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“HAVE I MENTIONED how much I loathe weddings?” Becka Baudin
grabbed two champagne glasses and handed one to her best friend, Allie.

“Only about half a dozen times—in the last hour.”

She drained the glass and waited for her stomach to settle. Only then did
she focus on her best friend’s amusement. “It’s not my fault. They give me
hives. Even this one.” Especially this one.

“Here.” Allie passed over the second champagne glass, her expression
sympathetic. “You know you’re not losing her, right?”

“Of course I know that. I’'m not a child.” But she still glanced at her big
sister gliding across the dance floor with her new husband. They looked like
something out of a fairy tale, Lucy in a gorgeous white dress that hugged
her lean form. It was overlaid with lace and gave a little sparkle with every
move. Her dark hair was twisted in an intricate style that left her neck and
shoulders bare except for the truly outstanding necklace Gideon had bought
her.

And Gideon.

Lord, the man could wear a tux.

But it wasn’t the clothes that made them the most beautiful couple in the
room. It was the way they looked at each other.

She sipped her second glass of champagne. “They seem happy.”

“Yes, well, that generally happens on someone’s wedding day.”

Becka rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, I know. I’'m being an asshole. It’s not
this wedding I object to—it’s the rest of them.” Weddings were nothing but
false promises of happily-ever-after. They sold a dream most people never
actually realized—more than half ended in divorce.

She gave herself a shake and eyed her glass. “I think it might be time to
start with the vodka.” She’d already done her duties as maid of honor, from
the pictures to the people herding to the speech. Now it was just a matter of
keeping her head down until it was time to see Lucy and Gideon off to the
limo. Yes, a drink is exactly what I deserve for keeping my happy mask in
place. If she didn’t do something to break the tension soon, she was liable
to snap at someone and make an ass of herself, and end up on some Maids
of Honor Behaving Badly list. She couldn’t do that to Lucy. Today was like



playing through one of her personal nightmares, but Becka could do better
than to act out like a spoiled child as a result. She was better than that. She
had to be.

Becka turned to the bar and froze.

Blue eyes captured hers, rooting her feet in place even as her body tried
to sway forward. Toward him. Square jaw, straight strong nose, sensual lips
that quirked up as he gave her his own perusal. She straightened, suddenly
glad that her sister hadn’t followed the shitty tradition of clothing her
bridesmaids in the ugliest dresses imaginable. Her purple dress set off the
rich blue color she’d settled on for her hair, and it hugged what few curves
she had. The stranger wore a tux even better than the groom, his broad
shoulders tapering to a lean waist.

She’d never seen a more striking man in her life.

“That’s Aaron Livingston.” Allie’s shoulder brushed hers, effectively
grounding her. “He’s friends with Roman and sometimes business
associates with Gideon, I think. I didn’t realize he’d be here.”

Aaron. I like it. “I should go say hi, be hospitable...or something.”

Allie snorted. “Yeah, sure. That’s exactly what you’re going to do.” She
grinned. “Have fun. I’'m going to go dance with my man.”

“Yeah, yeah, rub it in that you’re deliriously domestically happy.” The
words held no sting. She was happy her best friend had found the love of
her life in Roman Bassani. Between Allie and Lucy, it was almost enough to
convert Becka to a romantic way of thinking.

Almost.

Too bad I'm well acquainted with the downsides of romance. Hard to put
on rose-tinted glasses when [’ve been up close and personal with everything
that can go wrong.

God, she was a mess. She needed to do something—fast.

There was nothing quite as distracting as a man. The one currently
staring at her as if memorizing every inch of her would fit the bill nicely.

It's just a Band-Aid.

She shoved the knowledge aside and made her way to the bar, never
taking her gaze off Aaron. He watched her but didn’t move from his spot.
Letting her approach. Letting her set the tone. Smart man.

Becka sidled up to the spot next to him and broke eye contact to order a
vodka seven. This close, she could smell his cologne—something expensive
that made her think of hot and dirty sex in the best way possible. Down,



girl. If this wedding was for anyone else, she wouldn’t hesitate to haul him
to a convenient closet or bathroom stall to silence the ugliness inside her,
but she wouldn’t do that to Lucy. Her sister deserved the best on her
wedding day, and damn it, Becka would make sure she had it.

At least until Lucy got into the limo.

Then all bets were off.

“Maid of honor.”

God, even his voice was wonderful, low and even with just a hint of
growl. She twisted to face him. “Wedding guest.” He just raised his
eyebrows, and she smirked. “Sorry, I thought we were throwing out labels.”
She held out her hand. “Becka Baudin.”

“Becka being short for Rebecka?”

“Something like that.” No one called her Rebecka—not even Lucy. She
certainly wasn’t going to hand out that name to this guy, no matter how
magnetic he was or how he seemed to be so close to what she needed in that
moment, it was a wonder she hadn’t conjured him into existence.

But then, Becka didn’t believe in magic any more than she believed in
romance.

“I’m Aaron.” He took her hand and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. His
five o’clock shadow scraped against her skin, completely at odds with the
softness of his lips. It would feel good to have him sliding his mouth along
other parts of her. Better than good. Decadent and sinful and absolutely
perfect.

Not yet.

She licked her lips. “I know.”

“I see you’ve done your homework.”

“More like your reputation precedes you.”

“Can’t complain about that if it brings a woman like you my way.” He let
their hands drop but didn’t release her. Aaron slid his thumb over the same
path his lips had just taken, as if he had every right to seduce her with a
single touch. His lips quirked into a smile and, damn it, it made him even
more handsome. “Nice wedding.”

Come on, Becka, you can do better than this. Stop staring at him like a
lust-struck idiot. She cleared her throat and reclaimed her hand just in time
for the bartender to deliver her drink. She turned to face the bar fully,
needing some distance, even if it was only in her head. No matter what her
plans for this man were, she couldn’t afford to lose focus until later. Maybe



this is a mistake. Maybe you should find someone less magnetic, less
overwhelming, to lose yourself'in. Even as she thought it, she knew she
wasn’t going to. A few short minutes of conversation and Aaron Livingston
had dropped a lure she couldn’t have resisted if she tried. Better to just let
things unfurl on the path they were both obviously heading down.

Its only one night. Tomorrow I’ll go back to my life and it will be nothing
but a fond memory.

What had he asked her? Right. The wedding. Of course it was the
wedding. That was all anyone had been talking about for months, and they
were at the damn event right now.

She downed half her drink. “It’s a wedding. They’re all flavors of the
same thing.” Damn it, that sounded bitter. She took a careful breath and
pasted a happy smile on her face. “It’s what Lucy wanted, and she’s happy,
so I’m happy.” That, at least, was the truth.

“I take 1t you don’t subscribe to the American dream that ends with a
white picket fence?”

Becka shot him a look, trying to gauge where he was going with that
comment. Even if he shared her views on marriage and weddings, this was
hardly the event to start bitching about how cynical they were. “We live in
New York. We don’t do white picket fences here as a general rule.”

“True enough.” Aaron’s blue eyes took her in, and she couldn’t shake the
feeling that he saw too much. That if he looked deep enough, he’d be able
to trace her aversion to the fictional happily-ever-after right back to her
parents’ destroyed marriage and...

Enough.

Keeping ahold of her drink, she gave him her full attention. No reason to
avoid pulling the trigger on this. If by some miracle she’d misread the
situation, she still had plenty of time to bounce back from any rejection he
dealt and move on to someone else. “You want to get out of here?” She
waved a hand at her sister still on the dance floor. “I mean, after this dog
and pony show has reached its natural conclusion.”

His grin widened, just a little. “I wouldn’t say no to another drink
somewhere quieter, where we could have a conversation.”

A conversation? Hard pass. The conversation, the drinks, the quiet
place... It was all just frills to fancy up the fact that they wanted to bang
each other’s brains out. Whatever his reasons, he seemed just as onboard
with this plan as she was. Except he wanted to talk. If he was anyone else, if



the attraction was any more manageable... But he wasn’t, and it wasn’t. She
knew her strengths, and while she didn’t believe in love at first sight, what
she had with Aaron was definitely /ust at first sight. Better for both of them
to keep things simple and define clear boundaries from the start.

Becka reached up and traced the top button of his dark gray shirt. “Is a
conversation really what you’re after?”

He opened his mouth and seemed to reconsider. “I’m after you.”

The honesty washed over her, a fresh breeze that made the choking
environment of this fucking wedding a little more bearable. I am happy for
Lucy. I am. [ just can 't look at her without seeing our mother, and we both
know how that turned out. It's not the same and it won t have the same
outcome, but that doesn t change anything. Not really.

Becka managed a smile. “In that case, let’s skip the drinks and you can
take me back to your place for a nightcap.”

If anything, his brows rose higher. “A nightcap.”

“Yep.” It would be good with Aaron. Exactly what she needed. The
lightning nipping at her fingertips from just this small touch told her as
much. They could offer each other an enjoyable night, and then she’d get
back to her life with only a fond memory to balance out her mixed feelings
about her friend and sister leaving her behind.

They weren’t really leaving her. Rationally, Becka knew that. Most days,
she even believed that nothing would really change even though both Lucy
and Allie had gone and fallen in love.

Stop that.

Becka finished her drink and set it on the bar. “Another, please.”

Aaron covered the glass with his hand. “If you want that nightcap, then
you’re done for the night.” When she opened her mouth to protest, he
shifted closer, placing his free hand over hers, his broad shoulders blocking
out the rest of the room. “Trust me—you’ll want to be sober for this.”

His audacity made her laugh. “Yeah, no, you don’t get to decide when
I’'m done.” She was buzzed, but she wasn’t anywhere near drunk. Another
drink or two wouldn’t make a difference.

“All the same.” He removed his hand, but he didn’t move away. “You’re
more than welcome to drink yourself stupid, but you won’t be coming home
with me if you do.”

Sheer stubbornness almost made her tell him to fuck right off. Becka
responded to commands about as well as she did to ultimatums, and Aaron



had issued both in the last thirty seconds. The whole point of a night of wild
abandon was the abandon part, and that only worked if they were equal.
Letting him set the pace and lay down the boundaries was not part of the
plan.

But then the DJ’s voice laughed from the speakers. “It’s about that time,
ladies and gentlemen. All the single ladies on the floor to catch the
bouquet!”

Desperation clawed at Becka’s throat. She had to go out there and smile
and be supportive, and all she wanted to do was crawl under the bar with a
bottle of vodka. She glared at Aaron. “Fine. No more drinks.” She turned on
her heel and stalked toward the group of women gathering in the middle of
the dance floor.

He’d better be as good as he thinks he is.

d ok ok

Aaron spent the rest of the reception watching Becka. Taking her home was
likely a mistake. He might be on decent terms with her sister, but her newly
acquired brother-in-law was a different story altogether. Pissing off Gideon
Novak wasn’t on his list of things to accomplish, especially with Aaron’s
business on the verge of expanding. He’d need the headhunter in the future,
which was part of the reason he’d accepted the invitation to this wedding.

Becka’s laugh drew his attention, the sound just as bold as the rest of her.
From her blue hair to the piercing glinting against her red lipstick to her
tight little body... Yeah, bold summed up Becka Baudin pretty damn well.
She couldn’t be more different from her straitlaced older sister, and even
though he knew better, those differences intrigued him. She was the kind of
woman who saw what she wanted and went after it, no holds barred.

Tonight, it appeared that what she wanted was him.

He set his empty tumbler on the bar as Becka grabbed a microphone and
instructed the guests to head out front to see Lucy and Gideon off. She was
the kind of woman born to stand in the spotlight. She held everyone’s
attention easily as she laughed and made a joke, but still managed to be firm
and get everyone moving toward the door. Most of them would be coming
back into the reception to keep drinking while the bride and groom went off
to do what new couples did on their wedding night.

Aaron had other plans.



Becka’s gaze found him across the small sea of people between them,
and the barely banked heat in those blue eyes seared him to the bone. He
started for the door with the rest of the guests. Despite all the jostling, he
never lost sight of her in the crowd. How could he, when everything about
her seemed designed to draw attention? Aaron let himself be borne along,
but he managed to ensure he ended up close to her once they reached the
sidewalk. As more people piled out in front of the venue, he had to step
closer until he nearly bumped into her.

She glanced over her shoulder and grinned. “Hey there, handsome. You
come here often?”

Before he could answer, Lucy and Gideon walked out the door, hand in
hand. A cheer went up from the people around him, and the crowd surged as
guests started blowing bubbles at them. The movement sent Becka teetering
in her sky-high heels, and Aaron instinctively grabbed her arm and steadied
her. It pressed their bodies together, her back to his front. This close, there
was no way to avoid noticing the curve of her ass, or the way it lined up so
fucking perfectly with his cock.

He gritted his teeth and tried to get his body’s reaction under control, but
Becka chose that moment to lean back against him and roll her hips, ever so
slightly. In case he missed it—not likely—she shifted his hand from her arm
to her stomach, tucking them tighter together. Another roll of her hips had
him cursing softly. He resisted the temptation to let his hand drop lower to
brush the V between her thighs. They were in the middle of a goddamn
crowd, and her sister was only a few feet away.

But he wanted to.

Fuck, he wanted to.

Aaron wanted to hook his fingers beneath the hem of her dress and stroke
her pussy right here. To bring her to the edge and leave her there, teasing
her to see how long she could hold out from making a noise that would give
them away.

Holy shit, get ahold of yourself. This isn 't you. You don t lose control like
this—especially with a woman who s barely more than a stranger.

A few precarious minutes later, the newlyweds were safely tucked into
the limo. Before he could decide how he wanted to play this, Becka turned
in his arms and laced her hands around his neck. The move pressed her
more firmly against his cock, and hell if her lips didn’t part and her blue



eyes go hazy with need. For Aim. She leaned up until her lips brushed his
ear. “You are the sexiest goddamn distraction I’ve ever seen.”

He traced the curve of her ass and lost his battle with control. Aaron
dipped his fingertips beneath the hem of her dress. “I’m not the only one.”
Weddings made people crazy, and he’d always thought he was immune to
that particular insanity, but then, he’d never met a woman like this before.
The attraction was too strong to resist, and it came on too quickly to do
anything but let go and see where it took them.

Becka nipped his earlobe. “Let’s get out of here.”

“One thing before we go.” He walked them back until his shoulders hit
the brick wall, away from the people already disappearing through the door
into the hotel. It took several long minutes before the sidewalk cleared of
the wedding guests. All the while, he studied Becka’s face, the dark fringe
of her lashes, the curve of her lower lip, the way her breath caught when she
met his gaze.

Aaron cupped her jaw and tilted her face up to claim her mouth. She
tasted minty, a burst of freshness as intoxicating as the woman herself.
Becka went soft in his arms, melting as she opened for him, her tongue
eagerly meeting his, stroke for stroke. As if she’d been as impatient for this
moment as he’d been.

She’d called him a distraction.

She was the distraction—one he wasn’t sure he could afford.

He pressed his forehead to hers, trying to regain control. “Let’s go.”

“How far is your place?”

A forty-minute cab ride.

Too far.

Inside the building, a burst of laughter trailed down to them. Perfect.
“About twenty yards.”

She laughed. “That works. I don’t want to wait anymore.” She grabbed
his hand and towed him back inside the building. They bypassed the
entrance to the ballroom where the reception was being held and headed for
the main desk.

Ten minutes later, they stumbled through the door to a room and
slammed it behind them. Aaron guided Becka to the bed and laid her on top
of it. He kissed her neck, her shoulder, the line of her heart-shaped bodice.
She was fire in his arms, arching to meet his mouth, her hands busy on the



front of his shirt. She shoved 1t down his shoulders, and he released her
long enough to shrug it off. Aaron tugged her dress up over her head.

Need shot through him, rushing his movements even as part of him
wanted to slow down.

To savor every moment.

He stopped short, drinking in the sight of her. She wore nothing but a silk
thong in show-stopping pink. Against her pale skin, the neon color
practically glowed, just as brilliant as her hair. Aaron traced the rose tattoo
nestled on the inside of her left hip, noting the thorns circling the full petals
of the flower, and then he smoothed his hand up her taut stomach to her
high breasts. She was lean, every muscle defined in a way that spoke of
serious time spent in the gym. “Strong little thing, aren’t you?”

“Well, I’'m a spin and TRX instructor, so that goes with the territory.”

He bracketed her ribs with his hands and then cupped her breasts.
“Maybe I'll take one of your classes sometime.”

Becka laughed even as she twined her hands over her head, offering her
body to him. “Honey, you wouldn’t last ten minutes.”

“Think so?” He lightly pinched her pale pink nipples, gauging her
reaction. Her sharp inhale only fanned the flames within him. He needed
her. Now.

“I know so.” She grinned. “But let’s be honest—there’s only one kind of
exercise we’re interested in right now, and it doesn’t have a single thing to
do with a bike. Now, stop teasing me and take off your pants.”
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BECKA COULD BARELY breathe at the look on Aaron’s face as he ran
his hands over her body. Learning. Reveling. Worshipping. 1t left her feeling
off center, as if this was more than some horny wedding sex between two
single people who’d never see each other again. She covered her
uncertainty the only way she knew how—brazenly charging forward.
“You’re still wearing pants.”

“Don’t rush me.” He lifted her farther onto the bed and lay next to her,
his head propped on his hand. She started to protest, but Aaron cupped her
pussy and she forgot whatever she’d been about to say. He stroked her over
the silk of her panties, his blue eyes arrested on the spot he touched her. The
slick fabric lent an erotic edge to the slide of his fingers. “Spread your
legs.”

She obeyed instantly. Becka normally preferred to take charge of her
sexual encounters. She knew what she liked and had no reservations with
demanding exactly that. Most guys found it sexy as hell and—more
importantly—it ensured they both had one hell of a good time.

Aaron wasn’t going to let her lead this encounter. She’d known it from
the second he commanded her not to drink any more that night. And the
kiss... God, that kiss had been claiming in a way she wasn’t prepared to deal
with.

Doesn t matter. I'm a grown-ass woman. I knew what I signed up for. 1
can handle it.

That didn’t stop a shiver from working its way through her body as he
traced her opening through her panties and moved up to circle her clit. This
wasn’t the rushed fucking she’d prepared herself for. He touched her as if
she meant something beyond a mutually satisfying night. “Stop that.”

Aaron met her gaze, his hand stilling. “Problem?”” There was no anger in
those blue eyes, just a kind of knowledge that said he already knew what
her protesting was about and didn’t give a damn.

“Don’t make this into something it isn’t.” He didn’t respond other than to
slide his hand back down to cup her again. Possessively. She swallowed
hard, fighting not to rub against him like a wanton thing. Focus. “I’m just
here for the sex.” For the desperately needed distraction.



He raised his eyebrows. “You’re just here for the sex.”

“That 1s literally what I just said.”

“I heard you.” His thumb dipped beneath the edge of her thong. “Becka,
if you think this night is going to end before I’ve stroked, tasted and fucked
you until we’re both damn near comatose...” He shook his head in mock
sympathy even as he kept up that teasing stroking beneath her panties, not
quite where she so desperately needed him.

“I signed up for that.” She gritted her teeth in an effort to keep still. “I
didn’t sign up for this.”

“Do you want me to stop?”” The arrogant tilt of his lips said he already
knew the answer. She hated that he was so sure of her, hated even more that
he was right.

Becka smacked his hand away from her and shoved his shoulders, well
aware that he allowed her to tumble him onto his back. She was strong for
her size, but he had a good six inches and fifty pounds on her. She grabbed
his wrists and pinned them over his head, and he let her do it. “I don’t want
you to stop.” She shifted, dragging her breasts against his bare chest. God,
he’s breathtaking. All [ want to do is rub myself all over him like some
horny teenager. She pressed down against his cock and had to bite back a
whimper.

“Come here, Becka.” The way he said her name was almost a purr, a soft
coaxing that was no less a command than all his others tonight. “Give me
your mouth.”

She kissed him, telling herself she did it because she wanted to and not
because part of her quivered with need at the rough growl in his voice. He
tasted like the scotch he’d been drinking at the reception, and it went
straight to her head. She forgot she was supposed to be in the dominant
position, to be driving this encounter, to be the one calling the shots.
Instead, she released his wrists and cupped his jaw on either side, losing
herself in the feel of his tongue sliding decadently against hers, his lips hard
and unyielding and yet giving her everything she needed.

It was too much.

He kissed her like this meant something.

She didn’t want him to be right.

She leaned back, desperate to put some distance between them, to
remember the purpose for that night.



Her plans disappeared through her fingers like smoke when his lips
curled into a wicked smile. “Let me taste you, Becka.”

ok ok

It took everything Aaron had to leash himself, to hold still as Becka
considered him. The first impression he’d gotten of the wild thing on the
verge of fleeing was only reinforced by the skittish look in her eyes. Shell
run at the first hint of a cage. He filed away that information, but the truth
was that he didn’t want to cage her.

That isn t what tonight is about.

She worried her bottom lip even as she shifted deliciously against him. “I
can’t think straight when you say my name like that.”

Good. He didn’t say it through sheer force of will. “This thing with us
has nothing to do with thinking straight.” He’d accepted the offer of a
nightcap because she was beautiful and interesting, and it had been a long
time since he’d let himself indulge in anything resembling a one-night
stand. But this bold and slightly brittle woman intrigued him despite
himself.

She sat up a little, pressing herself down against his cock. “That’s a good
point. A brilliant point, even. I’'m overthinking things.” She wrinkled her
nose. “I don’t usually bring this much baggage to banging. Sorry. The
wedding has me all twisted up for various reasons.”

“Becka—"

She charged right over him. “But that’s neither here nor there.” She gave
a brilliant smile. “You wanted a taste.”

He kept himself perfectly still as she sat up fully and stretched her arms
over her head, showing off her body. And, fuck, what a body. Aaron wanted
to pin her down, to lick and kiss every inch of her until she felt the same
desperation coursing through his veins. I do that, she leaves.

Unacceptable.

Becka moved up until she straddled his face. He could see how wet she
was against the silk of her panties, and he ran hands up her thighs, urging
her to spread a little farther for him. “Perfect.”

“Hey now, remember who’s in the driver’s seat.”

He shifted his hands higher so he could hook a thumb into her panties
and tug them to the side, exposing her. “Let me know if I miss the mark.”



He lifted his head, still holding her gaze, and flicked his tongue out to taste
her.

She braced her hands on the wall over the headboard and bit her bottom
lip. “More of that, please and thank you. Suck my clit, Aaron.”

Fuck me.

His control snapped. He obeyed her hoarse command, sucking her clit
into his mouth and rolling the sensitive bud against his tongue. Becka let
loose a whimper that sent a bolt of lightning to his cock.

Getting her to make that noise again shot to the top of his list of things to
do.

He lost himself in her taste, in the way her thighs went tense beneath his
hands when he licked her just right. It didn’t take long to find the blend of
rhythm and pressure that had her rocking against his mouth, her whimpers
turning into gasping cries. Higher and higher he took her, driving her
ruthlessly into her first orgasm. She let loose a breathless giggle when she
came, as if overtaken by sheer delight the same way she’d been overtaken
by pleasure.

He fell a little bit in love with her right then and there.

“Safe to say you didn’t miss the mark.” Becka laughed again and
slumped to the side, letting one leg sprawl across his chest as she blinked at
him from beneath a curtain of blue hair. “I was right—it is good with you.”

“Happy to live up to expectations.” For the first time in so long, he
wasn’t thinking about his next business move or the future, beyond the
moment when he got inside this woman. Tonight. Even if it’s only tonight,
it s worth it for the reprieve she s offered. Aaron rolled onto his side and
smoothed back her hair. “I like the blue.”

“I live to please.”

He lightly pinched her nipple. “So snarky.”

“Hmm, you know it.” She stretched from her fingers to her toes, her body
perfectly on display for one breathtaking moment before she relaxed and
grinned at him. “That was a great appetizer, but [’'m more than ready to
move on to the main course.”

He dug his wallet from his pocket and fished out the condom he’d
stashed there earlier that week. Aaron always carried one with him—the
better to be prepared for any given situation that arose, so to speak—but he
switched it out regularly to avoid any mishaps. He took her hand and
pressed it to her palm. “Do the honors.”



“The honors.” Becka smirked. She ripped the foil packet open.
“Someone’s got a high opinion of themselves.” She took her time rolling
the condom on, teasing him, prolonging the moment when this reached the
point of no return. As if she wanted this to last as much as he did.

“That’s enough.” He cupped the back of her neck and towed her up so he
could take her mouth. Aaron rolled them without breaking the kiss, loving
the way she moved with him as if they’d done this a thousand times. She
stroked her hands down his sides and gave his ass a playful squeeze as he
settled between her thighs. He chuckled against her mouth. “Cheeky.”

“Just call me a saucy little minx.” She nipped his chin and pressed an
openmouthed kiss against his neck. “I don’t want to wait anymore, Aaron. |
need you.”

“Next time we go slow.” He reached between them to position his cock at
her entrance. ‘“Ready?”

“Baby, I was born ready.” She hooked a leg around his waist and arched
up to meet him.

He’d expected the move, so he countered it, letting himself sink into her
a single inch and no more. “Slow, minx. I don’t want to hurt you.”

Her laugh seemed to vibrate her whole body, and her blue eyes shone
with true amusement. “That giant cock of yours is impressive, but I can take
it.” Becka grinned. “Do your worst.”

Impossible to resist the playful challenge in every line of her body. He
didn’t really want to hold back any more than she seemed to want him to.
Aaron slammed into her, sheathing himself to the hilt. She jolted, that
delicious whimper slipping free again. He ate the sound, kissing even as he
began moving. His leash had snapped without his realizing how close he
was to losing control. This woman, this wildfire in his arms, she brought out
something he’d fought long and hard to tame within himself.

Something savage.

He tried to pull back, tried to regain control.

As if sensing his withdrawal, Becka wrapped both legs around his waist
and grabbed his hands, lacing their fingers together. She stretched her arms
over her head, guiding him to pin her down. “I’m not breakable, Aaron. You
don’t have to be careful with me.” She squeezed his hands. “I want
everything.”

He could no more resist her command than he’d been able to turn away
from her at the bar. Aaron put his weight onto her hands and pounded into



her, each thrust making her breasts bounce and drawing a cry from her lips.
He watched her face the entire time, finding only a mirror to the delirious
pleasure spiraling through him. Feeling more animal than man, he shifted
his grip to her wrists, and her splayed fingers only drove him to fuck her
harder.

“Yes, yes, yes!” Becka let loose another of those intoxicating giggles, her
pussy clenching around him in climax hard enough to pull him over the
edge with her. He thrust into her roughly, his grip on her the only thing that
kept them from sliding right into the headboard, his orgasm hitting him with
the force of a tidal wave.

Aaron dropped his face to the curve of her neck and pressed a careful
kiss there. “Fuck, minx, nothing could have prepared me for you.”

E

Becka shouldn’t let a comment like the one Aaron just made stand, but she
couldn’t work up the energy to remind him yet again that this was a one-
shot deal. Not with his big body pinning her to the bed, his hands still
holding her down in a way that had her squirming despite coming twice in
quick order. Aaron made her feel... She didn’t know how to put it into
words. She wasn’t submissive—not really—but being at his mercy while he
fucked her within an inch of her life?

Yeah, that moment was going into her hall of fame.

She stroked a cautious hand down his back and shivered as he thrust into
her a little. He was still half-hard, which had her glancing at the clock and
doing a quick calculation to how much time was really left in this one-night
stand. More than enough. It doesn t really end until the sun rises, right?

Aaron kissed her neck again and then took her mouth. There was no other
way to describe his mouth claiming hers, his way of controlling the kiss that
made her head spin. He thrust again, and she clenched her legs tighter
around him. “More. I need more. Again.”

He set his teeth to her bottom lip, but just when she thought he’d give her
exactly what she wanted, he cursed and retreated. “We’re going to have to
go back to my place for that nightcap. I have exactly one condom on me,
and we just used it.”

Disappointment threatened to sour her good mood, but she shoved it
aside. What would it hurt to catch a cab back to his place and keep this



thing going for a few more hours? He’d already more than proven he could
give it to her better than ninety percent of the guys she’d hooked up with in
the past. Letting a tiny technicality get in the way of more orgasms wasn’t
her style.

Becka reluctantly uncrossed her ankles so he could move. “I suppose
you’ll make it worth my while if I suffer through a cab ride.”

“You know it.” Her heart skipped a beat at his answering grin. His
buttoned-up attitude hadn’t lasted past their first kiss, but there was such
mirth in that expression she couldn’t stop herself from grinning in response.

Aaron pressed a quick kiss to her lips. “Let me clean up and we’ll get out
of here.” He slid off her...and froze. “Fuck.”

“What?” She scrambled back, her stomach doing a slow flip at the sight
of the broken condom. Fuck, indeed. “Shit.”

“I’'m clean.”

It was too much on top of everything else that had happened that day.
Becka shook her head and edged around him to get off the bed. “Thanks for
the memo.” She believed him, even though she had no right to take his
word for anything at this point. She reached the edge of the bed and
hesitated. Think, Becka. Don 't be a jackass. “I’m clean, too. I get tested
regularly.” He deserved to know that, at least.

She pushed her hair back, hating that his face had immediately fallen
back into the cold lines he’d worn when she first caught sight of him. 7his
was never going to work. Get out now before it gets even more awkward.

“Becka—"

Becka. Not minx.

She shook her head. “No, it’s fine. I’'m on birth control. If you’re clean

2

“l am.”

“Then there’s nothing to worry about.” She grabbed her dress from the
floor and tugged it on. “This has been fun, but I need to go home now.”

He disappeared into the bathroom for a few seconds, and then he was
back, unabashedly naked and stalking across the room to her. “We need to
talk about this.”

“Actually, we don’t. Clean.” She pointed at him. “Clean.” She pointed at
herself. “Birth control. End of story. This has been fun, but it’s over now.”
Becka didn’t see her panties, but she wasn’t about to stick around to search
for them. Instead, she grabbed her shoes and ducked under Aaron’s arm.



“I"d like to see you again.”

She reached the door and paused. It #ad been fun. A lot of fun, right up
until that shitty ending. Becka closed her eyes, letting herself picture—just
for a moment—what it would be like if she said yes. Maybe he was talking
about just sex, and they’d spend a prolonged one-night stand blowing each
other’s minds until he got tired of her and decided to try to let her down
easy, bruising her in the process. Or maybe he’d try to take her out on a
date, and they’d end up fucking again, and it would end exactly the same.
Even if things did work for a while, eventually they would explode in her
face, just like every other relationship she’d been in.

Historically, men looked at her appearance and assumed one of two
things.

They figured that she was some kind of manic pixie dream girl who
would help them find themselves. Or, more often, they assumed that she
was a kinky sex fiend who’d be down for everything and anything and not
be bothered by days gone by without communication as long as the sex was
on point.

Becka wasn’t about to play prop to a man, and she might like sex, but she
had more respect for herself than to be some guy’s one A.M. booty call
while he was trying to date other women. As a result, every single time
she’d tried to actually date someone, it had gone down in flames sooner
rather than later.

Like mother, like daughter.

She straightened her spine, but she couldn’t look at him. If she met those
gray-blue eyes, she was a goner. “It’s been fun. Really fun. But let’s leave
this on a high note. I want to be a fond memory, something that will never
get a chance to lose its shine.”

His bitter laugh made her stomach drop. “Sounds like you already have
the narrative set.”

Better me setting the narrative than playing supporting role in someone
else’s. “1 do.” She forced her hand to turn the doorknob and open the door,
because if she didn’t move right then, she’d go back to him and let him spin
whatever pretty fantasy until she actually believed it. It wasn’t the truth. She
knew that, even if he wasn’t willing to admit it. “Have a nice life, Aaron.”

Becka walked out the door without looking back.
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Twelve weeks later

“THAT ABOUT SUMS it up. The new account didn’t request anything
fancy, but we’d be assholes if we left them exposed. Better to just go the
extra mile.” Aaron slid the file across the table to his business partner,
Cameron O’Clery. “You want to handle this one, or should 1?”” Their
security business focused heavily on all things tech related, and this new
account was no different. Once they got the initial cybersecurity laid down,
they would maintain it for as long as their retainer was paid, but it took time
to figure out exactly what the client needed—and often enough, it wasn’t
what the client thought they needed.

Cameron flipped through it. “You usually don’t ask me—you just dole
out the clients.”

Aaron tensed, but it was the truth. He tended to be the client-facing part
of the company, and he picked and chose which ones he passed to Cameron
because Cameron...wasn’t particularly patient with people he considered
too stupid to live. Unfortunately for any prospective business-client
relationships, Cameron found ninety percent of the world too stupid to live.
Some clients could handle his attitude because he was the best
cybersecurity expert in the city, and some couldn’t. Part of Aaron’s job was
figuring that out. “We’re partners.”

“Never said we weren’t.” Cameron sat back and laced his fingers behind
his head. He was a big fucker, his white T-shirt stretched tight against his
dark skin. He narrowed brown eyes at Aaron. “You’re off your game—have
been for weeks. I didn’t ask, but if it’s going to affect the job, maybe it’s
time to.”

“It’s nothing.” Just a blue-haired woman he couldn’t seem to scrub from
his mind. He hadn’t tracked Becka down after she’d left so abruptly
because she couldn’t have been clearer in wanting nothing to do with him.
If he was smart, he would have left what happened between them in that
room behind as easily as she had.

But she haunted his dreams.



He kept waking up and reaching for her, only to find himself alone in
bed. It didn’t make a damn bit of sense. It had been sex—outstanding,
earth-shattering sex, but sex. A single fuck shouldn’t screw with his mind so
effectively.

“Doesn’t look like nothing to me.” Cameron held his hands up. “Not my
business. Just handle your shit, Aaron. I can take this client.”

He thought about the timid man who had signed the contract earlier that
day and sat back. “Nah, I got it. This guy needs a softer touch.”

“Shit. Take it.” Cameron slid the file back to him with a disgusted look
on his face. “I’ve got to tie up a few loose ends with the last one. She came
back wanting changes despite the job being done. Nothing I can’t handle,
but it’s a pain in the ass.”

“Always 1s.” Aaron grabbed the file and rose. “Let me know if you need
an assist.”

“I don’t.” Cameron frowned. “Though I think we might need to expand
the team to include someone to handle paperwork and all that shit. It’s
taking too much time from the jobs themselves, and you know how I feel
about paperwork.”

“The same way you feel about most things.” He hated it.

Cameron nodded. “I’ll post a job opening. Figure they can man the
phones and the main email account to field and file prospective clients.
Frees you up to focus on the jobs and stop handling me.”

Considering Aaron didn’t know who they would hire who was capable of
handling Cameron, he just nodded. It was a problem for another day. First,
he had to arrange a secondary meeting with the new client and bring them
up to date with the prospective client list sitting in his inbox. Throwing a
new person into the mix without them being caught up was a recipe for
disaster.

That said, it would be nice to delegate some of the more tedious tasks.
“Sounds like a plan.”

He headed out of the room. They owned the entire floor of this building,
but they really only utilized their respective offices, a boardroom and a
waiting room that was more neglected than anything else.

Their cybersecurity company was small, but both he and Cameron
preferred it that way. With the reputation they’d spent years building, they
could handpick their clients and charge top dollar for their services. But the
demand seemed to be increasing lately, which meant they’d have to hire



that secretary—and potentially add a cybersecurity specialist or two to their
team—sooner, rather than later.

Aaron stopped in the hallway and tried to picture what the waiting room
would look like with someone at the desk livening up the place. He
preferred to take his meetings with clients off-site, and Cameron preferred
not to take them at all. Aaron shook his head. If the secretary stayed on for
more than a week, it’d be a fucking miracle.

His phone started ringing as he strode into his office. He cursed and
fished it out of his pocket. An unfamiliar number scrolled across the screen.
Aaron took a breath and put his professional persona on. “Aaron
Livingston.”

“Hey, Aaron.”

Three months later, he’d still recognize Becka’s voice anywhere. He
walked back to his office, shut his door, and moved around his desk to sit
down. “I didn’t expect to hear from you.” He realized how that must sound
and grimaced. “But I’'m glad you called.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t expect to call.” Her voice went thick as if she
was...holding back tears? “Funny story. Remember when the condom
broke? Well, apparently the pill isn’t one hundred percent foolproof
because, surprise, I’m pregnant.”

He waited for the words to rearrange themselves into an order that made
sense. They stayed stubbornly in place. “What?”

“Pregnant. With your kid.” She cleared her throat. “I, ah, I wasn’t going
to keep it, but I chickened out at the last second, and it turns out I want this
baby. I’'m sorry. I swear to God I didn’t know this would happen, and I
don’t expect anything from you. It’s not your problem—it’s mine. I just... I
thought you should know.”

A baby.

His baby.

With Becka.

He closed his eyes and tried to focus. She thought he would wash his
hands of this. Aaron had questions—a whole hell of a lot of questions—but
he didn’t honestly believe that Becka had tricked him into getting her
pregnant. She sounded upset and scared, and the fact she’d let that slip
through what he surmised were impressive shields meant she was
exponentially more freaked out. How long have you been sitting on this
knowledge, scared and alone?



He wasn’t about to let her shoulder it by herself. That child was half his,
and if she was keeping it, he would be in the baby’s life. End of story.

That decided, he opened his eyes, plan in place. “Where are you?”

“What? I’m at home.”

“Text me the address.”

She hesitated, and he could almost see her arguing with herself about
having him in her house. Well, too fucking bad. Whether she liked it or not,
Aaron was in her life, and he wasn’t going anywhere. They had a future in
common, one way or another. Finally, Becka sighed. “Okay.”

“Good. I’ll see you soon.” He hung up and stared at his phone.

His life had just taken a hard right turn. He had no fucking idea how he
was going to keep it from going off the rails entirely. One step at a time.
Talk to Becka in person. Be calm. Reassure her. Get her to see things your
way.

Shouldn’t be too difficult. Right?
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Becka nearly paced a hole in her floor waiting for Aaron to show up. She
should have realized he was going to demand to see her face-to-face when
she called, but part of her had honestly thought he’d be relieved not to be
asked to do anything. Isn’t that what most guys wanted in a shitty situation
like this? To be absolved of all responsibility so they could go on with their
lives unscathed while the woman was left to clean up the mess they’d
created together?

You were projecting and you damn well know it. She caught herself
wringing her hands and cursed. “I can do better than this. It’s just a baby.”

A baby she hadn’t signed up for.

She touched her stomach gingerly. There were none of the symptoms
movies had told her to expect—aside from being extra exhausted all the
time—but her doctor had confirmed there was, in fact, a baby growing
inside her. 4 freaking baby.

She didn’t know how to be a mom. Lucy was the nurturer. The planner.
The one who took care of everyone around her and was universally loved as
a result. Becka had too much of their mother in her. She was too selfish, too
bitchy, just too much across the board. Up until she made the call to keep
the baby, she’d been sure she didn’t want kids at all—better to let the sins of



the past lie and not tempt fate. Lucy always told her there was no reason to
think they’d end up like their parents, but Becka didn’t believe her any
more now than she had as a kid.

The buzzer sounded, and she jumped half out of her skin. “Shit.” Aaron
was here. There was no time to think of a new, better plan. There was
nothing left to do but buzz him up.

Thirty seconds later, she opened the door and froze. How had she
forgotten how magnetic he was? His broad shoulders took up the space of
her narrow door frame, and he wore a suit that probably cost as much as a
couple months of her rent. Becka belatedly realized she was blocking the
entrance and stepped back, letting him into her apartment.

He looked around, and she could almost see the thoughts rolling through
his head. Shabby place. Secondhand furniture. A hole in the drywall from
where she’d accidentally kicked it in when she fell out of a headstand a year
ago. It was clean, but she was barely there long enough to sleep between
teaching classes at Allie’s gym, Transcend, and her second job as a personal
trainer at an upscale facility downtown. She’d never seen a reason to spiff
up the place when that money could be spent in better places.

Now, she kind of wished she’d told Aaron to meet her somewhere else so
he wouldn’t have seen this.

He turned as she shut the door and gave her an equally thorough
examination. His gaze landed on her flat stomach and then rose to her face.
“You’re not facing this alone.”

It was tempting to throw herself at his feet and beg him to hold her until
this whole thing went away. Fear ate at the edges of her mind, and there was
no easy answer to combat it. Hell, there were no answers at all.

But Becka had spent all her adult life fighting to stand on her own. She
wasn’t about to compromise that now for a man who was essentially a
stranger. She lifted her chin. “Easy for you to say. I’'m the one incubating
the kid, and I’'m going to be the one solely responsible for its needs.”

“In this...apartment.” The way he said the last word translated to hovel.

She glared. “There’s nothing wrong with my apartment.”

“You have a hole in your wall.” He stalked around her kitchen. “Water
damage on the floor.” The living room. “The rugs are worn down to
nothing.” Aaron almost sounded like he was talking to himself instead of
her. “If you don’t have money to repair this place, you sure as fuck don’t
have money to give our baby everything he or she needs.”



She wanted to tell him she didn’t need him at all, that she’d find a way,
but the hard reality was that Aaron had money and Becka didn’t. She made
a comfortable living for herself, but she didn’t need much to get by in the
grand scheme of things.

A baby changed that.

She turned away and wrapped her arms around herself. You can
compromise. Try it—just this once. “I’m willing to negotiate some kind
of...child support or something. If that’s something you’re comfortable
with.” She wasn’t comfortable with it, but she’d suck up her pride and get
over herself if it meant he could help her meet the baby’s needs.

“No.”

Becka turned back to find Aaron shaking his head and doing another
circuit around her apartment. “What?”

“I said, no.” He poked the threadbare pillow on the couch. “You can’t
live like this while you’re pregnant. You shouldn’t be living like this right
now.”

“Excuse me?” Anger flared through her, and she welcomed it with open
arms. Easier to be angry than to be scared, easier to fight than to admit she
was 1n over her head and didn’t know what she was going to do. “There’s
nothing wrong with my apartment.”

“The list of everything wrong with this place is longer than we have time
for. Pack your bags. We’re leaving.”

Her jaw dropped. “You’re crazy.”

“No, you re crazy if you think I’'m going to let the mother of my future
child live in these conditions when I have a perfectly adequate apartment
that will fit both of us and the baby without crowding.” He crossed his arms
over his chest and frowned. “I have a spare room, if that’s what you’re
worried about. I don’t expect you to be in my bed.”

The top of her head damn near exploded. “No.”

“Wrong answer.”

She sputtered. “You can’t just decide to move me in with you. That’s not
how any of this works.”

Aaron stalked to the fridge and opened it. He barked out a laugh. “I
suspected as much. There 1sn’t even fucking food in your fridge.” He turned
and glared. “Let me lay it out for you—you have two options.”

“I choose the option where you get the hell out of my life.”



“That’s not on the list.” If anything, her anger only made him calmer,
icier. He nodded at the door leading into her bedroom. “You can walk in
there, pack your shit and come with me to my place. You’ll settle in. It will
take some adjusting, but it’s doable.” He shrugged. “Or I can call your sister
and brother-in-law—and Roman and Allie, since they have a vested interest
in your well-being—and we can all have a sit-down about your current
living conditions and how you’re rejecting a perfectly reasonable plan out
of hand.”

Checkmate.

She could actually hear the cage click into place around her. Becka didn’t
have a chance in hell of winning that argument with all the parties involved.
Allie would be sympathetic to her plight, but Lucy would offer a secondary
option of moving in with 4er. Both Gideon and Roman would go into
protective older brother roles and, no matter which way they fell on the
argument, Becka wouldn’t come out on top. She didn’t stand a chance.

She snarled. “That’s blackmail.”

“It’s called skillful negotiation. You should try it sometime.”

I will not punch my baby daddy. I will not just chop him in his stupidly
attractive throat.

She counted to ten, but it did nothing to lower her blood pressure. There
had to be a way out of this. Aaron was obviously only steamrolling her
because he had an honorable streak that apparently demanded he borderline
kidnap her. Okay, maybe not that honorable. She just needed to buy some
time, to get a little distance to figure out what she wanted.

It was the one thing Becka couldn’t pin down.

She knew she wanted the baby. The rest was terrifyingly hazy.

She gritted her teeth. “I’ll consider it.”

He stared at her so long, she just knew he was weighing his options—
including throwing her over his shoulder and hauling her ass back to his
place. Finally, Aaron nodded. “You have until tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”

“At that point, I’'m coming back here. Whether I come back alone or with
Roman and Gideon in tow is entirely up to you.” He strode to the door and
paused to look over his shoulder at her. “Don’t let stubbornness get in the
way of what’s best for the baby.” He was gone before she could give in to
the impulse to throw something at his head.



Becka stumbled over to her ugly green couch and sank onto it. She let her
head fall to her hands and spit out every single curse she knew. It didn’t
make her feel better. She wasn’t sure anything could make her feel better at
this point.

“I am so freaking screwed.”
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“OKAY, LET ME see if I have this straight—you’re pregnant.”

Becka didn’t lift her face from the pillow. Maybe if she concentrated, her
couch would swallow her whole and she wouldn’t have to deal with this
mess anymore. She’d called Allie in desperation, but confessing the truth
had taken the last of her energy and now all she wanted was to curl up in a
ball and wait for this to blow over. Fat chance of that happening.

Allie’s footsteps echoed through the apartment. ““You’re pregnant,” she
repeated. “Okay, right. Pregnant.”

“You said that already. Three times.”

“Right. And it’s Aaron Livingston’s. And Aaron wants you to move in
with him for, what, the duration of the pregnancy? Or are you supposed to
live there forever?”

She groaned and pressed her face harder into the pillow. “He didn’t
specify.”

“Because you kicked him out after yelling at him that you’d live with
him over your dead body.”

Becka frowned and lifted her head. Allie stood across the small living
room, her hands on her hips. She looked like some kind of plus-size
superhero on her day off, her blond hair windblown and her black leggings
and fitted sweater comfortable and stylish. But it was the contemplative
look on her face that sent alarm bells pealing through Becka’s head. “You
don’t sound angry and self-righteous. Why don’t you sound angry and self-
righteous? You should be angry and self-righteous.”

“Unpopular opinion—but Aaron Livingston isn’t a total monster.”

She rolled onto her back and flung her arm over her eyes. “That lack of
monstrosity really commends him to be my baby daddy.”

“Becka, I’m serious. He and Roman are good friends. I’ve hung out with
him a few times.” She hesitated long enough that Becka lifted her arm and
shot her a look. Allie seemed to be silently arguing with herself. Finally, she
said, “I think you should do it.”

“What?”

“I know you, and if I offer for you to stay with me and Roman, you’re
going to say—"



“Hell, no.” She didn’t need her family and friends to swoop in and take
care of her. Becka had gotten into this situation on her own—well,
technically with Aaron, but whatever—and she wasn’t going to drag anyone
else in alongside her. Allie and Lucy finally had things working out for
them. They didn’t need Becka’s mistakes putting a damper on their happily-
ever-afters.

Which really only left her one option.

She closed her eyes. “Damn it, I have to do it, don’t I?”

“I mean, you could put on your martyr’s sash and try to power through it
on your own, but that’s not going to accomplish anything but to save your
pride—and only for a while.”

She would need help eventually. Whether it was financially or with
babysitting or... God, Becka didn’t know where to start.

Easy. You start with Aaron and go from there.

“If I change my mind, he’s going to have me over a barrel.”

“Sounds like your kind of kink.”

Becka made a face. “Very funny.” The earlier encounter with Aaron had
been over so quickly, she could almost tell herself she hadn’t noticed how
good he looked. Life was complicated enough without her still being
attracted to Aaron. Stop borrowing trouble. You have enough of it as things
stand. She sat up and pulled her knees to her chest. “I’m in over my head. |
want this baby, but...there are so many strings attached. I knew there would
be, but I really didn’t expect him to go full-on caveman on me over this. He
was seconds away from knocking me over the head and dragging me out of
here by my hair.”

Allie circled around the coffee table and crouched next to her. “You have
options, you know. No matter how cornered you feel right now, there’s
always more than one path forward. We just need to sit down and figure it
out.”

That was the problem, though—she’d been doing nothing but thinking
about her options going forward. Becka had always been better at acting
first and worrying about the consequences later. So much inaction was not
only unnatural, it stressed her the fuck out.

Allie nodded as if she’d said something. “You’ve already decided you’re
going to do things his way. That’s okay. But if you change your mind at any
point, that’s okay, Becka. You’re not trapped, no matter what it feels like
right now.”



Trapped.

That was a good word. Becka rubbed a hand over her face. Now that
she’d actually let herself decide, there was no reason to delay. If she held
off too long, she had no doubt Aaron would come charging through her
door again and then she’d have to tell him to fuck off out of sheer principle
and 1t would be a case of cutting off her nose to spite her face. That
wouldn’t actually help anyone.

She grabbed her phone off the coffee table and typed out a quick text to
Aaron. You win this round. Text me your address.

The reply appeared before she had a chance to set the phone back down.
I'll pick you up in two hours.

Becka glared. “The man is insufferable.”

Allie leaned over to read the message. “Insufferable in kind of a sexy
way, though. There’s something about a guy who takes charge that’s really
attractive.”

