead of my hair. Her pussy is so tight. So warm. So wet. It clings to me, needing me to give her exactly what she’s craving.

      And I do. Fucking hell, do I fuck her.

      My hand wraps around her back, pressing her closer to my chest and then I take her with me as I fall to my back, spinning her around so she’s on top in a reverse cowgirl. “Tell me, Angel,” I grunt. “Tell me you’re mine.”

      “You’re mine,” she says, throwing a coy smile at me over her shoulder as she continues to bounce on my dick.

      “Rina,” I warn, ready to spank her ass. I might do it anyway because I know she likes it.

      “If I’m yours then you’re mine.”

      I press her forward and spank her, and just as I knew she would, she moans, this time louder. Her pussy clenching, forcing a grunt past my lungs. She’s crazy if she thinks this is the end of the conversation. If she thinks because I’m fucking her like this that I’m not dead ass serious about everything else.

      Sweat drips along my temple, down the side of my jaw and just when I don’t think I can hold off any longer, just as the pleasure surging through my body starts to reach that peak, she comes, loud and wet and beautiful. I slam up into her a few more times, working her through it, until I explode, filling her up.

      She collapses back onto me, panting hard. “We were supposed to go to bed. We said sleep.” She sighs heavily against me. “I’ve been awake for so long.”

      “Do you want to take a quick shower?”

      She shakes her head.

      “We can put your hair up so it’s not wet when you go to sleep.”

      “I’m fried. I don’t think I can even move to get up to pee.”

      I chuckle, my fingers trailing from her sides to her hips, to her ribs and back. “I’m not really into that kind of kink.”

      She laughs. “Good to know you have a limit. I was starting to wonder.”

      “Come on, Angel.”

      Lifting her up, I carry her into the bathroom. She is fried. Her body wasted as it limply sags into me. I start the water and do my best to put her hair up, securing it with the elastic she left in here from earlier. And once we’re both clean and sated and happy and exhausted, we crawl back into bed, her body tucked into mine.

      “Two months, Rina. We’re moving in together in two months. Remember this.”

      “Hmmmm,” she hums, already half asleep.

      Two months. Because in two months, I’ll have an idea if I can make it with my own business. Luccia is already coming with me. That’s why she was so worried about me today. She thought we were both about to lose everything we had discussed and figured out.

      No more sexual harassment for her. I’m paying for her visa as she works on her green card. And since it’s just us, for now, I told her if she needs to, her kid can come to our building after school and play or do homework out of one of the spare offices, so she doesn’t have to pay for a sitter.

      She liked that idea.

      And while it’s still hitting me hard all that happened today, all that Alexander offered me, I know in my gut, as I hug the woman sleeping in my arms closer, that I’m making the right call.

      “If I have you, Angel, I have everything,” I whisper into her ear, already knowing she’s fast asleep. “I don’t need New York. I just need you.”
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Rina

        

      

    

    
      Two months later

      

      A groan slips past my lips at the sound of my doorbell. “Go away,” I yell, knowing whoever it is can’t hear me. “It’s my day off!”

      Refusing to open my eyes, I throw the blanket over my head. It’s early. I don’t have to look at my phone or my alarm clock to know that. I feel it. I didn’t get home until nearly nine o’clock last night when my shift was supposed to end at seven. My patient decided fifteen minutes before the end of my shift was the perfect time to try and die.

      An hour later we finally had him stabilized, but it was one hell of an effort to get him there. I came home, showered, ate a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and then passed the hell out. But now, in addition to the ringing, there’s knocking. Repeated knocking. And now my phone is getting in on it.

      “Ugh!” I scream, opening my eyes and blinking against the harsh white light searing my eyeballs. Snow is gently falling past my window as I curse a million curses under my breath, grabbing my phone and answering. “Oliver, why are you at my door at” —I glance at my clock— “eight in the morning on a Saturday?”

      “Because it’s moving day. Now get your ass down here and help.”

      “What?” Only he doesn’t answer because he’s already hung up. “Moving day? What the hell is he talking about?”

      I throw on a bra, a long-sleeved thermal shirt and my black fleece-lined leggings, grumbling as I storm down my stairs. Turning off the alarm, I unlock the door and fling it open to find all of my brothers standing there, each holding brown cardboard boxes, same as Brecken is.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      “Moving day,” Brecken says, just as Oliver did, like this should explain everything. He plants a kiss on my cheek, setting the box he’s holding down in my foyer.

      “What the hell is moving day? What are you doing?” I snap at Carter as he scurries past me, walking his box into my house, heading straight for my living room.

      “We’re moving him in with you,” Landon states flatly, glaring at Brecken and looking as annoyed to be here as… wait. Did he just say…

      “I’m sorry, I think I just had a stroke. There is no way I heard that correctly. Did you say you’re moving him in with me?” I glare at Landon before turning to Brecken who is still standing in the foyer.

      “That’s what I said,” Landon confirms. “Now where do you want this one? I can’t see the label.”

      “I think that one goes in the bedroom,” Brecken informs him. “Thanks, man.”

      Landon grunts, adjusting the box and marching in the direction of the stairs. Me? I’m utterly gobsmacked. Brother after brother parades past me, each with their own large box before exiting only to return with yet another box. It’s only then that I realize there’s a small moving truck parked outside my house.

      “You’re not talking,” Brecken says, as cool and confident as ever. “I assumed there would be more talking by this point.”

      “What the fuck is going on?”

      “We said two months. Remember?”

      “We did not say two months. When the hell did we ever say you’d move in with me in two months?”

      “That night I took you to my building for the first time. We were in my bed talking and I said I’m giving you two months. You said yes. My face was in your pussy, and you said yes. Twice, actually.”

      “Oh my god, Brecken. You’re absolutely crazy. I was clearly not saying yes to moving in with you.”

      He grins, completely unrepentant. “Sure you were. I said two months and you said yes. Well, yelled it really. So here I am. Two months exactly.”

      Oliver trudges past me with yet another box. “You knew about this?” I snap at him before catching Luca’s eyes. “All of you did? You knew he was planning to move in with me even when I didn’t and you’re helping him?”

      I don’t think I’ve ever been so incredulous in my life.

      “We like him,” is Luca’s only reply.

      “So?”

      “So he asked us to help and here we are.”

      I can only shake my head. Kaplan actually grins at Brecken, and I swear I catch Luca saying that Landon owes him fifty bucks.

      “Not yet,” Landon states. “She hasn’t kicked him out yet. That was the bet.”

      “But she will,” Luca retorts. “Look at her face. She’s red as hell and looks like she’s about to breathe fire.”

      I can’t even with those two. “Brecken, you can’t… I mean, we can’t… I mean…”

      I don’t even know what I mean.

      My brothers are in on this. They planned this. All of them. Together. Because they like Brecken. And they know he’s good for me. That he’s a good man. A man who loves me. A man who I love in return.

      Brecken’s arms wrap around my waist, and he hauls me into his chest, his lips meeting my ear. “Yes, I’m crazy. Yes, this was a total sneak attack that your brothers not only helped me plan but orchestrate. Yes, I want to live with you. In the months we’ve been together, last night was the first night we’ve been apart other than when you’re working nights. But on the nights that you are, I’m at your place when you get home.”

      “No,” I start. “It hasn’t been…” I trail off.

      He’s right.

      It’s been every night. We’ve been inseparable. We even do laundry at each other’s places. I have a spare set of things at his place, and he has the same here. And it hasn’t been stifling or scary or too much. It’s been perfect. Which is likely why I didn’t realize we’d been doing it like that.

      “If I had talked to you about it beforehand, you never would have agreed. You, my beautiful little runner, sometimes need me to do the crazy thing. To force you into a midnight kiss. To show up at your door to check on you. To move myself in because sometimes, you’re just too stubborn to get out of your own way.”

      My forehead meets his chest. Behind me, the guys continue to move Brecken’s stuff in, tracking snow through my foyer and house.

      “If you’re going to kick him out, I’m not moving another box in,” Luca states.

      “Look at her. She’s not kicking him out,” Landon barks. “Get over it and pay up, asshole.”

      “If he hurts you, I’ll kill him,” Kaplan calls out. “I already told him that.”

      “And I informed him that not even his dentist would be able to identify the body,” Carter adds.

      “What do you say, Angel?” Brecken murmurs, kissing the underside of my jaw. “Can I move in with you? Can we start this life together?”

      “Are you going to do the same thing one day when you’re ready to get married?”

      “Whatever it takes to keep you mine forever, I’ll do. But in the end, you’re always going to say yes to me. Do you know why?”

      I shake my head, but I’m smiling. This man.

      “Because you love me just as much as I love you. And you want all of this with me, just as much as I do with you.”

      “Is that what you think?”

      He chuckles. “Tell me I’m wrong.”

      I pull back and look up into his oh-so-blue eyes. “You’re not wrong.”

      “Tell me you love me.”

      “I love you.”

      “Can I stay?” he asks, his eyes dancing back and forth between mine, nervous for the first time since walking in here today with this insane scheme.

      My arms snake around his neck. “You can stay. You can stay forever.”

      A breathtaking smile lights up his entire face. “Good. Because we leave for Vegas in an hour.” He winks at me and I hit his chest, shoving him back. He laughs, pulling me back into him and kissing me with so much passion and love I can’t determine where he ends and I begin.

      “Fantastic,” Oliver says. “Now you can both help us move your stuff.” Oliver grabs me by the shoulder, prying me away from Brecken. He tosses his arm over my shoulder. “Thank god, this will never be me.”

      Brecken laughs. “Bullshit. A hundred says you’re next.”

      “You’re on.”

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

      Thank you SO very much for taking the time to read The Edge of Chaos. I sincerely hope you enjoyed Brecken and Rina’s story.

      As you probably could figure out by those last few lines, Oliver as well as all of the Fritz brothers will be getting their own HEAs in a spin-off series set to release starting in October. I hope you’ll stick with me for that and as a special exclusive gift, if you keep reading, you can read chapter one of Doctor Scandalous before anyone else!

      Sign up for my newsletter and receive a free book!
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      Oliver

      

      I’m walking toward the gates of hell. And they charge for admission.

      Christa Foreman greets me with a slow once over, her pastel-pink lips curling up into an impish grin. “Oh, Oliver…” She’s aptly named, because our senior class president was no joke when it came to strong-arming and manipulating her fellow classmates into getting what she wanted. “It’s so good to see you. Wow. I mean I see your pictures in magazines and on social media every now and then because I follow you, but you’re way better looking in person than I remember from high school.”

      “Um. Thank you?” It comes out as a question, my head tilting in her direction.

      “Sure. No problem.” She licks her lips, her long, fake eyelashes batting faster than a butterfly’s wings at me. “Are you here alone tonight?” She giggles as a flush creeps up her cheeks. She’s married. Can we just say that? “I’m only asking because I need to know how much to charge you. I got stuck collecting money until the event coordinator can get her shit together.” She huffs out a flustered breath, rolling her eyes derisively. “Anyway, it’s a hundred per person. Should I put you down for one or two?”

      And this is where I hesitate. Not over the money. The money is not an issue.

      “Just give me a second.”

      Christa stares longingly at me, licking her lips. “Sure. I’ll give you all night.”

      “Right.” Because I have no idea what else to say to that. I don’t remember Christa being so overtly interested in me when we were in high school. Then again that was ten years ago, and I was most definitely taken. Which is both the main reason I don’t want to be here and the main reason I came. But now I’m starting to reconsider everything.

      I have nothing to prove by being here.

      Not to her, her douchebag husband—my former friend—or anyone else.

      I should just go. Maybe meet up with Carter, who I already know is going to our favorite bar and get lost in a night of fun. Nothing about this hellhole will be fun. And in truth, I could really use a drink. A quiet one. It’s been a shitful week. Too many patients. Not enough time. Oh, and finding out that your mom’s cancer is back is always a winner.