“You only say that because you’re deeply in love with Roman. Seriously,
do alpha males travel in a pack, because between Roman and Gideon and
Aaron...” She shuddered. “You would have thought they’d do the lone wolf
thing.”

“Lone wolves and alpha wolves are two very different things.”

“Thanks, National Geographic.” She glared harder at her phone and
stabbed out a response. I will haul my own damn things. Give me your address.
Compromise is your friend.

I can compromise. You have three hours.

“God!” She tossed her phone onto the table and shot to her feet, nearly
knocking her friend over. She stalked to her bedroom and started throwing
clothes onto her bed. She wasn ¥ moving in with him, but she would give
him the benefit of the doubt—barely—and stay there for a little while to
give the whole thing a trial.

The way things were going, it might be a very short trial.

Allie wisely decided to stand in the doorway and out of range. “What do
you need from me?”’

She loved her friend so freaking much for not putting any demands on
her or trying to tell her how she should be reacting or feeling. That was
Allie, though. She devoted her life to supporting women who needed it.
Allie’s gym, Transcend, was linked up with a local women’s shelter, so the



classes were women only. Becka always enjoyed getting them pumped up.
It was a safe space for them to do something for themselves, and Becka was
just a small part of that, but she loved it.

Allie might be understanding to the extreme, but Lucy wouldn’t be. Her
sister had always been her opposite, and for better or worse, Lucy would
have something to say about this whole baby situation. It was the logical,
collected nature of her older sibling. Becka had to tell her eventually, but
she wasn’t ready. Lucy would give her that look, the one that always got on
her face when Becka screwed up or went too far.

When I act too much like our mother.

She couldn’t stand the thought of her sister’s disappointment. And there
would be disappointment. This wasn’t an oops baby between Becka and
some longtime boyfriend. This was a pregnancy as the result of a one night
stand with a man she barely knew.

No, she wasn’t ready to tell Lucy about the baby.

She didn’t know if she’d ever be ready.

Becka dumped her gym bag next to the growing pile of clothes. “I don’t
know what [ need.” She stopped. “I’m a mess, and I don’t think that’s going
to be changing any time soon, but I promise not to be too unbearable.”

“Oh honey.” Allie crossed the room in a few short steps and pulled Becka
into her arms. She hugged her hard. “I know this is scary and you’re
overwhelmed, but I don’t have a single doubt about you being the best mom
out there. You have the luckiest little lima bean ever.”

“Lima bean.”

“Well, yeah. That’s about the size the baby is right now? [ mean...”

“It’s actually closer to a lime.” She’d looked it up after the doctor
confirmed the pregnancy.

“Oh wow, that’s a huge difference.” Allie laughed. “That’s not a very
cute nickname, anyways. I can come up with better.”

Becka hugged her back hard. “No, I like it. Lima bean fits.” She didn’t
have the heart to tell Allie that she wasn’t sure about being even a good
mom, let alone the best one. Becka didn’t have much of a role model for
that one, but she’d be damned before she made the same mistakes her
mother did.

Except for the part where you got knocked up by a near stranger out of
wedlock. So far, I'm swinging for the fences with walking in her footsteps.

# ok ok



Aaron half expected Becka not to be home when he arrived. He was
pushing her too hard and he damn well knew it, but he couldn’t seem to get
control of himself. The thought of her living in that run-down little
apartment by herself, where the security was lackluster at best and the walls
seemed a strong breeze away from coming down around her ears... It made
him crazy. He’d never really thought about kids, other than as a vaguely
theoretical “someday” in the equally vague future, but now that he had an
actual baby on the way, he wasn’t about to stand back and let it want for
anything.

That included living arrangements.

He clenched his jaw as he walked through Becka’s door. The place
wasn’t any better than the first time he’d been there. If anything, the flaws
were only more glaring. He’d missed the water stain on the wall before,
where someone overhead had obviously had a leak that had come through
to Becka’s apartment. Or the crack in her window that wouldn’t keep out
the cold—or the heat.

She didn’t look at him as she reached for the pile of bags at her feet and
shouldered her backpack. “This is temporary, Aaron. I’m not prepared to
sign my life away to be your kept woman, baby or no. If you pull another
high-handed move like you did earlier, I’'m out and I’'m not coming back.”

He clenched his jaw harder. Do not yell at her contrary ass. Be calm. Be
fucking rational. ““You mentioned compromise.”

“I’m surprised you know the word.”

Aaron scooped up the remaining three bags and shot her a look that dared
her to argue with him taking them. “Let’s go. I have a car waiting
downstairs.” He chose to ignore her muttering uncomplimentary things and
followed her down the dim hallway to the rickety elevator. Through it all,
he kept his damn mouth shut. They were both on a hair trigger, and he
didn’t need to be the one to set things aflame. Especially not now that they
needed to sit down and have a serious discussion.

But he still couldn’t stop himself from asking. “When did you know?”

“Four weeks ago.” She hitched her bag higher on her shoulder and
marched out of the elevator as soon as the doors opened, Aaron on her
heels.

“You’ve known for a month and only called me yesterday.”

“That is how math works.”



He instinctively held the front door open for her and pointed at the black
car idling at the curb. Aaron grabbed her backpack and loaded all the bags
into the trunk. He joined Becka in the back seat, his irritation only growing
when she pulled out her phone and started playing some puzzle game.
“Why didn’t you call me as soon as you knew?”

“I didn’t know what I wanted to do, so there was no reason to bring you
into the conversation until I made my decision.”

If she wanted to keep it or not.

He stared straight ahead as his driver merged into traffic. Aaron knew he
ultimately had no say in her choice, and he wouldn’t have taken that from
her even if the thought of her terminating the pregnancy opened a hole in
his chest that he didn’t know how to process. He’d known he was going to
be a father for less than twelve hours. There was absolutely no logical
reason for him already to be attached to the idea of this baby, let alone the
baby itself. It wasn’t even really a baby yet.

None of that seemed to matter.

He looked back at Becka, noting the changes he’d been too distracted to
take in earlier. Even without the makeup she’d worn the night he met her,
her skin damn near glowed, and her still-blue hair, though now more
turquoise than actual blue, seemed glossier. His gaze skated over her black
leggings and still-flat stomach to her breasts pressing against her tank top.
Those have definitely changed.

“Stop ogling me.” She spoke without looking up from her phone.

Since there was no question that ogling was exactly what he’d been
doing, he went on the offensive. “Have you been eating? You don’t look
like you’ve gained any weight.”

Becka snorted. “Yes, Mother, I’ve been eating. It’s normal not to gain
much in the first trimester, especially since I’m so active and this is my, ah,
first pregnancy.”

He racked his brain for what little pregnancy knowledge he had
and...came up short. Aaron’s sisters were both younger than him and hadn’t
had children yet. His mother wasn’t much of a sharer, and even if she was,
she wouldn’t have gone into detail with her only son when it came to her
pregnancies. Besides, he’d never had a reason to ask before.

He had to brush up on his knowledge, maybe read a few books. He’d
attend the doctor’s appointments with Becka, of course, but Aaron didn’t
like to walk into any encounter without having a decent idea of how it



would play out. He’d rather be armed with all the information and
possibilities before the conversation even began.

He shot another look at her to make sure she wasn’t paying any attention
to him, and then spent several minutes ordering the top-rated pregnancy
books available. Aaron hesitated, then put express shipping on the order and
plugged in the address to the office. If Cameron bothered to open the box,
he might give Aaron shit, but it was better than the alternative: Becka
finding them and getting her back up.

Even with traffic, they made it to his penthouse in good time. He led the
way through the lobby and to the elevator. “I’ll get you added to the list of
people with access to the floor tomorrow. Tonight, we’ll get your space set
up and talk over dinner.”

“I’m not really hungry.”

He punched the button for his floor. “You just got done telling me that
you eat.”

“I do eat.” She sounded like she was clenching her jaw as hard as he was.
“I also only eat when I’'m hungry, and right now I’m not hungry.”

She was too skinny, surely. Aaron opened his mouth and then
reconsidered. Becka might have chosen to be here with him, but it was a
tenuous alliance. Even with his threat of involving her sister and friend and
their respective men, there was nothing really holding Becka to him. He’d
be on the birth certificate—he’d sue for paternity if he had to—but they had
at least eighteen years of dealing with each other in front of them.

And he’d essentially gotten them started by blackmailing her.

Way to go, Livingston. You played this all wrong.

The doors opened into a foyer that separated his penthouse from anyone
who had access. He keyed in his code and held the door for her. “This way.”
He slipped past her and led the way through the open living room and
kitchen to the short hallway. There were three doors. Aaron pointed at the
one on the right. “Bathroom.” Center. “My room.” Left. “Your room.”

“Thanks,” she bit out. Becka slid past him and walked into the room. She
took it in with a cursory glance and crossed her arms over her chest. “Leave
my bags. Please.” The last sounded more afterthought than genuine
politeness.

Aaron didn’t move. “We need to talk, Becka.”

“And we will.” She looked everywhere but at him. “You got what you
wanted, Aaron. I’m here. I know this might sound shocking, but today wore



me out. [ want to unpack my clothes and maybe take a bath and just
decompress a little without having to plan the next six months—the next
eighteen years—tonight. That okay with you?” She lifted her chin, her
posture telling him she didn’t give a fuck if it was okay with him.

He could keep pushing. She was off center and defensive, but maybe she
needed to know he was actually all in with this shit.

Then again, Aaron didn’t know Becka well enough to anticipate how
she’d respond. His threat earlier was a well-placed guess based on her close
relationship with both her sister and Allie—and his knowledge of Gideon
and Roman. But going forward, he was in the dark in a big way. He needed
more information, and he needed it fast.

Until then, there was nothing wrong with letting Becka settle into his
home and make herself comfortable. He could use the time for a little
reconnaissance to pave the way before the baby books arrived. “If you
change your mind about food, I can order takeout.” Aaron hesitated. “Is
there anything that’s a hard no for you foodwise right now?”

She narrowed her eyes. “So you can keep trying to feed me?”

“No, minx, so I don’t order some kind of takeout that triggers your
morning sickness and makes you miserable.”

Becka’s eyes widened. “Oh. Well.” She uncrossed her arms and shifted
her feet. “No fish. I wasn’t sick the first trimester, so no reason to think it
will start now, but fish is a hard limit.”

He kept his smile under lock and key. “No fish. Got it.” He stepped
around her and set her bags on the bed. “If you need anything—"

“What I need is space.” She bit her bottom lip, worrying the piercing
there. “But thanks. I know this wasn’t exactly expected news and you’re
handling it a lot better than I thought you would.” Becka made a face. “Stop
trying to steamroll me, though.”

“I make no promises.” He almost reached out, almost drew her into his
arms and promised that whatever came, they would face it down together...

That wasn’t how this story went. The sex might have been outstanding,
but the ultimate truth was that Aaron didn’t know shit about Becka Baudin.
He didn’t know her likes and dislikes, her favorite things, her history, what
kind of mother she’d be.

Six months didn’t seem nearly long enough to figure it out.

One day at a time. First get the information you need, then formulate a
plan of attack.



If he wanted to be in Becka’s life—in the baby’s life—then he needed to
convince her that she wanted him there. Right now, his chances didn’t look
particularly promising, but Aaron had faced down impossible odds before.
He would again.

After he regrouped.

But tomorrow was a new day, and he wasn’t about to give her enough
space to keep building the already impressive wall she had in place between
them.
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BECKA’S ATTITUDE LASTED until she walked into the bathroom. She
turned a slow circle, taking in the broody gray walls, the silvery tiles
blocking out a walk-in shower, and a jetted tub big enough to fit three
people. Or a pregnant woman who s twice her normal size.

Worry about that later.

The list of things she would worry about later continued to grow, but
she’d add that to the list, too. Right now, her entire body hurt, as if she’d
done three spin classes in a single day, and she just wanted a hot soak and to
not think about anything at all. At least Aaron had backed off and given her
space. Despite the nine-foot ceilings and massive square footage, the walls
of this penthouse threatened to close in on her.

She wasn’t trapped.

She could leave whenever she wanted.

Knowing that was the only thing that kept her from running screaming
into the night. She was here by choice. It might be a manipulated choice,
but it was still her choice.

Becka got the water going at the right temperature and then went
snooping around the room. The cabinet under the sink had the expected
cleaning tools, all damn near shining from being so clean themselves. Next
were the artfully displayed soaps situated on the little corner table next to
the bath. There were essential oils and bath bombs and lady-looking shower
gels. Becka picked up a bath bomb and gave a sniff. It was something
flowery and feminine and had no place in this supermasculine home.

She shot to her feet and marched out of the bathroom. Following the
clacking of keyboard keys, she stalked into the living room and waved the
bath bomb at Aaron. “When did you buy this?”

“What?”

“This.” She shoved it nearly under his nose. “Were you so damn sure of
yourself that you went and bought me bath products? What the hell is even
wrong with you?”

His lips quirked. “I didn’t buy those.”

“They’re in your bathroom.” She realized what she was saying and took a
hasty step back. Of course Aaron hadn’t bought them. They were clearly a



woman’s choice, and Aaron was very much not a woman. Oh God. Becka
pasted a smile on her face, hoping it looked realer than it felt. “I didn’t
realize you were seeing someone.” He hadn’t been three months ago... She
was pretty sure.

No, I might not know a lot, but Aaron was single when we were together.
He's not that kind of guy.

But three months was a long time in the grand scheme of things. She
hadn’t called him, hadn’t given him any indication that she ever would call
him. Of course he hadn’t waited for her. She hadn’t expected him to. It
certainly wasn’t disappointment souring her stomach at the thought of some
mystery woman in Aaron’s bed, using Aaron’s ridiculous bathtub, lounging
next to Aaron on his leather couch at the end of the day.

He set his laptop aside and pushed to his feet in a smooth move. It left
him towering over her, and he took a step closer, bringing them nearly chest
to chest. “I’m not seeing anyone, minx.”

Minx.

She tried not to let the casual endearment warm her, tried to stand firm
and hold on to her anger. “Then, what is this?”

He studied her, his blue-gray eyes seeing too much. “You’re jealous.”

“Not even a little bit.” I am totally jealous. She took a quick step back.
“There’s nothing to be jealous of. I just wanted to know if ’'m stepping on
some woman’s toes. It is such a man-stupid thing to do to invite your baby
mama to live with you without talking to your girlfriend about it first.”

Aaron didn’t move, but he seemed closer. “Give me a little credit. Pulling
something like that is a piece of shit move, and I’d never do it. Which is all
a moot point because I’m not seeing anyone. I haven’t since the wedding.”

Since they’d had sex.

It probably had no significance. She’d be a fool to think it could possibly
mean anything. The only thing that’s a moot point is this playing out in
anything less than disaster. ['m having his baby. I don't know him. He
doesn t know me. Moving me in with him doesn t change that. She looked
away. “That’s not my business.”

“Considering you’re now living with me, it’s at least partially your
business.” He paused as if debating something with himself and then shifted
to bring her attention back to him. Aaron was oh so serious when he said, “I
won’t bring anyone back here without talking about it with you first. I don’t
think it’s too much to ask that you give me the same courtesy.”



Men. He means men.

Maybe she wasn’t the only one who was jealous. Aaron hadn’t
questioned the baby being his, and she hadn’t offered up any information.
He put himself out there, a little bit. Would it kill me to do the same? Becka
wrapped her arms around herself and stared at his left collarbone where it
pressed against his plain black T-shirt. She had no business noting that he
looked good in lounge pants and a shirt. Comfortable. As if in addition to
doing whatever his job was—something high-powered and expensive, from
the penthouse and the suits—he could also kick back with a beer and some
football on the weekends.

She backed away, one careful step at a time. “I left the tub on.”

“Becka.”

She moved faster but paused in the entrance to the hallway. “I haven’t
been with anyone since then, either.” She wasn’t about to examine that fact
too closely. In the months leading up to the wedding, she’d been too busy to
bother finding someone to scratch that particular itch, and after...

“The bath shit is from my sister.” He still watched her too closely. “My
youngest sister, Trish, seems to think it’s a crime against God for me to own
that tub without some equally fancy bath products to go into it.”

“She’s not wrong.” It was all she could handle. The strange mix of
emotions curdling her stomach sent her fleeing back into the bathroom and
locking the door behind her. Not because she thought Aaron would barge in,
but because she didn’t trust herself. If the sound of the water running hadn’t
been in the background for their entire conversation, a constant reminder
that their time was limited, Becka might have done something unforgivable.

Like kiss Aaron.

She turned off the water—not a moment too soon—and gave the bath
bomb another cautious sniff. When it didn’t set off any crazy pregnancy
reaction, she unwrapped it and dropped it into the tub. While it fizzed and
turned the water blue, Becka stripped. She took baths all the time, though
the tub in her apartment was so small, she either had to have her legs
halfway up the wall or sit with her entire torso freezing. She’d never once
been so aware of the slide of her clothing against her skin before it fell to
the floor. Impossible to ignore the fact that Aaron was right there on the
other side of the door. In the same penthouse. Looking good enough to lick.

She gave herself a shake. Stupid pregnancy hormones. Everyone
promised morning sickness and strange food cravings and exhaustion that



never seemed to end. Becka was more tired than normal, sure, and she’d
developed a fondness for peanut butter that bordered on obsession, but the
main difference she’d seen was that she was turned on. All. The. Time.
She’d been getting herself off twice a day for months, and half the time it
barely took the edge off. She wanted, needed, and hadn’t been able to take
that leap.

The truth was that she hadn’t wanted to.

Because the man she pictured every time she slipped her hand between
her thighs to stroke her clit was Aaron.

The same man only a few rooms away.

“I will not be ruled by my stupid hormones. Hormones are what got me
into this situation in the first place.” She carefully stepped into the water
and sank down until her body below her neck was submerged. A moan
slipped free despite her best efforts. “Oh God.”

Who needed sex when she had this bathtub?

Becka reached over and flipped the switch to get the jets going. She
leaned back and closed her eyes. It would have to be enough. Things were
complicated enough without falling back into bed with Aaron. It was one
mistake she couldn’t afford to make twice.

If she could just convince herself of that, everything would be fine.

E

Aaron waited for the water to start running before he walked to the kitchen
and pulled the book from his briefcase. He and Becka had fallen into
something of a pattern over the last week. An agonizing pattern, but one all
the same. She left sometime around five each morning to teach one of her
classes, pausing barely long enough to grab a cup of coffee and mutter a
greeting to him. They both arrived back at his place around six and then
shared some kind of dinner. Then she took a shower followed by a bath. In
that order.

If the last seven days were anything to go by, she’d emerge from the
bathroom in a little over an hour, wrapped in a towel that covered her from
chest to knees and dart into her bedroom. He wouldn’t see her again until
morning.

It was like living with a wild animal that feared contact. Every time he
got too close, or moved too purposefully toward her, she fled back into her



room and shut the door. If it hadn’t been for the first night, for her anger
over the idea of him with someone else, he might have thought...

Aaron didn’t know what he would have thought. This wasn’t proceeding
like he’d expected, but then he hadn’t had shit for a plan to begin with.

He settled onto the couch and flipped open the baby book. It tracked
pregnancy by week with the various changes to both the mother and the
baby, as well as overviews of each trimester and what to expect. He was
more than a little in awe, but the new knowledge wasn’t enough to ignore
the fact that he and Becka still hadn’t actually talked.

He flipped the page to the next set of FAQs. Aaron paused, the first
sentence catching his eye. Bathing while pregnant. He read with increasing
agitation as the book outlined the recommendation of keeping bath
temperatures below ninety-eight degrees, and comparing that information
with Becka’s pink skin and flushed cheeks every night. “Goddamn it.” He
shot to his feet and stalked down the hallway to the bathroom door. Aaron
banged on it. “Becka! Open the door!”

Cursing sounded, and a second later, she yanked the door open, a towel
clutched at her chest. Her hair was wet, but from the half-filled tub behind
her, she’d only gotten through the shower portion of her nightly routine.
She glared. “What the hell do you need right this second?”

He held up the book and pointed to the section he’d just read. “No more
hot baths.”

Becka’s brows slammed down. “My baths are fine.”

“Yes, yes, the baths are fine. I’'m talking about the scalding
temperatures.” He shoved the book at her and headed into the kitchen to
find the thermometer Trish had insisted he needed the last time she visited
New York. It was technically for meat, but it should work in a pinch. He
strode back into the bathroom, finding Becka exactly where he’d left her,
reading with a pinched look on her face. Aaron slid past her and stuck the
thermometer into the bathwater, impatiently watching the red line climb. It
hovered just over one hundred degrees, so he cranked the cold water more
fully on. “It’s bad for the baby—and you—if it’s too hot.”

“Aaron.”

He waited for the thermometer to read the appropriate temperature before
he sat back on his heels and turned to find Becka watching him with a
strange look on her face. “What’s wrong?”’



“You bought a pregnancy book.” She looked at him like she’d never seen
him before. “You’re reading a pregnancy book.”

“Well, yeah.” He stood and dried off his hand on his shirt. “I said you
aren’t in this alone, and I meant it. I don’t know shit about pregnancy or
babies, and until we know our plan, I’'m hardly going to call up my mother
and ask her for information. Books are the next best thing.”

Emotions flickered over her face, too fast for him to decipher. “You’d
call your mother and ask her about my pregnancy.”

There was something going on here. Something more than just her being
surprised he was doing his homework. Aaron approached her slowly,
carefully. She just watched him without moving, her hand still fisting the
towel just above her breasts. He stopped just within arm’s reach. “My
family might kick my ass for knocking you up and letting you falter for
three months without my being there, but this baby will be my parents’ first
grandbaby. They’re going to care.” He made a face. “Honestly, as soon as
he or she makes an appearance, | fully expect the entire Livingston clan to
descend on this penthouse.”

Her lower lip quivered, just a little. “I didn’t know you were close to your
parents. They’re still together?”

The question sounded innocent enough, but there were undertones there.
Deep ones. “Thirty-seven years and counting. I’'m the oldest, and I have two
younger sisters. We’re close, though they both live a few hours north of the
city so I don’t see them as much as everyone would like.”

“That’s nice.” The words were right, but they sounded forced.

He could pick up a clue, so he didn’t ask about her parents. He knew
enough from Lucy to know that they weren’t in the picture—and hadn’t
been for a while—but Aaron wasn’t willing to poke until Becka wanted to
tell him. He wanted her to want to tell him, but he didn’t expect miracles. It
wouldn’t happen this week. Or this month.

Patience.

His gaze snagged on Becka’s mouth, on the perfect curve of her bottom
lip. Even after all this time, he could still taste her. Wanted to still taste her.
He clenched his fists to keep from reaching for her. He was the one with all
the power 1n this scenario. He wouldn’t abuse it. He refused to. What were
they talking about before?

Right. My family. He cleared his throat. “I think you’ll like them.”

“Aaron?”



“Yeah?”

“I don’t want to talk about your family anymore.” She let the book fall to
the ground and released the towel. It hit the floor and Aaron found himself
holding his breath as he traced her naked body with his gaze. He’d been
wrong before—her stomach /ad changed, but it was such a gentle curve, he
wouldn’t have noticed if he wasn’t looking for it. Her rosy nipples had
darkened, and they pebbled as he watched, goose bumps raising along her
skin in a wave.

He held himself chained in place. “What do you want, minx?”

“I think that’s kind of freaking obvious, don’t you?”

Yeah, but he wasn’t willing to make a single fucking assumption right
now and risk damaging this tentative thing between them. “I’m going to
need you to say it.”

She huffed out a breath and propped her hands on her hips. “You, jerk. I
want you. Preferably naked, with your hands and mouth all over me,
cumulating with me coming on your cock.”
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BECKA WOULDN’T REACH for him. She had little but her pride left at
this point and, honestly, she didn’t have much of that, either. Whether he
realized it or not, Aaron threatened to hold all the cards in every single one
of their interactions. She couldn’t give him even more power by following
her very clear invitation up with anything other than waiting.

She’d made her move.

The ball was in his court.

Thank the Lord above, he didn’t make her wait long.

He walked to the bath and shut off the water and then he was there,
engulfing her with his presence, wrapping his arms around her until her
entire world narrowed down to him. As if he meant to shield her from
anything life threw at her.

Stop that. He didn t make anything resembling a promise when it comes
to me. [ can 't afford to get mixed up over him wanting to take care of the
baby and him wanting me.

That didn’t keep her from leaning into his strong chest and inhaling
deeply. His faint cologne made her toes curl, and she wanted to get beneath
his shirt to see if it smelled different on his skin. Things had happened so
quickly the first—the only—time, she hadn’t had a chance to explore him.

She wanted that chance now.

Becka reached for the hem of his shirt and tugged it up and over his head
slowly. She silently marveled at the cut of his muscles. They were even
more pronounced now than they had been three months ago. “Someone’s
been spending time in the gym.”

“I had a lot of frustration to work out.” He rested his hands on her hips,
letting her explore his chest and stomach. She was so busy tracing the line
of his pecs that she almost missed his next words. “I still do.”

No way to misconstrue that statement.

He's talking about me.

“Oh.” Good job, Becka. Excellent witty response. To cover up her
confusion, she went onto her tiptoes and kissed him. The move pressed her
breasts against his chest, and she moaned at how good it felt. Everything



was more sensitive than normal, as if someone had hooked a live wire up to
her and it covered every inch of her skin. “Touch me.”

He grabbed the backs of her thighs and lifted so she could wrap her legs
around his waist. Aaron turned around and walked them to the bathroom
counter and set her carefully on the marble. He ran a hand down the center
of her chest, guiding her back to prop herself onto her hands and let him
look at her. Though /ook was too mild a term. The man devoured her with
his eyes, staring at her like she was an oasis in the middle of a desert and he
wasn’t sure if she was real or a figment of his imagination. He was so damn
buttoned up the rest of the time, but when he got his hands on her, a
different part of Aaron came out to play. It made Becka feel just as wild and
out of control to know that s/e was the cause of that switch being flipped.

She shoved down his pants just enough to free his cock. Becka stroked
him, every muscle in her body shaking in anticipation. A person shouldn’t
be able to be addicted to a cock after a single sexual encounter, but the sight
of Aaron looming with his hands braced on the counter on either side of her
hips and his cock in her hand...she couldn’t think of another place she’d
rather be or another person she’d rather be with.

All she wanted was this moment.

This man.

Becka met his gaze as she guided his cock into her. There was no need
for protection, not when that ship had most definitely sailed already, not
when neither of them had been with anyone else in the meantime. And,
crazy as it might be, she wanted him inside her with no barriers.

They had enough barriers in every other part of their lives to keep them
apart. She didn’t want one here, too.

A muscle in Aaron’s jaw jumped as he sank into her inch by delicious
inch, filling her completely. “You make me crazy.”

“You’re not the only one.” She didn’t even sound like herself. Her voice
was too low, too breathy. Becka didn’t care. Not as long as the pleasure kept
spiraling through her. “I need more, Aaron.”

“I’ve got more to give you, minx.” He hooked an arm around her waist
and pulled her to the edge of the counter, until she had to cling to him to
keep from toppling off. He used his free hand to cup her jaw, tilting her face
up so he could claim her mouth, and then he began to move.

Aaron slammed into her even as his tongue gently teased her lips open.
He pounded into her while giving her the sweetest kiss of her life, and her



body couldn’t make the two dueling sensations match up. There was no
fighting it, though, and she wasn’t even sure she wanted to. Instead, she
clung to him and let him have full control of everything.

He tilted her back, still kissing her slowly, luxuriously. The new angle
allowed him deeper, until his cock bumped the end of her with every thrust.
It was too much and not enough. Pleasure built in brutal waves, each taking
her closer and closer to the edge of no return. She gasped against his mouth,
begging without words for completion. He responded by grinding his pelvis
against her clit, and the friction sent her hurtling into an orgasm that made
her toes curl. Aaron kept moving, drawing out her pleasure until she went
limp in his arms. “Damn, that was good.”

His chuckle vibrated through her entire body. “We’re not done yet.”

She belatedly realized he was still hard inside her. Becka shivered. She
wanted more. Of course she wanted more. But there was a difference
between losing her mind and having a quickie in the bathroom and an entire
night’s worth of sex.

What was that you were saying about the ship already sailing? If you
wanted to keep the lines between you firm, you shouldnt have jumped on
his cock the first chance you got.

Shut up.

“Aaron...”

He leaned down to rest his forehead against hers. She closed her eyes and
simply breathed in the scent of him—of them. It was easier to talk like this,
to open up just a little. “I don’t know what we’re doing.”

“I don’t, either.” His words brushed her lips. “But I don’t want to stop.”

She opened her mouth to tell him she did, but it would be a lie. There
were so many reasons she should call this whole thing off, but she wanted
to pretend, just for a little while, that she wasn’t really alone. He made her
feel so damn good, and she wasn’t a decent enough person to turn away
from what he was offering tonight. Becka licked her lips. “I don’t...  don’t
want to stop, either.”

Aaron shifted back and ran his hand down the center of her chest. He
paused for the beat of a heart, with his hand over her slightly rounded
stomach, and lifted her, her legs still wrapped around him, to walk out of
the bathroom and down the short hallway to his room. The movement of his
steps had his cock shifting inside her, and she squirmed in his grip. He



nipped her ear, and she could have sworn he was grinning when he said,
“This time, we’re going slow.”

How could he be so measured when she had just come out of her
goddamn skin?

Becka ran her hands up his arms to grip his biceps. “I’m willing to be
convinced.”

“Mmm.” He laid her down in the center of his stupidly large bed. “We’re
just getting started.”
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He should have been talking to Becka, not fucking her brains out, but Aaron
couldn’t convince himself to stop. It felt too good to be inside her again, to
have her moving in sync with him as they both chased pleasure. Even if
they figured nothing else out, they could figure #his out.

She wanted control. Hell, he wanted it, too.

It wasn’t on the agenda right then.

Aaron pulled out of her and moved down her body, reacquainting himself
with her. He palmed her breasts, kissing her nipples gently, and then harder
when she laced her fingers through his hair and moaned. She’d been
responsive before, not shy about telling him what she wanted, but seemed
even more so now. He grinned against her skin. “Sensitive, aren’t they?”

“You have no idea.” She arched her back, offering her breasts to him
again. “Don’t stop.”

He didn’t stop. He lavished her breasts with attention until she was
writhing beneath him and cursing and praising his name in equal measures.
Then and only then did Aaron move down her body to settle between her
thighs. He was too wound up to keep teasing her, and the sight of her wet
and wanting overwhelmed him. He fucked her with his tongue, stopping
only when he had to hold her hips down, and then he shifted to suck her
clit, working her with his lips and tongue. Her cries only spurred him on,
making him as crazy as he was determined to make her.

Her breathless little laugh when she came did things to his chest that he
didn’t know how to deal with.

Becka tugged on his shoulders. “Come here.”

He crawled up her body, but she was already turning, going up on her
hands and knees. The picture she presented, the muscles lining her spine



drawing his gaze down to her biteable ass... “Fuck, minx. The things you do
to me.” He nudged her legs wider and guided his cock into her. Becka
immediately dropped her chest to the mattress, the new angle drawing a
curse from his lips. She didn’t just feel good. She felt like fucking heaven.
He smoothed a hand up her spine and braced it against the mattress next to
her head.

And then he started to move.

It had been fast and hard in the bathroom, but Aaron was determined to
hold himself in check this time. He noted every catch of her breath, every
moan, every time she pushed back to take him deeper. He gave her
everything, focusing everything he had on coaxing another of those
addicting giggles from her lips.

Lightning shot down his spine, but he fought it back, fought to hold out
as long as he could. “Touch yourself. You promised to come around my
cock. I want to feel it again.”

She snaked a hand under her stomach. He knew the exact moment her
fingers made contact with her clit. She gasped and clenched around him,
and it was everything he could do not to release then and there. So good.
There were so many things wrong with this situation, but ¢4is wasn’t one of
them. Every move she made was perfection, her body flowing in direct
counterpoint with his, heightening his pleasure until he could barely breathe
past it.

He wanted this to last forever.

He was afraid it might kill him if it did.

Aaron clenched her hips tighter and drove into her harder. She met him
stroke for stroke, and then her entire body went tight and tense and that
goddamn giggle slipped free. I could spend the rest of my life pursuing that
fucking sound. He’d thought it before, but it never seemed realer than in this
moment. His strokes became more frenzied, the need to imprint himself
over every part of her taking him to the edge and beyond. Aaron cursed as
he came, the pleasure going on and on until he slumped onto the bed next to
her.

“Feel better?” Becka rolled to face him. Her hair was tangled on one side,
and she had a sleepy smile on her face. The fact she was in Ais bed didn’t
escape him in the least. It could be like this if we got out of each other s way
long enough to give it a chance. That was the problem, though. He didn’t



know if it was possible to create a lasting peace. He didn’t know nearly
enough about a lot of things when it came to Becka.

Belatedly, he realized she’d asked him a question. He propped his head
on his hand. “What?”

Some of the sleepiness disappeared from her eyes. “Did the sex distract
you from your worrying long enough to make you feel better?”

Was that all this was? No. He couldn’t believe that. He wouldn t. Aaron
reached out and tucked a strand of her brilliant blue hair behind her ear. “I
could think of worse ways to relax.”

“Me, too.” She closed her eyes, almost seeming to lean into his touch.
“God, I would kill for some pancakes right now.”

“Pancakes,” he repeated. He glanced at the clock. “It’s after ten.”

“I know. I shouldn’t.”

This was his chance to extend their connection past a couple of shared
orgasms. He forced himself to drop his hand, to not cage her in even that
tiny way. “I think I have the stuff to put together some if you’re in the
mood.”

Becka opened her eyes. “Are you serious?”

“As a heart attack.” Unable to help himself, he leaned down and pressed
a quick kiss to her lips. “I wouldn’t tease a pregnant woman about food.”

He regretted the words as soon as they were out of his mouth.

She shut down. He could actually see her walls coming back up to keep
him out, her posture becoming more guarded, her gaze resting on the sheets
instead of on him, her lips pressed together as if she attempted to keep sharp
words inside. This was it. She’d tell him to get the fuck away from her, and
what little ground he’d gained would be lost.

But Becka finally sighed. “Pancakes really do sound good.”

“Say no more.” He knew better than to push her now, not after his idiotic
misstep. As Aaron climbed out of bed and headed into his closet for a pair
of pants, he allowed himself a kernel of hope. Even with everything stacked
against them, he now had two avenues to make headway with Becka—food
and sex.

He could work with that.
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BECKA COULDN’T STOP looking at Aaron. He was shirtless in the
kitchen, making pancakes for her, and she’d never seen a more beautiful
man. The muscles of his back flexed as he moved, and she clenched her
thighs together despite the several outstanding orgasms he’d just delivered.
The whole thing was so...domestic.

The only time she’d lived with anyone was roommates back in college.
They were always too noisy, too messy and too in evidence everywhere she
looked.

Becka didn’t mind noise—her spin classes were so loud with their
pumping music that some people wore earplugs. Having the bass thrum
through her body as she shouted and directed and got everyone moving for
the workout of their life was her happy place.

She didn’t even mind people. Not really. Being a personal trainer was a
different kind of happy, working with people who wanted to get healthy or
accomplish some specific goal. She loved watching them put in the work
and being their own personal drill sergeant and cheerleader, all wrapped
into one. And the look on their face when they realized the moment their
hard work had paid off and that they’d accomplished what they’d set out to
do? Priceless.

But when she was done with work for the day, she wanted to come home
and just...be.

Roommates normally made that impossible.

Aaron as a roommate should have made it doubly so.

She twisted on the bar stool to look over the apartment. It was a study in
minimalism—a place for everything and everything in its place. There
wasn’t a speck of dust on the entertainment center that framed the massive
TV, and the leather couch and twin chairs on either side of it didn’t have
any wear and tear or so much as a scrape on them. The kitchen was equally
freakishly clean. If he wasn’t cooking in it right this second, she would have
suspected that he didn t cook by how clean the countertops were. The man
obviously didn’t believe in clutter.

Which was a relief, but at the same time, Aaron being a control freak was
stamped over every inch of this place. This was a man who didn’t like



messes, and their situation was the very definition of a mess.

As if sensing her thoughts, he flipped the pancakes and turned to lean
against the gray marble countertop. “I think it’s long past time for us to
talk.”

She couldn’t keep dodging him. It was freaking exhausting, and if Becka
actually planned to reduce Aaron’s position in the baby’s life to sperm
donor, she never should have moved in with him in the first place. She
wrapped both hands around her orange juice and stared hard at the swirl in
the marble that looked like Abraham Lincoln’s beard. “You are going to be
in the baby’s life. I’'m living in your penthouse. Don’t you think that’s
enough for now?” Even without looking up, she knew his expression had
turned stormy, his eyes leaning more gray than blue. She pushed her juice
away. ““You keep pushing me, and it’s stressing me out. The learning curve
on this situation is pretty rough and, this might be shocking, but I’'m
overwhelmed. You trying to micromanage everything from my bath
temperature to...”

“Drink your orange juice.”

She gave a half-hearted laugh. “Yeah, like that.”

“I’m serious.” His big hand appeared in her line of vision and nudged the
glass back into her hand. “The calcium and vitamin D are good for you.”

She closed her eyes and counted to ten. Twice.

Maybe we should just keep banging it out and stop talking, because
obviously we are not even close to being on the same page.

“Aaron—" She stopped short at the sound of his sliding a plate to her.
Becka opened her eyes to find two perfectly shaped pancakes on the plate.
She might have stopped breathing completely when he set both the smooth
and the chunky peanut butter next to the plate, each with their respective
knives. “How did you know?”

“I’d have to be extremely dense not to notice you walking around with a
spoonful of peanut butter in your mouth the few times you’ve graced me
with your presence.” He eyed the tubs of peanut butter with narrowed eyes.
“They’re both depleted from the last time I checked, so I wasn’t sure which
you’d prefer. Let me know and I’1l pick up more next time I get groceries.”

Heat spread up her chest and took residence in her cheeks. It shouldn’t
surprise her so much that he picked up on her eating habits, not when he
was obviously watching her so closely, but the thoughtfulness of the simple
gesture had her throat closing and her eyes burning. “I, ah, use both.”



Conscious of his eyes on her, she spread first the chunky onto each
pancake, and then took the other knife and covered it with smooth peanut
butter. She carefully cut the food into tiny bites instead of rolling it up like a
burrito the way she would have if she was alone. “Thank you.”

“We can make this work, minx. You just have to trust me.”

That was the one thing she couldn’t do. She did trust that he wasn’t a
total asshole, and that he showed every evidence of probably being a good
father and a decent friend. But if she let herself sink into the ease of being
with him, she was in danger of forgetting exactly how devastating her
inevitable heartbreak would be. Everything else might have changed, but
that hadn’t.

If anything, her reasons for not tumbling head over heels for Aaron had
just multiplied. This wasn’t some guy she could avoid after things fell apart.

He was the father of her future child.

She couldn’t just keep shutting him out, though. He was right about that.
There had to be some kind of compromise that got them through this with
the least amount of strife. That compromise probably doesn t include
amazing sex and screaming his name. Way to muddy the waters. She
silenced the snide little voice inside her. There would be plenty of time for
self-recrimination on her seventh run to the bathroom in the middle of the
night.

She finished her pancakes and sat back. “Did you want kids? [ mean, if
life played out according to your perfect plan.”

“What makes you think I have a perfect plan?”

Becka rolled her eyes. “I pay attention, that’s what. I think you’re even
more type-A than Allie and Lucy—combined. That’s saying something.”

He made a face. “Guilty as charged. Though I only ever really had a plan
for my professional life. I’ve known I wanted to work in cybersecurity since
I was 1n high school, and it only took my first internship in college to
solidify that I wanted to work for myself and own my own business. That
goal kept me busy enough that the personal stuff was always being pushed
to the back burner. And the last time I agreed to a date, my prospective date
ran off with the matchmaker.”

His date, her sister.

It hurt to think about, but he and Lucy might have fit. They were both
ambitious and driven and more than a little pretty. Lucy and Gideon were
perfectly matched, of course, but that didn’t change the fact that Gideon had



thought Aaron was a good match for Lucy when he compiled his list of
bachelors. That was back when Lucy had hired the headhunter to find her a
husband—a position Gideon ended up filling in the end.

Becka couldn’t be more different from her sister if she’d tried. She was
driven, sure, but her dreams had never been to make partner in some law
firm or to own her own business. All she wanted to do was live her life to
the fullest, to do what she loved and make enough money to pay her bills
and travel to places she’d never been before.

Hard to travel with a baby.

She took a hasty drink of her orange juice, aware of how closely Aaron
watched her. “That’s nice.”

“Uh-huh. To answer your question—yeah, I want kids. I always have.
My sisters might have been aggravating to grow up with, but we’re pretty
close now, and there’s something comforting about the chaos of a home
filled with a family.”

She wouldn’t know anything about that. Becka’s parents had divorced
early on, and her mother had always been more concerned with Zer agenda
than with her daughters. When Becka was bullied, it wasn’t her mother she
ran to. It was Lucy. Her sister had started filling that parental role from an
early age, and she’d never quite stopped.

She still remembered the moment when she realized she was more like
her mother than she’d ever be like her sister. Becka was fourteen and had
been going on about some drama that she didn’t even recall now, years
later, and thirty minutes into her bitchfest she’d realized that Lucy was
upset—had been upset through the entire conversation while Becka went on
and on about her petty problem.

It turned out, Lucy hadn’t gotten into the school she’d pinned her hopes
and dreams on and was crushed.

And Becka hadn’t even noticed.

She’d promised herself right then and there that she wouldn’t walk their
mother’s path. She wouldn’t keep being a burden on her sister the same way
their mother was. She’d be independent and strong and take care of her own
problems.

A promise she’d mostly kept over the years. Sure, Becka developed a
wild streak in college that never quite went away, and she knew her sister
worried sometimes about her resistance to the idea of settling down, but
those were small sins compared to the kind they’d grown up witnessing.



At least... they had been small sins.

Until now.

She shook her head, suddenly aware that Aaron was looking at her like
he expected some kind of answer. “I’m sorry, I missed what you just said.”

“I asked you if you had ever wanted kids.”

She pushed to her feet. “No. I never wanted kids.”
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Aaron watched Becka walk away with her shoulders bowed, looking like
someone had just kicked her puppy. Things had been going well. Better
than well. They’d been going good. She’d teased him a little, the sex had
been outstanding and they’d managed to share a meal and half a
conversation.

It's possible you need to set the bar for “well” a little higher.

He wanted to chase her down, to try to talk her into telling him what put
that haunted look on her face. It was more than not wanting children. Even
as the words came out of her mouth, she looked conflicted, as if it wasn’t
quite the full truth. She wanted kids. She wouldn’t have gone forward with
the pregnancy otherwise.

Which meant there was something holding her back, some reason she
thought she shouldn t want kids.

He could call Lucy, but that meant letting her in on the fact that Becka
was pregnant, and if Becka didn’t want her sister to know yet, it wasn’t his
place to share that information. He’d threatened to, of course, but what had
been said in anger and frustration before would be a betrayal of trust now.
No, that wasn’t an option.

Not to mention, he wanted Becka to trust him enough to let him in and let
them both get to know each other. He couldn’t do that if he kept fumbling
shit so thoroughly.

Aaron weighed his options against the inherent risks that went with any
path forward. It was possible that if he left things alone and maintained the
course, she’d come to him again.

He couldn’t risk being wrong, though. The stakes were too damn high.

So he did the slightly less risky option and called his baby sister. Aaron
had always been closest to Trish, partly because she never allowed him to
take himself too seriously and partly because their age difference meant



they were never competing quite the same way he and Mary did through
their younger years.

That mattered, of course, but the reason he called her now instead of
Mary was because at twenty-four she was the closest in age to Becka—and
the closest in personality. Though Becka was all thorns and prickly edges
and Trish was both softer and sweeter, they both harbored free spirits and
avoiding being tied down. It was comfortable to be the older brother to that
kind of personality. It was significantly less so to be having a child with
someone like that.

The line rang several times before it clicked over. “Hey, Aaron. Is
everything okay?”

He glanced at the clock and cursed himself. It was almost midnight—
way too late for this to be a casual call. “Yeah, everything is okay. I just
need some advice and didn’t think to check if it was too late to call.”

“My big brother asking me for advice? You’re right, that’s not remotely
serious at all.” She laughed softly. “I’m awake, and you have me on the
phone, so stop thinking about how you’re going to make some excuse and
call me tomorrow.”

Since he’d been about to do exactly that, he gave a rueful grin. “How are
you?”

She sighed. “I’m fine. Just as fine as I was a couple weeks ago when we
talked, though I’m about to start chewing through the wall if I don’t get out
of this house soon. I love Mom and Dad, and they’re trying to be supportive
and not push me, but it’s driving all of us crazy.”

Trish had moved back home after college until she could find a job and
it...hadn’t gone particularly well. He made a sympathetic noise. “Well, I
have some news that will get you out of the doghouse as least favorite
child.”

“That sounds like trouble.” She lowered her voice. “Are you sure
everything is okay?”

“Yeah. I mean, it’s not, but it will be.” He had to believe that. He couldn’t
allow for any other outcome. Aaron had half a second to wonder if this call
was a mistake, but he had gone too far to change his mind now. “I don’t
know what I’'m doing, Trish. There’s this woman, and we connected, but
she won’t give me the time of day and...” She s going to have my child.

She laughed. “Oh, Aaron. She’s got you twisted in knots, hasn’t she? You
already tried to plan your way out of this and it blew up in your face.”



He narrowed his eyes. “How’d you know?”

“Because you’re our fearless leader. You attack every single problem the
exact way—as if you’re going into battle. Which is great, and useful, and
the reason that you’re as professionally successful as you are now.” Another
laugh. “But you can’t date like that, Aaron. I mean, you can, but if you’re
calling me, that means she’s independent and isn’t going to respond well to
that sort of thing.”

Aaron started piling plates in the sink. “Everything I do pisses her off.”

“Hmm. Have you tried listening?”

“She doesn’t want to talk.”

“Because you make it into an interrogation when you aren’t paying
attention. Figure out what she likes. Do that. See if you relaxing doesn’t
relax her a little bit.” A hesitation. “Though if she’s fighting you this hard,
maybe it’s time to write the whole thing off? Some walls aren’t worth
beating your head against.”

“This one 18.” He forced a smile into his voice. “Thanks, Trish. You
should come down to the city to visit soon.”

“Sure thing. Just as soon as I figure out the rest of my life. Love you, big
brother.”

“Love you, too.” He hung up the phone and went to work on the dishes.
His sister’s advice wasn’t necessarily groundbreaking, but she had a good
point. He’d approached this from the baby standpoint, because the baby was
the only thing they appeared to have in common.

Well, the baby and the sex.

Aaron shook his head and scrubbed harder at the pan. If he wanted to
pave the way to a future with Becka and the baby, he needed to know
Becka.

He stopped.

Was that what he wanted? Both of them? Because that was a different
scenario than simply being a father. He just had to be able to be cordial with
Becka in order to do that, and they’d both go on with their separate lives. It
was the simplest solution for a child born of a one-night stand.

And yet.

He thought about the vivid woman who’d caught his eye in the first
place, the determined one who’d faced him down time and again over the
future, and the bowed shoulders she’d worn tonight when she walked back
to her room alone. Complicated did not begin to cover Becka Baudin.



There was nothing wrong with complicated, though.

Aaron finished the dishes and dried the pan, still thinking. He just needed
to figure out what common ground they had and work from there. It was
entirely possible that they had nothing in common and this was all a lost

cause, but he wasn’t prepared to believe that. There was something there.
Aaron just needed to figure out what it was.
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AARON WAS GONE by the time Becka crawled out of bed the next
morning. She tried to tell herself that it was for the best, that she didn’t
really need to see him every single morning before they both left for their
respective jobs, but the truth was that she’d gotten used to their shared
silence as they drank their daily cup of coffee in the kitchen. He never
seemed to feel like he needed to fill the silence. It was nice.

She opened the fridge and stared. Three plates sat on the shelf at eye
level, each with a yellow sticky note attached. Peanut butter and grape
jelly. Peanut butter and strawberry jam. Peanut butter and sliced bananas.
Becka smiled, shook her head and grabbed the peanut butter and banana
sandwich. She turned to the coffeemaker and found another sticky note.
Still smiling, she read his chicken-scratch handwriting. Have dinner with
me tonight. No baby talk, promise.

“How can I resist an offer like that?”” She checked the time and typed out
a quick text promising to be home by six.

The day flew by. She had spin at nine, TRX at eleven. The first two
classes were at Transcend.

After TRX, she got cleaned up and changed then headed to the elite gym
where she coached. Half her clients were looking for weight loss, and the
other half were hard-core training for various events. All four of her
sessions that afternoon were of the extreme variety. She normally liked to
switch up her schedule a little more—the intensity could wear on her after a
while—but today she welcomed the requirement of extra concentration.

Anything to keep her from watching the clock and counting down the
hours until dinner tonight.