      I slip my phone from my pocket and shoot off a text to my best friend, Grace.

      Me: Sorry, babe. Not gonna be able to make it.

      The message bubble instantly dances along my screen. Grace: It’s not a choice, honey pie. Everyone is already asking when you’re going to get here. Everyone.

      And instantly I’m tempted to ask if she’s asking. In fact, my thumbs who seem to have a mind of their own start to type that very question, until I tamp them down and rein them under control. Of course, she’s asking. That’s what she does. She continues to hunt me down with terrorist-level determination, even all these years later.

      She’s likely giddy at the prospect of rubbing her picture-perfect life in my face without even caring that she’s the last person on the planet I want to see tonight or any other night. Hence why now is the perfect time to leave.

      Me: Don’t care.

      Grace: Yes, you do. Come on. I know you’re already dressed for tonight. Carter sent me a text.

      Carter. My traitorous brother.

      Grace: Just come inside the hotel. Come up to the reunion. Have a drink with me. See the people you haven’t seen since high school who will fall at your feet the way they did back in the day. Oh wait, they still do.

      Me: You’re doing a shitty job of selling it there, sweetums.

      Grace: Everyone will think you’re a pussy if you don’t come.

      Me: Nice gauntlet drop.

      Grace: I thought so. Now get your ass over here!

      I growl out a slew of curses under my breath, still seriously contemplating fleeing for the sake of my sanity, when I catch sight of a short, curvy redhead in a tight, backless black dress, higher than high heels, and fuck-me red lips that match her hair walking up to Christa. She’s as late as I am, and before I know what I’m doing, a smile cracks clear across my face.

      I know her instantly.

      Even if it’s been ten years since I’ve seen her. A guy never forgets the girl who gave him his first boner. A first ever boner in class, I might add. We were twelve and she bent over to retrieve her fallen pencil when a flash of her training bra caught my eye. Instant erection.

      I was pretty smitten after that moment as you might imagine.

      “Amelia,” Christa greets her, her face now lacking any of the warmth it had when she was talking to me. “I had no idea you were coming.”

      What the fuck? You’d think in the ten years since we graduated from our annoyingly prestigious prep school that the rich girls would get over the self-created, mean-girl bullshit they had with the scholarship kids.

      Amelia turns redder than her hair, and she takes a small step back before straightening her frame and squaring her shoulders. “Well, I’m here. Graduated same year as you. I even received the invitation in the mail. Must have been an error on your part,” she finishes sarcastically.

      “Uh huh. It’s a hundred-dollars entrance fee,” Christa snaps, taking far too much pleasure in announcing that sum as she purses her lips off to the side, giving Amelia a nasty-girl slow once over.

      “A hundred dollars?” Amelia asks, though it comes out in a deflated breathy whisper.

      “Yup. Sorry,” Christa sneers with a sorry-not-sorry saccharine sweet voice. “No exceptions. Not even for the kids who were on scholarship.”

      And that’s it. Before Christa can say anything else that will make me want to throttle her, I walk over to Amelia, wrapping my hand around her waist. “Sweetheart,” I exclaim. “You made it. I was starting to get worried.”

      Amelia jolts in my arms, her breath catching high in her throat as she twists to face me. Then she looks up and up a bit more because she’s about a foot shorter than I am even in her heels. Suddenly, two sparkling gray eyes blink rapidly at me, and my heart starts to pound in time with the flutter of her lashes, my mouth dry like I’ve been eating sand all night.

      “I’m sorry,” she says confused, her parted lips hanging just a bit too open for us to be selling this. “I think you must—”

      I lean in, my nose brushing against her silky red hair that smells like honeysuckle or something sweet and breathe into her ear, “Just go with it.”

      She swallows audibly as I pull back, staring into her eyes and wondering how a color like that is even possible when she smiles and robs me of my breath. Whoa. That’s unexpected.

      “I didn’t mean to worry you…” She trips up, biting into her lip like she’s searching for a suitable term of endearment. Or maybe my name? I guess it is possible she has no idea who I am. We didn’t exactly run in the same circles, and I just came up to her and wrapped my arm around her. “Oli,” she finishes with, and I blow out the breath I didn’t even realize I was holding.

      “It’s fine. I just didn’t want to go in without the most beautiful woman in the world on my arm.”

      Amelia gives me that stunning smile again, this time with a blush staining her cheeks, and I marvel at how it makes her eyes glow to a smoky charcoal. Goddamn, she’s fucking sexy.

      “Wait,” Christa interrupts. “You’re with her?” She points at Amelia.

      “I sure am,” I declare without removing my eyes from Amelia’s because those eyes, man. They’re just too pretty not to stare at. “I’m a lucky bastard, right?”

      “You’re with him?” She turns that finger on me.

      “So it seems,” Amelia replies, her tone a bit bewildered, though there is a hint of amusement in there, too.

      “But. You’re. You. No. You’re Oliver Fritz,” Christa sputters incredulously. “And she’s Amelia—” Her words cut off when I throw her my most menacing glare, already knowing the exact nasty nickname she’s about to throw out. Why certain women feel the need to degrade and belittle other women, I’ll never understand.

      I slip two one-hundred-dollar bills from my wallet and toss them at Christa. “Have a good night,” I say instead of what I’m really thinking. My fingers intertwine with Amelia’s, and then I’m dragging her past Christa, down the long corridor with the paisley rug and gold walls toward the ballroom.

      I guess I’m going into my high school reunion after all.

      The second we’re out of sight of Christa, Amelia yanks her hand from mine, stopping in the middle of the hall and turning to stare up at me. “You remember me?” she asks, and then shakes her head like that’s not what she meant to say.

      “Amelia Atkins. You were in most of my classes from the time we were in sixth grade or so on.”

      “Right. What I meant to say is, thank you for stepping in back there, but it really wasn’t necessary.”

      “Maybe not. I’m sure you can handle yourself with women like Christa. But it felt wrong to stand there and watch that go down, doing nothing. I can’t stand women who feel the need to hurt others just to make themselves look and feel better.”

      She folds her arms over her chest, giving me a raised eyebrow. “And yet you dated a woman who did exactly that all through high school.”

      Touché. A bark of a laugh slips past my lungs. “Can’t argue with that. Hell, I dated that same vicious woman through college too. Adolescent mistake. What can I say?”

      Still, at the mention of that particular woman, an old flair hits me straight in the chest. My fingers find my pocket, toying with the large diamond solitaire set in a diamond and platinum band I stuck in there tonight. It’s the ring. The one I nearly gave to said woman who was screwing around on me with my friend, Rob. A lesson in betrayal I’ve never forgotten. It’s why on certain occasions I carry it with me.

      A reminder to never get too close again.

      “Sorry,” Amelia says, withering before my eyes. “That was insanely rude of me. I don’t even know why I said that. Christa got my hackles all fired up, and I just took them out on you instead of her like I should have. Damn, some women seriously suck, right?” I can’t stop my chuckle though I think she was being serious. She stares down at the rug, shifting her stance until she’s leaning back against the wall opposite the closed doors where the reunion is taking place. “Look, I wish you hadn’t paid for me. Money and I aren’t exactly on speaking terms at the moment. It’s going to take me a while to pay you back. But I will pay you back. I just don’t have that kind of—”

      My fingers latch onto her chin, tilting her head back up until our eyes meet. “I don’t care about the money. And I don’t want you to pay me back.” She opens her mouth as if to argue with me, and I shake my head, cutting her off again. “I mean it.”

      She huffs out a breath. “Well, thank you. That’s very generous. But if this is how my night is already starting off, I’m thinking maybe I should just go. Hell, I shouldn’t even have come here in the first place. I don’t know what I was thinking. My sister talked me into it, and I thought…” She shakes her head. “Never mind. It’s stupid.”

      I prop my shoulder against the wall so I’m facing her, folding my arms while I stare at her because I can’t seem to help myself. “Why is it stupid?”

      “You really want to know?”

      “I really want to know.”

      Those big eyes slay through me, slightly glassy with emotion. “Because no one in there wants me there. You heard Christa. I was fooling myself into think that I could waltz in here ten years later and everyone who treated me like garbage growing up would finally see me for me. That they’d finally realize we’re all on an even playing field now that high school is over. It was going to be like putting all my old bully nightmares to rest once and for all. Only, nothing has changed. I’m still the girl wearing thrift store digs who couldn’t even afford to pay the entrance fee.”

      Wow. That’s...

      “Can I tell you something?” I ask.

      Her hands meet her hips. “You mean something to rival the way too personal verbal diarrhea I just spouted at a man I haven’t seen in a decade?” She’s trying for brave and strong, and even sarcastic. But she’s sad. I can see it in her eyes that bounce around my face, almost as if she’s not sure she wants to know what I’m about to say. No one wants to be slammed back into their high school nightmare. She wanted to walk in there and make all those assholes eat their words.

      I want that for her too.

      I like Amelia. I always have. There was something about her that just got to me on a weird level I never quite understood. She was sweet and nerdy and quiet and reserved. So understatedly beautiful. Her hair was all wild with red curls. Her glasses a touch too big for her face. Her body small with her ample curves hidden beneath her ill-fitting prep school uniform.

      And looking at her now, after hearing what Christa was saying to her…

      In truth, I do remember people being that nasty. Though now I’m positive it was a lot worse than I knew about if Christa’s reaction to her tonight is anything to go by. I only heard comments here and there that I didn’t pay much attention to nor did anything to stop. Even if I never directly contributed to it, by not stopping it, I was part of the problem.

      That’s on me. And it’s not okay. I should have done more to protect her. I should have said something.

      “Something like that. You told me yours. Now I’ll tell you mine.”

      “Alright.”

      I step in closer to her, bending down like I’m about to tell her a secret when really, I just want to be closer to her. Smell her shampoo that makes my cock jump in my slacks. Feel the heat of her body as she starts to blush from my proximity. “I don’t want to be here either. I got talked into it by my friend, Grace, and now here I am.”

      Her eyebrows knit together. “Why wouldn’t you want to be here? You’re a successful doctor. You were the most popular guy in our class. Captain of the football team. Everyone loved you. Still do if the tabloids are anything to go by.”

      I suck in a deep breath, ready to tell her something only my family and Grace know. “My ex is not only in there with her husband, my former friend, but she’s pregnant. Likely going to be delivered by either my brother or my best friend since she sought them out to be her OB. How’s that for irony?” I roll my eyes. “The only saving grace I have when it comes to Nora is that she never knew I was about to propose. I had the ring in my pocket, ready to drop down onto one knee, but before I could do anything, she told me she was in love with Rob and that we were over.”

      Amelia sucks in a rush of air, her eyes flashing. Her hand shoots up, covering her parted lips as she stares at me with a combination of shocks and sympathy. “God. That’s awful.”

      “The real kicker of all that is I had made a lot of sacrifices for her. A lot. Nearly everything I wanted I had given up for her with the exception of medicine. But I chose NYU to be with her instead of playing ball at Michigan. I finished college in three years instead of four because she said the sooner I can complete med school and residency, the better. Then, on the fucking day I got into Columbia for med school and was set to propose, she informed me she had been cheating on me for the better half of six months.”

      Six. Fucking. Months!

      “Jesus, Oliver. I’m so sorry. I never heard anything about that.”

      “That’s because no one knows, so if you wouldn’t mind keeping that to yourself, I’d appreciate it. The last thing I want is for that to hit the press next.”