She probably shouldn’t have agreed to go. It wouldn’t end well, and the
whole point of this exercise was to create a stable foundation between her
and Aaron so that the baby wouldn’t suffer. Dates were not part of the
equation.

Still, she didn’t linger at the gym like she usually did after work. Becka
took a cab back to Aaron’s apartment and, after arguing with herself for a
solid five minutes, jumped in the shower and started her beautifying
process. She didn’t have to pull out all the stops for dinner—it would look



weird if she did—but that didn’t mean she had to go in fitness wear and
without makeup.

Compromise. Jeans. Nice shirt. Decent makeup but not over the top.
Blow out your hair.

She wasn’t overthinking this. She was just being reasonable.

I'm totally overthinking this.

Despite being out of practice, she was nearly ready well before the time
Aaron had given her, but she ran into a problem when she pulled on her
jeans.

They wouldn’t button.

Becka stared down at the offending button and the gap between it. She
knew she’d been putting on weight—that happened in a pregnancy—but
she’d mostly stuck to leggings and workout pants, so she hadn’t put too
much thought into what that meant for her wardrobe. “No jeans for me,
apparently.” She wiggled out of them and considered her options. It was
early enough in the fall that New York hadn’t gotten totally frigid, so a dress
would have to do—preferably something stretchy.

Except she hadn’t packed any dresses, because why would she? The only
thing she’d needed when she was bullied into agreeing to these living
arrangements were her workout clothes and...that was it. She sat on her bed
and dropped her head into her hands. This is not something to get emotional
about. They 're just clothes. You can run back to your apartment and...

But there wasn’t time.

She pressed her lips together. Hard. She was overreacting, turning this
into something bigger than it should be. Yes, she wanted to dress nice for
whatever this date entailed, but there were workarounds that didn’t involve
dresses or trying to jury-rig her jeans into place. Becka took a steadying
breath and went through her clothes again, more slowly this time. She
finally settled on a pair of black leggings and a lightweight tunic-length
sweater in her favorite color of pink. It was a little more laid-back than she
would have preferred, but it would work.

She’d just pulled the sweater over her head and smoothed it down her
hips when the front door opened and Aaron called out. “I’m late, I know,
I’m sorry. Give me fifteen minutes and we can go.” Footsteps sounded past
her door, and a few seconds later his shower started.

It was all too easy to picture Aaron in the shower, tilting his head back
beneath the spray, letting the water sluice down his body. Becka mentally




traced the path the droplets would take. Down his chest, over his cut abs, to
his cock...

Down, girl.

Exactly fifteen minutes later, Aaron walked out of his bedroom in a pair
of slacks and a button-down that looked indistinguishable from what he
wore to work every day. He took one look at her and frowned. “More low-
key date, then.”

She didn’t really want to admit that she couldn’t fit into her pants
anymore. It wasn’t that she thought Aaron would be an asshole about it—
actually, the opposite—but knowing what little she did about him, he’d do
something like drag her out shopping for clothes she couldn’t afford. And
then insist on paying for said clothes, which was a nice gesture, but she
couldn’t take a wardrobe in addition to everything else he was providing
and... Becka studied her thick gray wool socks. “Ah—"

“Say no more.” He walked back into his room and reappeared a few
minutes later in a pair of dark jeans that hugged his thighs and a cable-knit
sweater. When Aaron caught her looking, he ran his hands over the deep
green wool. “My mother is a knitter, so for every Christmas, we all get
sweaters.” He made a face. “I don’t wear mine often, though. Mostly when
I go home to visit during the winter months.”

His mother loved her children so much, she spent hours upon hours
knitting them sweaters. It took Becka two tries to speak. “That’s really,
really nice.” She studied the fit of the sweater—perfect—and how the
coloring complemented Aaron’s features perfectly. “Green is your favorite
color, 1sn’t 1t?”

“Guilty as charged.” He chuckled. “Though she tends to lean more
toward grays, since they’re staple pieces, according to her.”

“She’s right.” The amount of thought and love that went into that gift
blew Becka way. She knew good parents existed. Of course they did. They
weren’t magical unicorns that subsisted on mere myth. But she’d never had
cause to come across them. Growing up, most of her friends’ parents were
divorced, and there was an aura of benign neglect that everyone just sort of
dealt with. No harm, no foul. There were always kids in her groups of
friends that did have the happy life everyone was told to want, with loving
parents who didn’t forget birthdays and showed up for every extracurricular
activity and always had dinner on the table around the same time every



night. It just hurt too much to spend time in those households and have her
face rubbed in everything she was missing.

She’d had Lucy, though, and Becka thanked her lucky stars every single
damn day for that. Who knew where she would have ended up without her
strong older sister plotting their course? Their parents being flakes never
seemed to affect Lucy. She just adapted and moved on, never letting their
dropping the ball get in the way of her goals and aspirations. It wasn’t that
she didn’t care, she just managed her expectations, and after a while, the
disappointment and rejection lost its sting.

Becka had never quite mastered that trick.

“Minx, what’s wrong? What did I say?”

She shook her head and swallowed past the burning in her throat. “It’s
nothing. I’m just really glad the baby will have awesome grandparents like
your parents.”

He narrowed his eyes but seemed to reconsider pressing her for more
information. Aaron’s smile was only the slightest bit strained. “What sounds
good for dinner?”

“Taco truck tacos.”

Now he was really looking at her like she’d grown a second head. “You
know, from what I read, pregnancy is supposed to create strange cravings
but peanut butter and taco truck tacos...” He shook his head and offered his
arm. “I wouldn’t dream of standing between you and your desired food.”

“Smart man.” She gingerly placed her hand in the crook of his elbow,
feeling a little ridiculous, but then they were moving and there was no more
time for second-guessing. As they stepped out onto the sidewalk, Becka
inhaled the crisp autumn air and sighed. “I love this city.”

“Are you originally from here?” Aaron studied the street and turned them
left.

“Sort of. We were born down in Pennsylvania, but Lucy and I both grew
up here. Not in this part of town, obviously, but in the city.” It felt good to
stretch her legs, good to walk next to Aaron and talk as if the future wasn’t
hanging in the balance.

Pretend there isn't a pregnancy. Pretend this is a real first date that might
have happened if you hadn t run scared.

It sounded good in theory, but Becka didn’t make a habit of dating.
Dating led to expectations and demands and compromises—usually
involving her. And that was if she even bothered to get past the lackluster



text conversations and unsolicited dick pics to actually go on a date in the
first place.

No, things were easier when everyone’s boundaries were clearly defined,
and she avoided anyone who might tempt her into changing her internal
rules when it came to romance and love.

Until now.

There was no avoiding this.

They dodged a power-walking man on his phone, and she continued. “I
know the American dream is supposed to be to raise your kid in a small
town with some random field in the distance and a whole lot in the way of
overalls, but I think it’s bullshit. This city has a culture and life all its own,
and I wouldn’t be the person I am today if [ hadn’t spent my formative
years here.” It struck her that their child would be raised in the city. She
pressed her hand to her stomach, staggered by the thought. “I sound
preachy, don’t [?”

“I’d say passionate.” He smiled. “And small-town living isn’t for
everyone. [ might have grown up in one, but I happen to agree with you
when it comes to the city.”

They walked for several more blocks while Becka chewed on that. She
both wanted to know more about Aaron’s past and didn’t. This is dumb.
Being jealous that he grew up in an unbroken home is the height of
stupidity. She took a deep breath. “Tell me something no one knows about
you.”

“I watch poker tournaments on TV.”

She shot him a look. “You’re joking. That’s like saying you watch
NASCAR or golf.”

“I know.” He pressed his free hand to his chest. “It’s my deepest, darkest
secret. [ can’t get enough of that shit. Playing the odds and being able to see
the entire table’s hand at once is addicting. Even while I’'m telling myself
should turn it off, I get sucked in and can watch for hours.”

Becka could see it. His mind obviously ran analytical, and there were few
games more analytical than poker. She frowned. “Why not blackjack?”

“Blackjack, you’re playing the odds. Poker, you’re playing the rest of the
table. It’s a combination of playing the odds and reading the people you’re
playing against that I love.”

“Remind me never to play strip poker with you,” she muttered.



His slow smile made her stomach flip. “Didn’t I tell you? That’s what
we’re doing after dinner.”

E

Aaron meant the words to be a joke. He wanted to get to know Becka better,
and though there were certain things playing poker with her would tell him,
strip poker was sure to short-circuit his brain the same as every time they
got naked together. But she licked her lips and flashed a grin and suddenly
he was looking at the woman he met three months ago instead of the cagey
one who’d been living with him for the last week.

Not wanting her to switch back—which always seemed to happen when
she let herself think too hard—he tugged her closer and slipped his arm
around her waist. “Okay, you convinced me. Strip poker is on the table.”

She laughed. “It was never on the table, though that was an excellent try.
Very nice line. You get a B minus.”

“B minus!” He turned them around the corner down in the direction of a
taco truck he knew of. “My delivery was spot-on.”

“Mmm, yes.” She leaned into him as the wind kicked up. “But you
should have saved it until after dinner, once you had me back at your place
and were plying me with drinks.”

“Sounds underhanded.”

“Only if I wasn’t planning on getting naked with you already.” She tilted
her head back to look at him, her lashes seeming impossibly long against
the blue of her eyes. “If I let you ply me with drinks, it’s already a done
deal.”

“I’11 keep that in mind.” He stomped down on his body’s reaction to her
words and her nearness. It might be sexy as hell to press her against the
nearest wall and go for a repeat of their first kiss, but that wasn’t the goal. It
couldn t be the goal. “What did you want to be when you grew up?”

“Travel agent.” She made a face. “Right up until I realized most travel
agents don’t actually travel that much. There’s nothing quite as agonizing as
planning someone else’s trip over and over again while stuck in a crappy
office surrounded by four beige walls.”

He was inclined to agree, though the travel bug had never bitten Aaron.
“You were just down in the Caribbean not too long ago, right?”



She missed a step and shot him a look. “Right. I forgot. You and Roman
are friends.” If anything, her expression became more agonized. “Allie’s
going to want a double date before too long—mark my words. And once
she decides on something, no one in their right mind gets in her way.”

A double date didn’t sound like the hell she seemed to consider it, but he
chose to keep that opinion to himself. “She’s good for Roman. He’s been
more relaxed since they started dating than I’ve ever seen him.”

“Regular sex will do that to a man,” she muttered.

“And to a woman.”

She chose not to comment on that, which was just as well. They reached
the taco truck and got in line behind a mother and her two kids. Because
they were standing so close, Aaron could feel the tension bleeding back into
Becka’s body until she stood rigid against him. He studied her, trying to
figure out what the issue was. The mother? The woman was in her
midtwenties, and though she looked tired, she was handling herself well and
both her young children were relatively well behaved. They collected their
tacos and disappeared down the street, leaving Becka staring after them.

He bided his time, waiting until they’d ordered, collected their food and
eaten it at one of the benches not too far from the truck. Only when she
crumpled her paper napkin did he sit back and say, “What was it about her
that bothered you so much?”

She gave him the courtesy of not pretending she didn’t know what he
meant. “I don’t know if you guessed it, but my family life was hardly idyllic
growing up. Lucy was the bright spot, of course. She still is. But my parents
were a hot mess from day one, and they only seemed to get worse over
time. My mom never would have done something as simple as that.” She
waved her hand in the direction the mother had gone. “That’s sad, right? I’d
more or less made my peace with it, but the whole impending-motherhood
thing has the ghosts of my past banging on my closet door again.” She
shook her head. “Sorry. I’'m a mess.”

“No apologies necessary.” He took her hand and laced his fingers with
hers. “Were they...”

“Abusive? No, nothing like that.” She stared at the people walking past,
but she didn’t take her hand from his. “They were just selfish assholes who
were more wrapped up in themselves and their petty dramas than they could
ever be in their children. I don’t think they ever planned on staying together,
but Lucy was an oops baby and the only thing to do at the time was get



married. I don’t think my mom ever even wanted kids, but one thing led to
another and then she had two.”

Not too difficult to read between the lines. Benign neglect was one thing,
but it sounded as if Becka had been reminded on a near constant basis that
she wasn’t wanted, that perhaps her parents’ lives would be so much better
if she wasn’t in them. He didn’t tell her he was sorry, didn’t offer her
sympathy she might mistake for pity. “I’m glad you had Lucy.”

“Me, too.” She finally looked at him. “She was always there. For nearly
every game, for every important event. Even after she went to college, she
was never too far or too busy to be there for me. I don’t deserve her.”

“She loves you.” For most people, it was as simple as that. They loved
someone, they showed up. At least Becka had that influence in her life,
even if the people who should have been there for her above all
others...weren’t. He hesitated, but finally asked, “Have you told her yet?”

She opened her mouth as if she was going to say something, but seemed
to change her mind and shook her head. “I’m getting kind of cold. Mind if
we go back now?”

The opportunity slipped through his fingers like water. He couldn’t force
her to open up to him. The fact she’d told him even as much as she had was
a small miracle. It was progress, which was a positive sign. Though it might
not be enough, it was a start.

Aaron could be a patient hunter when the situation called for it and the
stakes were high enough.

With Becka, they’d never been higher.
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BECKA WAS ON edge the entire trip back to the penthouse. She kept
waiting for Aaron’s tension to translate to more questions or pressing her
for further information, but he just walked next to her with his arm around
her. He respected her emotional retreat, if not a physical one.

They walked through the front door and she had to smother her first
instinct, which was to flee to her bedroom and barricade herself inside.
Even if they’d danced on some of her buttons during their short walk, on
the whole it’d been pleasant. More than pleasant. She liked walking down
New York City’s streets with Aaron’s arm wrapped around her waist and the
warmth of his body soaking through her sweater. She liked teasing him
about his intentions. God, she even liked the reserved way he’d watched her
when she spoke about her parents, as if he knew exactly how hard it was for
her to confess even those small details and he didn’t want to do anything to
spook her.

Damn it, I like him.

And because her emotions hamstrung her retreat, she said, “You
promised to ply me with drinks.” When he opened his mouth, no doubt to
quote some statistic about pregnant women and alcohol, she cut in, “T’ll
take cranberry juice.”

“Cranberry juice,” he repeated, as if he wasn’t sure he’d heard her right.

“Yep. I picked some up yesterday. It’s in the back of the fridge.”

“I see.” He guided her to the bar stool with his hand on the small of her
back. She could feel the tiny touch even through her sweater, and it was
everything she could do not to arch into his hand like a cat begging for
strokes. Aaron pulled out two wineglasses, retrieved the container of
cranberry juice, and poured some into both. “You know I can provide
whatever you need, minx. You only have to ask.”

She pressed her lips together to keep from snapping back. As a result, she
sounded only mildly irritated when she said, “It’s cranberry juice, not a
college fund. It sounded good, so I got some on the way home. Simple as
that.”

“Home.”

She opened her mouth, reconsidered and shut it.



Aaron nodded as if she’d spoken. “I’ll try to relax. I just have more than
enough money, and it’s silly for you to spend your limited funds when I can
take care of it.” He held up a hand. “That came out wrong.”

Do not yell at him. He's trying to be helpful.

High-handed.

Overbearing.

But helpful.

She hissed out a breath. “Aaron, this isn’t going to work if you keep
reminding me of our unequal roles financially. I’ve been living here a week.
Believe me, I know you make a whole hell of a lot more money than I do.
You don’t have to whip out your wallet for every little thing to prove it.” He
narrowed his eyes, but she kept talking, determined not to ruin their
evening. “And you know you don’t have to skip alcohol on my account. I’'m
the only one required to be depressingly sober for the next however long.
No reason for both of us to suffer.”

“It’s hardly suffering.” He nudged her glass across the counter to her.

If she squinted just right, she might be able to pretend it was wine. Not
that Becka wanted to drink. The thought of the scent of wine was enough to
have her wrinkling her nose in distaste. Safe to say she wasn’t going to be
one of those pregnant ladies who indulged in a glass or two from time to
time. That said, it would have been nice to have the option. She took a drink
of her cranberry juice instead. “So, about that strip poker.”

Aaron choked. “I was joking.”

“I know. But it sounds fun, and if we can’t drink together and make bad
life choices, we might as well go ahead with the bad life choices anyway.”

“You have a strange way of looking at things.”

Didn’t she know it? “Strange, but compelling.” She pushed to her feet
and padded over to the coffee table. “Come on. I know you have cards
around here somewhere.” Becka sank cross-legged onto the floor next to
the table and set her wineglass on a coaster. Knowing Aaron, the piece was
probably painfully expensive, and she wasn’t going to be the one to ruin it.

The baby won 't know better, though. Babies destroy shit. Its in their
genetic makeup, I'm pretty sure.

She pushed the thought away. No use working so damn hard not to ruin
tonight if she was going to let herself do it despite everything. She looked
up just as Aaron came back into the room, cards in hand. He sat on the other
side of the table and raised his brows. “You sure?”



“You say that like I’'m going to lose and you’re trying to give me a
gracious exit.”

He laughed, the deep sound doing funny things to her stomach...and
lower. The twinkle in his blue eyes didn’t help her control any, either. “Aw,
minx, you’re cute when you’re in denial.”

“Denial?” She sank as much fake outrage into the word as she could.

“Denial,” he repeated. “You’re going to be naked and coming on my
mouth inside of five hands.”

Her jaw dropped even as she shifted to her knees and pressed her thighs
together. As if that would be enough to stop the need his words suddenly
had pulsing through her body. “Pride goeth before the fall, mister.”

“And sometimes the pride is just reality.” He was still smiling, the heat in
his eyes barely banked as he dealt out two cards to each of them. “I’'m
assuming Texas Hold’em works for you.”

“My favorite.” She studied her cards—a king and an ace—and laid them
facedown on the table. “You know, if you’re trying to punish me for losing,
saying I’m going to be coming on your mouth is hardly the way to go about
it.”

He leaned forward and propped his elbows on the coffee table. “It’s not
about you losing.”

“Actually—"

“It’s about me winning.” He stared at her mouth and then lifted his gaze
almost reluctantly. “You naked on my couch, your thighs spread wide, and
feeling you come while I suck on that pretty little clit of yours? That’s
winning for me, minx. No question about it.”

She couldn’t quite draw a full breath. “Sounds like I’'m still getting the
better end of the bargain.”

“Maybe.” He shrugged. “But you still lose at cards.”

And that was something she’d never willingly do. Becka forced herself to
inhale and straighten. “In that case, when you lose—yes, I said when, not if
—then you 're going to be naked and you re going to be coming in my
mouth.” The shocked look on his face was almost as good as actually
winning would be. She pasted an innocent expression on her face. “Sorry, 1s
there a problem?”

Aaron cleared his throat. “No problem.” He nodded at her cards. “You
ready?”



“I was born ready, baby.” She laughed, her stress falling away for the first
time in months. Right now, in this moment, nothing outside the two of them
and this game of cards mattered. She could stress about the future and she
and Aaron could go back to warily circling each other in the morning.
Tonight, she was going to enjoy herself.

And she was going to enjoy the fuck out of Aaron, too.

d ook

Aaron was losing. He didn’t know how Becka was pulling it off, but he was
down to his boxer briefs and cursing himself for not throwing on an extra
layer of clothing before their date. She wore her bra and her leggings and
nothing else, but she had a look in her eye for this hand that he didn’t like.

As if she knew she already had the win in the bag.

He flipped over the final card and bit back a curse. His two pair was
good, but he didn’t think it would be good enough. Sure as shit, Becka gave
him the most wicked grin and set her cards down faceup. “Full house.”

“Fuck,” he breathed.

“I plan on it.” She pointed at his hips. “Oft.” And then the little minx
licked her lips like she could already taste his cock. She rose to her feet, her
gaze never straying from him as Aaron slid his last item of clothing off. He
sat back on the sofa and let her look her fill, forcing himself to hold
perfectly still as she rounded the coffee table and knelt between his thighs.
Becka gripped his cock and gave him a teasing stroke. “It’s not right that a
gorgeous man like you is just as gorgeous here, too.” Her tongue darted out
and flicked the underside of his cock. “Then again, ’'m not about to
complain.” She shot him a look. “Keep your eyes open. | want you to watch
me.”

No way in hell would he risk missing a moment of this. Aaron gripped
the couch cushions as she slid his cock between her pretty red-painted lips
and sucked him deep. She released him slowly as if savoring his taste and
then smiled. “You’re right. This is what winning feels like.” Before he
could digest that statement, she took him deep into her mouth and throat
until her lips met his base. He kept perfectly still, letting her hold the reins,
and she rewarded him for his restraint with the best fucking blow job of his
life. She teased him, sucking hard and then backing off until it was
everything he could do not to curse.



Finally, Becka raised her head. “Aaron?”

“Mm-hmm?”

“I have a tiny, itty-bitty request.”

Considering the way she put it, he didn’t know whether to be worried or
so turned on he couldn’t think straight. “Yeah?”

She ran a single finger the length of his cock. “I love teasing you, but
what I really want right now is for you to stop holding back and fuck my
mouth the way you’re obviously dying to.” Her smile had his heart skipping
a beat. “I can take it. Promise.”

He shouldn’t say yes. Their first time might have been rough and
deliriously good as a result, but things were different now.

Weren’t they?

The answer was written across her face. Becka sat back on her heels and
reached around to unsnap her bra. She slid it off and tossed it aside. “I won.
Remember?”” She wrapped her hand around his cock again. “This is mine
until you come in my mouth. Unless you’re going back on the bet.”

“Not on your life.” He pushed to his feet and shifted until he could stand
in front of her. Seeing her on her knees, staring up at him with that
expression in her eyes... He laced his fingers through her hair on either side
of her face, pulling it back so he had a clear view and holding her tightly so
he had control.

Her eyes slid half-shut. “That’s it. That’s exactly it.” She licked the head
of his cock, her gaze on his as she sucked him back into her mouth. It had
been hot before. Now it was scorching. Heaven was the sight of Becka’s red
lips around his cock, a challenge in her blue eyes, daring him to do exactly
what she’d commanded. 7o fuck her mouth.

He thrust lightly, testing her. But there was no panic on her face, just an
eagerness as she took him deeper without effort. As if she loved this as
much as he did.

Keeping a tight leash on himself, Aaron started to move. He held her
head in place as he picked up his pace until she could only relax and take it.
The moment she gave herself over to him completely, his knees threatened
to buckle. Becka’s surrender was temporary, and he wouldn’t have it any
other way, but it was a gift all the same. It was more a gift because of its
fleeting nature.

Her eyes flicked open as if she heard his thoughts, and when they met
his, it was too much. He orgasmed with her name on his tongue and, God



help him, she drank down every drop of him.

Aaron carefully stepped back and urged her to her feet. “Come to bed
with me.”

Becka blinked. “What?”

He was rushing, and he didn’t give a fuck. They weren’t going to leave
tonight half-finished, and he wanted her in his bed. Beneath him, over him
and later...sleeping next to him.

He wanted it all.

He couldn’t tell her as much right now. Even with desire smoothing the
stress and worry from her expression, she would panic if he pushed too
hard. Damn it, think. Aaron kissed her hard, stroking her tongue with his
until she swayed against him. “You won, minx. You got your reward. Now
come to bed and let me take my consolation prize.”

She smiled against his lips. “Sounds like sketchy reasoning.”

“Skillful negotiation.” Before she could think of an argument around
that, he scooped her into his arms and started for the bedroom.

Becka relaxed against him with a soft laugh. “Okay, I’ll bite—what does
your consolation prize entail?”

“Because you asked so nicely, I’'m inclined to share.” He nudged his
bedroom door open and kicked it shut behind him. “I’m going to lay you
down on my bed and spend some time enjoying your body. First with my
hands. Then with my mouth. And finally with my cock.”

This time her laugh bounced through the entire room. “Greedy.”

“Mmm, well, ’'m feeling generous, so if there’s something you’d like to
add in along the way, I think we can make it happen.”

She looped her arms around his neck and grinned up at him. “Did I say
greedy? I meant so, so generous.” Her lightly mocking words didn’t detract
from the happiness lurking in her eyes.

Happiness he’d helped put there.

This isn t forever. This is just a reprieve in the midst of a storm.

He didn’t care. He’d take it.

Aaron laid her on the bed and nudged her back until he could kneel
between her thighs. The picture she painted, from her wild blue hair to her
smirking lips to her rocking body... It just flat out did it for him. She just flat
out did 1t for him. He traced the rose tattoo just inside her hipbone. “Why
this?”



“A reminder.” She didn’t say more, but she didn’t have to. He
understood. Roses were gorgeous flowers, but their thorns were legendary.
Kind of like Becka.

He pulled off her pants and underwear and tossed them aside, leaving her
gloriously naked before him. “Where did you learn to play poker?” He
cupped her pussy, spearing two fingers into her. “You’re good.”

“Bitter you lost?” She arched her back and dug her heels into the bed,
trying to drive his fingers deeper, but he used his free hand to pin her hips
into place. Becka fisted the sheets above her head and cursed. “I learned to
play free-roll poker in high school. It’s how [ made extra money after I
graduated.”

He could see it. All she’d have to do was smile and giggle a little and
men would be falling over themselves to “teach” her how to play. Then
she’d clean up and walk away while they were still wondering what the hell
had happened. “Tricky.”

“Tactical. Thought you’d approve.”

He twisted his wrist and teased her clit with his thumb. “I do. I’'m going
to demand a rematch, though.”

Becka writhed in his grip. She grabbed his wrists and met his gaze. “Stop
teasing me and let me come, Aaron. I’ve been aching for it ever since I had
your cock in my mouth.” She smiled slowly, as if she knew exactly where
his thoughts had gone—to seeing himself disappear between those bright
lips. She affected a pleading look. “Please.”

“Since you asked so nicely.” He moved, dragging her around until he
leaned against the headboard and Becka was sprawled between his legs, her
head at his feet. Aaron lifted her hips so he could play with her at his
leisure. The blow job had barely taken the edge off for him, and the entire
night stretched out before them. A promise of as much pleasure as she could
handle and more. He parted her and traced her opening with a single finger,
not penetrating her. Teasing.

“Aaron.”

“That’s right, minx. You keep saying my name like that and I might
consider giving you my cock again before the end of the night.”
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BECKA’S ENTIRE EXISTENCE narrowed down to Aaron’s fingers
between her thighs. He teased her, doling out pleasure in waves and then
drawing her back from the edge at the last possible second. She held out for
longer than she could have thought possible, but then the words came.
“Please, Aaron, please let me come. I need you, just please, please, please.”

“There it 1s.” He growled and withdrew his hands.

She barely had the space of a breath to whimper in protest when he
wedged his hands beneath her ass and lifted her to his mouth. This time, he
didn’t mess around. After a thorough kiss that curled her toes so hard they
cramped, he sucked her clit into his mouth and worked her ruthlessly. She
dug her nails into her palms as she came, his name on her lips in a cry that
seemed to shake the walls.

At least, it shook the walls surrounding her heart.

Aaron didn’t give her a chance to recover. He set her back on the bed and
then he was inside her, stretching her, filling her. The slow slide of his cock
and the delicious friction it caused brought her back to herself heartbeat by
heartbeat, and she became aware of his murmuring in her ear. “Beautiful
minx. You’re so fucking perfect and it makes me so damn crazy I can’t
think past my need for you.” He kissed her shoulder, her neck, her jaw and
then claimed her mouth.

His need called hers to the fore, and she locked her ankles at the small of
his back and laced her fingers through his hair, rising up to meet him even
as she met his tongue stroke for stroke. I can t think past my need for you,
either. It scares the shit out of me, and I dont know what to do with that. He
ate the words before she had a chance to give them voice, which was just as
well.

She wished she could blame the sex or orgasms for the way her inner
compass had failed her so spectacularly, but neither of them were the
problem.

It was all Becka.

Aaron hooked a hand beneath one of her thighs and hitched it higher,
allowing him deeper. The contact tore a cry from her lips, and the building
pleasure reached a crescendo she couldn’t have fought off if she tried. She



clung to him as his strokes became less measured and he followed her over
the edge, kissing her as if his next breath lay in her lungs.

Afterward, they lay tangled together, their jagged breathing a perfect
match. Becka raised a shaking hand and pushed her hair back. “If that’s the
consolation prize, I might consider losing at poker more often.”

“Mmm.” He kissed the sensitive spot behind her ear. “Stay with me
tonight, minx. Let me hold you.”

She should say no. Having sex was one thing, but literally sleeping
together crossed even more lines. She’d fought so hard to put boundaries in
place, and Aaron insisted on trampling over every one he found. This was
no different. If they were going to have sex, they should at least sleep in
different rooms to keep things from getting messy.

But lethargy stole through her body and she couldn’t quite keep her eyes
open. “Just tonight.”

“Sure.” He answered a little too quickly, but she didn’t have the energy to
call him on it. Aaron shifted away, and a few seconds later, he pulled the
blanket up and over them both. He tucked her against the front of his body,
and she tensed in response.

Becka didn’t cuddle. It muddied those boundaries she’d clung to so hard
up to this point. But with his warmth soaking into her body and his slow
exhales dancing across the back of her neck, she couldn’t force herself to
move. As sleep teased her, Aaron pressed his hand to her stomach just
below her belly button.

Right where the baby currently grew.

His touch was different there, almost reverent as he explored the slight
curve of her stomach that hadn’t been there three months ago. He didn’t say
anything to break the silence, and she couldn’t speak past the burning in her
throat. This isnt real. It might feel real, but we aren't a couple expecting
our first baby. We re strangers who banged once and now are trying to
figure out what the hell we re doing.

You can t afford to forget that.

It was only for tonight. Tomorrow, she could go back to keeping precious
distance between them and ensure Aaron knew that he needed to stop
blurring the lines when it came to her and the baby.

Tonight...

Tonight, she just wanted to pretend for a little while. To sink into the
feeling of him holding her, to luxuriate in what was probably the best date



of her life. After they’d gotten past the uncomfortable topics and relaxed
into being with each other, she’d had fun with Aaron. And she hadn’t had to
worry about making a clean getaway because what they had together was
already so damn complicated.

Becka closed her eyes and let herself relax. Aaron responded by cuddling
her a little closer, and she fell asleep to the even sounds of his breath,
feeling safer than she ever had before.

¥ ok ok

Aaron woke early and put together a light breakfast for Becka while he
contemplated his next step. Last night had been good—better than good—
but he wanted to take steps forward. To claim ground Becka had previously
held back from him. Since both pregnancy and her family seemed to be off-
limits, that meant he had to find a different way to connect. He flipped the
pancakes, still thinking hard.

“You’re spoiling me.”

He didn’t jump, but it was a near thing. He turned and held out his arm,
and Becka slipped under it and nestled against him. She must have noticed
his surprise, because she sighed. “Last night was really nice and I’m still
riding the nice vibes, so let’s not think about it too hard, okay?”

Considering he’d been doing exactly the opposite just now, he didn’t like
his chances. “You’re just drunk on power after your poker win.”

“And you think you’re a comedian.” She leaned forward and eyed the
pancakes. “I shouldn’t have these before my class. They’ll sit heavy on my
stomach.”

“Wrap them up in tinfoil and add the peanut butter later. It will be cold,
but still a nice protein boost after class.”

Now she really was looking at him strangely. “Thanks.” She stepped
away from him and snagged an apple off the counter.

Aaron could actually feel her retreating, and it made him crazy. “What do
you do for fun?”

“Drink.” She made a face. “Okay, that sounds bad. But happy hours are
one of my favorite things. Most bars Allie and I used to hang out in have
trivia or bingo or some kind of game while they pour half-priced drinks.
The people-watching is superb, and we’ve already established that [ have a
competitive streak.”



That, they definitely had. “Would it bother you to go for trivia night if
you can’t drink?”’

She seemed to consider that as she took a bite of apple. “I don’t know.
No? [ mean, we’d have to pick a place with good food, but that’s easy
enough to manage in this city.”

We.

The fact she casually looped him into the prospective plans warmed him
through. It was just a word, two simple letters that Aaron used every single
damn day. But from Becka’s lips, it took on a new meaning, a different
mentality, making them a unit. She might not be willing to admit as much,
but her thinking she was on this road alone had obviously shifted in the last
week.

I’'m making progress. Slowly, but surely.

He kept his body language as casual as his tone. “You free tonight?”

“Tonight?” She took another bite and chewed slowly. “I could make
tonight work.”

“Why don’t you bring an extra set of clothes and shower at the gym? I
can pick you up at...five?”

“Sure...” She grabbed her phone off the counter and backed away. “That
sounds nice. Let’s do that. 'Bye.”

Aaron watched her run from him, but there was none of the frustration
he’d grown accustomed to when it came to dealing with Becka. They’d
taken a big step last night, whether she wanted to admit it or not. If she
needed to retreat a little in response, he’d allow it.

But she wouldn’t get far if she tried to bolt for real.

He shook his head and used a spatula to move the pancakes from the pan
to a square of tinfoil he’d laid out when he started cooking. A few seconds
to cool, and then he carefully rolled them up and grabbed the mini jar of
peanut butter he’d picked up yesterday. The jar and the tinfoil wraps went
into the lunch bag he’d found in the back of his pantry. He could hear
Becka getting dressed in her room, so he poured her a cup of coffee into a
thermos. Ten to one, she was about to rush out of the penthouse without
worrying about her coffee or her lunch, and he didn’t need her going
without because he’d spooked her.

He stepped into the hallway and caught her midsneak. Her blue eyes
went wide. “I’m going to work now.”



“I see that.” He passed over the bag and the thermos, and her jaw
dropped when she took them. Aaron used a single finger to close her mouth
and pressed a quick kiss to her lips. “I’ll pick you up at five.”

“At five,” she parroted.

He stepped back so she had a clear escape path. Becka blinked at him one
last time and nearly sprinted to the front door. It slammed behind her, and
Aaron chuckled. That went well. The woman obviously had been taking
care of herself for a very long time. From what he knew of both her and
Lucy—and what she had and /adn t said—he suspected Becka went
without to ensure her big sister didn’t feel any unnecessary guilt about their
parents being shitty. He respected the hell out of that, even if he wanted to
go back in time and wrap her younger self up and protect her from the
ugliness she’d lived through.

He couldn’t fix her past. He wouldn’t even know where to start.

But if he was careful, Aaron could maneuver around her thorns to take
care of her in the future.

He cleaned up the kitchen, changed and headed out for work. Becka had
him entirely too distracted, but work with his new client went over well
enough. The client wanted an audit of their existing computer systems and a
comprehensive risk-assessment report. It was a simpler job than he
normally handled. Cameron much preferred the clients who wanted
cybersecurity set up from the ground up, but this particular job was a
referral and not one they could subcontract.

Even though it was something he could put together in his sleep, that
didn’t mean he could get away without giving it all of his attention. They
were paying him for the best, and that was what he needed to provide.

Cameron stood in the lobby, a scowl on his face, as Aaron walked
through the door. He stopped short. “What’s wrong?”’

“Kim Jones walked.” Cameron glared at the phone as if it was the sole
responsible party. “I told her that cutting corners would undermine the
integrity of our work and if she wanted a cheap option, she should have
gone with one of our half-assed competitors.” He glared harder. “She said
that’s exactly what she planned to do.”

“Fuck,” Aaron breathed. “I had her in the bag. Why the hell would you
tell her that? We’d already agreed on the package she wanted. Our job is to
give it to her—not rip her a new one because we think it’s the wrong
choice. That’s not your call to make, Cameron.”



He strode past the lobby and into his office, Cameron hot on his heels.
The man’s agitation rolled off him in waves. “I told you I can’t do this shit,
Aaron. They ask me a question and I’'m not going to pussyfoot around with
the answer. Honesty is supposed to be an asset.”

He held on to his patience through sheer force of will. “Yes, but your
brand of honesty has also driven off every single person we’ve hired to help
manage the workload. I don’t have a problem being the client-facing part of
the company, but I can’t do both. So, if we can’t find suitable admin
support, we either need to hire another tech expert or we need someone who
can work under me to consult with the clients. I don’t care which way we
go on things, but something has to give.”

“We haven’t found someone qualified to fill either of those roles.”
Cameron frowned. “I can’t even find someone qualified to man the damn
front desk, and that’s a simple enough job.”

“You don’t think anyone is qualified.” Finding someone to work with
them who could handle the job—and Cameron’s surliness—was an
impossible task.

“I have exacting standards.”

“More like...” He caught a strange expression on Cameron’s face.
“What?”

“What the hell is this?”” Cameron stalked over and snatched the top baby
book off the pile Aaron had placed on the far side of his desk when the box
showed up. He flipped through it, the book looking tiny in his massive
hands. “You planning on procreating?”

He hadn’t planned on sharing the information like this—or at all until
strictly necessary. Aaron rubbed a hand over his face. “A girl I was, ah,
seeing. She’s pregnant.”

“It’s yours?”

He gritted his teeth. “It’s mine.” Becka said it was, and he had no reason
to doubt her. Going down that path lay madness and ensured that any
relationship blossoming between them would be dead and gone.

“Huh.” Cameron set the book down. “Congrats, then, I guess. Or
condolences?” He narrowed his eyes. “Which way do we fall on this?”

“I don’t know yet.” It was nothing more than the truth. The baby was
unplanned and even with the surprise and shock wearing off, he had mixed
feelings. He’d never planned on having a child with someone he wasn’t
married to. The whole concept was old-fashioned and he should just set it



aside, but it bothered him. Things with Becka weren’t buttoned up—and
showed no signs of being buttoned up any time in the foreseeable future.
They were making progress, but it was slow going. “We’re keeping it, and
that’s enough for now.”

“Guess so.” Cameron scrubbed a hand over his shaved head. “Look, I'm
sorry about Kim Jones. I didn’t know that offering my opinion would make
her freak the fuck out like that. And then she was yelling and I was yelling
and...” He shrugged. “I said we’ll hire someone and we will. I’1l set up
another round of interviews this week.”

He opened his mouth, but there was no point of going round and round
with this shit. He’d known who Cameron was when he went into business
with the man. Aaron had made his peace with being client-facing, but he
hadn’t expected it to chafe quite so much. If they could get a good third in
here, it would smooth over a lot of their random little issues. It just had to
be someone Cameron wouldn’t scare off inside of a week.

But his partner had said he’d handle it, and so he had to let it go.
“Appreciate it.”

“Now, get to work. Sounds like you have more mouths to feed in the near
future.” He grinned. “Any chance it’s twins?”

“Oh, fuck right off, Cameron.” He shook his head and sat behind his
desk. There was plenty of work to be done, and he had to get it finished in
time to pick Becka up after work. No matter what bullshit arose during the
day, he wasn’t going to let anything endanger another date with her.

Not when he was actually starting to make progress.
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BECKA RAN BACK to her apartment on her lunch break to grab more
clothes. She stood in the middle of the living room and wrinkled her nose.
Living surrounded by Aaron’s understated luxury made it hard to see this
place as anything other than the shithole he’d labeled it. It was home, sure...
Or at least it had been. It didn’t feel like much right now except for a
letdown. She gave herself a shake and headed into her room to grab a bag to
throw some dresses into. At some point soon she’d have to face the reality
of maternity clothing, but she wasn’t ready to deal with it yet.

Great job, Becka. Just avoid anything and everything related to the baby
until you absolutely have to face it. That sure won't blow up in your face.

Impossible to ignore the little voice when it spoke hard-core reason at
her. She’d asked Aaron for time before they got down to the nitty-gritty
about baby stuff, and he’d mostly respected that in the few days since. Her
reprieve wouldn’t last, and she could hardly blame him for that. They were
about to be responsible for another person, and flying by the seat of her
pants might have gotten her this far in life, but his regimented scheduling
and research-based personality were probably better suited for parenting
than hers was.

It seemed like everyone was better suited to be a parent than she was, and
yet look how things had turned out.

As if summoned by her thoughts, her phone rang. Becka knew who it
was even before her sister’s name scrolled across the screen. Lucy had been
calling every couple of days for the last month, and Becka could tell her
excuses for not picking up were starting to wear thin.

She had to tell Lucy the truth sooner or later. Before she could talk
herself out of it, she answered. “Hey, Lucy.”

“Becka! I thought for sure I’d get your voicemail again.”

“I know, I’ve been terrible. I’'m sorry.” Her treacherous hormones
threatened to close her throat, thickening her voice.

Lucy picked up on it. Of course she did. She’d spent too long taking care
of Becka not to read her easily. “What’s going on? And don’t tell me that
it’s nothing. We both know you don’t disappear like this unless you’re



avoiding telling me something.” She lowered her voice. “Is this because of
Gideon? I thought you were okay with it—"

Oh no. She should have known that her sister would jump to that
conclusion. “No. Hell no. I am legit happy for you. I promise.” There was
no getting out of the truth now. Becka took a deep breath. “I’m... I’'m
pregnant.”

“What?” Lucy rushed on before she could respond—not that she had a
response. “Becka, if this is your idea of a joke, it’s not funny.”

Her stomach dropped and she closed her eyes. Disbelief in her sister’s
tone, yes, but also disappointment. The very reaction she’d feared. “No
one’s joking. You’re going to be an aunt in roughly six months.”

“I... Wow...” Lucy cleared her throat. “Sorry, you just caught me by
surprise. I didn’t realize... No, but you would have told me if you were
seeing someone.”

Her sister didn’t mean anything by it, but every word was a knife to
Becka’s heart. A confirmation of what she’d always known to be the truth.
She was far more like her wayward mother than she’d ever been like her
responsible older sister.

Lucy finally managed to get her reaction under control. “How are you
doing? Are you okay?”

Even now, even when she was obviously caught off-guard and
disappointed, she still managed to set it aside and worry about Becka. “I’m
fine. He’s a good guy.” She wasn’t willing to shock Lucy further by telling
her the father was Aaron. “He’s pushy and determined to research this thing
to death and he’s constantly on my ass about making me eat, but he wants
to be in the baby’s life.”

“It sounds like you care about him.”

She pushed to her feet, but there was nowhere to run with the phone
against her ear. Becka bit down on her impulse to yell that it was a one
night stand and she couldn’t possibly care about him because she barely
knew him. It wasn’t the truth. Not anymore. She swallowed hard. “I don’t
know how I feel about anything anymore.”

“Relationships aren’t always like it was with them.” No need for her to
ask who Lucy meant. Their parents. “Gideon and I might argue sometimes,
but he’s my rock. It might be nice if you had someone to be your rock, too.’

“Yeah. Maybe.” She glanced at the faded digital clock over her oven.
“Hey, Lucy, I’ve got to go if I’'m going to make my next appointment. Talk

b



to you later?”

“I’m here for you, Becka. No matter what. You know you can call me
anytime, right? For anything.”

“I know.” Damn it, now she really was going to cry. “Love you.”

“Love you, t00.”

She hung up and stared at her phone. That had gone... Well wasn’t the
right word. Even with Lucy offering unconditional support, she couldn’t
shake the fact that her DNA had outed once and for all, realizing both their
worst fears.

That Becka was just their mother 2.0.

She headed for her first personal training appointment for the day, and
then there was no more time for worrying about her worst fears coming
true. Time went too fast, and it felt like seconds later that she was in the
locker room and jumping in the shower. She pulled on a sheath dress in a
brilliant pink and orange pattern that hid her growing baby bump and
slipped into simple flats and a funky cropped jacket. Becka pulled her hair
back into a deceptively simple braid and threw some mascara and lipstick
on.

Feeling like herself for the first time in a long time, she hurried out of the
locker room just as her phone dinged. She smiled when she saw Aaron’s
text. I'm out front.

Punctual as always.

She hefted her bag more firmly on her shoulder and strode out the doors.
It will be okay. Just because I’'m off center and scared all over again doesn t
mean I am going to ruin tonight.

[ refuse to ruin tonight.

Aaron had his hands in his pockets and wore a well-fitting black suit with
a dove-gray button-down underneath. His smile dimmed when he caught
sight of her bag. “Let me carry that.”

“Honey, I can bench 150 and I have arms to rival Michelle Obama. I got
it.” She caught herself and sighed. “But if you’re going to turn into a human
storm cloud, you can take it.”

“Being chivalrous is not being a human storm cloud.” He took the bag
easily and offered her his free arm.

No point in arguing about the damn bag further. Truth be told, her back
was bothering her a little, but she’d sew her lips shut before she admitted as



much to Aaron. He’d probably load her into a cab and rush her to the
hospital or something in response. “And here I thought chivalry was dead.”

“A nasty rumor. Nothing more.”

She fell into step beside him. “You know, you’re funnier than I thought
when we first met. At the wedding, it was all intensity and come-fuck-me
eyes, and here you are, cracking sly jokes at the drop of a hat.”

“I don’t know how you remember the wedding, but you didn’t leave
much room for jokes.” He slid his arm around her waist the same way he
had on the walk to the taco truck. It pressed the entire sides of their bodies
together and sparked desire through her in response. Aaron, damn him,
knew it.

“I was in a bad way, and you had exactly what I needed.” She hadn’t
meant to say it aloud, to offer up even that much information, but her earlier
conversation with Lucy still had her off her game. The words saturated the
air between them and there was no taking them back.

Aaron kept quiet for half a block. Finally, almost reluctantly, he said, “I
imagine weddings aren’t your favorite thing, let alone your sister’s
wedding.”

“I’m happy for her.” The response was so automatic, it almost felt real.
He shot her a look and she cursed. “Okay, fine, I was sick to my stomach
from the time she told me Gideon proposed until they got in that limo and
drove away. Rationally, I know that not every marriage goes down in
flames, but it’s hard when my heart and brain get to battling. She was
engaged to a douchebag before Gideon, and he did a number on her. I know
Gideon would rather set himself on fire than do anything to hurt her, but
that doesn’t stop me from worrying. What if something happens to him?
She’ll never recover.”

“There are no guarantees in life.”

Becka rolled her eyes, even though her amusement had died a terrible
death at the mention of her sister’s wedding. But then, she’d been in a funk
all day. “Thanks for that fortune cookie—pat answer. I know that. Of course
I know that. But there are enough painful moments in life without inviting
the bastard to kick you in the teeth at the first available opportunity. Even
you have to admit that.”

He pulled her closer without missing a step. “Life is hard. It’s full of all
the bad stuff, sure. But it’s full of good stuff, too. The difference is that
sometimes you have to take a leap of faith and grab onto the good stuft with



both hands. Avoiding anything that might cause you pain down the road...”
He hesitated. “That’s no way to live, minx.”

She wanted to believe him. She wanted to so badly, she could taste the
need like on the back of her tongue. It would be the simplest thing in the
world to let go, to step into Aaron and let go of all her fears.

To grab onto a possible future with them together with both hands and
hold it close until it became reality.

The strength of the desire startled her. Terrified her. She opened her
mouth to shut down this line of conversation, but couldn’t make herself do
it. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

ok ok

Aaron had to fight to put aside their conversation as they walked into the
bar. It looked like millions of other bars across the city, from the faded
wood tables to the blinking neon lights of various beer signs to the half a
dozen televisions positioned strategically around the room. But the floors
weren’t sticky and the place smelled pleasantly of something he couldn’t
quite place.

Becka led the way to a table near the bar where trivia was being set up.
She took a paper to fill out and sat down before he could pull out her chair.
Aaron repressed a sigh and took the seat diagonal from her. He picked up
the menu and flipped through it. Instead of the normal bar food he expected,
it was all Asian fusion. “Huh.”

“The sushi is great, and so is anything stir-fry.” She spoke without
looking up. “There are also wings on the last page.”

Strange place. He eyed the paper she was filling out. “What’s our team
name?”

“Cunning Linguists.”

He barked out a laugh. “Clever.”

“I aim to please.” She smiled at the waiter that walked up. “Can I get
cranberry juice and a starter of the egg rolls?”

“Sure thing.” He looked expectantly at Aaron. “And for you?”

What he really wanted was a beer, but he’d been serious about not
drinking in front of her for the time being, so he ordered an iced tea. “And
add the wontons to the starters.” He’d seen Becka eat, and he had no
illusions about getting any of those egg rolls for himself.



Becka waited for the man to leave the table before sitting back to pin
Aaron with a look. “I’m surprised you didn’t decide to educate me on how
unhealthy egg rolls are, being fried and all.”

He didn’t bother to hide his grin. “I figure you might dump that glass of
water over my head if [ did.”

“Smart man.”

“I have my moments.” He snagged the paper to look over the categories.
“Plus, you’re a personal trainer. You eat better than I do most of the time. If
you want egg rolls for a starter, you can have egg rolls.”

“Wow. Thanks for permission.”

Aaron growled. “Don’t make this into a fight, minx.”

“I’m not. You—" She snapped her mouth closed and looked a little
sheepish. “I might be making it into a fight. Sorry. I’'m a little on edge.”

Whether it was hormones or their earlier conversation made no
difference. He was smart enough not to agree with her. Instead Aaron
pointed at the trivia paper. “Dungeons and Dragons is one of the
categories.”

“Is 1t?”” She blinked deceptively innocent eyes at him. “Did I fail to
mention this was an ultimate geek trivia night?”

“Must have slipped your mind,” he muttered. He glanced over the
categories again. The tech gadget one he had a chance at. He was relatively
well versed in Harry Potter just by virtue of living in current times and
having both internet and cable. The rest might as well have been Greek for
all he had a chance of deciphering it. “You like this stuff?”