      She reaches out her hand, touching my arm and giving me a squeeze. “Of course. I’ll never tell anyone. I don’t blame you for not wanting to go in there. It seems we both felt like we had something to prove by showing up tonight”

      That’s not the reason I came tonight. But Nora is the main reason I didn’t want to go in. I’ve successfully avoided seeing her ten years. In truth, I’ve been over her for a long time, just not over what she did to me. Most of my bitterness and resentment is on me. I should never have made those sacrifices for her.

      I gave up pieces of myself I can never get back.

      But Amelia deserves more. She always has and she never got it. She deserves to have people look at her and treat her with the respect they never did. They owe it to her. Hell, I owe it to her. I don’t want her to leave tonight the way she is now.

      “I only wish it had turned out better for us,” she continues. “But I think my carriage has officially turned back into a pumpkin and I should just cut my losses and head home. Tonight can’t possibly end the way I had envisioned it.”

      Like a bolt of electricity flowing through me, suddenly I’m giddy with an idea that is quite possibly the most ridiculous idea in the history of ideas. Christa nearly swallowed her tongue when she thought Amelia was my date. So maybe everyone else will react the same way if that’s what they see. Bonus for me—I’ll have a hot as hell woman on my arm and maybe Nora will leave me alone.

      More than that, I want to go in there with Amelia. I want to spend more time with her tonight. And if they don’t like it or think less of me for it, well, I don’t think I give a shit.

      But Amelia being my date isn’t enough. Not with my reputation. They’ll just assume I’m using her, because ever since Nora and I split up… I’ve been somewhat of a player. A fact the media loves to report on. Hell, my face is splashed across the internet every other week, showing me with a different woman each time. Not in the last few months or so, but it’s been the standard of my life since Nora. It’s the way I keep from getting hurt again.

      And the media reporting on it all? Well, that’s the standard of all my brothers’ lives. It comes with being a Fritz and living in Boston. We own this city. We’re royalty. For better or worse, that’s how it is.

      But if Amelia and I really want to make an impact tonight… if I really want to make all those assholes who hurt Amelia choke, and Nora—who still calls me to tell me all her ‘happy’ news—realize that I’ve finally and officially moved on from her… it needs to be more than just people thinking I’m dating Amelia.

      They need to know she’s something special. Believe she’s something special to me.

      My fingers dig back into my pocket, locating that ring. Looking at her… plotting this insane idea… I’m hit with the fact that I know it will change everything. Both for her and for me.

      A deviously crooked smile curls up the corner of my lips.

      Yeah. I have an idea alright. And I think I can get Amelia to go for it. It’s only for a few hours anyway. What could go wrong?

      

      Ready to get lost in Oliver and Amelia’s story? Get your copy of Doctor Scandalous, coming October 2021! This is a brand new Kindle-melting romance about one of Boston's most notorious billionaire bachelors and the woman who flips his entire world upside down.
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      For those of you who have read me before, this is the part where I break down the book for you. First, thank you! Thank you so much for taking the time to read Brecken and Rina’s story. I had always known I wanted to pair these two up, but other stories got in their way before I could bring them to the page.

      If you haven’t read Margot and Drew yet, then I apologize for any spoilers this book contained. You’ll still love them. Trust me, I didn’t give away all the good stuff!

      I hope you enjoyed Rina and Brecken. I really liked the idea of making Brecken this misunderstood hero. We’ve all experienced judgement and sometimes our past transgressions unfortunately stick to us, defining who we are in the present even if that’s no longer us. That was Brecken. All he needed was the right woman and that woman was Rina.

      Rina’s story was a hard one to write. I had contemplated doing a flashback to that night, but decided it really wasn’t necessary for her arc. She was stuck in her head, in her past, and needed someone to see beyond all that. To reigniight her faith in love and trust and men.

      I am sorry this series is ending, but so excited for the spin-off one to come with all of Rina’s brothers. They are a seriously HOT bunch of men and I’m having the best time writing them and their leading ladies.

      I want to thank Patricia and Danielle for helping me make Brecken and Rina everything that they turned out to be. I would be lost without these two.

      I also want to thank my husband and three incredible girls for their endless love and support. They get me. They get my need to get lost in my head, in other worlds. They are the light of my life and center of my soul.

      Keep reading for an excerpt of Doctor Scandalous as well as The Edge of Temptation if this is your first book in this series, but you’re curious about the side characters’ stories.

      Thank you!!!
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      “No,” I reply emphatically, hoping my tone is stronger than my disposition. “I’m not doing it. Absolutely not. Just no.” I point my finger for emphasis, but I don’t think the gesture is getting me anywhere.

      Rina just stares at me, the tip of her finger gliding along the lip of her martini glass, her expression saying she’s got me right where she wants me. “You’re smiling. If you don’t want to do this, then why are you smiling?”

      I sigh. She’s right. I am smiling.

      But only because it’s so ridiculous.

      In all the years she’s known me, I’ve never hit on a total stranger. I don’t think I’d have any idea how to even do that. And honestly, I’m just not in the right frame of mind to put in the effort.

      “It’s funny, that’s all.” I shrug indifferently, playing it off. It’s really not funny. The word terrifying comes closer. “But my answer is still no.”

      “It’s been, what?” Margot chimes in, her gaze flicking between Rina, Aria, and me like she’s actually trying to figure out the mathematics behind it. She’s not. I know where she’s going with this and it’s fucking rhetorical. “A month?”

      See? I told you.

      “You broke up with Matt a month ago,” she continues. “And you can’t play it off like you’re all upset over it, because we know you’re not.”

      “Who says I’m not upset?” I furrow my eyebrows, feigning incredulous, but I can’t quite meet their eyes. “I was with him for two years.”

      But she’s right.

      I’m not upset about Matt.

      I just don’t have the desire to hit on some random dude at some random bar in the South End of Boston.

      “Two useless years,” Rina persists with a roll of her green eyes before taking a sip of her appletini. She sets her glass down, leaning her small frame back in her chair as she crosses her arms over her chest and purses her lips like she’s pissed off on my behalf. “The guy was a freaking asshole.”

      “And a criminal,” Aria adds, tipping back her fancy glass and polishing off the last of her dirty martini, complete with olive. She chews on it slowly, quirking a pointed eyebrow at me. “The cocksucker repeatedly ignored you so he could defraud people.”

      “All true,” I agree. “Matt was the absolute worst sort of human.”

      I can’t even deny it. My ex was a black-hat hacker. And while that might sound all hot and sexy in a mysterious, dangerous way, it isn’t. The piece of shit stole credit card numbers, and not only used them for himself but sold them on the dark web. He was also one of those hacktivists who got his rocks off by working with other degenerate assholes to try and bring down various companies and websites.

      In my defense, I didn’t know what he was up to until the FBI came into my place of work, hauled me downtown, and interviewed me for hours. I was so embarrassed, I could hardly show my face at work again. Not only that, but everyone was talking about me. Either with pity or suspicion in their eyes, like I was a criminal right along with him.

      Matt had a regular job as a red-team specialist—legit hackers who are paid by companies to go in and try to penetrate their systems. I assumed all that time he spent on his computer at night was him working hard to get ahead.

      At least that was his perpetual excuse when challenged.

      Nothing makes you feel more naïve than discovering the man you had been engaged to is actually a criminal who was stealing from people. And committing said thefts while living with you.

      I looked up one of the people the FBI had mentioned in relation to Matt’s criminal activities. The woman had a weird name that stuck out to me for some reason, and when I found her, I learned she was a widow with three grandchildren, a son in the military, and was a recently retired nurse. It made me sick to my stomach. Still does when I think about it.

      I told the FBI everything I knew, which was nothing. I explained that I had ended things with Matt three days prior to them arresting him. Pure coincidence. I was fed up with the monotony of our relationship. Of being engaged and never discussing or planning our wedding. Of living with someone I never saw because he was always locked away in his office, too preoccupied with his computer to pay me even an ounce of attention.

      But really, deep down, I knew I wasn’t in love with him anymore. I didn’t even shed a tear over our breakup. In fact, I was more relieved than anything.

      And then the FBI showed up.

      “I ended it with him. Before I knew he was a total and complete loser,” I tack on, feeling more defensive about the situation than I care to admit. Shifting my weight on my uncomfortable wooden chair, I cross my legs at the knee and stare sightlessly out into the bar, still feeling ridiculous in ways I wish I never will again.

      “And we applaud you for that,” Rina says, nudging Margot and then Aria in the shoulders, forcing them to concur. “It was the absolute right thing to do. But you’ve been miserable and mopey and very . . .”

      “Anti-men,” Margot finishes for her, tossing back her lemon drop shot with disturbing exuberance. I think that’s number three for her already, which means it could be a long night. Margot has yet to learn the art of moderation.

      “Right.” Aria nods exaggeratedly at Margot like she just hit the nail on the head, tossing her messy dark curls over her shoulders before twisting them up into something that resembles a bun. “Anti-men. I’m not saying you need to date anyone here. You don’t even have to go home with them. Just let them buy you a drink. Have a normal conversation with a normal guy.”

      I scoff. “And you think I’ll find one of those in here?” I splay my arms out wide, waving them around. All these men look like players. They’re in groups with other men, smacking at each other and pointing at the various women who walk in. They’re clearly rating them. And if a woman just so happens to pass by, they blatantly turn and stare at her ass.

      This is a hookup bar.

      All dark mood lighting, annoying, trendy house music in the background, and uncomfortable seating. The kind designed to have you standing all night before you take someone home. And now I understand why my very attentive friends brought me here.

      It’s not our usual go-to place.

      “It’s like a high school or frat house party in here. And definitely not in a good way. I bet all these bros bathed in Axe body spray, gelled up their hair, and left their mother’s basement to come here and find a ‘chick to bang.’” I put air quotes around those words. “I have zero interest in being part of that scheme. Boring conversations with half-witted men who wouldn’t know a female orgasm if it came in their face.”

      “Well . . .” Rina’s voice drifts off, scanning the room desperately. “I know I can find you someone worthy.”

      “Don’t waste your brain function. I’m still not interested.” I roll my eyes dramatically and finish off my drink, slamming the glass down on the table with a bit more gusto than I intend.

      Oops.

      Whatever. I’m extremely satisfied with my anti-men status. Because that’s exactly what I am—anti-men—and I’m discovering I’m suddenly unrepentant about it. In fact, I think it’s a fantastic way to be when you rack up one loser after another the way I have.

      Like a form of self-preservation.

      I’ve never had a good track record. Even before Matt, I had a knack for picking the wrong guys.

      My high school boyfriend ended up being gay. I handed him my V-card shortly before he dropped that bomb on me, though he swore I didn’t turn him gay. He promised he was like that prior to the sex.

      In college, I dated two guys somewhat seriously. The first one cheated on me for months before I found out, and the second one was way more into his video games than he was me. I think he also had a secret cocaine problem because he’d stay up all night gaming like a fiend. I had given up on men for a while—are you seeing a trend here?—and then in my final year of graduate school, Matt came along.

      Need I say more?

      So as far as I’m concerned, men can all go screw themselves sideways. Because they sure as hell aren’t gonna screw me!

      “You can stop searching now, Rina,” I suggest. This is getting pathetic. “I have a vibrator. What else does a girl need this day and age?”

      All three pause their search to examine me and I realize I said that out loud. I blush at that, but it’s true, so I just shrug a shoulder and fold my arms defiantly across my chest.

      “I don’t need a sextervention,” I continue. “If anything, I need to avoid the male species like the plague they are.”

      They dismiss me immediately, their cause to find me a “normal” male to talk to outweighing my antagonism. And really, if it’s taking this long to find someone then the pickings must really be slim here.

      I move to flag down the waitress to order another round when Margot points to the far corner.“There.” The tenacious little bug is gleaming like she just struck oil in her backyard. “That guy. He’s freaking hot as holy sin and he’s alone. He even looks sad, which means he needs a friend.”