“I’ve been known to run a campaign or two.” She caught his look and
laughed. “I like playing against type. Besides, it’s fun if you have a good
group.” Something like a shadow flickered over her face, and he didn’t have
to ask to know that there were times when she hadn’t had a good group.
Knowing what little he did of geek culture and how a portion of the
population treated women, he could guess how that had fallen out. Before
he could ask, Becka gave him a bright smile. “Stick with me, young
padawan. I’ll show you the ropes.”

The woman running the game stood up and introduced herself, and then
they were off to the races. Despite being the weak link for their duo in this
realm, Aaron found himself drawn into Becka’s enthusiasm and competitive
spirit. She really did know a whole hell of a lot in this subset of trivia, and
they ended up taking second place in the competition.



After paying for their tab, he slung an arm around her waist and they
headed out. She brandished their second-place sticker. “Next time, we’re
going for gold. You just need to brush up on about ten years’ worth of
knowledge in a week.”

“Consider it done.”

She laughed. “You took being upstaged rather well, all things considered.
Most guys would have bitched and stomped out of there when the elves
questions came up.”

“Just because I was outmatched doesn’t mean I didn’t enjoy myself.” He
pressed a casual kiss to the top of her head. “Besides, you’re into it. I had
fun.”

“Me, too.” She sounded almost surprised by that fact. “Aaron.”

“Yeah?”

“I like you.”

From the way she braced as if expecting a blow, the words had taken a
lot of courage to say. He stepped out of foot traffic. Aaron turned her to face
him and tipped her chin up so she couldn’t hide from his gaze. “I like you,
t00.”

She worried her bottom lip. “You’re right, you know. We have to talk
about the baby.”

This change of tone should have spelled victory for him, but he found
himself reluctant to push her. He kissed her forehead and then her lips. “We
can talk when you’re ready—really ready.”

“What if I’'m never ready?” She laughed softly. “Because at this point, I
don’t know what I’m doing, and even thinking about it is enough to have
me borderline panicking.”

“You’re not alone, minx. You’re not facing this by yourself. I’ll be there
every step of the way. Never doubt that.”

She smiled against his mouth. “I don’t.”

He didn’t believe her for a second, but Aaron let it go. He was making
progress, and that was all that mattered. A week of fragile peace couldn’t
combat an entire lifetime of living a certain way. Becka might not trust him
completely, but he’d do whatever it took to win both her trust and her
willingness to be in his life.

If the last few days had done anything, they’d confirmed something for
him.

He didn’t just want to be in the baby’s life.



He wanted to be in Becka s.
He wanted to be with Becka.
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BECKA LOOKED UP as the door opened and Aaron walked in. He missed
a step but recovered almost immediately. “I didn’t realize you’d be home
before me today.”

“My last appointment canceled. He’s got food poisoning.” She flipped
through the channels for the twelfth time in the last hour. Nothing held her
attention, and she’d already circled through the kitchen to stare blankly into
the fridge four times before shutting it and returning to the couch. Becka
didn’t do well with a lack of activity, and today was no exception. She had
energy to burn off and she didn’t know what to do with herself. She sat up
and eyed Aaron. “You in a hurry?”

He shrugged out of his jacket and hung it in the closet just inside the
door. “I have some work I brought home, but it just needs to be done
sometime tonight. Why? You have something in mind?”

“I do.” She bounced off the couch and came around to press a quick kiss
to his lips. “Let’s take a spin class.”

Aaron stopped short. “That did not go where I was expecting.”

“You thought I meant sex.” She laughed and started down the hall. “We
can bang it out later. Riding your cock is great cardio, but I didn’t have a
spin class today and I’'m going to drive us both crazy if I don’t do
something about it.” She pulled out her phone and paged through the app
she had that gave her all the nearby gyms’ schedules. It didn’t take long to
find one that would fit the bill.

Becka turned, but Aaron hadn’t moved from his spot by the door. She
stopped short and cursed herself for being an idiot. It took effort to keep her
shoulders square and the disappointment from her voice. “You don’t have to
go, Aaron. It’s okay. I just got excited.”

He gave himself a shake. “No, I want to. You surprised me is all.” He
crossed the distance between them in two large steps and kissed her hard
enough that her back hit the wall. When he finally raised his head, both
their breathing had turned harsh. Aaron smiled. “I’ve been curious about
your particular brand of spin since Roman told me about it a while back.”
He paused. “I’m happy you’re sharing this with me, minx.”

He made it sound like a much bigger deal than it should be but...



No, that wasn’t fair. It was a big deal. She’d made plans for both of them
without stopping to think about it, and she’d been disappointed when she
thought he didn’t want to go. Little by little, Aaron had eased into her life
until she wanted to share parts of herself with him. Her classes and her
personal training were two things important to her that she never shared
with the guys she dated. She’d never wanted to share them.

Since she didn’t know what to say to any of it, she gave him a half smile
and ducked into her room to change. Fifteen minutes later, they were on
their way. The gym was a trendy little boutique workout place that offered a
small selection of classes, similar to Transcend, but they were open to both
men and women. Becka had never been to this branch before, but she’d
attended a few classes at one of the locations closer to her apartment.

After they got checked in and put on their spin shoes, she shot Aaron a
look. “Uh... I know you work out, but have you ever taken spin before?”
Probably should have asked that before springing this on him.

“Yeah, though not for a while. I prefer lifting weights and the elliptical.”

She made a face before she caught herself. “Just, ah...” She put an extra
dose of brightness into her tone. “It’1l be fun!”

“What did you sign me up for?”

Instead of answering, she headed into the room and chose a bike in the
middle row, slightly off to the side. Aaron took the one next to her and
adjusted his seat without hesitating. Maybe it wouldn’t be that bad.

As the class started, she lost herself to the bumping beat of the music and
the rhythmic pedaling. The instructor didn’t have as many bike pushups in
his routine as Becka did, which was just as well, but he had a few fun
moves she made a mental note to incorporate at some point in the future.

The hour passed in the blink of an eye, and she belatedly remembered to
check on Aaron as the slow song that signaled time to stretch came on. He
was just as soaked in sweat as she was, and the look he gave her when she
turned to him singed her right down to her core. Becka froze. “Uh, so that
was fun.”

“Fun.” He didn’t sound totally out of breath, but he shook his head and
unlocked his shoes from his bike. “I don’t think that word means what you
think it means.”

She burst out laughing, drawing looks from the people around them.
Well, at least the class was over. Becka followed him out of the room, her
gaze lingering on the way his sweaty shirt clung to this muscled back. She



knew working out was an aphrodisiac, of course, but she’d never done it
with someone before. Not like this.

Suddenly, all those couples’ workout videos on the internet made sense.

She grabbed Aaron’s arm and towed him around the corner and down the
hall, searching the signs on the doors. There were a handful of gender-
neutral bathrooms and... There. If this gym was anything like hers, no one
actually used the showers. Even if they did, there were two. She shoved
Aaron into the room, cast a quick look behind them to make sure no one
was paying attention and stepped in and closed the door behind her.

He was on her the second she locked the door. Aaron grabbed her hips
hard enough that she had to catch herself on the door and shoved her shorts
down her legs. Half a second later, his cock was there, filling her in one
rough move. Her fingers scrambled over the smooth wood of the door,
trying to find purchase. “Oh God.”

“This 1s what you wanted.” He pulled out for a second, looped an arm
around her waist and carried her to the sink. She braced her hands on the
porcelain and met his gaze in the mirror. He smoothed a hand up her back.
“This 1s what you wanted,” Aaron repeated. This time it sounded more like
a question.

“Yes.” He sank into her again, and she shoved back against him, taking
his cock deeper yet. “Hard. Fast. Now.”

He gripped her shoulder with one hand and her hip with the other and
drove into her. Hard. Fast. Exactly what she needed. His expression was
like a man possessed, just as out of control as Becka felt. It had never been
like this, desperation clawing through her to get closer, to have more of him
touching more of her. He must have felt it, too, because Aaron withdrew
and lifted her onto the sink. He yanked her shorts the rest of the way off and
spread her thighs wide. “Hang on to me.”

She was already moving, hooking the back of his neck and dragging him
down to claim his mouth as he started fucking her again. The new angle hit
that sensitive spot inside her with every stroke, winding her tighter and
tighter until she came with a muffled cry. He followed her seconds later,
grinding hard into her as he orgasmed.

Aaron laughed softly. “I think I can get onboard with this spin thing.”

“Yeah... Me, too.” She shivered as his cock twitched inside her. “But we
can never come back to this gym again—ever.” She wasn’t shy, but they’d



just crossed a line, and she wasn’t going to be able to look anyone in the
face as they left.

“You hungry?” He pumped slightly, drawing a gasp from her lips.

She blinked. “Is that a euphemism?”

“I know a place that makes some mean peanut butter and jelly wings.”
He was still moving inside her, little thrusts that had her body going molten
all over again. “We could pick up takeout and go home to enjoy them
properly.”

Becka moaned and shoved him away. “Stop that or we’re going to keep
fucking in this bathroom until someone comes banging on the door.”

“Doesn’t sound so bad.” His gaze dropped to her pussy. “You’re looking
needy, minx. I’ve got just the thing.”

The man went from talking about takeout to looking like he wouldn’t
mind giving her enough orgasms to bring down the rage of the entire staff
of this gym on them. She hopped off the sink and pulled her shorts back on.
“If you wanted to keep playing with me, you shouldn’t have mentioned
peanut butter and jelly wings.”

Aaron kissed her and cupped her pussy through the thin fabric of her
shorts. He circled her clit with his thumb. “I’m going to take care of you
tonight.” He slipped his hand into her shorts and fingered her. “Fuck,
Becka, I’d think they pumped something into the air of that room if I didn’t
know it was all you. You make me so goddamn crazy for you.” He kissed
her again. “Come for me, minx. One more time to tide me over until after
dinner.”

Oh God. She spread her legs to give him better access even though she
knew they were running out of time before someone came knocking on the
door. Maybe it was that lack of time that made this whole thing hotter. It
didn’t matter. All that mattered was Aaron’s growl in her ear and his fingers
working her pussy. He pushed two fingers into her and went back to
circling her clit with his thumb. She was already on a hair trigger from
coming earlier, and when he bit her neck lightly, it threw her headlong into
another orgasm. He brought her down so sweetly, kissing her as he gentled
his touch and finally slipped his hand out of her shorts.

Aaron readjusted her clothing and washed his hands. He pressed a quick
kiss to her lips. “Let’s get you those wings.”

“Yeah,” Becka said, more than a little dazed. “Can’t forget about the
wings.”
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“Come here.” Aaron reached out to pull Becka back beneath the spray of
the dual showerheads he had set up in his bathroom. They’d made it back to
his penthouse in record time—with a quick stop at the wing place on the
way to pick up their food—and he’d dragged her into the shower with him
nearly the second they walked through the door.

She smacked his hand and bared her teeth in what was almost a grin.
“Food, Livingston. Not only did we do spin class and then walk home, but
you blew my mind seven ways to Sunday in the bathroom earlier. I need
calories and, before you say anything, not the kind of calories that come
from your cock.” She paused in the gap leading out of the walk-in shower
and surveyed him. “Though it’s a mighty fine cock and I plan to use and
abuse it later.”

He barked out a laugh. “Noted. Go get started on your calories. I’'m right
behind you.”

“Better enjoy the view then.” She gave a little shake of her ass and hell if
he didn’t enjoy the view before she wrapped a towel around herself and
walked out of the bathroom.

He wasted no time finishing scrubbing down and followed suit. He found
her in the living room, setting up the wings on the coffee table. Aaron
ducked into the kitchen to grab them glasses of water and an extra glass of
cranberry juice for her, and then he joined her on the couch.

It was only then that he noticed what she was wearing.

Becka sat cross-legged, her petite body swallowed up by one of his
college T-shirts. The thing was so old, it was one of the softest he owned,
and the image on the front had faded away to almost nothing. Rationally, he
understood why she gravitated to the shirt, but his gut said it marked her as
his. That she was settling in for the long haul and this was a fucking
relationship, not two people who happened to live together and would have
a baby together in the relatively near future.

Whether her choice in clothing said that to her was another story.

She tasted the jalapeio jelly dip and made a little moaning sound. “Oh,
damn. This was such a good call.”

“Glad it’s hitting the spot.” To keep himself from staring at her as she ate,
he grabbed the remote and flicked through the channels until he landed on



something that halfway caught his interest. It was an old movie, and he
instantly recognized the blonde waltzing her way across the screen.

Becka obviously did, too, because she nodded. “Gentlemen Prefer
Blondes. Good choice.”

Even if he hadn’t planned on keeping it there, he would have set the
remote down at her interest. “I take it you like it?”

“What’s not to like? Lady friendships, a smoking-hot private investigator
and some killer songs thrown in for spice.” She cut one of the peanut butter
wings in two and dipped it into the jelly. “It’s a classic, and I used to say I
was Dorothy to Allie’s Lorelei.” She made a face. “Minus all the gold-
digging stuff. That sort of thing leads to nothing but trouble.”

Aaron draped his arm over the back of the couch. “You like old movies,
play D&D and are a jock in your own right.” He grinned. “You like to keep
people guessing.”

“Maybe people.” She sipped her drink. “Maybe just you. Most people try
to slap a label on me the second they meet me, but they never bother to dig
deeper. Their loss, I guess. My people get me, and they don’t expect me to
change so they can shove me into a neat little box.” She shrugged.

He should keep his damn mouth shut, but Aaron was sick of fucking
around. He wanted Becka—in his bed and in his life permanently. Even if
he slow-played this thing into the ground, he couldn’t sit on his hands
indefinitely. It wasn’t fair to either of them. “I could be one of your people
if you’ll let me get close enough, minx.”

“I know.” She sighed. “Look, this is weird for me, too. I like you. It
freaks me out, which is normally the part where I ghost whatever dude I’'m
seeing, but that’s obviously not an option in our case, because where the
hell am I going to run when I have to come track you down in about six
months?”’

“You want this to stop because it’s not doing it for you, that’s one thing.”
He watched her closely, took in the tension in her shoulders and the way she
stared pointedly at her food. Too damn bad, Becka. This is going to get said.
“But to try to run from me because you care too much? Fuck that.”

Ty

“You heard me. I care about your contrary ass, and you care about me
right back. I’'m not pushing you right now, but if you bolt, I’'m going to
track your ass down and have a conversation like adults.”



She finally twisted to face him, blue eyes flashing. “You call this not
pushing?”

“That’s exactly what I call this.” He clenched his jaw and worked to
modulate his tone. “We have time. You need more, then you have it. But
I’m not going anywhere. I’'m not your commitment-phobic dad and you’re
sure as fuck not your flighty-ass mom. Stop using them as an excuse to
keep me from getting close to you.”

“You were pretty damn close to me an hour ago.”

His body flashed hot at the memory, but he wasn’t about to let her
distract him with sex right now. “Admit that you care about me.”

She threw up her hands. “Fine, asshole. I admit it. I care about you, and
that scares the shit out of me in a way I’m not prepared to deal with.”

“Was that so hard?”

“Yes!” She turned back to face the TV and crossed her arms over her
chest.

“It spooks me, too, minx.” He pressed a soft kiss to her temple. “You’re
not alone. Remember that when the panic gets too bad.”

“I’'m trying,” she whispered.
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BECKA DIDN’T MEAN to fall asleep. But the wings filling her belly and
Aaron’s warm thigh under her head combined with the throw blanket he’d
tucked around her as they watched the movie was too compelling to resist.
Her blinks became longer and longer, and when Aaron started absently
running his fingers through her hair, she was lost.

Or maybe she’d been found.

She didn’t know. The only thing she was sure of was that at some point,
Aaron carried her into his bedroom and tucked them both into bed. He
curled his body around the back of hers, as if he could shield her from the
worst the world had to offer by his sheer presence alone.

Becka wasn’t thinking about comfort, though. Not with her wearing only
his shirt and his cock pressed against her ass. She shifted back, rubbing
against him, and was rewarded by his hand spasming on her stomach. He
pulled her closer, snuggling against her, and inched the shirt up, baring her
from the waist down. They moved slowly, as if he was as hesitant as she to
break the strange half awake, half asleep sensation of their movements.

She reached behind her and gripped the back of his neck as he pressed an
openmouthed kiss to the top of her spine. Instead of touching her where she
ached for him, Aaron shifted, bringing one arm under her and cupping her
breasts with both hands. He squeezed gently and then pulsed his hands,
creating the smallest amount of friction between his palms and her nipples.
She responded by rolling her hips harder against him.

She took one of his wrists and guided his hand between her thighs. He
cupped her pussy as if assuring himself that she was wet and wanting and
his. Aaron touched her in a way she’d never experienced before. It wasn’t
just a touch with him.

It was a claiming,.

He 1dly dipped a single finger into her and spread her wetness up and
over her clit. The gentle sensation only heightened her desire, but she didn’t
want to break the spell. Not yet. She released his neck to reach back and dip
her hand into his boxer briefs to stroke his cock.

“You’re supposed to be asleep,” he growled against her neck.



She grinned into the darkness of the room. He broke first. “I am asleep.”
She gave his cock another pump. “So, so asleep.”

“Don’t think your story checks out, minx.”

“You caught me.” She twisted in his arms to face him and hitched her leg
over his hip. A quick move shoved his boxer briefs below his hips, and she
guided his cock into her. “I’m awake.”

“Now the truth comes out.” He rolled onto his back, taking her with him.

Instead of breaking the heightened intensity, being face-to-face with
Aaron only made the whole encounter sexier. Becka kissed him as she
moved over him slowly. Leisurely. Each stroke strengthened the feeling of
being in a dream where nothing could touch them. Desire took hold, and
she straightened to get a better angle, chasing her own pleasure.

“Ah, ah. Not yet, minx.” He lifted her off his cock and up to straddle his
head.

She grabbed the headboard to hold steady. Between her thighs, his face
was bathed in shadows. He could have been anyone... But, no. The thought
fled as soon as it rose, chased away by the slow glide of his tongue over her
pussy. This was Aaron.

It will always be Aaron.

He licked and sucked at her, using his hands on her thighs to urge her to
ride his mouth. Becka let the last of her worries dissolve beneath his touch.
She closed her eyes and gave herself over to the pleasure building with
every deep exhale that ghosted against the most private part of her.

Her orgasm rolled over her slowly, dragging her deeper than she’d ever
gone before. She shuddered and slumped against the headboard, blinking
into the darkness. Ruinous. That s what Aaron Livingston is. Fucking
ruinous. She couldn’t bring herself to care.

He pulled her down to spoon again and hitched her leg over his thigh so
he could guide his cock into her. He stroked her clit with each slow thrust,
murmuring in her ear the entire time. “I can’t get enough of you, minx. I
could live for another sixty years and I’d still never get enough of you.” His
breath hitched against her ear. “Let me keep you, Becka. Let me keep both
of you.”

She opened her mouth to say... She wasn’t sure what. But he ground hard
against her and circled her clit once, twice, a third time, and the only thing
she verbalized was a breathless shriek as she came again.



Aaron flipped her onto her stomach and lifted her hips to drive into her.
He moved like a man possessed, the dreamlike feeling of their encounter up
to this point fading away in the feel of his cock filling her completely as he
chased his own pleasure.

As he marked her as his own.

d ook

The next month passed in a blur of peaceful contentedness. Aaron came
home every day to Becka. She shared his bed and gave him precious tidbits
about herself and her past as they settled into what could be their life
together. But she still held back part of herself, and the closer they got, the
more that denied bit made him crazy. He’d promised her time, though. He’d
honor it, damn it.

She met him at the door one night, looking nervous. She wore a pair of
brightly colored leggings and one of the slouchy shirts she’d become fond
of since moving in with him, and she was all but wringing her hands.

Aaron dropped his briefcase and carefully shut the door. “Is everything
okay? Is it the baby?”

“What?” She shook her head and gave a rueful smile. “Sorry, I shouldn’t
have ambushed you at the door with this. I, ah...” She stared hard at the
wood floor beneath their feet. “I have a doctor’s appointment tomorrow. I
meant to mention it to you last week, but you kind of distracted me with ice
cream and that thing you do with your tongue.”

Despite her obvious nerves, he grinned. “I seem to remember you liking
that thing I do with my tongue.”

“I do.” She twisted a lock of blue hair around her finger. “I know it’s last
minute and I completely understand if you can’t come. It’s at one at a clinic
close to my apartment.”

He stepped closer and framed her face with his hands, guiding her to
meet his gaze. “Of course I’ll be there. I have a meeting, but I can
reschedule. One of the perks of being the boss.” She looked so unsure that
he smoothed his thumbs over her cheekbones. “Unless you don’t want me
to go?” Aaron wanted to be in that room with her more than anything,
especially since he’d missed her appointment last month. He’d only known
about it because Becka mentioned it in passing, giving him a rundown as if



it hadn’t occurred to her to bring him and his presence there was no big
deal.

It had stung. Fuck yes, it’d stung.

But ultimately having him there was her choice. If he’d learned anything
in his time with Becka, it was that he couldn’t badger his way into anything
when it came to her. She’d just dig in her heels and set her jaw in that way
that would be adorable if it didn’t signal the start of a knock-down, drag-out
fight.

She pressed her lips together. “I’d like you to be there. It just feels like a
big step.”

He laughed. He couldn’t help it. “I hate to be the one to break it to you,
minx, but having a baby is about as big a step as two people can take. We’re
already there.”

“Correction—we’ll be there in just over five months.”

He bit back a sharp response to that. Her insistence at holding off talking
about anything resembling the future was the one black spot on their time
together. “I’ll be at the appointment. Do you want me to pick you up or
meet you there?”

“Might as well meet me there.” She huffed out a breath. “This is silly,
right? I shouldn’t be so stressed out over a doctor’s appointment.”

It was a big deal. This would be the appointment with the ultrasound, the
halfway point through the pregnancy. It was also the appointment when
they’d get a good idea if the baby was progressing as it should—or if there
were glaring problems.

Aaron pulled her into his arms and hugged her tightly. “No matter what
happens, I’'m there.” Maybe if he said it enough times, she’d actually start
to believe him. Maybe. He didn’t know what the right words were. Hell, he
didn’t seem to Ahave right words when it came to Becka. He wasn’t walking
on eggshells, but he was aware that one wrong step might fracture the
careful peace they’d formed around themselves.

Not for the first time, it registered that things couldn’t last as they stood
Now.

But as he looked down into her worried expression, he couldn’t bring
himself to pull the trigger. Not yet. Tomorrow after the doctor’s
appointment would be more than soon enough. They could have tonight.
The real world—the future—had waited this long. It could wait another
eighteen hours or so.



Aaron smoothed back her hair. “Are you hungry?”

She gave him a half smile. “Is that a trick question?”

If the baby books he’d read had taught him anything, it was that every
pregnancy was different. Becka didn’t seem to be suffering many of the ill
effects that often showed up, but her appetite was unrelenting. It amused
him even as he worried that she wasn’t getting enough. With her job, she
burned a significant number of calories every day, and even with her near-
constant snacking and meals, it was possible she was in deficit.

He took her hand and led her into the kitchen. “Protein, veggie, carb.”

“Chicken, spinach, rice.” She didn’t miss a beat. “Preferably with some
kind of cheese on top.”

Aaron laughed and dug through his fridge to find the chicken and spinach
and then pulled a bag of rice from the pantry. He loved these moments with
Becka. She dictated dinner, and he put it together while she sipped what had
become her customary cranberry juice and they chatted about their
respective days.

This is what it could be.

This is what it should be.

She propped her chin in her hands and watched him. “I think I have a
solution to your Cameron problem. I mean, at least in theory it’s a good
option.”

He covered the chicken breasts in wax paper and pounded them with a
meat tenderizer to flatten them. “At this point, [’'m about to start praying to
some ancient god for patience.” They’d managed to hire a secretary...and
the guy lasted exactly forty-eight hours before he quit in a huff after a
snarling conversation with Cameron about their differing methods of filing.

“He’s the best damn security-tech expert in the country, but he is just as
good at alienating people. It was never an issue when we were a different
kind of company, but our workload grew and our clients changed—and
Cameron didn’t.” It wasn’t that he expected his friend to change. Cameron
was Cameron, and that was one of the things Aaron had always liked about
him. But something had to give, and it had to happen fast. He hadn’t talked
to Becka about it yet, but he fully intended to take some time off after she
had the baby so he could be there to help.

So she wouldn’t be alone.

So he could spend time with his new baby.



The only way he’d be able to pull that off, though, was to find the time to
hire someone to handle the client-facing aspect of the company so Cameron
wouldn’t drive off every client they had with his inability to tolerate
corporate bullshit while he was gone. He was belatedly realizing that a
secretary wouldn’t cut it. He needed someone with a wider skill set.

Becka laughed. “I don’t think that will be necessary. Didn’t you say that
your little sister was looking for a job? That she was tired of living with
your very wonderful parents?”

He had mentioned Trish more than few times over the last month. His
little sister had been badgering him to let her come visit. He’d eventually
told her about Becka and the pregnancy, and Trish had been asking to come
check out the future mother of his child. Aaron had barely held her off. He
fully expected to turn around one day in the near future and find her at his
front doorstep with her sunny smile and determination.

Aaron moved to the stove and started the rice. “Trish’s degree is in
sales.”

“Yes, you mentioned that. Three times.” She smiled. “That skill set
would be really useful if you want to ease back from dealing directly with
clients on the level you do right now.”

She had a point.

He transferred the chicken back to the pan and started lining up the
cheese and spinach to fill the chicken breasts with. “It could work. Though
Trish is the sweetest person I know, she’s pretty damn determined. If she set
out to carve a place for herself within the company, not even Cameron’s
surliness would be enough to stop her.” He grinned. “I might actually pay to
sit in on that first meeting.”

“See!” Becka spread her hands and wiggled her fingers. “I’m brilliant.”

“You are.” He leaned over the island and pressed a quick kiss to her lips.
Gratitude and happiness welled up inside him, a bolt straight to the heart
with that single casual contact. Aaron rocked back on his heels as the truth
settled inside him.

I love her.

He had for a while, if he was going to be honest with himself. He stared
at the chicken in front of him, keeping his jaw clenched to prevent the
words from escaping. If there was one thing he was sure of, it was Becka’s
reaction if he dropped that truth on her. She cared for him—she wouldn’t
act the way she did otherwise—but her fear of retreading her parents’



footsteps made her so gun-shy, one wrong word was enough to close her off
from him for days.

If he dropped this bombshell?

He might lose her forever.

Aaron cleared his throat. Just because I love her doesnt mean I have to
tell her. Not yet. “I’1l talk to Cameron tomorrow before the doctor’s
appointment, and call Trish after. Though we’ll have to get her set up in a
place, otherwise she’ll move in here and take over the spare bedroom.”

“My room.” She rolled her eyes at his look. “Okay, fine. I haven’t slept in
that room in a month, so I guess it’s not technically my room for the time
being.”

For the time being.

She kept putting qualifiers on what they were. She couldn’t seem to help
herself.

He set aside his frustration just like he had every other time and focused
on finishing dinner. Becka was in his life and in his bed—for now. He’d do
whatever it took to keep her there and ensure she didn’t let the past poison
the possibility of their future together.

Unfortunately, that was easier said than done.
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BECKA COULDN’T STOP pacing as they waited for the doctor to arrive.
It had been bad enough during the last appointment, sitting by herself in the
consulting room with the knowledge like a rock in her gut that everything
had changed and there was no going back. That was before her body had
started actually showing changes. Now her stomach had a definite curve
and she could actually feel the baby move regularly.

This was real.

It was happening.

She should sit down. Should be able to handle this despite feeling like
she was one sharp move away from coming out of her skin. She couldn’t.
Nerves kept her moving despite Aaron’s increasing stillness. He’d stopped
watching her several minutes ago and had taken up staring at the door as if
he could summon the doctor faster through sheer willpower. Knowing
Aaron, it was entirely possible.

She was fucking this up, but she couldn’t stop. The future sat like a
weight around her neck, threatening to take her to her knees. She might be
able to forget the circumstances that had brought her and Aaron back
together when they were going about their lives. Playing house. There was
no forgetting in that clinic room. The truth was in every diagram on the
walls and the table with its thin paper laid over it. It was in the sterile
hospital smell that even places like this held. It was even in the quiet
murmur she could hear from beyond the walls on either side of them and in
the hall as nurses led other patients through the warren of rooms.

I’'m having a baby.

I’'m having a baby with Aaron.

A knock on the door brought her up short. Dr. Richardson, a short
Filipina lady who’d been Becka’s gynecologist since she was sixteen, poked
her head in and smiled warmly. “Becka, it’s good to see you again.” She
stepped into the room and closed the door softly behind her before turning
and extending a hand to Aaron. “Dr. Richardson.”

“Aaron Livingston.” He gave what appeared to be a firm handshake and
sat back.

The doctor motioned to the table. “Shall we?”



Becka sat on the table and suffered through having her vitals taken while
Dr. Richardson asked her the normal questions. No, she had no concerns.
Yes, she was taking her prenatal vitamin. Yes, she was getting enough sleep.
No, no weird cravings for nonfood items. Unsurprisingly, her blood
pressure was significantly higher than normal.

Next, she lay back as her doctor measured her uterus and felt around.
Becka stared at the ceiling, just wanting the whole thing to be over. Until
next month when I have to come in again. She held her breath as Dr.
Richardson brought out the machine to listen to the baby’s heartbeat.

This was it. The moment when there was no denying how real this whole
fucked-up situation was.

But as the seconds ticked by, Dr. Richardson’s dark brows drew together.
“Your little one is being difficult today.”

“Is that normal?” Aaron hadn’t moved from his chair, but his question
sliced through the air and made Becka wince.

The doctor gave a reassuring smile. “The baby can be in certain positions
that make finding the heartbeat challenging, but we’ll do an ultrasound just
in case.”

In case the baby's heart isn t beating.

Becka’s breath hitched in her lungs, and she couldn’t seem to find the
strength to exhale. She blinked blindly at the ceiling as her doctor wiped the
slimy shit off her stomach and helped her sit up. Dr. Richardson squeezed
her hand. “Don’t panic, Becka. I’'m sure everything’s fine.”

The world snapped back into focus, and she wheezed out a breath. She
latched onto the doctor’s hand. “I need my baby to be okay.”

“I know. Just give me a few minutes to see when we can slot you in for
the ultrasound.” She slipped out of the room, leaving Becka staring after
her.

She turned to Aaron. “I need our baby to be okay,” she repeated.

Instantly, he was on his feet and before her. He pulled her into his arms
and hugged her tightly. “Like she said—Ilistening to the heartbeat with that
machine is an imperfect system. The ultrasound will tell us more.”

But there was no guarantee that it would deliver good news.

She buried her face in Aaron’s chest and listened to the beat of his heart.
Too fast, a perfect match to her own. “I didn’t think I wanted this baby. |
mean, obviously I did because I kept it, but I didn’t really want it. I wasn’t
excited. I was just dealing with it and pretending I wasn’t pregnant because



I don’t know what I’'m doing.” She fisted her hands in Aaron’s shirt. “I want
this baby. I want our baby.”

“I know.” He smoothed a hand over her hair and down her back. Over
and over again. “I know. I want our baby, too.”

She didn’t know how long they sat like that, her trying and failing not to
cry, him whispering words that ceased to have meaning as he rubbed her
back.

A knock on the door signaled Dr. Richardson’s return. Her expression
was perfectly placid as she took them in. “There was a last-minute
cancellation, so we can get you in right now, if that will work?”

“It does,” Aaron answered for her, which was fine by her.

The doctor nodded. “This way.” She led them deeper into the clinic, to a
darkened room where she introduced them to the ultrasound tech. Dr.
Richardson hesitated. “The nurse will bring you back to a room once you’re
finished and then we’ll go over the results.”

Because the technician wasn’t allowed to tell them anything.

Becka managed a nod.

And then it began again. The cold lube stuff on her lower stomach. The
wand pressing into her sensitive skin.

She couldn’t bring herself to look at the static-filled screen for more than
a few seconds, for fear of what she might see. Instead, she turned to Aaron.
He held her hand, his gaze glued to the screen as if he had suddenly
acquired the knowledge to decipher it. Hell, knowing the man, it was
possible he’d found and read a book about ultrasounds along with every
other aspect of pregnancy he’d researched.

The ultrasound tech clicked things on her computer and typed in other
things, but she didn’t say a word until she removed the wand and handed
Becka a handful of tissues. The woman gave a soft smile. “You don’t have
to be worried.” Her smile became less tentative. “Do you want to know if
you’re having a boy or a girl?”

How could you ask me that if I don 't know if my baby is okay?

Aaron squeezed her hand, grounding her. “It’s up to you, Becka.”

She swallowed hard. “I’d like to know.”

The nurse’s smile widened. “You have a beautiful baby girl.”

Even as joy suffused her, an insidious little voice in the back of her mind
murmured, 4 little girl. You really are repeating history, arent you?

# ok ok



Aaron kept a grip on Becka’s hand as much for his benefit as for hers. 4
little girl. Is she okay? The nurse led them back to the room, and they spent
ten agonizing minutes waiting for the doctor to return. Becka didn’t say
anything, so he kept his silence. There would be plenty of time to talk once
they had the verdict.

Rationally, he knew from his reading that people lost babies all the time.
Miscarriages were significantly more common than Aaron could have
imagined, and there were a number of factors that went into them—but the
overwhelming consensus was that it was rarely the mother’s fault.

Becka would blame herself, though. He saw that truth written across her
face.

Dr. Richardson arrived and closed the door behind her. She gave them
both a bright smile. “Good news. The baby is perfectly fine and measuring
right on track for where she should be. The mischievous little one just
decided to be difficult earlier.” She walked over and patted Becka’s knee.
“You’re doing wonderfully. Just keep it up and let me know if anything
changes or if you have any concerns.”

“Thanks, Doc.” Becka’s smile didn’t quite banish the worried expression
in her eyes.

After assuring her that they had no further questions, the appointment
ended and Aaron trailed behind Becka as she strode out of the clinic. The
baby might be fine, but the adrenaline still coursed through his system. So
many things had raced through his mind as they waited through the
ultrasound, but chief among them was the knowledge that if they lost the
baby, he’d lose Becka in the process. There was nothing tying her to him.
She’d only contacted him again because she was pregnant. If that hadn’t
happened, she would have moved on with her life and left him to do the
same.

Without the baby in the picture, no doubt she’d do exactly that again.

There would be no more shared meals. No more nights spent wrapped up
in each other. No more of her lively presence brightening up his home and
his life.

He’d lose her—for good this time.

Aaron drove them back to his building and cupped her elbow as they
took the elevator up. But as soon as he shut the front door behind him, he
couldn’t keep the words inside any longer. “Marry me.”



Becka spun around and would have tripped if he hadn’t caught her. She
shook her head. “I’m sorry. I thought you just said ‘marry me,’ but there’s
no way you actually said that, because that would be crazy.”

“As crazy as moving you in here and realizing we’d actually be good
together.” The brakes that had kept him quiet up to this point were long
gone, and the sheer horror on her face only spurred him to keep talking.
He’d only get one chance to convince her of this. Aaron clasped her
shoulders. “Becka, I love you. I think if you weren’t so scared, you could
admit that you love me, too. And today more than proved that we both
already love this baby. We’re not your parents. We’re not going to make
those same mistakes, no matter what you think. Trust me.”

“Trust you.” A laugh burst from her that edged toward hysterical. “How
can | trust you when you just turned around and did everything you
promised you wouldn’t? You promised to give me time.”

Frustration ignited into fury. “I have given you time. I’ve respected your
childish desire to hide under the covers and ignore what’s happening instead
of planning accordingly and facing it. I’ve sat back and watched you play
pretend for six fucking weeks, Becka. That ends now.”

“I see.” She nodded and stepped back, out of his reach. “I wasn’t the only
one playing pretend, though, was 1? You had this idea of what the future
was supposed to look like, and you’ve systematically ignored any piece of
evidence that doesn’t line up with that plan. I’'m not some perfect little
wifey who’s going to fall into line just because you will it to happen. I’'m
only me, Aaron. I’ve only ever been me. And you’ve been asking too much
from the very beginning.”

The floor seemed to tilt beneath his feet, but he was too angry to care.
This was the truth he hadn’t wanted to face, the thread running through her
that he didn’t have the words to combat. Even if he had, Becka possessed a
singular ability to tune out anything that didn’t fit with her worldview. Just
like she was doing right goddamn now.

He crossed his arms over his chest and strove to keep his tone even and
not yell at her. If he could just get her to listen, they could talk their way
through this. “I’d rather shoot for the stars than be content to live in the dirt
just because I’'m too afraid of repeating my parents’ mistake. The last month
has more than proven that you’re not like them—Ilike her. Why can
everyone see that but you?”



Her blue eyes flashed. “Really? I’'m the one who’s letting my parents’
lives get in the way of reality? Because your happy home that you grew up
in has given you a wicked case of rose-tinted glasses. Wake up. Life i1sn’t
like that for most people. More than half the people who get married turn
around and get divorced again within seven years. That is a fact you can
hang your hat on—not this fantasy future you’ve created in your head. You
and [?”” She motioned between them. “We would never work. Not outside
this fucked-up situation, and sure as hell not in a marriage.” Becka shook
her head. “I should leave.”

He’d fought so fucking hard to make her see, and he might as well have
been yelling into a hurricane. Both actions accomplished a grand total of
jack shit. She had her reality, and she fought tooth and nail to stay there.
Aaron knew a thing or two about fear, but he’d always faced that emotion
down until he conquered it. It was the only way forward. Her flat-out
refusal to even try...

Its over.

“No need for you to leave. I will.” He turned for the door but paused. “It
doesn’t have to be like this, Becka. All you have to do is take a leap with
me and trust in us.” Aaron found himself holding his breath as he waited for
her answer.

But she only shook her head again, her eyes shining. “We won’t fly,
Aaron. The free fall might feel like it for a little while, but the landing will
ruin us both.”

He searched for something more to say, but in the end it wouldn’t change
anything. “I’ll be at the next appointment.”

She hesitated like she wanted to tell him to fuck off but finally gave a
short nod. “Wouldn’t expect anything different.”

This was it. It was really over.

Aaron turned without another word and walked out of the penthouse.

d ok ok

Becka barely had the energy to walk down the hallway to collapse on her
bed. She buried her face in her cold pillow, hating that it wasn’t the one on
Aaron’s bed that smelled like him, and hating herself even more for wanting
that in the first place. She screamed into the offending pillow, but it didn’t
make her feel the least bit better.



Why would it?

Aaron had left.

Not only left—left because she 'd freaked out on him and kept yelling
until he couldn’t stand to be in the same space as her. Just like her parents.

No, that wasn’t fair...

But Becka didn’t feel much like being fair right then. He threw that
marriage proposal—if someone could even call it that—at her like it was
the most logical step to take. And when she—understandably—freaked out,
he cut and ran.

He left her.

She rolled onto her back and stared at the white ceiling. “Okay. Okay, he
left. Which is a shitty way to end an argument. But this is Aaron we’re
talking about. Maybe he just needs to walk it off a little bit and then he’ll be
back here with some kind of plan and we’ll figure this out in a way that
doesn’t involve a shotgun wedding.” She took a shuddering breath. “And
then I will put my issues on hold and falk to him instead of freaking out.”
Not an easy task by any means, but she could make an effort. She would
make an effort.

She might not be ready to marry him, but she did care about him and she
didn’t want to be without him. Becka scrubbed a hand over her face. Trust
their first real fight to be one for the record books. She rolled over to get
more comfortable and stared at the clock. An hour—two, tops—and he’d be
back there. She just had to smother her instinct to flee the penthouse until
then. She curled her legs and hugged the second pillow on the bed.

Just a little longer...
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TWENTY-FOUR HOURS LATER, Becka ran out of excuses. Aaron hadn’t
come home last night, and though she’d called in to both her jobs because
she wanted to be here when he did come back...he didn’t. She checked her
phone, but her single text had gone unanswered.

He left me.

No, stop that. Maybe something happened. This is Aaron. He wouldn t
have just left. Not like that.

She scrolled through her contacts to find the one Aaron had given her
when she’d first moved in. There might be times when she needed to get
ahold of him and wasn’t able to, and so he wanted her to have Cameron’s
number. She held her breath as she pressed dial.

An unfamiliar voice answered almost immediately. “Cameron O’Clery.”

“Hi, Cameron. This 1s Becka. I'm, ah, Aaron’s... Whatever. I was
wondering if you’ve seen him?” Please say he s okay. I wouldn t be able to
stand it if something happened to him.

“Yeah, he’s in his office right now.”

She stared at the wall, her breath leaving her in a whoosh. It had been bad
to think that Aaron might be hurt in some hospital in the city and unable to
contact her. Knowing that he was fine, that he’d chosen not to call her or
come home...

It was worse. So much worse.

“Thank you,” she said through numb lips and hung up.

Becka looked around the room that had ceased to be hers the second
she’d ended up in Aaron’s bed a month ago. She’d built this fiction around
the i1dea that Aaron was different from her father—that being with him was
different from every relationship her mother had ever been in. From every
relationship Becka had been in. She’d believed him when he said they were
in this together, when he claimed she wasn’t alone. That declaration had
only lasted as long as their honeymoon period had. The second things got
rough—and they had gotten rough—he’d bailed.

He left.

She shoved to her feet and rushed to the closet. He wanted in the baby’s
life? Fine. She might feel like he’d ripped her heart out of her chest and



thrown it into a wood chipper, but she wasn’t completely delusional. He
loved the baby as much as she did.

He just didn’t love her. If he really had, he wouldn’t have pulled a cheap
stunt like this.

Maybe he's clearing the way for me to move out without him having to
deal with me again.

She threw her clothes onto the bed and had to lean over to wait for the
lurching of her stomach to pass. A lie. It had all been a lie. Becka packed as
fast as she could. She had things in Ais room, but she couldn’t bear the
thought of crossing that threshold and being assaulted by all the good
memories they’d made there.

All that mattered was getting the hell out. She could go back to her
apartment. The thought brought her up short. Just because he obviously
didn’t want anything to do with her didn’t mean he’d back down from his
ridiculous condition of her not living in that apartment. He couldn’t have it
both ways.

Unless he calls my bluff and hauls me back here to live in the spare room
and then we have to see each other on a daily basis while he holds himself
apart.

No. She couldn’t do it. The pain in her chest was so sharp, she could
barely breathe past it now. Seeing him and trying to function as if she
wasn’t emotionally bleeding out at his feet? She’d rather actually bleed out.

Becka fumbled for her phone and dialed. Allie answered almost
immediately. “Hey, girl. What’s up?”’

“Are you home?” Her voice cracked in the middle of the sentence.

Instantly, all happiness was gone from Allie’s tone. “I can be there in
fifteen. Is everything okay? Is it the baby?”

The baby. She pressed her hand to her stomach. The doctor said the baby
was fine, but this level of stress had to be releasing all sorts of crazy
hormones that couldn’t be good. She took a slow breath and tried to calm
her racing heart. “It’s nothing like that. I just... Remember when you offered
to let me crash at your place? Does that still stand?”

“Of course.” Allie, bless her soul, didn’t hesitate. “Meet you there?”

“Yeah, I’m getting in a cab in two minutes.” She’d have to offer an
explanation, but at least her friend was willing to wait until they were face-
to-face.



It took Becka forty minutes to cab it to the new apartment Roman and
Allie had bought together last year. They’d compromised on location, so it
was roughly an equal distance between her gym and his office. Allie buzzed
her up, and she walked into an apartment smelling of peanut butter cookies.

It was too much. She dropped her bag on the floor and the burning in her
eyes got the best of her. This apartment practically reeked of love and
happiness from Roman and Allie living here. It was there in the little details
—the table next to the door with a key bowl and a little notepad where they
wrote notes to each other; the framed picture of them just down the hall,
staring at each other with such love in their eyes that it made Becka want to
cry. She could have had that. She almost did have that.

No longer.

She wrapped her arms around herself as Allie poked her head out of the
doorway leading to the kitchen. Her friend took one look at her, and her
expression fell. “Oh, honey. What did he do?”” She rushed to Becka and
pulled her into a hug. It was a good hug.

She clung to Allie. “Why do you assume he did something and not me?”

“Because that’s not guilt on your face. That’s heartbreak.” She rubbed
soothing circles on Becka’s back. “And I talked to you two days ago, and
you were all giddy and very much in love.”

Becka blinked. “I’m not...” But there was no point in hiding from the
truth anymore. Only love could feel like a spiked arrow through her chest,
digging in deeper with each heartbeat that dragged her into a future that
didn’t have Aaron 1n it. “Shit, I love him.”

“I know.” Allie huffed out a laugh. “Come sit down. I grabbed the cookie
dough and some cranberry juice on the way here. Eat your sorrows and
we’ll see if I need to go key Aaron’s car by the end of this conversation.”

Becka gave her a look. “While that might be satisfying, that’s also a little
criminal.”

“Worth it.” Allie ushered her into a chair at the small nook table and
placed a plate of cookies and a glass of cranberry juice in front of her.
“Now, spill.”

And she did. Every little detail of the nightmarish doctor’s appointment
and the ensuing marriage proposal that resulted in the fight that broke them.
She broke the cookie she hadn’t managed to take a bite of and set it back on
the table. “He left, Allie. I overreacted maybe—probably—but he
just...walked out. And didn’t come back.”



“Which triggered every single issue you have.” Allie reached over and
covered her hand with her own. “Why don’t you plan on staying here at
least a couple days? Roman adores you, and it’d be nice to spend some
more time with you.”

She was too devastated to make a swinger joke, which more than
anything told her just how screwed up this situation was. She tried for a
smile. “Thanks.”

“If you don’t want to see Aaron while you’re here, you don’t have to.
We’ll keep him away until you’re ready to deal with him.”

The burning in her throat got worse, but she managed to whisper. “I don’t
think that’s going to be a problem, Allie. He made his choice. Now I just
have to learn to live with it.”

“Fuck that.”

She jerked back. “What?”

“If you’re done with him, that’s fine. I know you were kind of cagey
about living with him in the first place.” Allie narrowed her eyes. “But if
you’re retreating because you’re scared of getting hurt or rejected... Fuck
that, Becka. Sometimes you have to be the one to take the lead and fight for
what you want.” She held up her hand. “Not today. Not even tomorrow. But
when the smoke clears and you can think again, you need to decide what
you want. If that’s to keep going without him, then fine. If what you want is
Aaron, then you need to fight for him.”

“Not today,” she said.

“Not today,” Allie agreed. She came around the table and gave her
another hug. “Roman’s going to be working late, so why don’t we order in
and watch a movie? Something mindless and no pressure.”

“That sounds good.” Her voice was thick with unshed tears. “What did I
do to deserve such a great best friend?”

“Takes one to know one.” Allie tugged her to her feet, grabbed the plate
of cookies and nudged her out of the kitchen and into the living room.
“Besides, | seem to remember someone dragging me to a tropical island
paradise not too long ago, and look how that turned out.”

She’d met the love of her life there.

Becka managed a smile. “Someone should make that someone more
cookies.”

“On it!”



She settled into the couch and grabbed a throw blanket to wrap around
her. While she waited for Allie, she replayed her friend’s words through her
head.

Fight for him.

The very thought was laughable. How could she fight a losing battle?
Aaron had made his choice. Not only had he left, but he’d stayed gone and
iced her out. She couldn’t fight if there was no one there to fight with.

Becka swallowed hard. It was too soon to think about it. She could barely
draw a breath without pain lancing her chest, and all she wanted to do was
curl up with this plate of cookies under a blanket and cry for the next twelve
hours. After that?

After that, she’d figure out what she was going to do.

d ok ok

Aaron stared at his computer screen, the letters blurring together the same
way they had for the last thirty-odd hours. He couldn’t focus, too distracted
by replaying his fight with Becka over and over again. Her outright refusal
to talk about the future and willingness to stick her head in the sand when it
came to every single future subject still made him see red. But beneath the
surface-level anger was a fear he didn’t know how to deal with.

She didn’t want him.

Or, rather, she wanted to cling to her walls and keep him at a distance
more than she wanted to actually be with him.

A knock on his office door brought his head up. Aaron minimized the
screen and sat back. “Yeah?”

Cameron walked in and dropped into the chair on the other side of his
desk. “Think it’s about time we had a talk.”

“Did we lose another client?” He couldn’t even work up the energy to be
pissed about it. Becka’s solution for bringing his sister in to work as a junior
consultant was still hanging in the wind. He had been too twisted up inside
over Becka to worry about work, which was ironic, because he’d been at
the office since their fight.

His partner laced his fingers behind his head and stared hard at him.
“Doesn’t sound like you’d care if we did.”

He didn’t in that moment, but he would. Aaron straightened in his seat
and tried to focus. “I can get them back, whoever they were.”



“Probably, but there’s no crisis to deal with.” Cameron raised a single
eyebrow. “Except the one I’'m looking at right now. What the fuck is going
on with you and your woman? You’re walking around here like a zombie,
and judging from the state of the couch over there, you slept here last
night.”