      “Or he wants to be left alone to his drinking,” I mumble, wishing I had another drink in my hand so I could focus on something other than my friends obsessively staring at some random creep. Where the hell is that waitress?

      “Maybe,” Aria muses thoughtfully as she observes the man across the bar, tapping her bottom lip with her finger. Her hands are covered in splotches of multicolored paint. As is her black shirt, now that I look closer. “Or maybe he’s just had a crappy day. He looks so sad, Halle.” She nods like it’s all coming together for her as she makes frowny puppy dog eyes at me. “So very sad. Go over and see if he wants company. Cheer him up.”

      “You’d be doing a public service,” Rina agrees. “Men that good-looking should never be sad.”

      I roll my eyes at that. “You think a blowjob would do it, or should I offer him crazy, kinky sex to cheer him up? I still have that domination-for-beginners playset I picked up at Angela’s bachelorette party. Hasn’t even been cracked open.”

      Aria tilts her head like she’s actually considering this. “That level of kink might scare him off for the first time. And I wouldn’t give him head unless he goes down on you first.”

      Jesus, I’m not drunk enough for this.

      “Or he’s a total asshole who just fucked his girlfriend’s best friend,” I protest, my voice rising an octave with my objection, my hands flailing outward like a chicken who has lost her way. I sit up straight, desperate to make my point clear. “Or he’s about to go to prison because he hacks women into tiny bits with a machete before he eats them. Either way, I’m. Not. Interested.”

      “God,” Margot snorts, twirling her chestnut hair as she leans back in her chair and levels me with an unimpressed gaze. “Dramatic much? He wouldn’t be out on bail if that were the case. But seriously, that’s like crazy psycho shit, and that guy does not say crazy psycho. He says crave-worthy and yummy and ‘I hand out orgasms like king-sized candy on Halloween.’”

      “Methinks the lady doth protest too much,” Aria says with a knowing smile and a wink.

      She swivels her head to check him out again and licks her lips reflexively. I haven’t bothered to peek yet because my back is to him and I hate that I’m curious. All three ladies are eyeing him with unfettered appreciation and obvious lust. Their tastes in men differ tremendously, which indicates this guy probably is hot.

      I shouldn’t be tempted.

      I really shouldn’t be.

      I’m asking for a world of trouble or hurt or legal fees. So why am I finding the idea of a one-nighter with a total stranger growing on me?

      I’ve never been that girl before. But maybe they’re right? Maybe a one-nighter with a random guy is just the ticket to wipe out my past of bad choices in men and make a fresh start? I don’t even know if that makes sense since a one-nighter is the antithesis of a smart choice. But my libido is taking over for my brain and now I’m starting to rationalize, possibly even encourage. I need to stop this now.

      “He’s gay. Hot men are always gay. Or assholes. Or criminals. Or cheaters. Or just generally suck at life.”

      “You’ve had some bad luck, is all. Look at Oliver. He’s good-looking, sweet, loving, and not an asshole. Or a criminal. And he likes you. You could date him.”

      Reaching over, I steal Rina’s cocktail. She doesn’t stop me or even seem to register the action. I stare at her with narrowed eyes over the rim of her glass as I slurp down about half of it in one gulp. “I’m not dating your brother, Rina. Any of your brothers for that matter. That’s weird and begging for drama. You and I are best friends.”

      She sighs and then I sigh because I’m being a bitch and I don’t mean to be. I like her brother. I like all of her brothers, but Oliver and I are tight. He is all of those things she just mentioned, minus the liking me part. But if things went bad between us, which they inherently would, it would cost me one of my most important friendships. And that’s not a risk I’m willing to take.

      Plus, unbeknownst—or maybe just ignored—by Rina, Oliver is one of the biggest players in the greater Boston area.

      “I’m just saying not all men are bad,” Rina continues, and I shake my head, unwilling to budge on this. “We’ll buy your drinks for a month if you go talk to this guy,” she offers hastily, trying to close the deal.

      Margot glances over at her with furrowed eyebrows, a bit surprised by that declaration, but she quickly comes around with an indifferent shrug.

      Aria smiles, liking that idea. Then again, money is not Aria’s problem. “Most definitely,” she agrees. “Go. Let a stranger touch your lady parts. You’re waxed and shaved and looking hot. Let someone take advantage of that. And by take advantage I mean I mean take advantage. You need sex, Halle. It’s been a hundred years since your orgasms weren’t self-produced.”

      “And if he shoots me down?”

      “You don’t have to sleep with him,” Rina reminds me, cutting a glare at Aria who clearly doesn’t agree. “Or even give him your real name. In fact, tell him nothing real about yourself. It could be like a sexual experiment.”

      I shake my head in exasperation.

      “We won’t bother you about it again,” she promises solemnly. “But he won’t shoot you down. You look movie star hot tonight.”

      While I appreciate the sentiment from my loving and supportive friends, being shot down by a total stranger when I’m already feeling emotionally strung out might just do me in. Even if I have no interest in him. But free drinks . . .

      Twisting around in my chair, I stare across the crowded bar, probing for a few seconds until I spot the man in the corner. Holy Christmas in Florida, he is hot. There is no mistaking that. His hair is light blond, short along the sides and just a bit longer on top. Just long enough that you could grab it and hold on tight while he kisses you.

      His profile speaks to his straight nose and strong, chiseled, cleanly shaven jaw. I must admit, I do enjoy a bit of stubble on my men, but he makes the lack of beard look so enticing that I don’t miss the roughness. He’s wearing a suit. A dark suit. More than likely expensive judging by the way it contours to his broad shoulders and the flash of gold on his wrist that I catch in the form of cufflinks.

      But the thing that’s giving me pause is his anguish. It’s radiating off him. His beautiful face is downcast, staring sightlessly into his full glass of something amber. Maybe scotch. Maybe bourbon. It doesn’t matter. That expression has purpose. Those eyes have meaning behind them and I doubt he’s seeking any sort of company.