He glanced at the couch, guilt flaring. The thought of going back to his
penthouse and fighting with Becka more, of having her layer rejection upon
rejection over him had been...too much. Cowardly didn’t begin to cover
camping out here for the night, but he wasn’t ready to be done and he
hadn’t figured out a plan to keep it from happening. He would figure it out
if he could just think. “You have a point. Get to it.”

“My point is that you’re fucking it up. I don’t do relationships and even I
can see that.” Cameron shook his head. “She called earlier and sounded just
as messed up as you do. Go home. Fix your shit. Don’t come back to the
office until you have it taken care of.”

Aaron frowned. “What are you talking about? She didn’t call here.” He
would have heard the phone. She Zad texted yesterday, but it was so damn
confrontational, he’d set his phone aside without responding. 4 plan. I just
need a damn plan.

“No, she didn’t call the office. She called me.” Cameron leaned forward
and propped his elbows on his knees. “Seems she couldn’t get ahold of you,
which is confusing as fuck to me because you’re sitting right here with two
phones on your desk and yet it looks like you walked out of a fight and
have been acting like an asshole ever since.” He gave Aaron a disgusted
look. “She wanted to make sure you were okay. Didn’t say as much, but the
relief and hurt practically radiated through the phone, and if leaving her
hanging like that isn’t some bullshit, I don’t know what 1s.”

She’d called Cameron.

Horror flooded Aaron. He hadn’t responded to her text. Hadn’t called.
Hadn’t done anything to let her know where he was or where his head was
at. For her to call Cameron, she had to have been in a bad place, worried
about him, and he hadn’t done a single thing to stop that. He’d let his own
hurt get in the way of everything. He’d promised her that he would be in her
corner no matter what, and the first time she got truly skittish on him, he
acted like a dick and left her.

He shoved to his feet so fast, he tipped his chair over. “I’m an asshole.”

“Finally.” Cameron sat back. “Took you long enough to figure it out.”



He rushed out of the office, barely pausing long enough to grab his phone
and his keys, and then took the stairs down to the street because he didn’t
want to wait for the elevator. The trip to his penthouse took on a
nightmarish quality. No matter how fast he moved, it wasn’t fast enough.

He should have taken a walk around the block and immediately come
back after the fight.

Fuck, he shouldn’t have left in the first place.

It would have played on every single insecurity and fear Becka had. And
then to leave her hanging...

He was well and truly an asshole.

Aaron raced through the doors of his building and took the elevator up to
his floor. He burst through the door. “Becka? Becka, where are you?”

Silence greeted him.

I’'m too late.

He closed the door behind him and stalked through the penthouse. The
answers he sought lay in the spare bedroom. The closet doors hung open, all
her clothing gone, along with her suitcases. Even knowing it was a lost
cause, Aaron walked to the bedroom they’d begun sharing together and
opened the door.

It looked exactly like it had when he’d left for work two days ago. A pair
of Becka’s shoes had been tossed in the approximate direction of the closet.
Her towel still lay in a pile on the dresser where she’d set it while she was
getting dressed. There was even the slightest indent on the pillow she’d
claimed as her own.

Aaron leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. It was worse seeing
evidence of her here compared to the searing lack in the other room. It
meant she hadn’t been able to force herself through the door. He’d hurt her
that much.

Fuck.

He didn’t know how to make this right. There wasn’t a single plan that
would work—he knew, because he’d labored over countless ones while he
sat in his office and didn’t work. Becka was gone. He was to blame.

Each second ticked by, a reminder of the way he’d failed her. Aaron
pushed off the wall and rushed back through the penthouse, looking for
some indication of where she’d gone.

Nothing.

No note, no convenient piece of evidence that would lead him to her.



Think, damn it. You can 't go running down the street bellowing her name.

Even though that was exactly what he wanted to do.

Aaron dug his phone out of his pocket and called Lucy. It barely rang
once before he hung up. What was he thinking? She might have told her
sister she was pregnant, but showing up there would just reinforce her
incorrect belief that she was somehow failing Lucy. Becka wouldn’t go to
Lucy.

No, she’d go to Allie and Roman.

He started to call his friend, but Aaron paused. If there was one truth
when it came to Roman, it was that the man loved Allie beyond all
reasonable doubt. If Becka was there, he would stand sentry over her and
Allie if it was what the women wanted. An admirable quality, but it would
put them directly at odds, and Aaron couldn’t risk the possibility of being
kept from her.

He couldn’t make this right if he couldn’t see her.

What do you think you 're going to do? That you'll show up and she’ll be
so relieved you decided to stop being a dick that she’ll fall at your feet in
gratitude?

Not likely.

The odds were Becka would throw something at his head rather than sit
still long enough to hear him apologize. He deserved it. There was no doubt
about that.

He reached the ground floor and headed out onto the street. He had no
plan. No guarantee that she wouldn’t kick him to the curb the second she
saw him. Nothing.

Nothing but his love and an apology he didn’t even know how to put into
words.

It didn’t matter.

He would make it right.

The alternative—a future with Becka moving peripherally through his
life—was too heartbreaking to even consider. If he fucked this up, they’d
share a child and nothing else. He’d have to stand by and watch her move
on. She might avoid relationships like a plague right now, but eventually
she’d come across a man determined enough to get past her barriers, who
would be patient with her skittishness, and who would earn her love as a
result.

Fuck. That.



Aaron wanted to be that man. Aaron was that man.
He just had to prove it to her.
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BECKA COULDN’T SETTLE into the movie. It was more than her bladder
crying foul every fifteen minutes or the fact that too many peanut butter
cookies had upset her stomach. She kept running over Allie’s words, and
every repeat put her more on edge. She sat up. “I did fight for him.”

“Hmm?”” Allie turned to look at her. “What’s that?”

“Aaron.” She pushed to her feet and pressed a knuckle to the small of her
back, where an ache had started. “I moved in with him. I went on dates with
him. I shared his damn bed. I was making an effort.”

“Uh-huh.”

She paced back and forth, energy snapping through her limbs. “You
know what I need to do?”” Becka continued before her friend could respond.
“I need to go down to his office and say what I need to say. He can’t just ice
me out and expect me to fade quietly into the night.” She spun around. “I
love that asshole, and people that love each other don’t have a single fight
and break up. That’s bullshit. He can’t ghost me. I’'m having his freaking
baby.”

Allie cleared her throat. “Well, technically, he could ghost you.” She held
up her hands when Becka growled. “I mean, this is Aaron, and obviously
he’s not going to because he’s Aaron. But just wanted to point that out.”

“You’re not helping.” She snatched up her phone and headed for the
door. “I’m going to track that jerk down and figure this out.”

“Go get em, tiger.”

Considering Becka had said almost the same thing to Allie after she and
Roman had their bumpy start, she didn’t growl at her friend again. “I’1l call
you later.” She stalked to the door and threw it open.

And almost plowed right into Aaron.

He stood there, one hand raised to knock. “Becka.”

She froze. “Aaron.” Now that they were face-to-face, her anger drained
away as if it’d never been, leaving only the hurt and heartbreak behind. She
stepped back and wrapped her arms around herself. “What are you doing
here?”” He shifted, and she zeroed in on the plastic containers in his free
hand. They looked familiar... “Are those peanut butter and jelly wings?”



He slowly lowered his hand. “I figured my best chance of getting you to
sit still long enough to hear me apologize was if I provided your favorite
food.” He motioned to the containers. “And if it brought up some of the
good memories to combat what an asshole I’ve been, I wouldn’t complain
about that, either.”

It was right about then that she realized they still stood half in the
hallway outside the apartment. “How did you get up here?”

Guilt flared in his blue eyes. “One of my old clients lives on the floor
below. I asked him to buzz me up.”

Shady. He obviously didn’t want to project his arrival for fear of how
she’d react, which was enough to tell her that Allie had no idea he was
coming. Becka shot a glance over her shoulder, but if her friend was
eavesdropping, she was being subtle about it. After a quick internal debate,
she stepped back. “Why don’t you come in?” Allie had set her up in their
spare bedroom, so she led Aaron there.

He didn’t speak as she shut the door behind him, but he did set the food
on the dresser. Becka opened her mouth, but she didn’t know what to say.
The fear rose again, the instinctive desire to retreat behind her shell to avoid
being vulnerable. Letting Aaron in had Aurt, and if he had showed up just to
reject her...

Have a little faith.

She cleared her throat. “I overreacted. You startled me with the marriage
thing, and instead of talking it out like a reasonable adult, I flipped my shit
and unloaded a couple decades’ worth of issues on you. That wasn’t fair.”
She pressed her lips together. “But I still think marriage isn’t the answer.
Not like this—not in response to being pregnant.”

Aaron sank onto the bed and looked up at her. Her pain was reflected in
his eyes, and it struck her that these two days apart hadn’t been any easier
on him than they had been on her. He scrubbed a hand over his face. “After
the doctor’s appointment... After that scare...” He shook his head. “All I
could think about was that if we lost the baby for some reason, I could
survive it. I’d be upset and sad because I’ve gotten used to the idea of being
a father, but I’d survive. But losing the baby meant that I’d lose you in the
process. You made it more than clear that the only reason you got back in
contact with me again was because you were pregnant. The thought of
losing you...”



He’d proposed because he wanted a way to link her to him, an assurance
that she wouldn’t leave him.

Becka crossed the room to sit on the bed next to him. “You know, you
could have just asked me if [ planned on bolting if that happened.” As soon
as the words were out of her mouth, she winced. “Then again, I probably
could have been more forthcoming with the fact that I’'m in love with you.”

“You’re in love with me.” He went so still next to her, she didn’t think he
drew breath.

She stared hard at the door—anything was easier than looking at him in
that moment. “Yeah, well, I don’t know if you noticed, but you’re kind of
the greatest guy I’ve ever met and I’d have to be crazy not to fall for you.”
The next part was harder to get out. “I have issues, Aaron. They aren’t
going to magically disappear because of the love of a good man, but I’'m
trying to work on them. But you can’t leave like that. I sat in that penthouse
for over twenty-four hours wondering if you’d left me, or if something had
happened to you and... We’re going to fight. I don’t know a couple that
doesn t fight—even Lucy and Gideon—and I need to know that you aren’t
going to hurt me like that again. I can deal with the arguing. I can’t deal
with you disappearing on me.”

“I’m so fucking sorry.” He lifted her into his lap and wrapped his arms
around her. “I promise I’ll never do it again.”

She leaned her head against his shoulder. “Good. Because next time I’'m
liable to hunt your ass down and cause a scene.”

“That won’t be necessary.” He pressed a soft kiss to her temple. “Come
home, minx. I promise not to throw you over my shoulder and sprint to the
nearest courthouse.”

She laughed, though the sound faded almost as soon as she’d given it
voice. “I don’t know where we go from here. I was kind of hoping you had
a plan.”

“I don’t.” He cuddled her closer. “Turns out, plans don’t save you from
fucking up from time to time. I love you. You love me. We’re going to have
a baby together. Maybe we don’t have to have every little detail ironed out
right now.”

God, she loved this man. But he wasn’t the only one who would be
making compromises. Becka looked up at him. “I’m not ready to rush into
marriage or anything but...maybe let’s not take it completely off the table?”

“If you’re sure.”



She laughed and, this time, it was downright joyous. “Oh, I’'m sure.
You’re stuck with me, Aaron Livingston.” She leaned up and kissed him.
“But I’ll be honest—I"m going to go balls out when I propose to you. Think
those crazy prom proposals, but just downright extra.”

He grinned against her mouth. “I can get onboard with this plan.”
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Epilogue

“GET READY TO PUSH.”

Aaron braced himself behind Becka and tried not to wince as she clasped
his fingers in a death grip. Her entire body went tense, little ripples making
waves in the birthing pool they sat in. He couldn’t help her. He couldn’t
step in and take away the pain radiating from every pore of her body as she
tried to bring their daughter into the world. All he could do was hold her
and let her crush his fingers and breathe the way they’d been taught in their
birthing classes.

As the contraction passed, Becka slumped against him. “Ouch.”

“You’re doing wonderfully,” Lucy said as she mopped Becka’s brow. She
had her dark hair tied back and a look of concentration on her face, as if she
could will Becka to have an uncomplicated labor.

“You are,” the midwife confirmed. “The baby’s in position and engaged.
A few more pushes and you’ll get to hold your daughter.”

Aaron smoothed back the damp hair from Becka’s forehead. “I love you.
You’re amazing.”

Becka huffed out a strained laugh. “I’m thinking murderous thoughts
about you right now.”

“You can tell me all about them if it would help.” He reached between
them and gently massaged the small of her back. The contractions were
coming fast now, and they had less than twenty seconds before the next one
by his count.

“No energy.” She drew in a long breath. “Here we go.”

“You’ve got this, Becka. Almost there.” Lucy mimicked the breathing
pattern they’d been taught to use.

The battle to bring their daughter into the world was exactly that—a
battle. Becka bore down with a determined silence that scared the shit out
of him. There was no screaming. No yelling. None of the things he’d read
about and tried to emotionally prepare for so he could support her. Nothing
but a focus that left him totally and completely in awe of her.

“This is it, you’re doing great. Don’t stop. Harder, Becka. Push harder.
You can do it!” The midwife’s commanding tone had Aaron biting back a



snarl; Lucy held her breath in utter stillness, but Becka let loose a muted
shriek and the midwife crowed in delight. “Here she is!”

He barely got a glimpse of a wrinkled pink face before their baby let
loose a scream to shake the rafters. The midwife grinned. “Healthy set of
lungs.”

Things moved quickly after that. Aaron could barely process that the
event had finally happened—that they were parents—in the midst of all the
insanity. Lucy fielding the news out to Allie and their men. Nurses coming
and going. Becka being checked out and pronounced perfectly fine.

Both Aaron and Becka changed into dry clothing while their daughter
was weighed and measured and underwent all manner of poking and
prodding.

Finally—finally—the last nurse shut the door and they were alone.

He pushed out of the chair he’d been relegated to and crossed over to
sink onto the edge of the bed. Becka lay with her eyes half-closed, their
daughter lying against her naked chest. Aaron carefully stroked the baby’s
downy-soft hair. “She’s here.”

“She 1s.” Becka smiled, and a tear escaped the corner of her eye. “She’s
perfect. More perfect than I ever dared dream.”

“You both are.” He pressed a soft kiss to their daughter’s head and then
another to Becka’s lips. “What do you think? Is she a Summer or an
Evangeline?” The two names they’d finally settled on after months of
rigorous debate and even a fight or two.

She looked down into the baby’s sleeping face. “Summer. Definitely
Summer. She’s been in this world a grand total of two hours and she’s
already brightened everyone’s life she touched.” Becka made a face. “Oh
God, motherhood 1s going to turn me into one of those people, 1sn’t it? I’'m
so happy I can’t even think straight, and if I had my phone, I’d already be
sending pictures to everyone in my contact list.”

He chuckled. “I already texted a picture of her, along with her weight,
length and time of birth, to all our friends and family.” He’d restrained
himself to a single picture, but he already had half a dozen in his phone.
Aaron grinned. “How long do you think it will be before Roman stages an
intervention?”

“Two months—tops.” She smiled back. Becka reached out and covered
his hand with her own. “Hey, Aaron?”

“Yes, minx?”



She nodded at the bag they’d packed and repacked three separate times in
the last month, convinced that they’d forgotten something important every
time. “Can you grab my purse out of there?”

Curious, he dug through the bag until he found the tiny clutch that she’d
insisted on. He handed it over and watched as Becka used her free hand to
dig inside it. She paused. “Okay, so in my head, this would be all soft
lighting and I wouldn’t be feeling like I’ve just been ripped in half and look
like day-old roadkill, but squint a little and pretend with me.” She pressed
her lips together. “Aaron Livingston, you are the best man I’ve ever met.
Better than I deserve, and I damn well know it. I can’t promise that your
organization and borderline compulsive need to research things won’t drive
me to drink sometimes, but I do promise that I’ll love you for the rest of our
lives.

“There’s no one else but you for me. I want a life with you. I want to fill
our home with a couple more kids. I want meandering walks to delicious
food trucks and old movie marathons and the early-morning talks over
breakfast and the nights spent wrapped up in each other.”

She glanced at Summer and laughed. “Though I suspect we’ll both be too
exhausted for the next however many months to do more than sleep in that
bed. But the point stands—I want a future with you. With us.” Becka
leveraged open the tiny box in her hand and turned it to face him. “Will you
do me the immeasurable honor of being my husband, Aaron?”

He lifted the ring out of the box. It was a dark gray that he suspected was
titanium and had a faint abstract pattern etched on the outside. “You
proposed.”

“Well, yeah. I did say I was going to.”

He left the bed long enough to grab a nearly identical ring box from the
side pocket of the bag. Aaron returned to her, smiling so hard his face hurt.
“You beat me to it, minx.” He opened the box and showed her the princess-
cut diamond he’d had commissioned over a month ago. “The answer is yes,
Becka. I’ll be your husband if you’ll be my wife.”

She touched the ring, smiling as hard as he was. “I was thinking three
kids, but that might be the leftover adrenaline making me loopy, so that is
completely open to negotiation.”

They both glanced down at Summer. Aaron shifted to drop a lingering
kiss to Becka’s mouth. “I love you. I love you so much it makes me crazy in
the best way possible.”



“The feeling is very much mutual.” She smiled against his lips. “Do you
want to hold her?”

He carefully took Summer from her and cradled their daughter in his
arms. Aaron’s chest hurt with how right it was to have this right here, right
now, with this woman. “Welcome to the world, princess.”
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TRISH LIVINGSTON DIDN’T do sad. Life was too short to focus on the
negative crap. No matter how bad things got, it could always be worse.

Granted, she wasn’t exactly sure how much worse Zer life could get. She
was drowning in student loans, living with her wonderfully understanding
but ultimately smothering parents and the only job she could get was one
with her older brother’s cybersecurity company.

Positive, Trish. You could be homeless. Your parents could be awful
people—or gone completely. You could have as few job prospects as you did
two weeks ago.

She smoothed a shaking hand down her skirt and squared her shoulders.
Maybe this wouldn’t be so unnerving if Aaron was actually here to
introduce her to his partner and walk her through her responsibilities. But
his fiancée had had their baby a week earlier than expected, so he was
currently playing the doting father. He’d offered to slip away for a few
hours, of course. That was what her brother did—took care of everyone
around him. She’d declined because that was what she did—smoothed
waves and gave people what they really wanted.

The elevator shuddered to a stop and the door slid open, removing any
chance she had to change her mind. Trish smoothed her hair back as best
she could, pasted a bright smile on her face and stepped out.

From what Aaron said, this entire floor was Tandem Security offices,
which seemed a little strange since it was the two of them, but who was she
to complain? Trish eyed the front office. Not the most welcoming first
impression. A layer of dust covered the desk and she’d been under the
impression that plastic plants couldn’t actually die, but the teetering tree in
the corner threatened to make a liar of her. Even the chairs were eyesores, a
perfectly functional beige...that belonged in a hospital waiting room
somewhere.

She walked over and sank into one and grimaced. Thought so. Whoever
had designed these chairs didn’t want the occupants to spend any amount of
time in them. She shook her head and muttered under her breath, “Well, this
is what Aaron hired you for. Apparently he actually does need someone—
desperately.”



“What do you want?”

She jumped to her feet and teetered in her cotton candy—pink heels.
“Sorry, I was just trying out the chairs and...” She trailed off as she caught
sight of the guy who’d snarled at her. He wore a pair of faded blue jeans
and a white T-shirt that stretched tight across his impressive chest and set
off his dark brown skin to perfection. A chiseled jaw and shaved head
completed the picture and made her mouth water.

At least right up until she registered who this must be.

Trish turned her smile up to an eleven and stepped forward. “Cameron
O’Clery? I’m Trish Livingston. Aaron was understandably occupied, so he
said I should just head over here and make myself at home.” She held out a
hand until it became clear he had no intention of shaking it. Undeterred, she
dropped it and smoothed a nonexistent wrinkle from her skirt. “I know he
mentioned this place needed a bit of a face-lift, but I never realized my
brother had quite such a gift for understatement.”

He stared and finally shook his head. “Info is in the top drawer of the
desk. Do what you want.” Cameron turned and stalked down the hallway
and out of sight.

Trish frowned. She rounded the desk and pulled open the creaky drawer.
The only things in it were a credit card with Tandem Security’s name on it
and a paper with account names and passwords written out in neat block
lettering. A little more snooping found a brand-new laptop tucked in the
next drawer down. Trish shot a look down the hall, but since Cameron
hadn’t made an appearance, she shrugged and booted it up. Typing in the
websites listed brought up accounting software, an email address and the
company software itself. She scrolled through the list of clients—past and
present—and sighed. This would be a lot easier if I had a little guidance.

Chin up, Trish. You know how to make the best of any situation. This is
no different.

She stood and propped her hands on her hips. Since she had to start
somewhere, the waiting room was the way to go. Aaron had hired her to
redesign the office space, liaise with incoming clients and provide general
support to him and Cameron. She turned in a slow circle again, mentally
tallying everything she needed to accomplish her first goal. No reason to
pay top dollar for everything. It didn’t matter if the company could afford it
or not. Even bargain shopping, it would be a chunk of change to do it all at
once, so she’d roll up her sleeves and save costs wherever she could.



She palmed the credit card and headed into the back offices. There were
no plaques or signs to indicate where anything was, but only one door had
light coming from beneath it, so she headed in.

“I’m busy.” Cameron didn’t even bother to look up from his monitor.

Good grief. If this is his attitude, I can see why Aaron needed someone to
handle clients. She didn’t let her smile slip, though. “I can see that, so I
won’t take much of your time.” Trish held up the credit card. “Just let me
know the budget for the front office and I'1l be out of your hair. Or, well,
you have a shaved head so...” She smiled harder. “Sorry, ’'m wasting time
with babbling. Budget, please.”

His dark brows drew together and he finally deigned to look directly at
her. “What?”

“A budget. For the front office.” The urge to keep talking bubbled up, but
she pressed her lips together to prevent the words from escaping. Call it a
hunch, but Cameron O’Clery didn’t seem the type of man to appreciate
small talk or meandering conversational threads.

His frown didn’t clear. “Spend whatever you want.”

Lord, grant me patience. She crossed her arms over her chest. “With
respect, I do better when I have clear guidelines. A budget would be
helpful.”

Cameron cursed, as if this two-minute conversation had taxed what little
patience he had. “Spend what you need to. If I think you’re out of line, I’ll
tell you.”

Of that, she had no doubit.

Recognizing this was a losing battle, Trish edged back out of the office.
“I’1l just get started, then.”

“Do that.” He turned back to his monitor, and it was as if he’d forgotten
she was in the room.

She’d never been so summarily dismissed in her life, and Trish couldn’t
deny that it rankled. She opened her mouth, but common sense got the best
of her. As satisfying as it would be to pester one half of her new bosses, it
was her first day. Better to set a precedent of doing her job well before she
started pressing Sir Crankypants to hold down an actual conversation.

She headed back to her desk and considered. It was Friday, which gave
her today and all weekend to get the decorating stuff out of the way. Then
she could start bright and early Monday with figuring out the client aspect.
Aaron wanted her to deal with new clients’ preliminary meetings to get a



baseline for what services they required. From there, either Aaron or
Cameron would take the client. Though I guess Cameron will be taking
them all until Aaron is back in the office.

One problem at a time.

She dropped into her desk chair and pulled a dusty notebook out from the
second drawer. A list would keep her on track. Trish gave the room one last
look and sighed. Her shoulders dropped a fraction of an inch before she
caught herself and forcibly straightened them. None of that, Trish. Think
positive.

Working as a glorified secretary for her brother’s company might not be
part of her bright plans for the future, but that didn’t change anything. She
gave 100 percent. It was what she did—who she was. This job would be no
different.

She’d be the best damn glorified secretary Aaron and Cameron had ever
had.
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Cameron finished the last bit of code for his current client’s site and sat
back. There were still tests to run and scenarios to play out to ensure he’d
filled every nook and cranny with the proper protections and hadn’t left any
back doors accidentally open, but they could wait until tomorrow. He
rubbed a hand over his head and then stretched. He was past overdue for a
massage—he usually kept regular appointments to prevent the kinks in his
back from getting too bad—but Aaron’s pending fatherhood had kept his
partner out of the office more and more as his woman’s pregnancy got
further along, and more work had landed on Cameron as a result.

He didn’t mind. His friend was happy, and that was enough for Cameron.
He liked the work, liked keeping occupied with it. All he had was an empty
apartment waiting for him, so it wasn’t as if he missed much by spending
more time in the office.

As he pushed to his feet and stretched more fully, he frowned. What's
that smell? Another deep inhale had him checking his watch. It was well
after eight in the evening, so who the hell was painting?

Cameron stalked out of his office, already calculating where the vents
could be sending the scent from. It was probably the floor below theirs. The
woman who ran the consulting business down there liked revamping her



office with startling regularity. Saying shit wouldn’t accomplish anything,
and it was after-hours. He was just tired and hungry and overreacting.

He reached the front office and stopped cold. White cloth covered the
floor and blue painter’s tape marked off both the ceiling and trim. Half the
white walls were now a soothing green, but that wasn’t what set him back
on his heels.

No, that was reserved for the barefoot woman teetering on the top of a
stepladder—above the sign set into the step warning not to stand above that
point—her curly blond hair tied back in a haphazard knot that looked like a
bird’s nest. He started forward, belatedly realizing she still wore the outfit
she’d had on earlier, a simple black skirt that hugged her hips and ass and a
loose pink blouse in the same startling shade as the heels she’d worn.

This is Aaron's little sister. Get your eyes off her ass.

It was a great ass, though. As she went onto her tiptoes, the muscles in
her lower half flexed and he had to bite back a groan. At least until she
wobbled and overcompensated. Cameron jumped forward and caught her.
He was a bastard and a half because he let himself enjoy the feeling of her
in his arms for several seconds before he set her back on her feet.

Trish shoved the cloud of curly blond hair that had escaped its knot back
and gave him a blindingly bright smile. “Thanks! I thought I could do this
without scaffolding, but those nine-foot ceilings are no joke.” Her smile
wobbled. “Crap, I’'m sorry. I got paint on you.”

Cameron looked down to the streak of green marking his shoulder and
then back at her. “You just took a nosedive off a ladder and you’re worried
about my shirt?”

“Well...yeah.” She shrugged and leaned over to set the paint roller on the
tray perched precariously on the ladder. “I fell. You caught me. Thanks
again, by the way. But there’s no reason to dwell on it.”

He stared into those guileless blue eyes. She truly looked more worried
about his shirt than any injuries she would have suffered if his timing had
been a little off. “What would you have done if I wasn’t here and you broke
your leg?”

“At that angle, I’'m more likely to break an arm.” When he just glowered
at her, she huffed out a breath. “My phone is right there, within easy reach.”
She pointed at the ladder. “If I didn’t topple the ladder when I fell, and for
some reason I wasn’t able to stand, I would have kicked it over, retrieved
my phone and called for help. Happy?”



Fuck no, he wasn’t happy. The woman was obviously crazy, because she
didn’t seem the least bit concerned with that scenario. Cameron crossed his
arms over his chest. “If I leave right now, you’re going to climb right back
up that ladder and finish painting, aren’t you?”

“No?”

He growled. “If you’re going to lie, at least try to pretend you’re not
fishing for the right answer.” He gave up his happy thoughts about the pizza
place down the block from his apartment. There was no way he could leave
this woman unsupervised. He’d spend the rest of the night worried that
she’d fallen again and he hadn’t been there to catch her, and there would be
no rest and a whole lot of indigestion in his future. Cameron stalked around
the ladder, testing its stability. Should be fine as long as no one stands on
the top of the damn thing. He pointed at the untouched brush near the paint
can. “You’re on edges.”

“Actually, "

“You’re on edges,” he repeated, staring her down. “I’ll handle this.”

Trish opened her mouth, drawing his attention to her pink lipstick. He’d
never had a thing for painted lips before, but the bright pigment made the
sharp Cupid’s bow of her top lip stand out against her skin and... For fucks
sake, she's got freckles. She was downright adorable, and that should be
enough to banish any thoughts of getting his hands on her perfectly rounded
ass or kissing her until she forgot about whatever argument she was
obviously debating delivering.

It wasn’t.

He wanted her, and hell if that didn’t complicate things.

Cameron hadn’t bothered to date in longer than he cared to think about. It
was so much goddamn work getting to know another person. Most of them
ended up storming off before the second date because he said something
wrong. Or he didn’t talk enough. Or he talked too much about work
because, God forbid, that wasn’t a safe subject, either. It was exhausting just
thinking about it, and he hadn’t met anyone tempting enough to make him
want to run that particular gauntlet. Easy enough to scratch the itch in loud
bars where talking was the last thing on either his or his prospective
partner’s mind, but even that had gotten tiresome recently.

If he’d run into Trish on the street, he might have asked her out. Might
have let her obvious enthusiasm and sunny attitude wash over him.



But she worked for him. What was more, her big brother was one of the
few people in this world who not only put up with Cameron’s bullshit
without expecting him to change but also was a genuine friend.

He might want Trish, but she was the one woman he couldn’t touch.
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TRISH DIDN’T KNOW what to think of Cameron, but after looking like
he wanted to give her a blistering lecture, he just picked up the paint roller,
glared at her and got to work. She watched him climb the ladder and gave
herself a shake. Staring at her boss’s shoulders was not going to get this
room painted before midnight. He obviously wasn’t willing to listen to
reason or let her do the job she was hired for, so she might as well take
advantage of the extra set of hands.

Unsurprisingly, Cameron wasn’t much of a chatterbox and every time she
tried to talk to him, she only got grunts or one-word answers in response.

She gave up. Not forever. But it was kind of nice to just paint and not
have to worry about being chipper. There was no relaxing, though—not
with Cameron taking up too much space in the front office. Every time she
moved, she caught a glimpse of him out of the corner of her eye. He moved
with perfect precision, each roll of the paint even and uniform.

It took two hours to finish up, and part of Trish was almost sad to end the
companionable silence. She stood back and pushed her hair away from her
face with her forearm. “Oh yeah, this is the right color.”

Cameron surveyed it as if he were a color expert. Hell, maybe he was.
His brows furrowed. “It’s strangely pleasing.”

“That’s the point.” She placed her brush in the paint tray and started
gathering up the various supplies scattered around the room. The tape
would come off in the morning and then she’d touch up as needed, but she
had a feeling there would be little of that necessary. Cameron was too much
of a perfectionist to leave drips anywhere, which served her just fine.

She straightened and realized he was still watching her. His dark eyes
studied her face as if he could divine her thoughts. Cameron frowned
harder. “What are your plans for the front office?”

So now we have questions?

She bit back the sarcastic response and smiled. “This is the first
impression clients get when they walk through the doors, so I want it to be
welcoming and designed to set them at ease.” Trish’s main degree was in
sales, but she’d gotten a minor in design. Her dream might be to eventually
work in corporate fashion, but she knew how to use that skill set to set the



tone of a room—and help people choose clothing that would make them
happy. Not that she got to use the latter at all these days.

“We usually meet clients off-site.”

“Yes, I’'m aware. But that wastes time in transit and Aaron mentioned that
there’s a boardroom perfectly suitable for conducting meetings.” Though,
considering the state of the front office, she hadn’t had the heart to check
out that room yet to see what perfectly suitable meant. There would no
doubt be more painting in her future, but hopefully it at least had furniture
that was acceptable.

Cameron seemed to consider that and looked around the room again.
“Tell me your plans.” A tiny hesitation. “Please.”

He's trying. Throw him a bone. Aaron had warned her that Cameron
didn’t bother with the social niceties, which set most people on edge, but
his abruptness had still caught her off guard. If he was going to make an
effort, though, she could do the same.

Trish walked over to stand in front of the door to the elevator. “Come
here.”

He gave her a look like he thought she was trying to put one over on him
but joined her in facing the room. His shoulder brushed hers, sending
shivers through her body that she couldn’t quite control. He was just so big.
Big and overwhelming and he smelled really good. He's your boss, Trish.
Slow your roll.

“Okay.” She cleared her throat. “Imagine this. You walk in and are
instantly put at ease by the soothing green. I can make the desk work, but
there will be a grouping of new chairs there.” She pointed to one side of the
office. “And a smaller one there.” On the opposite side. “The window
facing the street brings in enough light to justify some kind of plant, but I
haven’t decided what will be the best fit. Probably one on each side of the
window to create balance. A small water fixture on the other side in the
corner. Some kind of art on the wall behind my desk, and maybe on another
wall or two, though I haven’t decided yet.”

“Lots of changes.”

He sounded neutral enough, but she couldn’t help straightening her spine
and lifting her chin. “Yes, but that’s what I was hired to do—create the best
client-facing aspect of this business as possible. That starts with first
impressions. You and Aaron have a company that’s one of the best in the



business, and as silly as it might seem, presentation matters. Meeting in
secondary locations is fine, but this is better.”

“One condition.” He kept going before she had a chance to protest. “No
more painting alone.”

“Of all the—"

Cameron turned to face her, his chest nearly touching hers with each
inhale. The proximity stalled her breath in her lungs and choked off
whatever she’d been about to say. Trish swallowed hard, caught between
wanting him to kiss her and wanting him to back the hell up and let some of
the air back into the room. He didn’t touch her, though. Didn’t lean down.
Didn’t cup her jaw or press her back against the wall and ravage her mouth.

Get yourself together.

His voice disturbed the air between them. “No. Painting. Alone.”
Cameron’s dark gaze dropped to her mouth for the briefest of seconds
before it snapped back to her eyes. “Do we understand each other, Trish?”

The sound of her name on his lips turned her knees to Jell-O. She swayed
toward him, toward the command in his voice, but caught herself at the last
moment. Do not kiss your boss. Trish took a step back, and then another.
She looked at the floor and swallowed hard. “Yeah, we understand each
other.”

He helped her finish cleaning up in silence, though she stewed a bit when
Cameron made a point of taking the ladder and stowing it in the closet
without letting her touch it. He walked back into the front office as she
slipped on her shoes. “You’re staying with Aaron?”

She could have let him believe that, but Trish had already misstepped
enough on her first day without adding lying to the list, too. “I was, but I
got my own place.” Her brother had fronted her the money for the first
month’s rent, but she didn’t think he wanted her underfoot any more than
she wanted to be underfoot while he and Becka got used to the whole new
baby thing.

Cameron gave her another of those dark looks like he wasn’t sure what
he thought of that. Good Lord, but the man was cranky. He finally sighed.
“I’ll call you a cab.”

It didn’t take much to read between the lines. He’d been on his way out
of here when he caught her unfortunate fall. She was keeping him from
plans of some sort, but his weirdly stubborn chivalrous streak wouldn’t let
him abandon her. Chivalry? More like control freakishness. Either way,



he’d helped her out with painting even though he didn’t have to, and she
wasn’t about to impose on him further.

Trish smiled and grabbed her purse. “Actually, I’'m walking. It’s only a
few blocks from here.”

“Then I’ll walk you.” If anything, he sounded more grumpy now than he
had before.

“Oh, that’s totally not necessary. The neighborhood is just fine and it’s
not particularly late.” She gave Cameron an absent smile and headed for the
elevator. “Thanks, though.” It was edging toward eleven, but that didn’t
mean anything. She’d checked the street out last week with Becka—
apparently walking could induce labor and Becka had been determined to
make it happen—and there were several bars that would still be open
around now, which meant pedestrian traffic. It was one of the pluses of the
area when she was picking a place to live—that and the apartment came
furnished and was within walking distance to the office. The rent was still
astronomical, but Aaron was paying her an astronomical salary.

He’d promised it wasn’t a pity job, that he really needed her specifically
to do this, but it felt like a pity job.

Stop it. Chin up. You're going to help out your brother, save up some
money and explore the city while you figure out your next step. Those are
all good things.

She’d been so caught up in her thoughts that she hadn’t noticed Cameron
walking beside her until Trish stepped out onto the street and was hit full in
the face with icy wind. She shivered and barely had time to wish that she’d
packed a warmer coat before a heavy weight settled on her shoulders.

She blinked and touched the coat Cameron had just draped over her.
“You’ll freeze.”

“I’'m fine.”

He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Which way?”

She could keep arguing and let them both stand out in the cold or she
could just give in and spend next week establishing that she didn’t want
Cameron looking after her. She had an older brother. She didn’t need two.

You don t see this man in a brotherly light and you know it.

Shut up.

And he wouldn t have stared at your mouth like that if he saw you like a
sister.

Seriously. Shut. Up.



She picked up her pace and Cameron easily fell into step next to her.
Even as she told herself to keep her smile in place and just accept his
chaperoning, she couldn’t keep her mouth shut. “You realize I’'m an adult,
right? I can walk three blocks without having you shadow my steps and
glower at anyone who looks at me sideways.” When he didn’t respond, her
irritation flared hotter. “I have an older brother. I don’t need another one.”
She jerked her thumb toward the door they’d stopped in front of. “This is
me.”

“Trish.”

God, the things that man could do with a single syllable. She froze, her
feet rooted to the ground as he stepped closer, his big body blocking the
wind. This time, she couldn’t stop herself from swaying toward him,
answering the gravitational pull he exuded. He didn’t move, but he didn’t
have to. Trish went up onto her tiptoes and her mouth found his as if there
had never been another destination for her.

The contact shocked her right down her to bones. His lips moved against
hers, cautious and then commanding, taking everything she gave and then
demanding more. Her knees actually buckled at the slow slide of his tongue
against hers, and Cameron caught her easily around the hips.

He lifted his head, breaking the contact between them. All she could do
was stare as he took his jacket from around her shoulders and shrugged it
on. He nudged her to her door and waited for her to key in the code to get
through. Then Cameron stood there until she shut the door firmly behind
her.

Trish watched him stalk away. Did that just happen?

She’d just kissed her boss.

On her first day.

She pressed her shaking fingers to her lips. “I am in so much trouble.”
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CAMERON SPENT ALL weekend cursing himself for kissing Trish back.
He should have stepped away and clarified that they had a professional
relationship only. Reminded her that she was his best friend’s little sister.
Done literally anything except coax her mouth open with his tongue.

Now he knew what she tasted like. And that she’d melted so sweetly
against him at the first contact. Not to mention the delicious way she’d
shivered when he’d grabbed her hips.

Fuck me.

When Monday morning rolled around, he almost decided to work
remotely. That was the path of a coward. Better to rip the Band-Aid off now
and deal with her hurt feelings and move on. It might make the workplace
awkward, but if Aaron’s glowing praise of his baby sister was any
indication, it wouldn’t get her down for long.

It was only a kiss, after all.

The elevator seemed to take twice as long as normal, and he had to
concentrate to keep from fidgeting. Cameron had arrived thirty minutes
early on purpose. If he was safely camped out in his office, hopefully they
could just pretend that misstep on Friday never happened.

The elevator doors opened and he barely made it a single step. If not for
the walls being painted the same green he’d been elbow deep in a few days
ago, he’d have thought he was in the wrong place. Comfortable-looking
chairs—a warm sand color with a stripe of burnt red—were arranged on
either side of the room. A leafy tree gracefully rose on either side of the
window.

A window that had new curtains to match the chairs.

On the other side of the room, a water feature was arranged in the corner,
a geometrical design with round stones and dark wood borders.

There was even fucking art on the walls.

When the hell did she find time to do this? She had to have put in long-
ass days to find the pieces and haul them up here. He could comfort himself
that they’d been delivered, but from what little he knew about Trish
Livingston, he had no doubt that she’d physically carried every single piece
up here herself.



Without asking for help.

Without once considering that she should ask for help.

Irritation flickered closer to true anger. He eyed her desk as he passed,
taking in the cheery flower arrangement, the stack of bright Post-it notes
and the overflowing mug of equally bright pens.

He clenched his jaw and headed down the hallway, but Cameron only
made it three steps when the door to their mostly unused conference room
opened and Trish herself appeared. She had a handful of paint color
swatches in front of her face, and her brow was furrowed and her lips—red,
today—were pursed. She hummed to herself. “This blue 1s too cold. No red.
No yellow. I need a power color that’s not in-your-face.”

He planted his feet, irritation derailed by sheer curiosity. And the woman,
damn her, didn’t even notice him standing there. She ran right into him and
bounced off his chest, and it was only his cupping her elbows that kept her
from landing on her ass.

“Damn!” Trish laughed. “Mom always said to keep my head on the here
and now. Guess I should have listened, huh?”

Cameron just stared. They were so fucking close, if she leaned a little
farther in, he would be able to see directly down her flowy purple top. He
averted his eyes and released her. “You’re here early.”

“Lots of work to be done.”

It was too fucking early for her to be this chipper. He shot her a look.
“How much coffee have you had?”

“Coftee?” She frowned. “I don’t drink coffee. It gives me the shakes and
that’s just not my idea of fun. I stick with chamomile tea when I want
something warm and cozy in my hands.” Trish’s blond hair was in a cloud
around her shoulders today, her curls giving her an angelic look that was
completely at odds with her fitted skirt.

For fuck'’s sake, Cameron, stop looking at her. She s being professional.
You re being inappropriate.

He cleared his throat and took another step back. “The conference room
is fine. You don’t need to kill yourself for this job. The front office didn’t
need to be finished so quickly.”

She wilted a little, but then her smile brightened until it was damn near
blinding. “I like the work.” Trish charged forward, and he had to scramble
back to avoid making contact with her again. She glanced at him as if he
was being ridiculous. “And, no, the conference room is not fine. You can’t



expect clients to take your presentations seriously when there are
spiderwebs in the corners and all the chair cushions are moth-eaten. I’1l take
care of it.”

That was what he was afraid of.

“Trish.”

She stopped in her tracks, and her smile dimmed to something closer to a
genuine expression. “I was hoping we didn’t have to do this, but obviously
you’ve been chewing on it all weekend.” Trish sighed and turned to face
him fully. “Look, I’'m sorry. I was out of line when I kissed you. I could
give half a dozen reasons why it happened, but the truth is that it was
inappropriate and I put you in a bad spot. So I’'m sorry. Let’s pretend it
never happened?”

Cameron wanted to know what those half a dozen reasons were, but he
couldn’t ask. Not when she was so determined to put them back into their
respective boxes of employee and employer. There was one thing he
couldn’t let stand. “If you remember, I kissed you back.”

Her blue eyes flared with heat, quickly banked. “I remember.” Just like
that, she was chipper Trish again, so sweet she made his teeth ache. “Don’t
let me keep you from your work. I was hoping we could sit down later
today and go over your current clients and their needs, but other than that I
can get the conference room whipped into shape pretty quickly.”

“I have some time this afternoon.” Which would hopefully give him the
opportunity to put a little distance between whatever the hell was going on
between them.

“Perfect. If anything pops up between then and now, I’ll let you know.”

He shifted, realized he was backing away from her like someone trying to
avoid being mauled by a wild animal and forced himself to turn away. “Do
that.” He could have sworn she laughed a little as he strode away from her,
but a quick glance over his shoulder showed her sunny expression firmly in
place.

Must have been my imagination.

¥ ok ok

Trish walked to her desk on shaking legs. She’d had a plan. It was a very
good plan. The best plan, considering her insane impulse to kiss Cameron a
few short days ago. She’d come into the office and pretend like nothing had



changed, like she was a professional who’d made a mistake, like she hadn’t
used that brief kiss with him to bring herself to orgasm no less than seven
times over the weekend.

It wasn’t her fault. She’d wanted to get the front office set up for
Monday, but everywhere she looked, she saw evidence of Cameron. That
was the spot he’d caught her when she’d fallen off the ladder. Over there in
the corner was where she’d spent a solid sixty seconds staring at the line of
his back muscles pressing against his shirt every time he’d reached over his
head to paint. Right here was where they’d stood shoulder to shoulder as
she’d told him her vision for the room.

A man shouldn’t be able to imprint himself on her inside of two hours
with only a handful of words exchanged, and Trish had managed to
convince herself that it was all in her head.

Until she’d collided with him in the hallway. They’d been so close, his
big hands clasping her elbows in a way that should most definitely not be
erotic, his chest rising and falling in the most tempting way possible.

She’d almost kissed him again.

Trish dropped into her chair and bumped her head against her desk a
couple times. Sadly, the contact did nothing to clear the desire from her
brain—or her body. I want my boss. I want to kiss him and do the horizontal
tango and a few things that are illegal in half a dozen states.

What a mess.

A footstep had her opening her eyes, and she turned her head to press her
cheek to her desk. Cameron stood in the middle of the hallway, his body
tense and expression unreadable.

Because of course.

She couldn’t just have that brilliant little scene where she played it cool
and professional and totally unaffected. No, he’d had to come back out here
and see her for the mess she really was. Too late to salvage this. Might as
well ride with it. “Can 1 help you with something?”” She kept her tone even
despite the fact she had her head on her desk and was obviously in the
middle of a lust-driven breakdown.

Cameron looked like he wanted nothing more than to retreat and pretend
this interaction had never happened. You and me both, man. He finally
cleared his throat. “Is everything okay?”

“Sure. Fine and dandy.” Since he obviously had something to say, she
sighed and straightened. ““You don’t have to worry about me.”



“Somehow I find that hard to believe.” He shook his head and held up a
thin file. “I have a web meeting to finish up a contract with an existing
client in an hour. Would you like to sit in on it?”

She cautiously took the file and flipped through it. She didn’t necessarily
need hand-holding, but it would be really useful to see how Cameron
conducted business—both to see what he’d expect from her and to verify if
it was as bad as Aaron seemed to think. But that also meant being in the
same room as Cameron, and in close quarters.

It had to happen at some point.

I’'m not ready.

You ’re never going to be ready.

Wasn’t that the damn truth?

She took a careful breath and smiled brightly. “That would be great. I’1l
go over this so I’m up-to-date.” She motioned to the file.

“Great.” He turned and walked away without another word.

Great.

She spent the next forty minutes going over the file to familiarize herself
with the account and what Tandem Security did for the client. It was all
pretty basic. They’d beefed up the client’s online security and added in a
secondary package that was biannual upkeep for any major changes the
client wanted. Smart. Keep a long-standing relationship so they come back
here if they need more done.

By the time she walked into Cameron’s office, she’d managed to get
herself under control. At least until she sank gingerly into the chair next to
his in front of the monitor. He’d brought it over so she could be in the
camera frame once the video call started, and the positioning put them
within easy touching distance. It shouldn’t matter. It couldn t matter.

To distract herself, she focused on his computer setup. It was more
advanced than she’d ever had to deal with, dual monitors showing a variety
of programs running that might as well have been Greek for all Trish
understood them. She was more than decent with technology, but she’d
never come close to what Aaron and Cameron did for a living. It blew her
mind a little bit. “Fancy.”

“It does the job.” He hesitated and then tilted the screen so it faced her a
little more directly. “This damn client is always late. Every single fucking
time.”



Before she thought better of it, she laid her hand on his biceps. “You’re
almost finished with this account. Just keep that in mind during the meeting
and everything will go swimmingly.”

Cameron’s eyes dropped to where she touched him, and his arm flexed
slightly beneath her palm. Slowly, oh so slowly, his gaze dragged up to her
mouth, hesitated and then settled on her eyes. “You take positivity to a new
level.”

A simple sentence, but the way he watched her didn’t fee/ simple. It made
her stomach twist and ignited the desire she was working so damn hard to
keep under wraps. It would be the simplest thing in the world to lean in a
little bit, to give him a clear signal that she wanted a repeat of the other
night—and more.

He’d kiss her until she forgot her own name, until she wasn’t worried
about the future beyond where he’d touch her next. Until she felt the ground
steady beneath her feet even as he made her fly. She’d hitch up her skirt and
climb into his lap and...

“Trish?”

She blinked, her heart beating too hard. “Sorry, I didn’t hear what you
said.”

Cameron reached up to touch the side of her face, gently guiding her to
look at the monitor instead of him. “Client just logged on. ’'m going to start
the meeting.”

The meeting. Right. She swallowed hard. “Great.”

But he didn’t move back. His breath brushed the shell of her ear, drawing
a shiver from her. “After the meeting, we’ll...talk.”

Talk? Or talk?

She stared blindly at the monitor, reality sinking its claws into her and
digging deep. The attraction she felt for Cameron wasn’t going away—if
anything, it was getting worse. Stronger. And if he meant what she thought
—hoped, dreaded—he meant about falking, he was getting swept away
alongside her.

Oh God, my brother is going to kill me.

Too bad she couldn’t bring herself to care. She’d played it safe for so
long and she’d missed her dreams by a mile.

Maybe it was time to throw caution to the wind.

What could possibly go wrong?
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CAMERON MANAGED TO get through the final meeting without letting
his disdain for the outgoing client show—because he was so damn
distracted by Trish’s flowery perfume. No, not perfume. It was too subtle. It
was probably lotion or shampoo or something, and the faint scent rose
every time she shifted. Her hair brushed his shoulders, and his hands
clenched against the need to dig into the thick curls and tilt her head back so
he could claim her mouth again.

Focus.

He signed off the meeting and sat back, careful to angle his body away
from hers. It didn’t help. Cameron had always considered his office
obscenely large compared to the amount of space he actually needed to do
his job. That was before Trish took up residence in it, filling every inch with
her sunny presence. He didn’t know how to deal with it, and commanding
her to get the hell out wouldn’t solve anything—and would only make him
look like an asshole in the process.

Rightly so.

Cameron cleared his throat. “Did you decide on a color for the
boardroom?”

Trish blinked those big blue eyes at him. “That’s what you wanted to talk
about?”

No, what he wanted to talk about was how she felt about being spread out
on his desk so he could kiss her until she was dizzy. Then he’d inch up that
tease of a skirt and taste her there, too. Right here. In his office. While they
were both on the clock, so to speak.

He was so out of line, it wasn’t fucking funny.

Focusing on work when she was so close he could run his thumb over her
full bottom lip was a herculean task, but Cameron didn’t have any other
option. He nodded, his voice gruffer than it had right to be. “The ceilings
are just as high in there as in the front office, and you’ve already proven
you can’t be trusted to follow the instructions on stepladders. Since I doubt
you’re going to hire someone to do it, I’ll help you.” There. That was
reasonable.



Except her eyes had gone wide and her jaw dropped. “That is the most
ridiculous, backhanded compliment I’ve ever heard. I’m not even sure
there’s a compliment in there. I am more than capable of doing my job.”

“I never said you weren’t.”

“Actually, you did. Thirty seconds ago.” She shoved to her feet, which
put her breasts directly in his line of sight. Cameron jerked his gaze back to
her face, but it wasn’t any better for his control. She was gorgeous when she
was pissed and trying not to be, her hair moving around like a live thing and
her body practically vibrating with repressed fury. She pointed a finger at
him, seemed to realize she might be crossing a line and let her hand drop.
“Aaron hired me to do this job because he knows I’m capable of handling
it. That includes managing painting.” She stalked out the door without
another word.

Cameron stared hard at the doorway, walking back through the
conversation to figure out where it went wrong. Choosing not to kiss her
again was the right call. That, he was sure of. Asking about the boardroom
was a reasonable thing to do. Maybe he’d spoken a little harsher than he
intended, driven by the need to keep the lust from his tone, but he hadn’t
yelled at her. Telling her to accept his help was only reasonable because
she’d about broken her damn neck when she’d tried to do the front room
herself. It was possible he could have worded it more carefully, but he’d
hardly called her inept. He’d been more abrupt in other conversations and
she hadn’t reacted so intensely.

Another replay of the conversation and he thought he had the answer. /
am more than capable of doing my job. Well, of course she was. Aaron
wouldn’t have hired her if she wasn’t, sister or no. Cameron certainly
wouldn’t have signed off on it unless she was qualified. She might not be
well-balanced when standing on a stepladder, and her college degrees
weren’t an exact fit, but she obviously had an eye for creating a welcoming
environment, and how she’d handled herself in the meeting just now had
only reinforced that hiring her was the right call. She was fucking perfect
for the job.

He’d told her that...

Cameron frowned. Shit, he hadn’t told her that, had he? He’d been so
focused on the thought that she might pull another stunt like working after
hours to finish the front office—and get hurt in the process—that he’d



barked at her over it. He frowned harder. He wasn’t wrong about telling her
not to paint without him. He knew he wasn’t.

But...maybe he could have approached it differently?

“Fuck,” he breathed. He wasn’t equipped to tiptoe around another
person’s feelings. If he was, he’d have been better at the client-facing part
of this business. Trish wasn’t a client, though. He couldn’t just end a
meeting and cease having to deal with her. She’d be in this office, day in
and day out.

He had to apologize.

Cameron played through his options a couple times, but there was really
only one reality. If she was pissed, it would make the office unlivable. What
was more, it made her a whole lot more likely to go ahead and paint the
damn boardroom—and potentially hurt herself—when he wasn’t around.
Since he wasn’t a fan of either option, he pushed slowly to his feet and went
in search of her.

Unsurprisingly, he found her in said boardroom. The chairs around the
old table had disappeared somewhere, and she stood on the table, in the
process of changing out the overhead light fixture. Cameron froze, not sure
if he should rush over to catch her in the event that she fell or that damn
light fixture came undone and crashed down on her head.

Trish glanced over and gave him a brilliant smile. “This thing is so
coated with some gross combination of dust and time that ’'m calling it a
wash and tossing it.”

“Okay,” he said slowly. A smiling Trish was not what he expected. Was
this a trap? “You seem...not mad.”

“Why would I be mad, Cameron?” Her tone was as sweet as honey, but
her use of his name might as well have been a hook in the gut.

This was most definitely a trap. He cleared his throat. “Earlier, I didn’t
mean to—"

“To question my competence? To treat me like I’m a child in need of
tending?”” Every single word was that blend of sweet and sharp, until it was
a wonder he didn’t bleed out on the floor at her feet. She turned to face him,
the light fixture in her hands, as regal as a queen despite the streak of dust
over the shoulder of her shirt and what appeared to be a cobweb clinging to
her curls near her face. Trish looked down her nose at him. “If you have a
problem with the way I do my job, that’s fine. You’re my boss. You’re more
than entitled to correct and/or punish me as you see fit.”



He got hung up on the word punish and had to force himself back to task.

She wasn’t done, though. “That said, if you ever talk to me like that
again, [’m out. I took this job as a favor to Aaron and, yeah, I kind of need
it, but I don’t need it badly enough to put up with that level of disrespect. I
get that you don’t handle people well, but at some point you’re just making
excuses for bad behavior that’s inexcusable...” She trailed off, her breath
coming too fast, and seemed to realize she was yelling at him. Trish
clutched the light fixture closer to her chest. “So...there.”

God, she was something else. Fired up and willing to put him in his
place, though she had to be truly pissed to have let the peppy sunbeam mask
slip. Cameron leaned against the doorjamb. “I’m sorry.”

“Why, you—" Trish blinked. “What?”

“You’re right. I was out of line. I’'m sorry.” He stepped farther into the
room and held out a hand.

Looking dazed, she took it and allowed him to guide her off the table. He
finally managed to relax a little once her feet were both firmly on the floor.
Trish gave him a suspicious look. “Why are you being so agreeable?”

“Contrary to what your brother thinks, I can see reason on occasion. I
was worried about you falling again, and so I overreacted. But you’re right,
I’m your boss.” He almost choked over the words—the reminder—but
powered through. “Talking to an employee like that isn’t okay.”

“Exactly.” She still didn’t look convinced this wasn’t some kind of trick.

That made two of them.

Cameron...didn’t do this. He didn’t do interpersonal relationships. 7oo
damn bad. Going to have to figure it out as you go, and it s one hell of a
learning curve. He didn’t move from his spot. “I respectfully request that
you either hire out for the painting or wait until after hours when I can help
you.”

Trish opened her mouth like she was going to snap back but seemed to
consider. “It’s an unnecessary expense to hire such a small job out when
I’'m more than capable of handling it. For that matter, there’s no reason for
you to take time away from your...whatever it is you do for leisure...to help
me. | have it covered.”

She had it covered all the way to an ER visit with a broken arm. Or
WOTSE.

He met her gaze steadily. “When are you buying the paint?”



Cameron could almost see the gears whirling in her head as she tried to
find a way out of this. He could have told her there was no way out. He
wouldn’t let her paint this room by herself, and her little stunt this weekend
had shown her hand—if she thought she could get away with it, she’d do it
behind his back to avoid dealing with him.

If she was anyone else, he would have found her independence a relief. It
meant he could focus on his job and let her do hers. But Trish wasn’t
anyone else—she was Trish. He needed to keep her safe, even if that meant
keeping her safe from working herself to the bone.

Finally, she sighed. “I’m going to pick it up after work.”

“Pick it up tomorrow.” He didn’t bother to keep the command out of his
voice. If she went and got it after hours, she’d be right back here the second
he wasn’t looking.

She s not a wayward puppy, asshole. She's a person.

Yes, she was. A person who had excellent work ethic and showed every
evidence of being just as stubborn as her older brother—the same older
brother Cameron would have to answer to if something happened to her.
That was all. It was simple, really. Not in the least bit complicated. He
certainly didn’t have any ulterior motives.

Trish narrowed her eyes. “You can’t tell me what to do after hours.”

“It concerns this job, so I sure as hell can. We’ll take a long lunch
tomorrow and paint the damn boardroom. You can pick up the paint late
morning beforehand.”

For a moment, it seemed like she’d keep arguing, but then she gave him a
brilliant smile. “Sure thing, Mr. O’Clery.” Trish turned on her heel and
marched out of the room.

Okay, that was definitely a trap.
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TRISH ALMOST SAID to hell with it and bought the paint anyway. She
got so far as to leave her apartment and start in the direction of the store...
But common sense reared its ugly head. Cameron might have been kind of
an ass with his command for her to wait, but he’d also apologized and he
wasn’t being completely unreasonable with wanting to help. It might even
be kind of nice for the job to go faster.

Honesty, Trish.

She huffed out a breath and turned in the opposite direction. “The honest
truth is that I’'m pissed that when he said we’d talk, he meant he’d treat me
like a child instead of kissing me again.” She shot a look around her, half
expecting Cameron to melt out of a nearby shadow and call her on her
idiocy. There was only the normal foot traffic at this time in the early
evening, and they were obviously all NYC natives, because they didn’t so
much as blink at her talking to herself like a crazy person.

She grabbed dinner from the little Chinese place a few blocks down and
carted it back to her apartment. Behind locked doors, she finally sighed.
Okay, my pride was hurt. I let it get the best of me. We both agreed that the
first kiss was a mistake that shouldn 't be repeated...but that doesn t stop me
from wanting a repeat.

The trilling of her phone drew her out of her thoughts. When Trish saw it
was her mother, she almost deliberately missed the call. It had been a long
day and she didn’t have the energy to reassure her mother—and through her
mother, her father—that she was doing just fine in the big, scary city. She
knew for a fact that Aaron hadn’t been subjected to these worried phone
calls when he moved here.

She took a deep breath and put as much smile into her voice as she was
capable of. “Hey, Mom.”

“Trish, there you are! I was worried when you didn’t pick up.”

That was her mother. The eternal worrier. She’d been born and raised in
Lake Placid and had always harbored a hope that her daughters would do
the same. Trish’s older sister, Mary, had followed that path. She’d married
her high school sweetheart and settled in after college to become an



elementary school teacher. Mary was practically perfect in every way. She
didn’t keep her mother up at night, worrying herself to death.

No, that role had always fallen to Trish.

She kicked her cheerfulness up a notch—the only way to combat her
mother’s concern when she got like that. “I was just about to sit down to
dinner.”

“Dinner? Trish, it’s after seven. You haven’t been working this whole
time! Aaron said that partner of his was a good boss, but if he’s got you
working twelve-hour days, that’s abuse!” Her voice took on strident tones.

Trish repressed a sigh. “Mom, you’re getting worked up for no reason.
I’m eating late because I stopped by Aaron’s to see my new niece and got
distracted with her adorableness.” There s no need to lead an army down
here to haul me back home. An army of three—her mom, her dad and Mary
—but no less fearsome for its numbers. Though her mom hadn’t been
happy about her needing to move back home after college, she hadn’t
exactly shed a tear to have her youngest daughter under their roof again.
Now she was treating this move like Trish had left for college all over
again.

And was just as helpless and out of her element as she’d been at eighteen.

“I worry about you. That city—"

“Mom.” If she didn’t do something drastic, her mother would end up on
an hour-long spiel about all the ways she could get mugged or worse in
New York. It didn’t matter that Trish had found an apartment crazy close to
where she worked or that she’d pulled it from a list that Aaron himself had
put together. New York City terrified their mother and she would spill that
feeling over at every opportunity, whether she meant to or not.

Unless Trish distracted her, she’d be up all night running scenarios—each
more terrifying than the last—and her mother would call tomorrow and be a
total mess. She cast a longing look at her cooling Chinese food and resigned
herself to a reheated meal. “Did Aaron send you the pictures he took of
Summer? She was especially cute today. He says she can’t really smile yet,
but I swear to God she was smiling at me.”

The distraction worked. Her mother went on to gush about how Aaron
did a video call with her and the baby, and wasn’t his fiancée the sweetest
thing, though goodness, they should be married by now if they’re having
babies. Through it all, Trish’s mind wandered...right back to Cameron.

She wanted him to kiss her again.




Or, rather, she wanted to kiss Aim again. To do more than kiss. To break
half a dozen rules and regulations that she wasn’t even sure Tandem
Security had in place.

Not to mention that Aaron might lose his damn mind if he finds out I'm
lusting after his business partner.

She blinked, realizing that her mother had been silent for a beat too long.
Trish faked a yawn. “Mom, I have to go. I have a big day tomorrow, and I
want a full night’s rest.”

The silence extended for a beat. Another. Then her mother sniffled. “I
just wish you were here.”

Oh good Lord. She was going to devolve to sobbing next, and Trish was
too tired to be sure she wouldn’t snap in response. She was twenty-fucking-
four years old. She couldn’t live at home forever. She understood that her
mother’s empty-nest syndrome was in full force, but Trish couldn’t form
her entire freaking life around making her mother feel fulfilled. Not that her
mom wanted her to. Not exactly. She was just emotional and weepy and
Trish wasn’t capable of stepping back and cutting the cord fully. It would
hurt her mom and she didn’t deal out pain—only good things.

So she cleared her throat and smiled so hard that her cheeks hurt. “Mom,
how am I supposed to find a man to make an honest woman of me and have
a bunch of babies for you to spoil if ’'m living in the same room I’ve had
since birth? Aaron needs me right now. I can’t leave him hanging.”

Leveraging Aaron’s name got her mom back under control. She gave
another sniffle, but the wavering quality of her voice evened out. “You’re
right. Of course you’re right. It’s just so hard not seeing you.”

“I know, Mom.” She touched the side of her Chinese food container and
sighed. Cold. “I’ll talk to you later.”

It took another five minutes to actually end the call, and by the time she
did, it was all she could do to sink onto her couch. Trish stared at her cold
dinner and fought against the burning in her throat. She wasn’t
overwhelmed. She was capable and positive and could handle anything the
world threw at her.

But, God, she was so tired.

“I should eat.” Her words barely diminished the growing silence in her
apartment. She should turn on the television or do something to get some
ambient noise going so she didn’t feel quite so alone, but Trish just couldn’t
work up the energy to reach for the remote.



She closed her eyes. I’ll just rest here for a minute...

E

Cameron checked his watch for the sixth time in the last thirty seconds.
There was no denying it—Trish was late. He stalked to the boardroom, half
expecting to find her passed out under the table after a long night of
ignoring his order, but it was just as drab and empty as it had been
yesterday.

She didn’t live that far away. How the hell was she late on her third day
here?

He paced across the front office and back again and shot a glare at the
elevators. Another look at his phone confirmed she hadn’t answered his
texts or responded to his missed calls. She was too damn excited about
painting to have gone out drinking last night...wasn’t she?

When it came down to it, he didn’t know much about Trish at all. She
was Aaron’s sister. She was good at her job. She was far too peppy for his
comfort. That about summed up his knowledge.

And she doesn t follow safety instructions particularly well.

Cameron stopped short. She was hurt. That had to be it. She wouldn’t be
late for anything other than a catastrophic reason, and if it involved Aaron
and his family, Cameron would have heard about it. Which meant it had
happened either in her apartment or somewhere in transit.

She could be injured right now, and he’d wasted time when he could
have been helping her.

Not willing to wait for the elevator, he charged down the stairs. Seconds
later, he was on the street, nearly running for her place. Thank God she only
lives a few blocks away. Cameron made it there in record time. He keyed in
the code Aaron had given him for safety reasons and then stopped short. He
didn’t know which apartment was hers.

Cursing under his breath, he yanked his phone out of his pocket and
called Aaron. Cameron barely waited for his partner to answer before he cut
in. “What’s Trish’s apartment number?”

Just like that, the sleepiness was gone from his friend’s voice. “It’s 3b.
Why?”

“Call you in a few.” He hung up and took the stairs again, nearly
sprinting. He had no idea how he’d get into her apartment if she wasn’t able



to answer the door. Should have thought that through. Since he was already
there, he pounded on the door and listened closely in case she cried for
help.

Instead, footsteps padded on the other side of the door and a sleepy-
looking Trish opened it. She yawned and then froze at the sight of him. Her
blue eyes went wide. “Uh... What time is it?”

Cameron was too busy casting a worried eye over her to answer. She
didn’t look injured. No blood or protruding bones. Maybe she fell and hit
her head? He stepped into the apartment and slipped his fingers through her
tangled blond curls, gingerly feeling for a goose egg that might indicate a
concussion.

Trish frowned. “What’s going on?”” She swatted at his hands. “What are
you doing?”’

“What did you fall from this time?”

She blinked and then backed up a few steps. “What are you talking
about?”

She was definitely concussed if she didn’t realize what the hell was going
on. Cameron pointed at his watch. “It’s nine.”

Horror dawned across her face. “Oh God, I’'m late.” She looked down at
herself and then at him, which was right around the time he noticed that she
wore flannel pajamas with little cats frolicking across the bright blue
background. It should have made her look childish, but Trish in pajamas led
to thoughts of Trish in bed and Cameron turned to survey the apartment
before he could follow that to its inevitable conclusion.

Small place, which was to be expected. A little studio apartment with a
door on the other side of the room that must lead to the bathroom. Her bed
was made—the comforter printed with brightly colored flowers—and she’d
managed to imprint herself on the space in a limited amount of time.
Flowerpots perched on either side of the kitchen sink, soaking up what little
sunlight they could get this time of year. She’d even managed to find time
to hang art on the walls—more florals, though they were strangely moody
in black-and-white photography instead of bright oil like he would have
expected. The only thing out of place was a container of what appeared to
be Chinese takeout sitting on the coffee table.

Trish cleared her throat. “Cameron. You’re in my apartment.”

“You were late.” He spoke almost absently, his gaze going back to the
paintings. Black-and-white with the faintest hint of color in each.



Compelling, though something about the close-ups of the different kinds of
flower petals made him a little sad. Or maybe melancholy. One of those less
than happy emotions that he wouldn’t have thought to associate with the
peppy woman in front of him.

Cameron wouldn’t have said he was without layers—he was human and
humans had layers of personality—but he tended to set aside the bullshit
and call things like he saw them. It didn’t always work out in his favor, but
at least there wasn’t room for misinterpretation or confusion.

The more time he spent around Trish, the more he realized this woman
was nothing but layers. The bright woman who smiled her way through
every situation. The flares of irritation and anger on occasion. The pride.
And now this new revelation that he couldn’t quite place within the puzzle
that was Trish Livingston.

He cleared his throat. “I thought you’d fallen oftf something and hurt
yourself.”

“Cameron.” Her exasperation drew his attention back to her. Trish
crossed her arms over her chest. “You know I don’t actually fall off things
often, right? I’m not particularly injury-prone and just because I took a
tumble off a ladder and you caught me like some kind of romance hero
doesn’t mean you need to get all anxious about my health.”

She sounded perfectly reasonable, but perfectly reasonable people read
the instructions on ladders and didn’t step on the top step and lean
precariously while painting. He mirrored her pose. “You’re an hour late.
What else was | supposed to think?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” She rolled her eyes. “That I fell asleep on my couch
and forgot to set my alarm and overslept. That’s a very normal thing to do.”
She made a face. “Wait, I take that back. I don’t make a habit of being late,
and I’m sorry I am, but you’re acting like I’'m an accident waiting to
happen.”

He started to argue, but the bottom line was that she was right. He
shouldn’t be here any more than he should have done half the shit he’d
pulled with Trish up to this point. If he was smart, he’d make some excuse
to leave and put this whole awkward encounter behind him.

At least until she showed up at the office to work.

Instead, Cameron stalked around her couch and used a single finger to
pry open the Chinese-food container. Full. Not even a bite missing. “You
skipped dinner.”



“Not on purpose.”

He glanced over, but she’d set her mouth in a firm line that told him no
more information would be forthcoming. All evidence pointed to her sitting
down to eat dinner and then falling asleep on the couch. Missing dinner.
Missing breakfast. If he turned around and left now, no doubt she’d get
ready and rush straight to the office and not eat until lunch, which put a full
twenty-four hours between meals.

Unacceptable.

He sat on the couch and pointed at the bathroom. “Get ready. We’re
going to have a late breakfast before we go back to the office.” Since there
were no paint cans in evidence, she’d actually listened to his order, which
was something at least. “We’ll get the paint you want on the way. After you
eat.”

Trish’s eyes sparked, but she got it under control almost immediately. She
gave him a sweet smile that did nothing to mask the anger written in every
line of her body. “Sure thing. I’ll do my best not to slip on a bar of soap and
bash my head against the tile. You know, because I’'m so klutzy.” She
stalked to the bathroom and shut the door with a resounding snick.

Only then did Cameron relax back into the couch. They’d gone past the
point of should this morning. He’d crossed the line coming here, but he
wasn’t sorry. Trish was okay, and that was all that mattered. She wouldn’t
be late again, and even if she wouldn’t tell him what really happened last
night, he had to be satisfied with that.

In the bathroom, the water turned on and Cameron groaned. Maybe
leaving Trish to her own devices was the smarter option. Because, right
now, all he could do was imagine her stepping beneath the spray, to
mentally follow the cascade of water down her shoulders, her breasts, to her
stomach and then lower yet. He wanted to follow that path with his mouth,
to taste her and tease her and bring her to the edge over and over again until
he finally tipped her into oblivion.

He just flat-out wanted her.
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TRISH REALIZED HER mistake the second she stepped out of the shower.
In her huff to get out of the room before she said something #7u/y unkind to
Cameron, she hadn’t grabbed clothes. She wrapped a towel around herself
and considered her options. Screaming at Cameron to close his eyes was
tempting, but her stubborn streak kicked in and wouldn’t let her.

He’d decided to burst into her apartment and then command her to have
breakfast with him. Oh, she knew he’d only shown up because he was
worried, and he’d decided on breakfast for the same reason. It didn’t matter.
The man didn’t have a subtle bone in his body, but he should damn well try
to talk to her like she had a brain in her head.

Or, rather, like she wasn’t about to trip over some piece of furniture like
she was starring in some old-school slapstick comedy.

Trish wiped down the foggy mirror and stared at her reflection. You know
why you’re pissed, and it’s not because Cameron was worried about you. It
might even have been kind of nice to bask in his concern if it wasn’t
attached to so many conflicting emotions.

Cameron saw her as Aaron’s little sister. Emphasis on litt/e.

He wanted her—she hadn’t missed those signals—but he’d just as
obviously written her off as untouchable. That should be a good thing. He
was her boss, as she had to keep reminding herself. He was oft-limits.

That didn’t stop her from wanting to force him to acknowledge that he
wanted her.

You're acting like a crazy person. Get ready in here. Walk to your closet
like you totally aren't bothered by a really sexy man sitting on your couch
and watching you do it. Retrieve clothes. Retreat to bathroom and get
dressed.

It really was that simple.

Trish took a deep breath. She could do this. She’d faked her way out of
awkward situations before, and she’d fake it out of this one, too. That
settled, she quickly did her makeup and worked some product into her
curls. Then there was nothing to do but open the door.

She paused to ensure her towel was wrapped firmly around her body and
straightened her spine. I can do this. It s ten feet. 1t’ll be fine.



She opened the door and nearly ran into Cameron. Trish brought herself
up short a bare inch from his chest and let loose a squeak of surprise.
“Cameron!” Just as quickly, surprise morphed into frustration. She glared at
his deep gray tie. “Damn it, Cameron. I didn’t fall in the shower. That was a
joke. You don’t have to kick down the door and rescue me from some
magical injury. You really need to relax, you know that? Have a beer, smoke
a joint, meditate, do something because you jumping up my ass every time I
turn around is going to get old fast.”

Oh shit, I just said that. Out loud.

Still he didn’t respond. She stared harder at his tie, sure that if she looked
at his face, she’d see pure fury and then they’d really be fighting. Think,
Trish. Defuse the situation. Do something to distract him from the fact that
you're yelling at him in a completely irrational way. Her mind went blank
and she panicked.

Trish dropped the towel.

Cameron’s only response was a sharp intake of breath. She’d already
gone too far to take it back now, so she lifted her chin and glared at him.
Mortification threatened to take hold and drive her back to the bathroom.
What was she doing? He had her so twisted up, she was parading naked in
front of him, and she wasn’t even doing it in a sad seduction attempt. No,
this fell firmly into the Panic and Make Poor Choices column. “Don’t you
dare say anything.”

“Freckles.”

Her whole body clenched at the way he growled the inconspicuous word.
She licked her lips. “What?”

“Freckles,” Cameron repeated. He lifted a big hand and hovered a single
finger over the center of her chest. “You have freckles everywhere.” He
traced a pattern over her breasts, connecting them without touching her.

The air disappeared from the room. Hell, the room itself disappeared.
There was only Trish and Cameron and that single inch of space that kept
him from touching her. Her body warmed beneath his attention, and he just
kept tracing freckles, a look of utter concentration in his dark eyes. As if he
had nowhere else to be, nothing else to be doing, and he wouldn’t stop until
he’d connected every single freckle on her body.

This could take hours.

Her nipples went tight at the thought. She actually started to lean forward
before she caught herself.



It was already too late.

Cameron took a careful step back, and then another, though his gaze
never left her body. Each movement was jerky and filled with barely
controlled lust. He wanted her. That couldn’t have been clearer. It was
equally as clear that he had no intention of touching her again. He bumped
into the couch and swung around to face the front door. “You should get
dressed.”

Right. Dressed. Because this thing between them couldn’t happen.

Despite the fact he pointedly wasn’t watching her, Trish kept her head up
and her shoulders squared as she grabbed the first things she got her hands
on—a red flare skirt and a white blouse—and retreated into the bathroom to
get dressed. She stared at herself in the mirror for the space of a breath.
Yeah, definitely don t need blush if I'm going to be spending time around
Cameron. I keep acting like an idiot, so I'm going to walk around with
permanently pink cheeks. Wonderful.

Her life would be so much easier if she could just find another job—
preferably in a company run by women so she wouldn’t have to deal with
falling into lust with her boss.

This isn t just to help Aaron and you know it. You need experience to be
able to get in for the jobs you really want instead of an unpaid internship or
something entrance level. Because, let’s be honest, you couldn t even get
one of those jobs after you graduated. You can 't afford to quit.

She really sucked at pep talks.

Trish found Cameron exactly where she’d left him and she gave a silent
sigh. They could be in bed right now, doing fun, filthy things instead of
about to have yet another conversation about why he couldn’t want her. She
got it. She so got it.

There was nothing for it. If she didn’t do something drastic, he’d sit her
down and gruffly reject her over and over again with his words. She’d had
quite enough of that for today.

For always, really.

She straightened her shoulders and grabbed her purse from the table.
“Shall we?”

“Trish.”

Oh no. It wasn’t a gruff talk she was going to get—it was a gentle one. So
much worse. She blasted him with a bright smile. “We’ve already wasted
enough time, don’t you think?”” She marched out the door and barely waited



for him to step into the hall to lock it behind them. Then she was off,
charging for the elevator, Cameron’s muttered curse in her ears.

It wasn’t until the elevators closed—shutting them in—that she realized
her tactical mistake.

He shifted to face her, not quite blocking the doors, but ensuring she’d
have to slide past him to bolt. Cameron slipped his hands into his pockets.
“I’m not rejecting you.”

Trish stared hard at the numbers ticking down and silently spit out a few
curses of her own. Correct choice or not, it sure felt like rejection. She made
a blatant—if panicked—offer. He turned away. End of story.

Except it wasn’t the end of the story, because he was still taking up too
much space in the previously spacious elevator. Since she couldn’t will the
machine to move any faster, she smiled at him. “It’s irrelevant. Message
sent and received. It won’t be a problem.” She made a face. “Well, it won’t
be a problem again. I guess I should apologize—again.”

“Knock that shit off.”

She forced her smile brighter and tried not to hunch her shoulders. “What
are you talking about? I’m being professional.” For once, when it comes to
Cameron.

He didn’t step back as the doors opened. He just frowned at her like she
was a puzzle he didn’t have all the pieces necessary to put together. “You
don’t have to wear the mask with me, Trish.”

If Cameron had reached out and slapped her, he couldn’t have surprised
her more. She jerked back. “Actually, Cameron, I can do whatever I damn
well please when it comes to how I arrange my face around you. I am being
pleasant and professional and I don’t know you well enough to expose an
emotional vulnerability just to give you the satisfaction.”

“You know me well enough to strip naked.”

No way he just went there.

Except he most definitely just went there.

She shouldered past him and into the hall leading to the entrance of her
apartment building. Though she could tell herself all sorts of true facts to try
to calm down, she didn’t much feel like calming down at this point.
Cameron might take being blunt to a whole new level, but he was just being
a flat-out dick with that statement and she wasn’t in the mood to give him
the benefit of the doubt.

No, she was more likely to give him a literal kick in the ass.



Into slow-moving traffic.

“Trish,” he said as she exited the building.

She 1gnored him and swung around a group of three guys to head in the
direction of Home Depot. It was too far to walk, especially on her way back
with paint cans in tow, but if she hailed a cab, either Cameron would climb
in with her—which would just piss her off further—or it would be a
childish fleeing of the conversation he obviously wanted to have. It didn’t
seem to matter that she didn t want to.

Clear the air. If you don' t, it’ll fester.

Trish spun on her heel and got a little perverse pleasure at the fact
Cameron had to skid to a stop to avoid running into her. She glared
pointedly at the distance between them until he backed up a step. They had
an audience in the form of people passing by, but she didn’t care. “I don’t
care if you are half owner of Tandem Security or my brother’s best friend or
richer than sin or anything else. You do not get to talk to me like that. Even
if we were fucking six ways from Sunday, you still don’t get to talk to me
like that. You’re a cranky asshole. I get it. Everyone gets it. That is no
excuse to be a jackass and throw the rejection that’s supposedly not a
rejection in my face. A good guy would never speak of it again, but I
suppose it’s too much to hope that you’d know that without me telling you.’
She pointed at herself. “This is me telling you—do not bring it up again. Do
you understand me?”

Cameron narrowed his eyes but seemed to realize that there was only one
right answer in that moment. “I understand.”

“Good. In that case, I will see you back at the office.” She turned and
flagged down a cab, sending a silent thank-you to the universe that she
didn’t have to stand there like an idiot during her dramatic exit.

Even though she knew better, she turned to look out the back window as
the cab pulled away from the curb. Cameron stood there, watching her with
an unreadable expression on his gorgeous face. She should have felt, if not
peaceful, then at least sure that this was the end of things between them
outside of the safe roles of boss and employee. Of Aaron’s little sister and
Aaron’s best friend.

Too bad she couldn’t shake the niggling feeling that nothing had been
resolved.

That things between them were just beginning.

b
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“NO. ABSOLUTELY FUCKING NOT.” Cameron shoved out of his chair
and nearly threw his phone across the room. It wouldn’t help anything and
finding a new phone was a pain in the ass, but that didn’t kill the impulse to
banish Aaron’s voice from his ear.

His partner was, naturally, totally unsympathetic. “I already had Trish
book the flights. Concord Inc. is a huge company and if we can impress
them, they’ll keep us on retainer going forward. That’s not the kind of
account we can afford to turn away just because you’re an asshole who
hates people—or because you have a history with the COO.”

“I don’t hate people.” He didn’t sound convincing, which was just as well
because he and Aaron had had this conversation more times than he could
count. “They just waste my time.” He growled. “And it’s hardly a history.”

“For the potential price tag attached to this account, it’s the opposite of
wasting your precious time. Hell, / took time out of paternity leave to talk
to Nikki Lancaster. They’re not going to wait on this.”

Cameron paced another circle around his office but slowed as everything
Aaron said finally penetrated his irritation over being commanded to leave
the city. “You said ‘flights.” Plural.”

“Yes. I did. Because Trish is going with you. It’s a huge-ass leap to toss
her into shark-infested waters by doing this, so you’re going to have to buck
up and try not to make her job harder than it’s already going to be.”

“She can’t go.” The sentence burst out before he could stop it.

For the first time since Aaron called, he paused. A second. Two. Three.
“Why can’t she go?”

Because I have the picture of her naked imprinted on my brain and I've
Jjacked myself off to the thought of tracing her freckles with my tongue every
night since. A truth he would cut out said tongue before admitting aloud.
Cameron scrubbed a hand over his face. “She’s too new. Nikki Lancaster
will eat her alive.” Nikki had taken over as COO of Concord Inc. when it
was a struggling corporate business and had almost single-handedly turned
it into a Fortune 500 company over the last five years. Aaron was right—
securing that account would not only be a shit ton of money in the bank, but
it would open further doors.



Tandem Security wasn’t hurting for cash. They accepted the contracts
they wanted, when they wanted, and without having to travel to do it.

“Trish can handle it,” Aaron said carefully, as if feeling his way.

“It makes more sense for her to stay here and handle the office while I go
and deal with Nikki.” There. That was a nice logical solution.

That Aaron shot down without hesitation. “She’s too new to be left alone,
and having on-site experience negotiating with a new client is an asset.” He
paused.

“Unless there’s some problem neither of you have told me about?”

“No problem.” No way to get out of this without setting off Aaron’s
internal alarms, either. He had no choice but to go forward with this trip.
Cameron sat on the edge of his desk and stared hard at his closed door. “We
have this covered.” He might not like the idea of being in close quarters
with her—closer quarters, technically, since they’d been working together
for over a week since the morning she overslept. It didn’t matter if they
were going over notes before a client meeting or painting the boardroom.
Trish kept a painfully bright barrier between them and deflected anything
that might resemble flirting with a beaming smile and blatant change of
subject. There was no sign of the temper she’d flashed before she took off
in that cab, and the lack bothered him almost as much as having her tear
him a new one had.

“Cameron?”

Shit, he needed to keep his head in the game. “Sorry. [ missed that.”

“I can tell.” If anything, Aaron sounded more concerned. “Do you want
me to come in and go over the details with you before you go?”

He clenched his jaw to keep his first response inside. Recent years hadn’t
been kind to his track record when it came to dealing with clients, so
Aaron’s offer wasn’t completely out of line. Aaron knew him better than
anyone. Cameron’s patience wore thin with increasing regularity, and he
found himself snapping at them before he had a chance to dial it back. So
he stopped bothering to dial it back at all.

He and Aaron had met in college, and he knew his friend always assumed
there was a deeper backstory to his being a dick. Some tragic past he never
talked about. Some defining event that made him wash his hands of all the
social niceties.

There wasn’t.



Cameron’s parents were good people. Nothing outstandingly bad had
happened to him growing up, and if being a black man in this country came
with its own set of bullshit and headaches, it wasn’t exactly a surprise.
There were always others who had it worse.

No, the truth was that he preferred machines to dealing with actual
humans because machines made sense. There was always a concrete
answer, one that wasn’t open to interpretation. Every aspect of a computer
was clearly defined and had its own set of rules to work around—but those
rules were clearly stated from the beginning.

People were nuanced and managed to be multiple things, often at the
same time. They said things they didn’t mean, and then got pissed when he
took those things as truth and acted accordingly. They had masks within
masks and motivations they rarely put out in the open. Cameron didn’t get
people, and maneuvering through their needs and emotions, even for
surface-level interactions, left him exhausted and feeling like an asshole.

Because he fucked it up. Every single time.

Just like you did with Trish.

I couldn t take what she was offering. It would backfire and she’d have
been hurt in the process. There is no good exit route once we step past the
point of no return.

Could have handled it better, though.

Yeah, no shit.

“Cameron, you’re not even listening to me.”

He scrubbed a hand over his head and mentally made a note to shave his
head again soon—before they went to London, for sure. Cameron might not
handle people well, but he knew Aaron as well as he knew himself. The
man didn’t want to come back to work yet. He just needed Cameron to say
the right thing to assuage his guilt and let him take the break he’d more than
earned.

He cleared his throat. “I have this covered. Go back to doting on your
fiancée and baby and stop worrying about us.”

Another hesitation, but shorter this time. Aaron loved Tandem Security as
much as Cameron did, but he loved his new family more. Which was how it
should be. Aaron’s relationship with Becka had started unconventionally
enough, but they’d found a good balance and their love for their new
daughter filled up a room in a way that made even Cameron smile. It didn’t
hurt that Summer was cute as hell and seemed to like Aim just fine. Babies



were simple—simple needs, simple desires. If she cried, it was because she
wasn’t having some need met, and that he understood.

Too bad adults weren’t that easy to figure out.

He didn’t begrudge his best friend his happiness. He just wished Aaron
would stop worrying about the company. He was only gone for a couple
months. Cameron could manage to apply a filter to himself for a couple
months until his friend was back in the office. He wasn’t that much of a lost
cause.

His partner got a dreamy tone. “Summer smiled at me today. The book
says it’s probably just gas, but I don’t give a fuck. It’s the cutest thing I’ve
ever seen.”

That, he believed. She was adorable. Cameron managed a smile. “I’'m
glad you’re happy.” If anyone deserved that happiness, Aaron did. He was a
good guy, and he’d spent too many years putting up with Cameron’s shit
not to have earned a good turn or two.

“Thanks. That means a lot.”

Cameron checked his watch. “I’ll check in once I have things lined up.”

“Talk to you then.”

He hung up and checked his email. Sure enough, confirmation for a flight
to London had appeared. Since there was one for Trish as well, he assumed
she had her passport updated. You 're focusing on minor details to avoid

focusing on the fact that you 're going to be traveling with her.

Easier to remember why she was off-limits when in this office. There was
no escaping the constant knowing that it was inappropriate to follow
through on the look he sometimes saw lingering in her blue eyes, or to
submit to the gravitational pull between them that seemed to grow stronger
with every day he didn’t give in.

Put them in a different country, in a hotel together...

Getting ahead of yourself. Trish might have been interested before, but
she’s made it pretty fucking clear she’s not now.

That was a good point.

Cameron sighed and rounded his desk to sink into his chair. Whether
Trish did or didn’t want to start something still was irrelevant. They had
business to conduct and they’d more than proven they could work together
when required. He just had to keep his head in the game and not be the one
to fuck it up.

Easy enough. Work comes first—end of story.



He had absolutely nothing to worry about.

E

Trish paced from one wall to the other and back again. “I can’t do this. It’s
going to blow up in my face.”

“It might be helpful if you explain exactly what you’re not doing.”

She glanced at her almost-sister-in-law, Becka Baudin. She sat on the
couch with Summer propped carefully on a pillow, nursing away. When
Trish pictured her big brother with someone, it was some straitlaced woman
who probably thought doing taxes was fun and drank expensive red wine
and vacationed to exotic places with topless beaches.

On second thought, Becka probably fits the last one.

She didn’t fit much else when it came to expectations. She was a blue-
haired beauty who was both a personal trainer and led a bunch of hard-core
fitness classes—at least before her pregnancy got too far along. She was
also hilarious and nice and loved Aaron to distraction. In short, she was
perfect.

Trish wasn’t here for perfection, though. She needed advice. “I’'m
traveling with Cameron. To London. Alone. For as long as it takes to secure
this account.”

“I know it’s not super normal for the guys to travel but...” Becka trailed
off and her blue eyes went wide. “Oh. Oh. You and Cameron?” She leaned
forward and winced. “Sorry, Summer.” A quick adjustment and the baby
was nursing happily again. Becka frowned. “Why didn’t I know about
this?”

“Because there’s nothing to know about.” Nothing except she kept
throwing herself at him and he kept setting her gently back and trying to
explain why he would never touch her. Nothing except her pride being
bruised beyond all repair because of her impulsiveness.

It was the height of insanity to still want him after he’d turned her down
—more than once—but apparently her self-control had taken a vacation
somewhere along the way. She couldn’t be in the same room with Cameron
without ogling him, and it didn’t help that he kept wearing those fitted
faded T-shirts that clung to his body like Trish wanted to.

Oh my God, I'm jealous of a piece of clothing.



“That tone of voice says there’s definitely something to know about, but
okay. Nothing to know about.” Becka shook her head. “If you’re worried
about doing something to screw up the account, neither Aaron nor Cameron
would send you if they thought you weren’t capable. So they obviously
think you can handle it.”

“I’ve been working there like two weeks. I heard Aaron say that Concord
Inc. can boost Tandem Security up to the next level. If I botch this, they
won’t get to that next level.” She’d already failed so many freaking times.
There was absolutely nothing in her track record that should cause everyone
around her to give her yet another vote of confidence.

Not everyone.

She’d bit the bullet and told her parents last night that she’d be out of the
country for a while on work and they’d reacted about as well as she would
have expected. Oh, her dad was supportive, if worried about his little girl
out in the big world without someone to protect her. She didn’t hold it
against him—he treated both his daughters like that. Her sister just never
gave him cause for worry. It seemed like all Trish did was worry him, even
when she tried not to.

And her mom...

She sighed. “My mother had some choice words on the subject.” Choice
words that ended in tears, and demands to know what she’d done as a
mother to drive Trish to cross an ocean to get away from her. It had taken
two hours and a promise to visit over the weekend once she got home to
calm her mother down and get her back to some semblance of normality.

“Oh.” Becka made a face. “Look, I’'m hardly the authority on healthy
parent-child relationships, and your mom is a nice lady, but she really needs
to get a hobby that has nothing to do with her adult children. Knitting.
Charity. Pole dancing classes. Doesn’t matter, but it might distract her from
the whole empty nester thing she’s got going on.”

Trish stared. “You did not just list pole dancing classes alongside charity
and knitting as activities my mom should try.”

“Why not?” Becka gave a wicked grin. “It’s great core work.”

“I’m going to tell Aaron you said that.”

“It’s been a couple days since I shocked him, so I’'m about due for
another one.”

Trish burst out laughing, and the sound drained out the anxiety that had
been building since Aaron called her with instructions for the trip. She sank



onto the chair across from the couch and shook her head. “Thanks. I needed
that.”

“I know.” Becka shifted Summer to the other side and adjusted her
clothing. “Here’s the deal—you’re not going to fuck up. Thinking you
might is just going to undermine your confidence and ensure you do screw
up. So do that brilliant shining thing you do and just power through it—fake
it until you make it. They’ll be so relieved not to have to deal directly with
Cameron, they’ll fall all over themselves to give you whatever you ask for.
Aaron already negotiated a preliminary contract, so it’s just a matter of
ensuring the actual contract is laid out to his specifications.”

She made it sound so easy when she put it like that. Nice and simple.
Trish ran her hand over the smooth fabric of the chair. “Why is everyone so
down on Cameron? He’s kind of gruff, but he’s not a total asshole like
everyone says.”

Becka shrugged. “Cameron is a difficult personality. I know because it
takes one to know one, though we’re different flavors.” She shifted back
and sighed. “I think the real question is, why are you trying so hard not to
jump to his defense?”

She shouldn’t talk about it. Positivity was Trish’s gig, and there was
nothing positive about the shame she’d been carrying around since that first
kiss. Maybe she could have recovered if she hadn’t dropped the towel and
had him turn away in response. Maybe. Either way, it wasn’t fair to dump
her issues on her brother’s baby mama and fiancée.

But under those sympathetic eyes, she found herself speaking. Trish
shifted her gaze to the pattern on the rug because it was easier to spill her
secrets there than to the woman across from her. “I kissed him. And after he
politely—for him—told me that it wasn’t going to happen, I faked my way
through being totally professional and okay with it. Right up until I forgot
to set my alarm, slept in and had him show up on my doorstep. I, uh,
panicked and it ended up with me naked and him once again explaining that
it most definitely wasn’t going to happen.”

A muffled snort brought her head up. Trish glared. “Are you laughing at
me? I’ve been rejected twice and even if he’s right about it being a bad idea
to bang like bunnies, it still stings. And if he’d stop looking at me like he
does, it would make 1t a whole lot easier to bear.” Sometimes she would
turn and catch such heat in Cameron’s gaze that it was a wonder she didn’t



turn into a pillar of lustful flames right there in the office. But he turned
away.

Every. Single. Time.

“Oh God, you poor thing.” Becka let loose a peal of laughter that filled
the room to the brim. “Like running headfirst into a brick wall, isn’t it?”

“That’s not...inaccurate.”

Becka grinned. “I’m familiar with the feeling. You’ve got freckles all
over, right?”

The change in subject made her frown. “Sure. Why?”

“Tell me one thing—actually, tell me two things. How long did it take
him to turn away when you dropped the towel?”

“Um...” Trish’s skin went hot at the memory. “It wasn’t instant, if that’s
what you mean.”

“Mmm-hmm. And when he looks at you... Is it possible he’s retracing
your freckles all over mentally?”

Now that she mentioned it, his gaze did tend to take a specific path when
he thought she wasn’t looking. A very similar path to the one he’d traced in
the air above her skin that day. She cleared her throat. “It’s possible.”

“That’s what I thought.” Another laugh. Becka’s smile promised all sorts
of wicked things. “Have fun on your work trip, Trish. I sure as hell would in
your position.”
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THE FLIGHT TO London was both heaven and hell. Cameron had never
had a problem feeling cramped or caged in when he flew first class. The
seats there hadn’t fallen victim to the desire to cram more paying
passengers into the same amount of space that the rest of the plane had. He
usually didn’t have to worry about his broad shoulders crowding out the
person next to him and could relax and work through however long the
flight was.

That was before he sat next to Trish.

Even with the space between them, he couldn’t shake his awareness of
her. Every shift where she crossed and recrossed her legs. Every time her
mass of curly hair brushed his shoulder. Every breath. She fell asleep
halfway through the flight and ended up slumped against him, her little
body curled in the seat and her head halfway in his lap.

He loved every agonizing second of it.

Though he managed to keep from touching her more than strictly
necessary, it was all too easy to imagine they were traveling together,
jetting off to some exotic island or snowy peak to spend a week tangled up
in each other and blind to the rest of the world.

Instead, he went over the preliminary contract for the tenth time since
Aaron had sent it over. It didn’t matter that the terms were standard with a
few small exceptions. They’d handled overseas clients before, but Concord
Inc. was unique in the way that they had an independent server for all their
internal workings. Something like that wouldn’t normally need Tandem
Security’s expertise—impossible to hack what someone couldn’t get to in
the first place—but Concord Inc. did need access to public servers for
outside communications.

And that could be breached.

Cameron kept himself busy mulling over the possible options as the
plane finally landed. Trish managed to sleep through the entire thing, so he
gently squeezed her shoulder. “We’re here.”

She opened those big blue eyes and blinked at him a few times as if she
couldn’t quite place where they were or who he was. Awareness rushed over



her expression between one breath and the next and she licked her pretty
pink lips.

He went rock-hard, and then silently cursed himself for reacting at all. He
couldn’t seem to stay in line when it came to this woman, but that wasn’t
her fault. No, the blame lay squarely on his shoulders, and after his
dickhead comment that day at her apartment, he’d been careful navigating
the minefield that every conversation between them had become.

His fault.

Trish sat up and pushed her hair back from her face. “Sorry. I didn’t
mean to take over your space.”

Since what he wanted most in that moment was for her to take over his
space—and his cock—fully, he gritted out, “No problem.”

He managed to get control of himself by the time they deplaned, got
through the custom’s process and grabbed their luggage. It was still
relatively early in local time, but they wouldn’t meet with Nikki Lancaster
until the next day. “Food?”

“Please.” She looked a little...wilted...after all the traveling. Trish’s hair
was fluffier than he’d ever seen it, and she huddled within her large coat,
her eyes seeming larger than normal. It was obvious that, despite her nap,
what she needed was food and rest and some time to adjust to their new
location.

Cameron got them to their hotel—a little boutique place strategically
placed a few short blocks from Concord Inc. They’d ended up with a two-
bedroom suite, which was what he and Aaron usually booked when their
work required travel, but it took on a new significance with Trish.

They were staying behind the same locked door 1n this place.

For fuck'’s sake, get ahold of yourself. This is business. This has only ever
been business.

Except nothing when it came to Trish felt like business.

He held the door open for her, angling his body away to avoid her
accidentally brushing against him. “Take whatever room you want.”

“Generous.” Trish shot him an arch look over her shoulder, as if she
knew exactly why he was being so generous. She didn’t say anything else,
though. She just dropped her bag in the middle of the small living space and
went investigating.

Cameron forced himself not to follow her, but instead walked to the tiny
dining room table and started setting up his computer. “If you want a



shower, I can run down and grab us some food.”

She poked her head out the first bedroom door. “My kingdom for some
genuine fish and chips.”

“I’11 keep that in mind.” He left before he could think too hard about
what Trish in the shower would be like. Her showering had almost been
their downfall before, and Cameron knew himself well enough to know his
self-control wouldn’t last through a third time of backing away from her.
Better to avoid the temptation altogether by removing himself from the
building.

He had no idea how they were supposed to get through the next few days
without stepping all over each other. Challenging enough to be closeted in
an office with her when they were able to retreat to their respective homes
after hours. But being together 24-7 in the same workplace, the same hotel
suite?

The odds of keeping his hands off her were not in his favor.