      In fact, I’m positive he’d have no trouble finding any if he were so inclined.

      That thought alone makes me stand up without further comment. He’s the perfect man to get my friends off my back with. He’s going to shoot me down in an instant and I won’t even take it personally. Well, not too much.

      I can feel the girls exchanging gleeful smiles, but I figure I’ll be back with them in under five minutes, so their misguided enthusiasm is inconsequential. I watch him the entire way across the bar. He doesn’t sip at his drink. He just stares blankly into it. That sort of heartbreak makes my stomach churn. This miserable stranger isn’t just your typical Saturday night bar dweller looking for a quick hookup.

      He’s drowning his sorrows.

      Miserable Stranger doesn’t notice my approach. He doesn’t even notice me as I wedge myself in between him and the person seated beside him. And he definitely doesn’t notice me as I order myself a dirty martini.

      I’m close enough to smell him. And damn, it’s so freaking good I catch myself wanting to close my eyes and breathe in deeper. Sandalwood? Citrus? Freaking godly man? Who knows.

      I have no idea what to say to him. In fact, I’m half-tempted to grab my drink and scurry off, but I catch Rina, Margot, and Aria watching vigilantly from across the bar with excited, encouraging smiles. There’s no way I can get out of this without at least saying hello. Especially if I want them to buy me drinks for the next month.

      But damn, I’m so stupidly nervous. “Hello,” I start, but my voice is weak and shaky, and I have to clear it to get rid of the nervous lilt. Shit. My hands are trembling. Pathetic.

      He doesn’t look up. Awesome start.

      I play it off, staring around the dimly lit bar and taking in all the people enjoying their Saturday night cocktails. It’s busy here. Filled with the heat of the city in the summer and lust-infused air. I open my mouth to speak again, when the person seated next to my Miserable Stranger and directly behind me, gets up, shoving their chair inadvertently into my back and launching me forward.

      Straight into him.

      I fly without restraint, practically knocking him over. Not enough to fully push him off his chair—he’s too big and strong for that—but it’s enough to catch his attention. I see him blink like he’s coming back from some distant place. His head tilts up to mine as I right myself, just as my attention is diverted by the man who hit me with his chair.

      “I’m so sorry,” the man says with a note of panic in his voice, reaching out and grasping my upper arm as if to steady me. “I didn’t see you there. Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I’m fine.” I’m beet red, I know it.

      “Did I hurt you?”

      Just my pride. “No. Really. I’m good. It was my fault for wedging myself in like this.” The stranger who bumped me smiles warmly, before turning back to his girlfriend and leaving the scene of the crime as quickly as possible.

      Adjusting my dress and schooling my features, I turn back to my Miserable Stranger, clearing my throat once more as my eyes meet his. “I’m sorry I banged into you . . .” My freaking breath catches in my lungs, making my voice trail off at the end.

      Goddamn.

      If I thought his profile was something, it’s nothing compared to the rest of him. He blinks at me, his eyes widening fractionally as he sits back, crossing his arms over his suit-clad chest and taking me in from head to toe. He hasn’t even removed his dark jacket, which seems odd. It’s more than warm in here and summer outside.

      He sucks in a deep breath as his eyes reach mine again. They’re green. But not just any green. Full-on megawatt green. Like thick summer grass green. I can tell that even in the dim lighting of the bar, that’s how vivid they are. They’re without a doubt the most beautiful eyes I’ve ever seen.

      “That’s all right,” he says and his thick baritone, with a hint of some sort of accent, is just as impressive as the rest of him. It wraps its way around me like a warm blanket on a cold night. Jesus, has a voice ever affected me like this? Maybe I do need to get out more if I’m reacting to a total stranger like this. “I love it when beautiful women fall all over me.”

      I like him instantly. Cheesy line and all.

      “That happen to you a lot?”

      He smirks. “Not really. Are you okay? That was quite the tumble.”

      I nod. I don’t want to talk about my less than graceful entrance anymore. “Would you mind if I sit down?” And he thinks about it. Actually freaking hesitates. Just perfect. This is not helping my already frail ego.

      I stare at him for a beat, and just as I’m about to raise the white flag and retreat with my dignity in my feet, he swallows hard and shakes his head slowly. Is he saying no I shouldn’t sit, or no he doesn’t mind? Crap, I can’t tell, because his expression is . . . a mess. Like a bizarre concoction of indecision and curiosity and temptation and disgust.

      He must note my confusion because in a slow measured tone he clarifies with, “I guess you should probably sit so you don’t fall on me again.” He blinks, something catching his attention. Glancing past me for the briefest of moments, that smirk returning to his full lips. “I think your friends love the idea.”

      “Huh?” I sputter before my head whips over my shoulder and I catch Rina, Aria, and Margot standing, watching us with equally exuberant smiles. Margot even freaking waves. Well, that’s embarrassing. Now what do I say? “Yeah . . . um.” Words fail me, and I sink back into myself. “I’m sorry. I just . . . well, I recently broke up with someone, and my friends won’t let me return to the table until I’ve re-entered the human female race and had a real conversation with a man.”

      God, this sounds so stupidly pathetic. Even to my own ears. And why did I just admit all of that to him? My face is easily the shade of the dress I’m wearing—and it’s bright motherfucking red. He’s smirking at me again, which only proves my point. I hate feeling like this. Insecure and inadequate. At least it’s better than stupid and clueless. Yeah, that’s what I had going on with Matt and this is not who I am. I’m typically far more self-assured.

      “I’ll just grab my drink and return to my friends.”

      I pull some cash out of my purse and drop it on the wooden bar. I pause, and he doesn’t stop me. My fingers slip around the smooth, long stem of my glass. I’m desperate to get the hell out of here, but before I can slide my drink safely toward me and make my hasty, not so glamorous escape, he covers my hand with his and whispers, “No. Stay.”

      

      Want to find out what happens next with Halle and Jonah? Grab your copy of The Edge of Temptation now and get lost in the world of hot doctors and spicy romance!
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