Cameron took his time walking down to the lobby and waylaid the
bellhop to get recommendations for places with good fish and chips. The
nearest one the guy recommended was more than a few blocks, but after
being cramped in the plane for so long, he welcomed the chance to stretch
his legs.

And it would ensure Trish had plenty of time to shower and get dressed
again before he returned.

Satisfied he’d made the right call, he lengthened his stride and put some
distance between himself and the siren call Trish Livingston represented.

E

Trish took her time in the shower, washing away the grit of traveling. She’d
chosen the room with the smallest bed—Cameron needed more space than
she did, after all-—and it had the added bonus of the better bathroom. There
was a claw-foot tub big enough to hold a party in and the shower wasn’t
exactly orgy-sized, but it was generous for the square footage.

She shut off the water and wrapped a towel around herself. The fluffy
fabric slid luxuriously against her skin, drawing out a shiver. Sitting next to
Cameron on the plane had her all pent-up and needy. Even after the shower,
she was sure she could smell the evergreen soap he used. Her body



responded accordingly, skin going tight, nipples pebbling, the spot between
her thighs increasingly achy.

God, she wanted him.

Trish padded to the door to her room and peeked out. The suite was silent
and empty. She had no idea how long Cameron had been gone—or when
he’d be back. A thrill went through her at the thought. I shouldn t risk it. But
on the heels of that, her innate stubbornness kicked in. That only makes it
hotter.

She shut her door and tossed the towel over the low-backed chair situated
by the window. Naked, she slipped between the sheets and stretched out. It
wouldn’t take long. She’d been halfway there since she woke up surrounded
by him. It didn’t matter that they’d been in separate seats and he’d barely
touched her. Trish was so damn primed, all it would take was his breathing
on her clit and she’d come screaming.

Her toes curled as she cupped her breasts, pretending it was Ais hands
there. Not rough. Certainly not gentle. A firm touch. A freaking perfect
touch.

It s not perfect because it'’s not the real thing.

She didn’t care. She’d come too far to go back now.

Trish rolled one nipple between her thumb and forefinger and ran her
other hand down her stomach to stroke her clit. A moan slipped free as she
pushed a single finger into herself. She arched her back, letting the sheets
slide down to reveal her breasts. It didn’t matter that no one could see her.
She felt watched, and that was enough to send her skirting along the edge of
a truly great orgasm.

Imagining it was Cameron's eyes on her?

She circled her clit once, twice, a third time, and as she came, she
moaned his name aloud. “Oh my God, Cameron.” Her orgasm rolled over
her, bowing her back and she could have sworn she heard him murmuring
her name. Pleasure-induced hallucination, for sure.

Except when Trish opened her eyes, she wasn’t alone in her room.

Cameron stood in the doorway, his hand still raised as it must have been
when he knocked. The door hadn’t even swung open all the way, but there
was no way he’d missed the tail end of that self-love session. Especially not

the part where she’d moaned his name as she came.
Shit.



She sat up, thought about clutching the sheet to her chest and gave it up
as a lost cause. He’d already seen the goods—more than once at this point.
The only person who’d seen her naked so many times without there actually
being sex involved was her freaking doctor. And Trish didn’t want to sleep
with her doctor.

Cameron didn’t say anything. Didn’t move. Didn’t seem to so much as
breathe.

There was no brazening her way out of this situation. She didn’t know
who’d cursed her that she seemed to be destined to perpetually humiliate
herself in front of Cameron, but it was time to face the music.

She met his gaze directly. “I don’t suppose you missed any of that?”

“You said my name when you came.” His voice was deeper than normal,
and each word rumbled in the pit of her stomach. Lower. “I’ve tried to stay
away from you, Trish.”

“I know.”

“You’re making it fucking impossible.”

Was this... Could this actually be happening?

She couldn’t go to him. She’d already thrown herself at him too many
times for her pride to survive yet another rejection. Trish licked her lips,
half-convinced she could taste him there despite weeks passing since their
last kiss. “Maybe it’s time to try something new, then.” Try me. Touch me.
Fuck me.

He stepped into her room. He moved slowly, seeming to weigh her every
breath as if testing her resolve. Little did he know it took everything she had
to keep perfectly still and wait for him to approach the bed instead of
flinging herself at him.

“Cameron,” she whispered.

“Yeah.” He matched her tone.

Her next words would either push them over the edge or yank them back
to safety. She knew what the smart choice would be, but Trish had been
making the smart choice for her entire life and look where it got her—
nowhere near the path she’d always thought she’d walk. It was time to try
something new. She drew in a shallow breath. “Touch me.”

He reached down and grabbed a fistful of the blankets covering the bed.
“That’s not a good idea.”

“I know.” No point in arguing. It was the truth. “Do it anyway.”

He lifted his gaze to meet hers. “You’re sure.”



Not a question, but she wanted no chance of miscommunication. If they
were sprinting past the point of no return, they would do it together with
eyes wide-open. “I’m sure.”

He drew the blankets from the bed in an agonizingly slow movement.
The sensation of sheets sliding down her body had her biting her bottom lip,
but the forbidding look in his dark eyes kept her still and silent, unwilling to
do anything to break the spell.

“Show me.”

Trish stopped breathing. “What?”

“You were imagining me. Us. Tell me what you pictured.” He didn’t
move from his spot at the end of the bed, just out of reach. “Show me how
you touched yourself.”

She should be embarrassed. Humiliated. But being on display for him set
her aflame. She was so close to having what she wanted...

This is exactly what I wanted.

Cameron s eyes on me.

She shifted until she was on her back and resumed the position she’d
been in when this all started. With him watching, she cupped her breasts.
“You touched me here. Made my toes curl.”

“Mmm.” His appreciative growl vibrated through her entire body.

She started to slide one hand down her stomach, but he made a negative
sound. “Slow, Trish. I’ve been thinking about tracing your freckles with my
tongue since I saw them. I sure as fuck wouldn’t rush this.”

The heat beneath her skin flared hotter. She licked her lips. “I can’t do
that myself.”

“I know.”

Slowly, oh so slowly that she didn’t dare breathe, she spread her thighs,
revealing everything to him. “Touch me, Cameron. Please.”

The bed dipped beneath his weight and then he was there, covering her
with his body. His clothes scraped lightly against her skin, a barrier she
wanted gone, but Trish couldn’t focus with his weight settling over her like
the best kind of promise. This was happening. They were doing this.

She grabbed his hand and pressed it to the center of her chest, directly
over the spot he’d almost touched her that day back in her apartment.
“Touch me,” she repeated. “Make it better than I imagined.”

He spread his fingers, nearly covering her chest completely from
collarbone to collarbone. Cameron shifted his hand up, dragging his thumb



along the front of her throat as he cupped the back of her neck and tilted her
face up to meet his. He kissed her slowly, beginning with the softest
brushing of his lips against hers and then teasing her mouth open with his
tongue. The soft kiss was directly at odds with the way he spread her thighs
with his own and ground against her clit, his cock a hard ridge in his pants.
“This is what you want.”

It wasn’t a question, but she refused to allow the slightest hint of blurred
lines between them. Trish kissed his neck, his jaw, and finally reclaimed his
mouth. “This is what I want, Cameron. Don’t stop touching me.”
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CAMERON HAD SPENT himself more times than he wanted to count with
fantasies of having Trish naked beneath him. It was almost enough for him
to believe this was a fever dream caused by jacking himself one time too
many to the map of the freckles on her body. But as he stroked her tongue
with his, there was no denying that this was happening. He kissed along her
jaw and down her neck. “I’ve wanted to do this since that day in your
apartment.”

He started with the freckle directly over her left breast. Cameron had
always had a damn good memory, and he put it to use now, marking a path
from freckle to freckle with his mouth. He lingered on the curves of her
small breasts, on her pretty pink nipples, on the soft lines of her stomach,
before finally settling between her thighs.

Trish gasped out a breath she’d been holding. “Wow.”

“That was only one path. I’ll revisit...later.” He ran his cheek along one
thigh and then the other, enjoying the way her entire body flushed at the
contact. He spread her thighs wider. As much as he wanted to drive into her,
knowing her orgasm had already primed her, he wanted a taste more.
Cameron had pictured doing this so many times. He wouldn’t let anyone
rush him—mnot even himself.

He dragged his tongue up the center of her pussy and growled at the way
she jumped. As if he’d attached a live wire to his tongue. “Relax, Trish.
Enjoy this.”

“Relax, Trish,” she mimicked breathlessly. “You’re asking the
impossible.”

Despite himself, he grinned against her heated flesh. Cameron pinned her
squirming hips and gave himself over to the taste of her on his tongue and
the way she cried out every time he circled her clit. She was close. Her hips
tried to rise to meet his mouth, but he kept her in place, determined to drive
her ruthlessly over the edge, to feel her come on his tongue. He needed it
like he’d never needed anything before, and like hell would she deny him.

“Cameron.” Trish’s back bowed as she orgasmed.

He’d barely managed to lift his head when she grabbed his arms and
yanked. Cameron crawled up her body, but stopped while still on his hands



and knees. “Fuck. Condoms.”

“Oh yeah, that.” She rolled from beneath him and teetered over to her
suitcase, and he took the opportunity to strip. He glanced over as she
returned with a giant box of condoms. Trish caught his incredulous look and
gave a sheepish smile. “Hope springs eternal.” She yanked out a condom
and tore open the foil packet. One well-placed nudge and he was on his
back with her straddling him.

The desire in her blue eyes hadn’t abated, but there was mischief there
now, too. She smiled as she slowly rolled the condom onto his cock and
gave him a stroke. “Oh yeah. This is happening.”

He barked out a laugh. “Your dirty talk is superb.”

“I don’t need dirty talk.” She shifted up and notched his cock in her
entrance. Before he had a chance to brace, she sank down until he was
sheathed to the hilt. Trish hissed out a breath. “Lordy, you’re big.”

He cupped her hips, trying to keep her still while her body accustomed
itself to him, but she was already moving, rolling her hips a little. With the
faint light from the window behind her, she looked like an angel, blond
curls in a halo around her head and the soft lines of her body shifting
sensuously as she rode his cock. Trish planted her hands on his chest and
picked up her pace, sliding almost completely off him and then slamming
back down. “God, Cameron, you feel good. Better than good. There aren’t
proper filthy words to describe how good.”

“You’re doing a damn good job of describing it.” He arched off the bed
and caught her mouth, needing to taste her even as she rode him. She
followed him back to the bed, her fucking him turning into something
slower, deeper, her breasts sliding against his chest with every stroke. Yes.
This. He squeezed her ass, using the leverage to grind her clit against his
pelvis as he thrust up.

“Yes.” She gasped. “Do that again. Keep doing that.”

He obeyed. He couldn’t have stopped if he wanted to. Pleasure danced
down his spine, taking up residence in his balls and the base of his cock, but
Cameron ruthlessly held it at bay. He wanted to feel her come again, needed
it. He thrust again and again and again.

Trish came with a cry loud enough to make the windows rattle. She
slumped against his chest and he rolled them so he could settle between her
thighs. The look of sated pleasure on her face was almost enough to make



him blow right then and there, but he gritted his teeth and wrestled himself
back under control.

Then, and only then, did he kiss her. Slow and deep and exploring as if
he hadn’t had his mouth all over her body not too long ago. He kissed her
until she seemed to come back to herself, until she wrapped her legs around
his waist and writhed beneath him where he had her pinned to the bed.

He pulled out and flipped her onto her stomach. Cameron smoothed a
hand down her spine, enjoying the way her muscles flexed beneath his
touch and her ass rose in offering. She had freckles smattering her back and
the curves of her ass, too, and he reached between her thighs to stroke her
pussy as he mentally traced the path he planned on taking. He had the
fanciful thought that one day he’d like to paint constellations on her skin.

“Oh God, I don’t know if I can go again.” She moaned against her pillow.
But her hips moved to meet his hand again and again.

Cameron leaned down and set his teeth against the back of her neck. “I’'m
not through with you, Trish.”

“Oh, well, then... Carry on.” She laughed helplessly, the sound turning
into a moan as he pushed two fingers into her.

“Ride my hand, Trish. Take what you need.” He kissed down her spine,
straying to one side or the other to trace her freckles with his tongue. Her
hips bucked against his hand, but he held steady, needed to feel her come
apart again.

She went still with a shudder. “It’s not enough. I need your cock.”

The words made him harder than he’d ever been. He forced himself to
give the small of her back the same care and attention he’d spent on the rest
of her body, but he was more than ready to meet her need as he nudged her
knees farther apart and notched his cock in her entrance. He fed her inch
after inch, keeping her still with a hand on her hip until he was sheathed to
the hilt. He closed his eyes, but the sight of her was too much to resist.

This time, there would be no holding back. He needed this—her—too
much.

Cameron gripped her hips and brought her back as he thrust forward. She
cried out, and he almost stopped, but Trish reached back and bracketed his
wrist with a hand. “Harder, Cameron. I need more.”

“I need it, too.” He gave himself over to the feel of fucking her, her pussy
clamping tight on him with every stroke, her cries and the sound of flesh



meeting flesh filling the room. She came with his name on her lips, and he
followed her willingly over the edge with a curse of his own.

As Cameron slumped onto the mattress next to her, he was struck by the
thought that he might follow this woman anywhere.

E

Trish stared at the ceiling and wondered when the hell her life had taken a
hard turn into crazy town. Was it when she moved back in with her parents
after college? When she’d agreed to take the job working for Aaron? The
second she set eyes on Cameron O’Clery?

Wherever the tipping point was, the end result had her naked and
breathing hard with the taste of Cameron lingering on her lips.

She’d loved every second of it.

“Aaron can’t know.”

She closed her eyes and counted silently to five—and then to ten. “Did
you think I was going to run straight from being in bed with you to call my
brother and tell him we just had sex?”

A pause and, despite not looking at him, she could almost see the gears
turning in Cameron’s head as he mentally replayed what he’d just said. He
cleared his throat. “That wasn’t tactful.”

“You think?”

His big hand settled on her stomach. “Trish, look at me.”

She didn’t want to. Opening her eyes meant having to fight to reclaim the
mask, and she didn’t have the energy right now. Being bright and positive
had been her go-to thing for so long, she didn’t always notice she was doing
it. It barely took effort anymore to smile and make people’s days better.

It took effort with Cameron. So much freaking effort. Mostly because he
insisted on demanding the truth from her over and over again.

He skated his hand up the center of her chest to cup her jaw. “Trish.”

She sighed and opened her eyes. If Cameron O’Clery was devastating in
the office while wearing clothes, he was downright heartbreaking naked in
bed with her. Something about his expression looked softer here, as if some
artist had painted him in gentle golden tones. His dark skin stretched over
an impossibly broad chest, drawing her eyes south, ever south, to where the
sheets hid the lower half of his body from her view. “You’re beautiful.”



“Thanks.” He huffed out a laugh. He stroked her bottom lip with his
thumb. “I’ve never done anything like this before. It has me all fucked in
the head, and I’m even less tactful than normal.”

“I didn’t think that was possible.”

Another of those soft laughs. “That makes two of us.” His smile dimmed.
“But since we’re in an uncomfortable position on two fronts, we have to
talk about this.”

She knew that. Really, she did. She had just hoped to get to enjoy the
afterglow from the glorious sex for a few minutes before they jumped right
into talking about the nitty-gritty details. Trish forced herself to smile.
“Sure. We can’t tell Aaron. I’'m aware of that.” Her brother didn’t usually
fall into overprotective jerk mode, but there was a first time for everything.
Beyond that, he already had enough to worry about with his new baby and a
wedding to plan.

Cameron seemed to weigh his next words. “Our relationship while on the
clock can’t change. We’re already blurring the lines too much as it is. If we
let it bleed over into Tandem Security...”

“We won’t. It’s as simple as that.” She glanced at the clock. “What are
the odds our food is still warm?”

His laugh rumbled through her body in the most delicious way possible.
“Even I can take that hint.” Cameron pressed a light kiss to her temple that
she felt all the way to her toes. “Let’s feed you and then we can go over the
next steps.”

For a second, she thought he meant they were going to detail the rules
and boundaries for sex versus no sex, but as he pulled on his pants and
headed for the door, Trish realized he’d already made the jump back to
business. She stared after him. What the hell did I get myselfinto?

You know exactly what. This is what you wanted.

It was. She just had to remember that, as she navigated a new existence
where she knew what it felt like to come on Cameron’s cock.

Trish touched her hair, but it was a lost cause. She’d need another shower
to have any hope of taming it, but since their first meeting was tomorrow,
it’d have to do for now. A quick rummage through her suitcase for
something comfortable to wear, and she walked out to find Cameron setting
out the food on the table.

He glanced at her and went still. “What is that?”

She froze. “What?”



“What are you wearing?”

Oh. That. She glanced down at the oversize shirt she’d bought on a
whim. It had Minnie Mouse on it and, now that she thought about it, it was
probably something a child would wear. “You have a problem with
Minnie?”

“I have a problem with the fact that you need to eat, and I see you in that
and all I want to do is toss the food and have you on the table instead.”

“Oh.” Trish blinked. “Oh.”

Cameron shook his head. “Sit down and eat something.”

For the first time in well over a week, she found herself enjoying his
abruptness. Trish sank into her seat and grinned. “Is it that the shirt is large
enough to fit three of me that gets you going? Or is it a secret Minnie
Mouse fetish?”

He set her fish and chips in front of her and dropped into the seat
opposite. ““You could wear a paper bag and I’d still want to tear the damn
thing off you.” He picked up a french fry. “It’d be easier to get into than
most clothes, so there’s something to be said for that.”

“You just made a joke.”

“I do that on occasion.”

“Huh.” Trish took a few bites. That seemed to satisfy him that she was
going to eat instead of waste away before his eyes, because Cameron set to
his food with a single-minded focus she’d only ever seen in athletes and big
dudes. When she’d eaten as much as her stomach could handle for the time
being, she sat back and found him watching her. “What?”

“I don’t get it.”

“There’s a legion of things you don’t get.”

He frowned at her, completely undeterred by her attempt at humor.
“Aaron is good at making people around him happy, but he’s not a people
pleaser in the strictest sense of the word. He has no problem telling me to
fuck off when the situation calls for it, and he’s ended more than a few
client relationships when things went south. It didn’t tear him up to make
that call.”

She saw where this train of thought was going, and almost derailed it.
Cameron had made abundantly clear that he wanted sex-them and work-
them separate, but here in this suite with her body still aching from the
wonderful things he’d done to it, the line had already blurred. She took a sip
of bottled water. “There wasn’t a question in there.”



“I’m getting to it.” He sat back, the muscles in his chest rippling in a way
that made her clench her hands to keep from reaching for him. Cameron
gave her another of those searching looks where it almost seemed like he
could read her mind. “I’ve met your parents. They’re decent people, and
your older sister runs more traditional than either you or Aaron, but she’s
not a basket case.”

“Did you just call me a basket case?”

“So where does the nervous shit come from?”” He continued without
bothering to answer her question. “You...flicker. I thought you were really
sunshine personified, but that’s the shield—or the sword, depending on the
situation. What happened that you need walls that strong?”

Good Lord, he wasn’t just making idle conversation. He’d gone straight
past polite small talk and right to her heart of hearts. Trish forced herself not
to fidget and met his gaze directly. “Why do you want to know?”

That set him back. “What?”

“It’s a pretty simple question.”

Cameron seemed to mull that over with the same intensity he gave
everything in life. “I want to know more about you. I don’t understand
you.”

It was both an encouraging reason and one that cut her knees right out
from beneath her. Curiosity. He was curious about her, like she was a bug
he couldn’t quite identify and it would annoy the hell out of him until he
had her properly categorized and filed away. Then he’d move on and forget
all about her as anything other than a vaguely fond memory.

Isn 't that what you want? This was never supposed to be forever.

That was fine. It was even fair.

But it didn’t mean she had to rip herself open for the sake of his curiosity.

Trish pushed her food away. “If you want to know more about me, you
start simple. It’s only the proper way to do things.”

“Simple.” He said the word as if tasting it. “All right. What do you do
when you’re not overworking yourself on unpaid time?”’

The way he asked the question had her making a mental note to check
her direct deposit on payday. She should have known Cameron would be
keeping an account of all the time she spent in the office during nonworking
hours. Silly of her to think he’d missed it.

Trish almost told him there was nothing simple about that question, but
“What do you do for fun?”” was about as baseline as first date questions



went. This isnt a first date. This is a first...

I don 't know what this is.

She took another sip of her water. “I watch horror movies and I crochet.”

Cameron sat back and draped his arm over his chair. “The crocheting fits.
You have this retro thing going on that is too quirky to be anything but
genuine. Explain the horror movies. Why that genre?”

The fact he’d studied her enough to decide that her retro thing was
genuine and not another mask... Trish pulled at the bottom of her shirt, not
sure if she was flattered or flayed wide-open. Maybe this wasn’t such a
simple question, after all. “I like horror. There are rules and while you get
more than your fair share of stupid people doing stupid things, it’s usually
some oftbeat heroine who ends up as the last one standing in the face of
whatever evil is killing off nubile teenagers. It’s really satisfying to know
that, no matter how many sequels you’re going to get, good always
triumphs over evil—and rarely looks pretty while doing it.” She hadn’t
meant to say that last aloud.

He drummed his fingers on the table. “You’d argue that horror movies
are feminist.”

She blinked. “Uh, I’'m not arguing that one way or another. I enjoy
them.”

He still had that look on his face, the one like he didn’t know what to
think of her. “Which are your favorites? Slashers, paranormal or sci-f1?”

“All of the above, though if | have to pick one, it’s slashers all the way.
They’re so...predictable. Usually a dude in a mask with a big pointy object
and some sneaky ways.”

“Helps if the helpless victim trips a dozen times in the effort to cross her
front yard.”

Trish laughed. She couldn’t help it. “You’re not a fan, I take it?”

“It’s not that.” Cameron’s frown cleared and he shrugged. “I don’t get
them. There seems to be a total lack of common sense required to keep all
the victims in one place long enough for the killer to find them and pick
them off one by one. Why don’t they ever just leave?”

“Because then there wouldn’t be a story.” She laughed again. Whether on
purpose or not, he’d effectively moved them away from the emotional
minefield and into something much more mundane. Trish relaxed and
crossed her legs. “Though there are a couple movies that actually have a



vein of logic through them that might appeal to you. I’ll lend them to you
sometime, if you’re interested.”

He met her gaze. “When we get back to New York, why don’t you bring
them over yourself and explain to me while we watch?”

Oh shit. He just went there. 1f she had any doubt about Cameron’s
intentions—at least outside of work and her brother—he’d just cleared them
right up. That was an opening that gave her plenty of room to maneuver
without either of them overreaching. She says no, they both retreat once
again and go back to the sexual tension—filled days and lonely nights.

Or maybe Trish was the only one spending lonely nights with her favorite
buzzy toy and thinking about the one guy she couldn’t have. She had no
idea how Cameron spent his time outside of the office. It wasn’t her
business. Yes, they’d had sex, but that didn’t mean...

Fuck it.

She set her bottle of water down. “I’d like that. On one condition.”

The light tensing of his shoulders was the only indication of his mood.
“I’'m listening.”

“This might be off the books, but until it runs its course, I would like it to
be exclusive.”

“Done.”

She frowned. “You agreed to that awfully easy.”

“You brought it up before I had a chance to.” He held out a hand, and she
dazedly rounded the table to take it. Cameron tugged her forward to
straddle him and ran his hands up the backs of her thighs. “I’m a selfish
bastard, Trish. I don’t share what’s mine, even if it’s only mine in part.”

“That’s very archaic of you.” She shivered as his knuckles brushed the
curve of her ass. “I’m a person, not a possession.”

“Agreed,” he said easily. Cameron skated his hands to her hips, taking
her shirt with him and baring her from the waist down. His thumb brushed
her hip bones. “But that doesn’t change the fact that you bring out
strong...impulses...in me. You make me crazy.” His hands reached her
breasts and he leaned down to press a kiss to her stomach. “All I can think
about is you, when I should be thinking about work. I’ve never had a
problem with distractions before. I don’t know how to deal with it.”

“Now I’m a problem and a distraction.” She lifted her arms over her head
and let him drag her shirt off, leaving her naked. “You sweet talker, you.”



“If I was better with words, we wouldn’t be in this position to begin
with.”

Trish made a show of looking at where his hands were. “I think I like this
position.”

That earned her a brief smile. “I’m never going to say the right thing.”

“This 1sn’t about saying anything at all.” She leaned down and kissed his
shoulder as she unbuttoned his pants. A crinkle had her laughing against his
skin. “Is that a condom in your pocket or are you just happy to see me?”’

“It would be a shame to put that truly ambitious box to waste, don’t you
think?”’

She sent out a silent thank-you to Becka for giving her the idea in the
first place, though Trish would never say as much aloud. She stroked his
cock. “I couldn’t agree more.”
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CAMERON WOULD HAVE spent the entirety of their trip to London
without leaving the suite, but the next day dawned with a full schedule. He
went over it with Trish while they ate breakfast. “Nikki Lancaster makes me
look like I should be winning Miss Congeniality contests.”

“You mentioned that. Twice.” Trish studied him over the rim of her
coffee. “Why are you so nervous?”

“I’m not nervous.” Nervous was a strange, prickly sensation, and
Cameron had stinging bees swarming in his stomach.

“You’re the very definition of nervous. If you think I’'m not capable—"

“It’s not that.” He couldn’t just leave it at that, no matter how little he
wanted to deal with this entire thing. Damn you, Aaron. “Nikki and I...had a
short fling a couple years ago. It went sideways pretty fast, and while it
shouldn’t matter in the grand scheme of things, I can’t guarantee that it
won’t affect how she treats this meeting.”

Trish sighed. “That would have been good information to have before we
started this whole process. I suppose you said something that pissed her off
and she dumped you?”

He couldn’t even bristle because it was exactly what had happened, but
the exasperation in Trish’s tone said she wasn’t surprised in the least by this
turn of events. “We never got far enough for someone to be dumped. There
was a first date and the next morning, one minute we were having a
conversation that skirted into work, and the next she was kicking me out in
only my underwear.”

“Mmm-hmm.” She was all false sympathy and smiles. “You didn’t
happen to tell her that her company’s cybersecurity is inferior or something
along those lines?”

That was exactly what he’d told her. Cameron poked at his food. “She
asked a question and I gave an answer.”

“Oh, you poor thing.” Trish’s laughter pealed through the room. “You
wouldn’t know tact if it clobbered you over the head in a dark alley. How
long ago was this?”

“A couple years. Three...no, four? I think four.” Shit, he couldn’t
remember. It had been just another failed dating experience and he’d moved



on with his life, assuming that Nikki would do the same. He still wasn’t
sure that she hadn t moved on with her life.

Trish gave him wide eyes. “You don’t even know. God, what was Aaron
thinking, sending you over here? I’m assuming he knows.”

“He knows.” They hadn’t hashed out details, but considering the power
Concord Inc. wielded, it wasn’t something he could keep to himself.

“That’s something at least.” She shook her head. “Let me deal with
Nikki. You keep your mighty opinions to yourself for the duration of this,
unless there’s a need for you to offer specific technical information.”

Though Cameron wasn’t much a fan of being handled, he could admit
that he liked the way Trish assumed power without thought. It wasn’t until
she ordered him about that he realized she’d been...muted. No, not muted,
exactly, but she held herself back normally. Toned herself down. He’d
recognized that the sunny disposition was a mask, but he hadn’t realized the
depth of the deception she offered the world.

Did she even know herself?

Not my problem.

You made it your problem the second you laid eyes on her.

“I can have a conversation without pissing off everyone in the room.”

“Prove it,” she fired back. “This account is important, and it would
reflect badly on both of us if we botch it. You know as well as I do that the
second Aaron heard the bad news, he’d be on a flight over here to rectify
the situation, and that would upset both him and Becka. We can handle it—
we just need to handle it. That starts with you learning when to keep your
opinion to yourself.”

“You’re handling me.”

“Damn right I am.” Trish pushed to her feet. She wore a simple black
pencil skirt with a deep blue blouse that made her eyes almost glow. It was
toned down for her, but he could barely look at her without wanting to slip
his hand under her skirt and give her a distraction they both needed.

She pointed at him. “Cease and desist this second.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He stood as well and rounded
the table to capture her hips. The height of her heels put her mouth kissably
close to his and he found he liked being able to look into her eyes without
making the muscles in his neck twinge. Cameron skated his hands over her
hips to cup her ass and bring her hips flush against his. “You look
devastatingly beautiful today, Trish.”



“I... What?” Her perfectly painted pink lips parted. “You can’t just go and
say something like that! I’'m in work mode, and you’re flustering me with
your pheromones.”

“We haven’t left the suite yet.” He pressed a slow kiss to the pulse
fluttering in the hollow of her throat. “Ten minutes won’t make much
difference.”

“Oh no you don’t.” She smacked his hands and ducked out of his grip.
“Focus, Cameron. This is important and you wouldn’t be making eyes at me
if you were thinking with the right head. Focus.”

He huffed out a breath and tried to think past the blood rushing to his
cock. She was right. He was better than this. The sex might be outstanding,
but it was just sex. It had to be. If he couldn’t compartmentalize, he had no
business climbing into her bed to begin with.

“Sorry.” He gave himself a shake. “Give me a minute.”

“Take it. I have to get my purse.” She ducked into her bedroom, leaving
him wrestling for control of his reaction to her.

Cameron never lost control. He sure as fuck never lost sight of a work
goal to pursue his own pleasure or interests. This morning, he’d done both.
Hell, last night he’d done both, too. He’d crossed lines, and there was no
way to take those actions back.

He was a selfish bastard because he didn’t want to take it back.

Last night had been the first time in as long as he could remember where
his brain had shut off entirely and he’d been functioning on feel alone. It
felt good to be with Trish. The sex, yes, but he’d had almost as good a time
teasing her about her apparent love for horror movies as he had coaxing her
orgasms.

She was a joy.

And he couldn’t have her. Not in any permanent sense.

If he was smart, he’d cut this thing off before it went further. It would
hurt her feelings and he’d be walking around pissy as hell about it for a
while, but better a little hurt now than to have the situation blow up in both
their faces later on. She might not be happy with him—that reaction was all
but guaranteed—but she’d understand.

He stood there and made himself imagine how that conversation would
go. The hurt flaring over her face, pooling in her deep blue eyes, the way
her bottom lip would quiver for the breath of a second before she got
control of herself. The sunny smile she’d give him to cover up...



No.

Fuck no.

He might not have her for keeping, but he had her for the time being. And
she had him. Cameron wasn’t going to give up a single second with Trish
until he had to. If it meant she dealt a blow unlike he’d ever felt when she
left...

So be it.
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After Cameron’s cryptic words about Nikki Lancaster, Trish hadn’t known
what to expect. A fire-breathing dragon, maybe. The woman that
approached them as they walked through the doors of Concord Inc. didn’t
fit any of her preconceived notions.

Nikki looked like a warrior goddess. She had her black hair pulled back
into a businesslike coif thing and her pantsuit showed off curves for days. It
was the glint in her dark eyes that gave Trish the most pause. A fighter
scoping out an adversary.

She turned an identical look at Cameron, before she gave him a tight
smile. “O’Clery.”

“Nikki.” He touched the small of Trish’s back, urging her a step closer.
“This 1s Trish Livingston, our newest addition.”

Nikki took her in with those witchy dark eyes and Trish couldn’t shake
the feeling that she’d already had judgment passed on her. Whether it was
good or bad was anyone’s guess at this point. The woman extended her
hand. “Aaron said he’d be sending a keeper for you, O’Clery, but he didn’t
mention the fact that it would be his little sister.” No mistaking the
emphasis on [ittle.

Cameron’s hand at the small of her back flexed, but Trish was already
moving to defuse the situation. Whatever the situation was. She couldn’t get
a true read on Nikki. This could all be posturing for the sake of posturing,
or it could be exactly what Cameron had feared. Trish smiled sweetly. “I
think you’ll find ’m more than qualified to get the job done.” She glanced
at her watch. “Shall we take this to wherever the meeting is being held? I
would hate to be late.”

Without another word, Nikki turned on her designer heels and led the
way to a bank of elevators that took them to the executive floor.



Trish didn’t dare exhale the breath she’d been holding on to. They’d
managed to get through the first interaction without someone calling the
whole thing off or yelling, but they still had the deal to hammer out. Even
with Aaron taking care of the preliminary stuff, this whole thing was hardly
guaranteed. She very carefully didn’t look at Cameron as the elevators
opened and they stepped out into a long hallway lined with doors.

Everything about the building was designed to create a modern
minimalist look. Though Trish could appreciate the cool gray walls, white
tiles marbled with black and stainless steel everything, the whole thing left
her cold and edgy. As they headed into a small boardroom where three other
people were assembled, she found herself longing for the cozy front office
she’d created back in New York.

That s not your place any more than this one is.

Forgetting that would be a mistake.

Nikki introduced the CEO of the company and their respective assistants.
Once everyone had coffee, they got down to work outlining what they
needed from Tandem Security. Cameron answered the questions directed at
him, but there was a wariness she’d never seen in him before. Trish couldn’t
tell if it was brought on by dealing with his ex or dealing with people in
general, and it wasn’t like she could ask.

Not at the moment, anyway.

Through it all, she couldn’t help watching the other woman. This was
Cameron’s type? She couldn’t be more different from Trish. She was
confident and bold and seemed perfectly at home in her skin. Not to
mention that Nikki had almost single-handedly made Concord Inc. what it
was today. She’d come in as COOQ, looked around and seen the potential of
the company. And then she made it happen.

To say it was impressive and more than a little intimidating was a vast
understatement.

They broke for a quick lunch and Trish found herself alone in the room
with Nikki. She moved to make a quick exit, but the other woman stalled
her. “Sit, sit. You’re exhausting me with all your nervous energy.”

Trish hesitantly sank back into the chair she’d just tried to abandon.
“Something I can help you with?”

Nikki raised a perfect black brow. “How long have you been sleeping
with O’Clery?”

Her jaw dropped. “I don’t... What... I’'m not—"



“You are, and I’d wager that Aaron doesn’t know. He loves O’Clery like
a brother, but he’s not blind to the man’s faults.” She laughed. “Get that
look off your face, honey. I’'m not going to go for your throat over some
guy [ hooked up with half a million years ago.”

It sounded totally reasonable, but Trish couldn’t make herself relax. She
stilled her hands in her lap, doing her best not to give herself away with any
nervous movement. “You have a reason for bringing it up.”

“I do.” Nikki sat back. “I’ve known O’Clery and Livingston for nearly a
decade in one capacity or another, and I’ve never seen him like this before.
He’s a grumpy asshole, but he’s got a shitty poker face. Every time he looks
at you, he goes all soft and gooey.”

Yeah, right. This had to be some sort of weird mind game, though she
couldn’t figure out what the point was. “If you’ll forgive me for being
blunt, I don’t see what my theoretical relationship with Cameron has to do
with this deal.”

“Nothing at all.” Nikki’s red lips curved, just a little. “It’s a purely selfish
curiosity to get a better look at the kind of woman who could manage to
have him tripping all over his feet like an eager puppy. I’ll admit that [ don’t
see it. You’re beautiful, of course, but the peppy cheerleader thing doesn’t
seem like it’s a solid match for O’Clery.” She lifted a single shoulder. “Then
again, what do I know? Good for him. And good for you, too. He’s got a
heart of gold if you can get past the dumb-ass shit he says and the pissy
attitude.”

She still couldn’t get a read on Nikki, couldn’t tell if this conversation
was exactly what it presented to be on the surface or if the woman was
trying to undermine something. She couldn’t help comparing herself to the
other woman. They weren’t even on the same planet, and she couldn’t be
more opposite if Cameron had intentionally picked her for that reason.
Rationally, she knew it didn’t matter. He and Nikki were ancient history—
and a brief one at that—but Trish looked at her and saw everything Trish
would never be.

Someone completely at ease in their skin and confident enough to handle
any and every situation life threw at them without breaking her powerful
stride. Someone who’d perfectly executed their plan for life, despite any
hurdles thrown in their way.

No, Trish was just Trish. She let her smile drop. “Frankly, I don’t see how
that’s any of your business.”



“So you do have some backbone. Good.”

The door opened and the men filed back in. She couldn’t shake the
suspicion that they’d been hiding out in the hallway while this conversation
went down and, as happy as she was that Cameron had managed to keep his
temper through the first half of the day, she still wanted to kick him under
the table for abandoning her with Nikki.

It shouldn’t have mattered anyway. Nikki had never been a girlfriend,
and Trish certainly wasn’t. They were both flavors of the week... Maybe we
should get T-shirts or something. Her joke fell flat, even in her own head,
and she tried to set the whole uncomfortable feeling aside. It shouldn’t
matter what Cameron and Nikki’s past was, because the woman obviously
had no intention of letting said past get in the way of this business deal.

Would he expect the same from Trish when this was all over?

The rest of the meeting passed without incident. Concord Inc. signed the
contract, which extended the trip to London since Cameron had to be on-
site to set up the security requirements.

And Trish would go home.

Guess things are ending quicker than I could have anticipated.
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CAMERON MIGHT NOT be entirely in tune with other people’s emotions,
but he would have had to be particularly dense not to notice something was
wrong with Trish. After their lunch break, she’d been subdued, her light
dimmed. He’d tried to catch her eye a few times, but she resolutely refused
to look his way. He could explain it away as her focusing on the deal...

Right up until she tried that same shit as they walked back to the suite.

He noticed a sign for a pub and hooked her waist. “Dinner.”

“I’m not hungry.”

Oh yeah, Trish was pissed. Cameron ignored her protest and guided her
into the low light of the pub. He took a quick look around and headed for a
table far enough into the room that she wouldn’t get a chill when the door
was opened to let a draft in. He held out a chair for her, his irritation
battling with amusement as she huffed and dropped into it.

Once he was settled on the other side, he leaned forward and lowered his
voice. “Now you’re going to tell me what crawled up your ass back there. I
played the good boy and kept my mouth shut, and the deal went off without
a hitch. Which means something else happened to make you mad. Tell me.”

Trish shrugged out of her coat and let it drape over her chair. Then she
started shredding the paper napkin in front of her. Her anger disappeared,
replaced by...embarrassment? She finally sighed. “I’ll book my return ticket
to New York as soon as we get back to our rooms.”

He sat back. “I know you’re pissed, but running back to the city seems a
little dramatic, don’t you think?”

“Dramatic?” Her light brows slammed together. “Are you kidding me?
I’m not being dramatic. I’m being reasonable. You don’t get to call me
dramatic.”

He knew better than to point out that her tirade was nothing if not
dramatic. “Something upset you. If you need to yell at me to get around to
telling me what it was, fine. But you will tell me.”

She drew a breath for what seemed like a solid dressing-down, but
deflated on the exhale. “This is going to end.”

Cameron went still. “If you want—"



“No, no, it has nothing to do with want. It has to do with reality. And the
reality is that this is going to end.” She gave a sad smile. “Every
relationship either ends or results in marriage. Even this one.” Before he
had a chance to process that, she was off to the races again. “I mean, it’s
whatever. We knew this was coming. It’s just showing up a little earlier than
I thought and it surprised me and sometimes I react poorly to surprises. |
know it’s not your fault. Of course it’s not your fault. It’s just the way things
are.”

He caught the bartender’s eye. “Two shots of whiskey, please.”

If anything, Trish frowned harder. “I don’t see how whiskey is going to
help anything.”

“A little bit of whiskey helps everything.” When she stared, he shrugged.
“It’s when you tip into too much whiskey that the trouble starts. This
conversation calls for a single shot.”

When said shot was delivered to their table, he slid one over to rest in
front of her. Cameron raised his glass and waited. With a put-upon sigh,
Trish did the same. They took them smoothly and the soft clink of glass
hitting the wood table was soothing in its own way. He leaned forward
again. “Now, down to business.”

“If you’re going to—"

“Why the fuck do you think this is ending?”

She stopped. Stared. “What?”

Cameron spoke softly and clearly. “Do you want this thing between us to
end?”

“It doesn’t matter what I want.”

“If it didn’t matter, then I wouldn’t ask you. But I am asking, Trish—do
you want this to end?”

She narrowed her eyes. “No. Of course not. I’'m enjoying being with
you.”

Damning him with faint praise, wasn’t she? It didn’t matter. He’d take it
if it meant she didn’t call the whole thing off. He hadn’t put much thought
into the affer that would come when reality intruded on their little oasis of
pleasure. That was Cameron’s mistake, because Trish sure as fuck had been
thinking about long-term implications. He reached out and took her hands
in his. “I’m not ready to let you go.”

He wasn’t sure he’d ever be ready to let her go, but now was hardly the
time to broach the subject, with her on the verge of panicking. Cameron had



to find a way to ease her into the idea. First, though, they had to navigate
through the current issue.

Her pink lips moved but no sound came out. Finally Trish shook her
head. “I don’t get it. I don’t get you. A fling is one thing, but a long-distance
fling 1s more than a little ridiculous...”

What was she talking about? “What’s long-distance?”

Her hands tensed beneath his. “The contract is finalized. That’s all I was
here for.”

Realization dawned, and he almost laughed in relief. This, at least, had a
simple fix. “Woman, you aren’t going back to New York without me.
You’re staying until we get their preliminary security set up.”

“What are you talking about? Why would I stay?”

“If Aaron was in the office, it would be a different story, but for the time
being, / am Tandem Security. That means I need you with me to do your job
wherever I am. Most of the time that’s in the office, but I can work remotely
as required, which is what’s going to happen while I’'m needed here for
Concord Inc. That means you’re here, too.”

That means we don t have to have a conversation about this ending yet.

“You’re serious.”

“Yes.” He met her gaze steadily. “Unless you want to leave. Aside from
client meetings—which we won’t be having until I’'m back in the States,
there technically isn’t anything that requires your physical presence. It will
make things more challenging, but it’s doable.”

Trish tilted her head to the side. “Do you want me to leave?”

Now was the time to retreat, to allow her to make the choice for herself
without him appearing to pressure her. But... Cameron only had one answer
to that question and he was incapable of lying. Not to her. Not when it
would endanger what little chance they had. “No.” He said the word on an
exhale, but once it broke the stillness emerging between them, it was easier
to let the honesty flow. “I don’t want you to leave. I don’t want this to end.”

She gave him a look like she wasn’t sure if he meant their trip or them,
but Cameron left her to draw her own conclusions. He never would have
pegged Trish as skittish—not when she was a one-woman wrecking ball—
but there were definite nerves showing around her too-wide eyes.

The bartender saved them when he tossed two menus onto the table.
“You going to eat?”



“Fish and chips?” When Trish nodded, Cameron looked at the bartender.
“Fish and chips for both of us.”

“All right, then.” He snatched up the menus and walked off as quickly as
he’d approached.

Trish cleared her throat. “So, this is getting super awkward super fast and
I don’t know how to deal with it, and I don’t know how I want to deal with
it, so I’m just going to ignore it for the time being.”

Her penchant for talking in run-on sentences when she was nervous
shouldn’t be endearing, but Cameron had given up trying to reason away
his attraction to the woman. Even when she was driving him up the wall, he
still found himself drawn to her.

But he could give her a reprieve for the time being. She obviously wasn’t
ready to make a decision about staying or going—both on a plane and in his
bed—so Cameron scooted his chair back the slightest bit to give her space.
“How do you feel about ghosts?”

Trish blinked. “Ghosts?”’

“Yeah, you know...ghosts. Whether you believe they’re energy or
memories or literal souls doesn’t matter.”

Another slow blink. “I think I’m hallucinating because nothing coming
out of your mouth makes a lick of sense.”

“We’re in London. There’s half a dozen haunted tours within easy
walking distance. There’s one starting in an hour or so. It’s entertaining, to
say the least.”

“But...ghosts. That doesn’t seem like something you’d be into.”

It wasn’t, but she’d confessed her love of scary movies, so he’d looked it
up this morning while she was in the shower. Logic said that sort of thing
would go hand in hand, and as much as Cameron wanted to toss her over
his shoulder and haul her back to bed until they were required somewhere,
Trish had never been to London before. It was entirely possible she’d like to
explore a bit.

He shifted, not sure how to deal with how closely she watched him. “I
thought you might be interested in it.”

¥ ok ok

Trish must have hit her head. It was the only explanation that made sense.
She studied her water, trying to reconcile the man sitting across from her,



shifting like a schoolboy who’d done something wrong and didn’t want to
admit it, with the confident boss she’d come to expect. “You want to go on
a haunted tour,” she said again, as if repeating it enough times would
transfer the meaning of the words.

“We don’t have to.” There it was again—Cameron’s almost-guilt.

Because he doesn t care about ghost tours. He looked up the schedule
because you do.

She took a hasty sip of her water and set the glass back on the table. “I
would love to do a haunted tour.” She noted the almost imperceptible
relaxing of his shoulders. It wasn’t guilt she read from Cameron—it was
nerves.

The realization almost made her laugh. She’d spent so much time
tripping over her own feet in front of him, it had never occurred to her that
he might be in over his head, too. The ground centered a bit below her feet,
her perverse nature liking that he didn’t have a playbook he was pulling
from. Not that she’d believed that, exactly. Cameron was many things, but a
playboy didn’t make the list. That said, he obviously wasn’t the settling-
down type or he would have done it by now.

Unless he hasn 't found the right person to settle down with...

Stop that.

You don 't even know where you re going to land yet. You can t make
choices one way or another when it comes to being with another person.
Even without all the stuff stacked against you, it would never work.

She didn’t want to think about that right now. Reality seemed very far
away with them sitting in a darkened pub in the middle of freaking London.
Trish cautiously reached out and touched his forearm. “Could we...” She
swallowed hard, gathering her courage around her. “Could we table any
conversations about the future for now? At least until we get back?”

“We’re only going to be here about a week.”

Such a short time and yet longer than she would have dared when she let
herself imagine what it would be like if Cameron gave in to the pull
between them. It will have to be enough. “The question stands.”

His dark eyes searched her face. “That’s what you want? Not to talk
about anything too scary for the time we’re here.”

“Well, any haunted tour worth its salt is a little bit scary.” Her joke fell
flat as the bartender appeared and set food on the table in front of them. Her



mouth watered as she took in the crispy fish and chips. Oh yeah, I love
London.

“Trish.”

She reluctantly dragged her gaze away from her food and back to his
face. “Yeah?”

“You can have this week. After that, we’re having a conversation.”

A conversation destined to be the death knell of their fling. The writing
couldn’t have been clearer on that particular wall. All she had to do was
open her mouth and tell him she wanted to call the whole thing off—that it
was wiser for her to leave things as they were and get the hell out of the UK
and back to New York, where she could at least pretend she had her head on
straight. They’d had sex a few times, but easy enough to chalk it up to
temporary insanity and hope a week apart would be enough to cool their
chemistry.

Leaving was the smart thing to do, and Trish always did the smart thing.

But she found herself smiling at Cameron. “Tell me about this haunted
tour.”
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“THAT WAS THE biggest load of shit.”

Trish laughed and slipped her hand into the crook of Cameron’s arm. The
wind had kicked up during the last half hour, and it cut through her thin
jacket as if it wasn’t there. She was self-aware enough to admit that craving
warmth wasn’t the only reason she wanted to touch him. He might be a
human-shaped furnace, but being this close to him just felt good in general.

He absently rearranged her, tucking her against his body and wrapping an
arm around her shoulders as he turned so his big body took the brunt of the
wind chill. Cameron shook his head. “He wooed at one point.” His voice
kicked up a register as he mimicked their hapless guide. “Wooooooo.”

“Oh stop.” She playfully smacked his chest. “He knew his history. It was
very educational.” Her heart felt like it was two sizes too big after seeing
places she’d only read about. The extra flavor from having a haunted tour
only made the whole experience that much better.

That, and being with Cameron.

“The information was good. The delivery was off.” He turned and guided
them in the direction of their rooms, still grumbling about the guide. He cut
himself off and shot her a look. “I had fun.”

“I can tell.”

“No, ’'m serious. It was nice spending time with you.”

Warmth blossomed in her chest, and no amount of reasoning could dispel
it. She’d had fun with Cameron this evening, too. And last night. And this
morning. Reminding herself that it was going to end—and probably end
poorly—didn’t make a difference. This runaway train was out of her control
and it would keep going until they ran out of tracks. It didn’t matter that she
wouldn’t be staying with Tandem indefinitely, or that Aaron would be
furious when he found out how they’d crossed the line. Nothing mattered
but how much she enjoyed being with Cameron. “What’s your story?”

“What do you mean?”

She shot him a look. “Well, you didn’t just pop into existence in your
current form. I’m assuming you were a child at some point, probably had a
parent or two in one form or another. Siblings? [ mean, let’s just start with
the basics.”



“I think I can do that.” He squeezed her shoulders and nudged her to turn
right at the street corner. “My parents live in California. My mother is a
teacher, and my dad is military—retired now. No siblings to speak of.
Apparently I was a difficult child, and—"

“Imagine that.”

He continued without missing a beat. “They decided I was enough and
didn’t have any more kids. We weren’t in one place for more than a few
years, but they were a solid foundation while I was growing up. They’re
good people.”

Trish had been born and raised in the same place as a long line of
Livingstons had. Their roots went core deep in town, and she’d grown up
knowing exactly what her place was, whether she wanted it or not. She
couldn’t imagine switching schools every few years and having to face
dealing with figuring out her place in the pecking order... Makes a lot more
sense why he can be so damn standoffish. Easier not to play the game or get
close to people when he’d just inevitably move on. “You met my brother in
college.”

“More like he adopted me as his pet project in college,” Cameron
grumbled. “We were lab partners and he decided I just needed a little more
structure in my life. Look where that got him.”

“Mmm, yeah, terrible life you’re both living.” She laughed. “You’re rich
as sin and running a successful company together, and for all of both of
your bitching, you never actually fight. Must be terrible.” In truth, she
envied them their friendship a bit. Trish had friends, but when it became
clear she wasn’t going to follow the ascending path to her dream career
within the corporate fashion industry like she’d always planned, she
withdrew more and more. One friend had scored an internship with her
dream clothing designer, a position destined to shoot her into greatness if
she survived it. Another had secured a junior position in a prestigious law
firm.

Trish?

Trish had failed to find even an entrance-level job in her field of choice,
and mounting student loan bills had forced her to move back into her
parents’ place to try to stem the hemorrhaging of her minuscule bank
account. It turned out that her chosen field didn’t have much in the way of
entrance-level jobs, and securing one in their competitive industry had
turned into an impossible task.



“Where are you headed?”

She started, belatedly realizing she had dropped her sunny persona and
he’d picked up on it. Damn it, she kept doing that more and more as time
went on. She wished she could blame it on Cameron’s grumpiness rubbing
off on her, but it wasn’t the truth. Life weighed her down. Or, rather, the
truth about life weighed her down.

Not everyone got a happy ending, no matter how many stars they wished
on.

Some people had to settle on the mediocre instead of aspiring for
greatness.

She just never thought she’d be part of either group.

With a sigh, she tried to focus on Cameron. “I’m sorry, I missed that last
bit.”

“In life.” They turned another corner, and she started to recognize shops
from the next street up from their hotel. “I had reservations when Aaron
decided to bring you in, but you’re good at handling people and situations.”

“Yeah, I’'m a great glorified secretary.” Managing her mother’s moods
had given her plenty of people skills, though they mostly meant she gave
excellent customer service no matter what her personal level of frustration
was.

“Trish.”

Oh no. She knew that tone of voice. It meant nothing good for the
conversation. Cameron obviously wasn’t pleased with her blasé comment,
and he just as obviously intended to sit her down and...

Well, she didn’t know what. A come-to-Jesus talk about knowing her
worth? Or maybe one where he pointed out that she wasn’t a glorified
anything—she was literally their secretary.

No matter which way he was headed, she wanted no part of it. They
would have their talk when they got back to New York. It could sure as hell
wait until then. If this was an escape, she wanted to get her money’s worth,
so to speak.

Trish turned into him, grabbing the front of his jacket and leveraging
herself up to take his mouth. His surprise only lasted a second, and then his
hands were on her hips and he guided her several steps until her back hit the
wall. Cameron dug his big hands into her hair and tilted her head back to
get a better angle. He moved away long enough to say, “I know you’re
trying to distract me.”



Of course he did. He wasn’t stupid. She forced an impish grin. “Are you
complaining?”’

“Not especially.” He reclaimed her mouth, but this time the pace slowed
down. Cameron teased her with soft, barely there kisses until she growled
in frustration, and only then did he set his teeth against her bottom lip and
slip his tongue into her mouth.

The man kissed like a dream.

A really naughty one.

Give and take, advance and retreat. Over and over and over again, until
she lost all comprehension of the other people on the street or the fact that
they were most definitely in a public place with an audience.

Trish had only meant to keep him from his questions, from pulling her
apart at the seams to satisfy his curiosity, from creating a foundation of trust
that neither of them could follow through on.

It didn’t matter what she’d intended, only the end result.

And the result was that she wanted his hands all over her body, wanted
him to stroke her just so, to send her hurtling over the edge. She wanted to
take him into her body and ride him until they stopped worrying about the
future, because the future was just a distant dream and they were /here and
now. That was the only thing that mattered.

He tore his mouth from hers. “Upstairs. Now.”

Incapable of words, she nodded. Cameron gave her a look like he wanted
to throw her over his shoulder because she wouldn’t move fast enough on
her own, but he settled with grabbing her hand and towing her behind him.
The half a block back to the hotel passed in a blur, and she caught sight of
the startled face of the front desk lady before the elevator doors closed
between them and the lobby.

Cameron turned to her, but she was already moving. She hopped and he
caught her just like she’d known he would. Her legs went around his waist
and her back hit the wall as he took her mouth again.

Yes, this.

Yes, more.

He didn’t let her down as the elevator doors rattled open. Instead,
Cameron walked them down the hallway. His dark eyes looked just as wild
as she felt, as if he might take her right there in the hallway if they didn’t
get through the door fast enough. Trying to anticipate, she dug into her



purse for the hotel room key, barely getting it out before they reached the
door. “Got it!”

He grabbed it out of her hand and then they were in the room. Cameron
strode into the bedroom. “I need you.”

“Yes. Now. Hurry.” Making out on the street like a couple of teenagers
had her so primed, she practically vibrated with it. He kept her pinned in
place as she reached between them. Cameron used one hand to grab a
condom and undid his pants. It didn’t take much to work them down his
hips to free his cock, but even the two-second delay was too long without
him inside her. “Hurry, hurry, hurry.”

He knocked her hand aside so he could roll on the condom and then he
thrust, filling her completely, assuaging her empty ache. They froze, both
breathing hard. Cameron leaned back enough to check her expression. “You
good?”

As if she hadn’t been right there with him this whole time. Trish rolled
her hips, taking him deeper yet. “Don’t stop.”

His grin made something in her chest twinge in a way that would have
terrified her if not for the pleasure building with every beat of her heart. A
tempo that reduced itself to one word. Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes.

Cameron lowered her to the bed and shoved her shirt up to bare her
breasts. “I like you like this, Trish. It’s fucking indecent and I’m never
going to be able to look at you in a pencil skirt without thinking about that
skirt around your hips and my cock buried deep inside you.”

“Good,” she gasped. Something to remember her by, even after it was
over.

The wildness trying to escape her seemed to translate to him, because
there was no teasing, no driving her to distraction before taking what he
wanted. No, there was just Cameron moving over her, driving into her again
and again in the most delicious way possible. Every stroke hit the end of
her, the pleasure-pain building to a desperation unlike anything she’d ever
known.

She ran her hands down his strong back and grabbed his ass, pulling him
closer yet. Deeper. Harder. “I never want this to end.”

His words were slightly muffled against her temple, but she could have
sworn he said, “It doesn’t have to.”

Trish came between the space of one breath and the next. She could feel
Cameron trying to pull back, to get enough distance to keep his own orgasm



bJ

at bay, but she was having none of it. “Come with me, Cam. Come for me.’

He cursed and she knew she’d won. His strokes became rougher yet,
driving them both up the bed until his entire body went tense and he
clutched her to him as he came. He had the presence of mind to roll to the
side, but he didn’t release her, so she ended up with one leg sprawled over
his hip and his cock still buried inside her. Trish kissed the center of his
chest and allowed herself to enjoy the feel of him holding her close.

So good...

So better than good...

She instinctively went tense, sure that he’d say something or she’d let her
fear get away from her. But nothing happened. He just stroked a hand over
her hair again and again until she finally relaxed. “What kind of movies do
you like, Cam?”

“I’m more of a reader.”

She smiled sleepily against his chest. “Let me guess—John Grisham?”

“Occasionally, but I’'m more of a fantasy fan.”

That got her attention. “Really? Like the farm boy is really the chosen
one who has to save the universe and he’s probably really a king but he
doesn’t know it... That sort of thing?”

His laugh rumbled through her. “Sometimes. Though there are a lot more
stories within the genre than just that type.”

“Oh yeah?” She snuggled closer. “Tell me about them.” And she listened
as he spun out teasers for tales that she’d never heard of. Cameron had a
natural storytelling gift, yet she never would have guessed it before now.
His low voice soothed the last of her fear away.

It would be okay.

They could have this week, and she could keep her issues at bay long
enough to enjoy her time with him to its fullest. The only person standing in
the way of that was Trish herself, and she didn’t want to do it anymore.

It helped that, for the first time in a very long time, she was well and
truly happy and willing to take things one day at a time instead of looking
years ahead and seeing only failure.
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THE NEXT DAY couldn’t go fast enough. Cameron had never resented his
work before, but it had never kept him from something he wanted before.
Someone. Trish had set up shop back in their suite, while he was left to
make the trek to Concord Inc. on his own. It had seemed reasonable at the
time, but he swore he could actually feel the distance between them
growing.

Not to mention the seconds ticking away from their time left together.

He didn’t know how to fix that. She’d been ready to call the whole thing
off before he’d distracted her with an offer for a reprieve. He wasn’t
delusional to think that more time spent in his presence would endear him
to her. His cock? Fuck yeah. But it had been too long since he’d tried to
tiptoe around someone else’s emotions. Just from the law of averages alone,
he would say something to piss her off and screw things up before the week
ran out.

Unless we just keep having sex until were too tired to talk.

As appealing as that option was, he wanted more. The haunted tour last
night #ad been goofy, but Trish’s excitement had rubbed off on him, and
seeing the tour through her eyes meant he enjoyed the hell out of it. He
wanted to watch her favorite horror movies to have her prove him wrong
about the genre. He wanted to share his favorite books with her. He wanted
to know everything about her, where she’d been, where she was headed.

Cameron could count on one hand how many people he’d actually
wanted to spend more time with...and still have fingers left over if he wasn’t
including family. Trish was so refreshing and amazing, and she never
seemed to take it personally when he said the wrong thing. Set him straight?
Without a doubt. But she didn’t huff and walk away from him and leave
him wondering where the hell he’d gone wrong.

Over the years, he’d picked up bits and pieces from Aaron about his two
sisters, but Cameron had never paid much attention because he never
expected to actually meet them.

He didn’t give a damn what Aaron had to say about Trish. He wanted to
hear her history for himself.

Moving too fast.



Was he, though? He’d dated enough to know that something like this
didn’t come around often. It didn’t come around at all for him. He’d be a
fool to let her go, no matter how unfathomable he found this new territory.

Besides, it was hard to move too fast when she was already planning her
exit strategy.

He forced thoughts of Trish from his head as he got to work on the
security system Concord Inc. had commissioned. It was relatively
straightforward as such things went, for all the nondisclosure agreements
and secrecy, but setting it up required time. He could put together the
appropriate firewalls and systems in his sleep, but Cameron hadn’t gotten to
where he was by half-assing anything.

No matter how much he wanted to do just that today.

He made himself keep working until five, and then packed up and headed
back to the hotel. With each step that brought him closer, excitement
thrummed in his chest. He’d drag Trish into the shower with him to ease
their thirst for each other, and then they’d head out for food and a little
more sightseeing.

He barely made it through the door.

Trish appeared as if by magic—as if she’d been waiting—and gave him a
quick kiss even as she started unbuttoning his shirt. She wore a different
one of his shirts, and she should have looked absurd in the oversize clothing
with her bare legs. Instead, she looked downright delicious. “You’ve been
gone all day.”

Surprise kept his feet planted and his hands off her as he watched her
finish with his shirt. “That was the plan.”

“I know. It was a stupid plan.” She shoved his shirt and jacket off his
shoulders and gave a little hum of satisfaction. “Do you know how many
times I ended up in our bed with my hand between my legs, thinking about
you while I worked myself into a frenzy?” Trish had his pants undone and
shoved them down before he had a chance to speak. She stroked his cock
and gave him a sweet little smile. “We can talk in a minute, okay?”

Cameron leaned back against the wall next to the door and sifted his
fingers through her curls. “You’re crazy if you think I’m going to stop you.
I’ve been thinking about you all day.”

She pressed a kiss to his jaw. “Good. I’d hate to suffer alone.”

“Perish the thought,” he murmured. He forced himself to keep his eyes
open, to watch her kiss her way down his chest until she was on her knees.



Cameron used his hold on her hair to push it back from her face and ensure
an unobstructed view. He didn’t want to miss a moment of this.

She stroked him once, twice, and then took him into her mouth. How
many times had Cameron jacked himself to the image of her brightly
painted lips wrapped around his cock? Pink, red, and on one memorable
day, she’d worn purple. Today her lips were a pink bright enough to be seen
from space, and the sight of his cock disappearing between them was
almost as good as the feel of her mouth sucking him deep. She went after
him with the same desperation he had churning up inside him every time he
thought about what would happen once they boarded the plane back to New
York.

His cock bumped the back of Trish’s throat and it was too much.
Cameron hauled her up his body. “I need more than your mouth right now.”

“No fair.” She wrapped her legs around his waist as he walked them
toward what had become their bedroom. “You go down on me all the
freaking time. I want my turn.”

“Later.”

“Why do I think later means never?”” She laughed as he dropped her onto
the mattress and yanked off the shirt. She wore absolutely nothing beneath
it. Her laugh was like nothing he’d ever heard before. Joyfully filling up the
room until all he could focus on was this woman in this moment.

As if he’d want to be anywhere else.

Cameron bracketed her hips and dragged her to the edge of the mattress.
“If later meant never, then I’d say never. Later means later.” He pushed a
single finger into her and cursed when he found her wet and tight. “Were
you fucking yourself with your fingers while I was walking here?”

Her grin turned evil. “Maybe.”

“What am I going to do with you, Trish?”

Her laugh turned into a moan as he pushed a second finger into her. “I
have a few ideas.”

“I’m all ears.” He kept slowly fucking her with his fingers, ensuring he
hit that spot inside her that made her eyes damn near cross with every
stroke. He circled her clit with his thumb. “Hmm?”

“You’re unbelievable.” She reached up and hooked the back of his neck,
towing herself up to kiss him. “You want it spelled out? I want you. Hands.
Mouth. Cock. All of it. Every position. Over and over again.”



His stomach dropped, and even though Cameron knew better, he still
said, “Your list of my attributes leaves a lot to be desired.”

Trish rolled her eyes and flopped back onto the mattress. “What do you
want me to say? That [ am having fun with you? That I like how much
thought you put into the haunted tour and making sure we eat somewhere
that has fish and chips because you know I’m a little obsessed? That I really
dig your kind of closet nerdy thing with the fantasy novels? Or maybe that |
think it’s really sexy how smart you are, and your inability to filter yourself
has become charming instead of infuriating? That’s the lamest dirty talk out
there.”

“You like me.”

“No, really? Of course I like you—sometimes in spite of yourself.”
Something akin to vulnerability crept into her blue eyes. “If you haven’t
noticed, I’m not exactly great at this stuff.”

She’d just thrown out a revelation he thought he’d never hear. Oh, he
knew Trish enjoyed their time together, but there was a vast difference
between enjoying how he made her come and enjoying Aim.

Cameron started to reach for the nightstand where they’d stashed the
giant box of condoms, but Trish burrowed her hands under the pillows and
came up with one. She tore it open. “Pays to be prepared.”

“Words after my own heart.” He spread her wetness over her clit as she
rolled the condom onto his cock. He pushed into her and they both went
still at the sheer perfection of how good it felt. Not enough, though. It was
never enough, because it always ended. He hooked her thighs and lifted her
legs as he thrust forward, bending her in half and allowing him as deep
inside her as he’d ever been.

“Oh, Cam.” She clutched at his shoulders. “God, that’s good. Don’t
stop.”

The same thing she said every time they had sex. Don t stop. And he
answered just as he always did. “I’ll never stop, Trish. Not as long as you
want it.”

Cameron kept his strokes steady and reached down to stroke her clit how
he knew she liked it. He’d had Trish at night and in the morning, but late
afternoon Trish might be his favorite. The clouds that had lingered all
morning finally parted and golden sunlight bathed her skin, making her
damn near glow beneath him. Her expression went ecstatic and her pussy
clenched around him as she came. He couldn’t hold out longer. He didn’t



want to. With her milking his cock so sweetly, he let go and came hard
enough to see stars.

Never want to let you go, Trish.

He managed to keep the words inside, if only barely. It was time to
change how he approached this. Trish had admitted she liked him, and it
was a small step from liking to falling for him.

He wasn’t going to give her up without a fight.

¥ ok ok

After a detour into the shower, Trish finally allowed Cameron to haul her
out of the hotel for some exploring. Night had long since fallen, but the city
hadn’t slowed down in the least. It felt different from New York, though.
Less frenetic, maybe. Cameron tucked her under his arm and pulled her
close as if they’d walked down the street together a thousand times before.

As if they’d walk down a thousand more streets in the future.

Knock it off. You told him you didn t want to talk about that until you 're
back in New York, and so there’s no point in obsessing over it.

No point, but that had never stopped her before.

She was enjoying this far too much to successfully categorize it as a
fling. Not that Trish had much experience with that sort of thing, but it just
seemed wrong to enjoy her time out of bed with Cameron as much as she
enjoyed her time in bed.

“Hungry?”

She glanced at him and smiled. “Always.”

He led her into a tiny restaurant. “This place comes highly
recommended.”

They took a little table near the window so they could see the street. It
was so...normal. She fiddled with her fork. Talking about work seemed like
a cop-out at this point. They were past that. She wanted them to be past that.
Maybe it's time I stop fighting it and admit the truth? Trish opened her
mouth to break all their rules and broach the subject of them, but the
distracted look on his face had her chickening out. “Have you been to
London before?”

“A few times.” He refocused on her and nudged over the menu. “How’d
the day go?”



Guess we 're talking about work, after all. “It was good. The time
difference means a slight lag in emails, but nothing too dramatic has hit
since we’ve been gone. I set up two meetings with potential new clients for
the week after next. I figured a little cushion time wasn’t a bad idea in case
complications arose with the current job.”

“Trish.”

She dragged her gaze up to his. God, he was gorgeous. The square jaw
that she’d spent plenty of time dragging her mouth along, and the sensuous
lips and deep, dark eyes. She pressed her own lips together, sure she could
still taste him there if she concentrated. “Yeah?”

“I didn’t ask how work went. I asked how your day went. Did you
manage to get out and see anything or were you locked up with a computer
the entire time I was gone?”

“It’s my job to be locked up with a computer during the day.” When he
just stared, she sighed and relented. “I took an extra-long lunch break and
went to see the Tower of London. The weather was kind of dreary, but it
just set the tone.” She smiled a little.

Cameron leaned forward, a small smile tugging at his lips. “For someone
who’s the personification of a ray of sunshine, you sure as hell have a lot of
obsessions with dark shit.”

“I like it. It’s good to try and focus on the positive in life, but that doesn’t
mean you ignore all the stuff that goes bump in the night. It’s entirely
possible that Richard III had his nephews murdered in that tower. If that’s
not a horror story for the ages, [ don’t know what 1s.” She made a face.
“Though, to be honest, a lot of the Tudors could have starred in their own
horror show. They were pretty freaking terrible.” And she loved it. If ever
there was a family that acted as a cautionary tale for the corruption of
power, it was that one.

“It’s a shame we don’t have time to visit Amsterdam after we’re finished
here. There’s all sorts of macabre museums and things to see there.” He
picked up his menu. “Maybe next time.”

Next time.

The two innocent little words rang through her like a gong. He’d thrown
them out so casually, too. As if they were a given, as if they wouldn’t rock
her right down to her core. “Cameron.” She waited for him to set the menu
down and give her his full attention. “What are we doing?”



“Trying to get dinner.” He frowned. “Ah, I see. You mean what are we
doing.” The slightest of hesitations, so slight she wouldn’t have seen it if
she wasn’t watching him so closely. “I thought you didn’t want to talk about
that yet.”

“I changed my mind.” She’d gone too far to backtrack now. They’'d gone
too far. “I like you,” she blurted out. “I know that’s inconvenient and you
were very clear about boundaries and limits, but I’ve never been all that
good about following the rules, and I like you, okay? I can’t help it.”

“There are more than a few people who’d think you were crazy for that.”

She glared. “Can you be serious, please?”

“I am being serious. Are you sure it’s not the intimacy of sex that’s
clouding your judgment?”

For the love of God. She sat back and crossed her arms over her chest.
“Are you seriously trying to talk me out of liking you? Who does that?” But
she knew who did that—Cameron O’Clery. The man was nothing if not
obstinate.

“No. Definitely not.” He reached out and grabbed her hand. “I’m saying
this wrong... Which shouldn’t surprise you. I’'m simply trying to understand
the change of heart.”

It would be so easy to retreat, to agree that, yeah, she’d let the sex go to
her head, and no, she wasn’t really falling for him. It wouldn’t be the truth,
though. The truth was that she liked Cameron despite the fact she couldn’t
see an outcome where this wouldn’t blow up in their faces. One way or
another, it would end in tears. She wouldn’t stay with Tandem forever, and
if she pursued the job she’d gotten a degree for, she’d be traveling. Between
that kind of work and the number of hours Cameron put into the company,
she didn’t see how it could possibly work.

If he even wanted it to work.

He still hadn’t said anything in response.

Maybe because he still waited for an explanation from Zer.

She cleared her throat. “I have always had a very clear idea of where |
want my life to go and what I want it to look like. It hasn’t worked out. Not
once. This is the first time where the plan falling apart might not be the end
of the world. I didn’t plan on enjoying spending time with you so much, but
I do. I don’t know if I can go back to not being with you once we go home.”
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CAMERON WATCHED TRISH try and fail to dredge up her sunny smile.
“Why do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Fake it.” She was sunny normally, but she also used it to retreat when
she felt awkward or exposed. The fact that it was sometimes genuine had
confused him at first, but now he had a better read on her. He wouldn’t let
her take back what she’d just put out there between them. Cameron
squeezed her hand and ran his thumb over her knuckles. “You don’t have to
hide from me.”

“You’ve said something like that to me before.”

“It was true then. It’s true now.” He had to release her when the waitress
finally approached, all apologies for the wait. They ordered food and drinks
and as soon as the woman headed to plug the order in, Cameron turned back
to Trish. “I like you, too.” More than like you. He knew her well enough to
know he couldn’t push harder than he already had. “We’re in this together.”

“How is this even going to work?”

She always had a plan, and her plans didn’t always work out. He
reclaimed her hand, wanting to touch her as much as he wanted to offer her
a physical touchstone to back up his verbal one. “Occasionally, it’s okay to
play things by ear.”

She snorted. “You don’t believe that any more than I do.”

It wasn’t how he normally lived his life—winging it. Cameron liked a
plan as much as Trish seemed to. A plan created boundaries and
expectations and efficient measuring sticks for progress. Plans worked great
for school and co-running his own business.

One area he’d learned plans didn’t work for shit?

Relationships.

He brought her hand up and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “I enjoy the
time I spend with you.”

She frowned. “I enjoy the time I spend with you, too.”

“There’s no reason to overthink it, then. We keep spending time together.
We keep spending our nights together. We handle each new challenge as it
develops, real time.” He ignored the unease that slithered through his



stomach at the thought of no reassurances for a future with Trish. It didn’t
matter if it made sense—if it was logical. He wanted guarantees that she’d
be in his life for the long-term.

Demanding that would mean he’d lose her. She was barely considering
extending their fling into something longer. Telling her he wanted
something serious, something permanent, would spook her.

She pursed pink lips. “That sounds stressful.”

“And trying to plan every development of this thing between us down to
the smallest detail sounds like a lesson in insanity.” He turned her hand in
his grip and kissed her wrist.

“You do make me crazy.” But something in her relaxed a little and she
gave him a genuine—if small—smile.

“Tell me about your parents.”

Instantly, the smile was gone. “You already know about my parents.
You’ve known Aaron for ages.”

“Sure,” he agreed easily. “But his relationship with them is different from
yours.”

“There’s nothing more to add. My dad is a good old boy who has lived
his entire life knowing where his place is and being comfortable in it. He
loves all of us, but he works a lot, even still. My mom...” She tensed
slightly. “My mom is a worrier. I don’t know how much Aaron sees it, but
she can work herself up into a panic attack over things outside her control.
And no one worries her as much as I do.”

“Why’s that?” From what Aaron had said about his youngest sister, she
was never anything that could be termed a problem child, and all evidence
supported that reality.

A shrug, this one too tight to be as nonchalant as she pretended. “I didn’t
have the same sense as my older sister to find a nice boy, get married and
start a family close to home. First [ went to college out of state, and now
I’m working in the big, scary city—both things my mom is sure are choices
I made solely to give her a heart attack. I don’t think she was happy to see
me fail to land a job after I graduated, but she definitely liked having me
home again while I figured out where I was going to land.”

Cameron considered that new information with what he already knew
about Trish. The pieces fell into place with a satisfying click. “That’s how
you learned to manage people so well.”



“Clients are no big deal when it comes to unruffling feathers. Really,
compared to my mom, no one is that big of a deal.” She made a face. “I'm
not being fair. She’s a good mom. She loves all of us to distraction, and she
was one hell of a support system growing up. Something just...went a little
strange when I graduated high school.”

Having her youngest leave the nest had to have been challenging,
especially considering that her mother’s entire identity seemed to be
wrapped up in her children. Or at least that was the impression Cameron got
from Aaron. “She tried to clip your wings.”

“What? No. No way.” Trish used her free hand to take a sip of water. “It’s
more like she didn’t exactly cry when I had setbacks that brought me
home.”

Which was as good as clipping someone’s wings. Cameron’s parents had
shown him nothing but support from the time he could remember. Even
when they didn’t really understand his fascination with online security
systems, they still sacrificed to ensure he could go to the school of his
choosing. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” She set her glass down. “Your parents sound pretty great.”

He let her change the subject without pressing the issue. Her feelings
about her mother might be conflicting a bit, but it wasn’t something that
Cameron could solve in a single conversation. He wasn’t sure he could
solve it at all—or if he should even try. So he gave her a reprieve and more
details about his own parents. “They are. They made sure I never went
without while growing up, and they sacrificed a whole hell of a lot to ensure
I got to attend my first choice college.” He’d known exactly the price
required to give him that opportunity. They never doubted that he’d
succeed, and he’d never doubted himself as a result. “I don’t get to see them
as much as I’d like, but I fly over there a few weekends a year, and I fly
them over here for Christmas and usually at least once more when they
have some free time.”

“Aaron mentioned a vacation.”

He smiled. “Yeah, they won’t take money from me, so I take them on
some ridiculously fancy vacation every July. My mom is too damn proud to
pick the places she really wants to go, so my dad slips me a wish list every
few years and I make sure we get there.” She had a strange look on her face
and he glanced down. “What? Do I have something on my face?”



“No.” Trish shook her head. “That’s just...really, really sweet that you do
that for them.”

“Don’t get any funny ideas. I’m still an asshole most of the time. I’'m just
not an ungrateful asshole. Every opportunity I’ve had in life is because they
helped ensure I was in a place to take advantage of it. It’s right that I can
take care of them now that I’'m in a good place.” He was still working on
his mom about moving them out to the East Coast when she retired, but that
was a long argument that would be years before it reached completion.
Cameron got his stubbornness from her, and she wasn’t going to agree to
move their life without him pulling some serious moves. After moving so
much when his father was still in the army, his parents had embraced living
in one place and weren’t eager to uproot again.

Grandkids might help sway her.

He shut down that thought real fast. Too much, too soon.

Trish sat back as the waitress appeared with their food. “Cameron
O’Clery, you don’t fool me. For all your snarling, you’re a good man.”

[ want to be your man.

E

Trish turned the conversation to lighter topics as they ate, but she kept
thinking about the look on Cameron’s face when he talked about his
parents. Love. He loved them without reservation, without caveats, without
complications. She wished things were that simple with her parents. There
was plenty of blame for that to go around, though. They might have held
too tightly to her, but she’d been so damn determined to put miles between
herself and her childhood home. To be free.

She still wanted that.

The thought soured her stomach and she pushed her food around on her
plate, conscious of the way Cameron watched her. Faking her way out of
her melancholy mood wouldn’t work with him—he’d more than proven that
—and she didn’t have any backup plan. A sweet smile and soft tone had
always worked as deflection up to this point.

She was stripped bare for this man, and it wasn’t comfortable in the least.
How could she have barriers in place to keep herself safe when he saw
through every defensive measure she took? “Stop that.”

“Stop what?”



“Stop looking at me like you want to crawl around inside my brain.”

Cameron didn’t look away. “Would you like to fight with me over
nothing? Or would you rather talk about what’s bothering you?”

Lord, even in this, he somehow managed to cut through all the bullshit
she’d thrown in his way, right to the heart of her.

Maybe... Maybe it would be a good thing to talk about the soul-crushing
realities she carried around with her. If that wasn’t enough to scare him off,
maybe this could actually work. The thought made her snort.

“Trish?”

“Okay, fine. I was just thinking about how all I want is freedom—and
how it’s the one thing that I seem to miss by a mile no matter what I do.”

Cameron leaned back, giving her his full attention. “Explain.”

“I’d like to pretend I’m free right now. I have my own apartment. I have
a job I actually enjoy. I’'m in London.”

“You’re saying you don’t feel free.”

It was as if his words opened the floodgates. She couldn’t hold back the
barrage of words that poured from her lips. “Because I'm not free. My
awesome apartment? My brother paid for me to get into it, because my
bank account was dangerously close to red before I got this job. The same
job that Aaron set up for me, despite my qualifications being totally not up
to par. Am I really any freer now than when [ was living in my old bedroom
in my parent’s house?”

“Yes.” Cameron frowned. “Aaron must know you well enough that
you’ve set up some kind of payment plan to repay him for the money he
fronted you.”

“Well...yeah. He did do that. But—"

Except Cameron wasn’t done. “And I’ll admit [ had my doubts when he
suggested you for the position, but you’ve proven to be more qualified than
I could have dreamed. You’re an asset, Trish. It strikes me that everyone
around you can see it, even if you can’t.”

He meant it. Sincerity practically radiated from him, and even if it hadn’t,
Cameron wasn’t in a habit of saying things he didn’t mean.

She just wished she could believe it, too. Trish had run so far and so fast,
but she kept falling back on the safety net her family represented. She
hadn’t truly stood on her own two feet...ever.

Cameron might not understand that, but ske did.



Trish took a hasty sip of her water. Better to change the subject than keep
trying to convince him she was a continuous disappointment. And, truth be
told, it felt kind of nice to have one person look at her like she was this
amazingly accomplished woman...even if she hadn’t actually accomplished
any of her goals.

Focus. Subject change. You can do this. She leaned forward. “If you’re so
into fantasy, have you thought about traveling to New Zealand and seeing
The Lord of the Rings stuff they have set up there?”

“You’re trying to change the subject.”

“Correction, I am changing the subject.” When a stubborn look settled
over his features, she sighed. “Look, I’m feeling raw and angsty, and I
would greatly appreciate it if you’d throw me this bone and talk about your
geeky love of all things hobbits and wizards and dwarves.” She met his
gaze. “Please, Cameron.”

“Okay.” He gave a surprisingly soft smile. “And yeah, I’ve thought about
visiting New Zealand. My mom is a fan of the series, too, so the summer
after this one, we’re going. I’ll probably strong-arm them into a longer
vacation for that one so we can visit Australia as well.”

When she met Cameron, she never would have guessed he was too good
to be true. She still wasn’t sure he was—not when his flaws were readily
apparent. But the longer she spent with him, the more the brusque attitude
and the painfully truthful comments stopped feeling like flaws and just
became part of the man as a whole. “That’s really sweet.”

“I guess.” He got a strange look on his face but masked it almost as soon
as it had come. “You do much traveling?”

“Only Stateside. A couple of spring breaks down in Florida. One very
memorable road trip to see a Green Bay game with a friend who was a huge
fan. Nothing fancy.” She looked around at the restaurant they sat in. It
wasn’t fancy, exactly, but it was in London. “Thank you. For bringing me
here. To London, I mean. This trip has been surreal in the extreme, but in a
good way, and I just... Thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me. I needed you to ensure I didn’t fuck up this
contract.”

He said that, but she was no longer sure it was the truth. Nikki Lancaster
might be standoffish to a criminal degree, but she obviously put her
professional goals before any personal slight she might feel after how things
fell out with Cameron. And she had the advantage of knowing how he



operated, so she would have been prepared to handle him as needed to close
the deal. Trish had been mostly ornamental to the whole situation. “You
would have done fine.”

“No, Trish. You can claim that now that it’s all said and done, but it’s not
the fucking truth.” He shook his head sharply. “There were half a dozen
times during that meeting when I started to say something and looked at
you—and realized I needed to keep my damn mouth shut. I wouldn’t have
bothered to show restraint if you weren’t there. That might not seem like a
big deal to you, but it is to me. I value your presence on this trip—and not
just because you’re in my bed.”

“But I am in your bed, and that changes things.”

“Yes, it does. And we’ll negotiate as needed when we’re home.”

God, she loved him a little in that moment for not pussyfooting around
the truth. No matter how long she stayed on in her current job, there would
be an adjustment to how they handled themselves in the office, and if he
were anyone else, he would have glossed right over that truth. “Okay.”

He eyed her mostly full plate. “You’re not going to eat, are you?”

“I’m not really hungry,” she admitted.

“We’ll get something on the way back so you can snack as needed.” He
twisted and motioned the waitress to bring their check. “Are you tired?”

She blinked. “Not especially.”

“Good. There’s something I want to show you. I think you’ll like it.” He
made a face. “Though it has nothing to do with untimely death, so maybe
we should just go back to the hotel.”

“Cameron O’Clery, was that an actual joke?” She playfully smacked his
forearm. “I don’t just like untimely death, you know. I like flowers and
bright colors and telling other people what to do. I’'m a well-rounded
woman.”

“I’m aware.” His gaze dropped to her breasts where they pressed against
her T-shirt.

She gave a mock gasp. “You’re terrible.”

“You like it.”

She’d had so many different emotions with him—frustration and
irritation and lust and enjoyment. Playing fun only made her like him more.
She was up to her neck and sinking fast, and she couldn’t bring herself to
care. “I do. Now, let’s go so you can show me your surprise.”
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CAMERON ALMOST CHANGED his mind half a dozen times on the
drive. His idea had felt like the right call when he’d first come up with it,
but the closer they got to the waterfront, the more he felt like he’d made the
wrong call.

Right up until the point Trish leaned against the door of the taxi and
gasped. “The London Eye?”

“It’s rather touristy but—"

“No, I love it.” She barely waited for the taxi to pull to a stop before she
opened the door and climbed out. Cameron paid the fare and followed her
onto the street. Her captivated expression made her look even younger, and
much less world-weary than she’d been since he’d met her. She spun to
grab his arm and tugged him toward the giant Ferris wheel. “How did you
know? I’ve wanted to ride this since I was a kid. It seemed like the most
magical thing in the world to be able to see a nighttime London from so far

29

up.

“Aaron may have mentioned that you enjoy Ferris wheels.” He allowed
himself to be towed along like some well-loved toy. It was only after the
words escaped that he realized she might find them creepy.

“It gives you a different perspective of the world, and if that isn’t magic,
I don’t know what qualifies.” She shot him a look. “I’d say I’m surprised
you remembered what had to have been a passing comment, but I’m not.”

With her setting the pace, they reached their destination in short order.
Cameron gave his information and they were directed to the priority
boarding. As they stepped into their capsule, Trish gasped. “Cameron.” She
took in the champagne and chocolates and turned to him, her eyes wide.
“When you pull out all the stops, you pull out all the stops.”

He started to tell her that it was a normal package offered and nothing
fancy, but he managed to filter himself at the last moment. This was
important to her, and he 4ad done what he could to make it special. “I’'m
glad you like it.”

“Like doesn’t even begin to cover it.” She explored the capsule, taking in
the seats and the clear walls that would give a full 360-degree view of
London once they got moving again. The package was for thirty minutes of



uninterrupted time, but Cameron wished he’d booked more, considering
Trish’s enthusiasm.

“This 1s amazing.” She gripped the railing and leaned out as far as the
domed glass would allow. “I can’t wait to see it from the top.”

He made himself join her close to the edge, wrapped his arms around her
and pressed himself against her back, letting the floral scent of her shampoo
center him. Even though he’d braced for the movement, his stomach still
took a dizzying dip when the wheel started up again. By the time they hit
the top point of the Ferris wheel on the first rotation, his palms were
sweating and he had to close his eyes in an effort to maintain control.

She turned in his arms. “You’re afraid of heights.”

“Not afraid. I just don’t like them.”

“Right. Not afraid at all.” She nudged him away from the railing and
walked them to the chairs with the champagne. “I don’t think the bubbles
will do well with your stomach, but maybe it’s worth a shot?”

“Sure.” With a little distance between him and the sheer drop to
inevitable death, he managed to pull in half a breath. “Don’t let me ruin the
experience.”

“You aren’t.” She poured them both a glass and passed his over. Trish
gave him a surprisingly sweet smile. ““You booked yourself a ride on one of
the tallest Ferris wheels in the world for me—even though you’re not a fan
of heights.”

“I didn’t want you to miss this opportunity.” Though he’d bring her back
to London sometime in the future when they didn’t have work taking up so
much time. She had such a unique view on so many things, and Cameron
wanted to explore the city and see it through her perspective.

Preferably on the ground level.

She leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to his mouth. “Thank you.”

He almost reached for her then and there, to hell with any potential
audience, but Cameron didn’t want her to miss a second of this ride. He
nudged her back toward the railing. “You’re going to miss the magic.”

“There’s absolutely no chance of that.” She kissed him again, longer this
time, but finally rose and went to lean against the railing.

He watched her watch the city, and something irreversible shifted in his
chest. This woman was nothing like he’d pictured for himself in the rare
times when he imagined a future where work wasn’t his one true love. She
was fanciful and stubborn and sunny despite her shadows.



Trish was magic.

Fuck me, I love her

His world rose and fell with that realization, turning to ash at his feet and
rearranging itself into something entirely new. Oblivious to the turmoil
going on inside Cameron, Trish took a sip of her champagne and hummed
in what could only be described as pure happiness.

He wanted her to look at him the way she looked at London. To feel
about him the way she felt about fucking Ferris wheels. He wanted to be her
magic.

Cameron couldn’t tell her.

Every time they talked about the future, she got a little wild around the
eyes. It couldn’t be clearer, despite her saying she was willing to give them
a shot, that she had no intention of landing with him permanently.

He didn’t know how to fix that. People weren’t computers. Problems
didn’t have a guaranteed solution if he just looked hard enough. Trish felt
that every plan of hers ended badly. It stood to reason that, no matter how
much she enjoyed him, how much she liked him, she would view being
with him as settling because he had never been part of her plan.

There was a solution here. There had to be. Cameron wasn’t romantic
enough to believe in soul mates or destiny, but he and Trish fi¢. That sort of
thing didn’t happen often enough in life to throw it away just because it
wasn’t part of the plan.

He just needed her to see that, too.

The lights of the city played across her body as the Ferris wheel went
round, a slow slide that he ached to re-create with his mouth. If he couldn’t
tell her how he felt, he’d damn well show her. There was plenty they did
right. He just needed her to admit that it was right and wasn’t yet another of
what she considered her life’s failures.

Cameron had never had to be convincing before. He usually just powered
through any obstacles that life threw in his path.

But for Trish, he’d do whatever it took.

¥ ok ok

Trish could barely keep from bouncing as they made their way through the
hotel lobby and up to their room. “That was amazing, Cameron. Seriously.
Beyond amazing.”



“It was enchanting,” he said as he unlocked their door and stepped aside
to let her through.

“I know you’re making fun of me, but it was.” She shrugged out of her
jacket and tossed it onto the couch, still riding high.

No one understood her love of Ferris wheels, though Aaron indulged her
as only older brothers were able to do. Her sister and their parents mostly
rolled their eyes every time she demanded another ride or announced she
was going to the fair. It was just another way Trish was a little peculiar, a
little too square for the round-shaped hole they expected her to fit into.

Cameron had done more than indulge her. He’d planned a special event
solely to give her a private Ferris wheel ride, despite the fact that he was
clearly afraid of heights.

No one had ever done anything like that for her before. Not at the
expense of their own comfort.

She turned to thank him for the hundredth time, and nearly ran into his
chest. Trish looked up, her breath stalling in her lungs at the intensity of his
dark eyes. “Uh, hi.”

“Hey.” He slipped his hands over her shoulders and up to cup her jaw,
pausing there as if he meant to say something. She found herself holding
her breath, waiting for... She wasn’t sure what.

But the moment passed. Cameron sifted his fingers through her curls and
tilted her head back farther so he could kiss the sensitive spot beneath her
ear. “What am I going to do with you, Trish?”

She cleared her suddenly dry throat. “I can think of a few ideas.”

“I imagine you can.” His dark chuckle curled her toes in her boots. “I’'m
going to start by taking you to bed.”

That sounded like the best kind of plan to her. She nodded, but he was
already moving, scooping her into his arms and heading for their bedroom.
Trish couldn’t help her breathless laugh. “I can walk, you know.”

“I know.” He kicked the bedroom door shut. “But why walk when I enjoy
carrying you so much?”

Since she didn’t have a witty response to that, she kissed him. Cameron
let her slide down his body without losing contact with her mouth. He
teased her lips open and delved inside, kissing her as if this was the main
event and he’d be happy kissing her forever.

It wasn’t enough.



Unwilling to break the kiss, she undid his pants and shoved them down.
Cameron kicked out of his shoes and the pants and walked her back to the
bed, working on getting her jeans off in the process. It wasn’t smooth or
suave, and she ended up giggling as he wrestled the offending denim off,
but they finished stripping quickly, until they stood before each other naked.

She stepped closer and pressed her hand over his heart. “This might
sound corny, but you’re seriously beautiful.”

“You’re stealing my lines.” He pulled her closer, spreading one hand
across the small of her back as he fit their hips together. “You know, the
first time we had sex, I knew I wanted to someday trace constellations of
your freckles.”

She’d always liked her freckles—aside from the middle school years
where everyone hated everything about themselves—but she’d never
considered that someday she’d be with a man who spoke about them like
that. As if they were as attractive as her breasts or ass. “That sounds
unbearably hot.” She grinned. “One second.”

Trish hurried into the bathroom and dug through her makeup bag. She
headed back into the bedroom a few seconds later, wielding her lip liner.
“Do it.”

If anything, the heat in Cameron’s gaze flared hotter. “On the bed.”

She scrambled to obey, so turned on she could barely drag in a steady
breath. The way he looked at her in that moment would fuel masturbation
sessions for the rest of her damn life.

He joined her on the bed and coasted his hand just above her skin, tracing
a pattern only he could see. His brows drew together in concentration as he
uncapped her bright pink lip liner and carefully connected a series of
freckles on her stomach. It tickled, but laughing was the last thing on
Trish’s mind. “Oh God.”

“Mmm.” He leaned down and pressed a light kiss to the space in the
center of the new constellation. “Hold still.”

And so it went. Cameron drew another half-dozen constellations on the
front of her body. Her chest. Under her right breast. Just above her pussy.
On the inside of her left thigh. The top of each foot.

He knelt between her spread thighs and took in his work. “Fuck.”

“Take a picture.”

His gaze slammed into her own. “Trish—"



“Do it. I want to remember this always.” Because I won t have it forever.
Its something well share no matter what happens. She swallowed past her
dry throat. “I trust you.”

Another hesitation, longer this time, but he finally nodded and rose to get
his phone. Cameron seemed to take the photography as seriously as he took
everything in life. He adjusted her position to his satisfaction and snapped a
few pictures.

By the time he was finished, her entire body practically vibrated with
need. “Touch me.”

He rejoined her on the bed and handed her the phone. “Passcode is five-
five-six-three.”

She realized he’d stuck her photos in a passcode protected folder and
typed it in. As Trish swiped through the photos, each sexier than the next,
Cameron settled next to her and ran his hand down her stomach—avoiding
smudging his work—and cupped her pussy. “You’re the beautiful one,
Trish.” He kissed her neck as he fucked her slowly, thoroughly, with his
fingers. He shifted to see the pictures. “That one’s my favorite.”

In the photo, she had her arms over her head and her legs spread as if
she’d just been fucked within an inch of her life. From the angle, she could
just make out the slightest glistening of her pussy where she was so wet, she
ached for him. The bright pink constellations stood out against her pale
skin, turning it from just another sexy-dirty photo into something closer to
art.

She lifted her hips to take his fingers deeper. “It’s my favorite, too.”
Driven by the knowledge that this might be one of the few things he kept to
remember her by once everything was said and done, she flipped back to
the camera and took a picture of where his fingers speared her. Don t forget
me, Cam. Don t forget this.

“Trish—"

“Not yet.” She wasn’t even sure what she denied him, only that nothing
good came from Cameron saying her name in that rough tone of voice. A
tone that spoke of truths she wasn’t ready to hear.

She pushed him onto his back and straddled his hips. A few seconds later,
she had his cock sheathed in a condom, and Trish wasted no time sinking
onto him, taking him as deep as she possibly could, until she wasn’t sure
where she ended and he began.



She rode him slowly, determined to make this last, to hold out as long as
possible. Pleasure built between them, as inexorable as their next
heartbeats. The expression on his face was so stark, so possessive, so
goddamn /4ot, she had to close her eyes to keep from coming on the spot.

“Don’t close your eyes, Trish. Don’t shut me out.”

Immediately, she opened them again. Cameron pulled her down to claim
her mouth as he rolled them and leveraged her legs wider. He lifted her hips
a little as he thrust into her, the new angle bowing her back and drawing a
cry from her lips. “Oh God, Cameron.” She gripped his thighs and wrapped
her legs around his waist and he leaned back, and he thrust again, hitting the
same spot. Her mind went blank and words sprang from her lips, words she
had no control over. “OhGoddontstoppleasedontstop.
llovethisllovethisllovethislloveyou. Yesyesyesyesyes.” Another stroke and
she was lost. Trish came hard enough that she damn near vibrated out of her
skin. “Cameron!”
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FOREBODING TOOK UP residence in Cameron’s stomach as the plane’s
wheels touched down in New York. Their week in London had been as
idyllic as possible with Trish, but even at its best, he couldn’t shake the
feeling that a sword hung over his neck.

It didn’t help that Trish didn’t seem to realize she’d told him she loved
him 1n a fit of passion—or that she hadn’t repeated the sentiment since.

He gently shook her awake. “We’re here.”

“Already?” She pushed her hair away from her face, but it immediately
sprang back into place. “I didn’t expect to sleep so long.”

“You were worn-out.” The truth was, #e was worn-out, too. Cameron
needed a solid meal and eight hours of sleep and a couple days’ reset before
he got his head on straight.

Yeah. Sure. As if that is all it would take.

The ground wouldn’t be solid beneath his feet as long as he stood in the
shadow of a future without Trish. They’d promised to talk more specifically
about what that might look like once they were back in the city, but as much
as he wanted a clear conversation, he couldn’t bring himself to rush it.

Not when he suspected which way it would go.

So he reached out and laced his fingers through hers. “Let’s get dinner.”

She glanced at her phone. “It’s nine in the morning.”

“Breakfast, then. We’re not due back in the office until Monday. Come
home with me.” He formed it as a command rather than a request because
he had a feeling if Trish thought too hard about it, she’d try to put some
distance between them.

Sure enough, she hesitated. “I don’t know... I think my own bed is calling
my name.”

“If you fall asleep now, you’re going to have a wicked case of jet lag and
you’ll be worthless on Monday.”

She made a face. “I know you’re right, but a contrary part of me wants to
dig in my heels just because of how you phrased it.”

“You’re too smart to cut off your nose to spite your face.” He lifted up
their entwined hands and kissed her knuckles. “I have an obscenely large
tub. I imagine it would feel wonderful to soak out any kinks.”



“Now you’re just not playing fair.” She gave him a mock frown. “Fine.
You’ve convinced me—on the condition that you don’t get weird about me
doing laundry at your place.”

“Deal.”

She smiled a little. “It’s weird being back, right? All that time in London
felt like a dream, and now it’s back to reality.”

“Not yet. Not until Monday.”

Trish hesitated again, but finally nodded. “I seem to remember my boss
—he’s kind of a jerk, but he means well—telling me that under no
circumstances was | to work on the weekends.”

“Sounds like a smart guy.” It might be a lost cause to hold on to the
dream for a couple more days, but Cameron couldn’t bring himself to care.
There was no damn reason for his certainty that things would blow up in his
face the second they got back into the office. She’d told him she liked him.
Fuck, she’d told him she loved him, even if it didn’t really count because of
the timing. Surely that meant more than some plan he wasn’t even sure
she’d put into motion.

But because he couldn’t be certain, he wasn’t willing to sacrifice any
further time with her. “No work on the weekends—for either of us. No
email. No work calls.”

“That’s a tall order.”

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d gone more than twenty-four
hours in between email checks. It likely hadn’t happened since starting up
Tandem Security. “A mini vacation.”

“I think it’s what normal people call weekends?”

He laughed and helped her stand so they could exit the plane. “I don’t
know these normal people you speak of.”

“There it is again—that sneaky sense of humor you have.” She looped
her arm through his as they walked through the gate and into the airport.
“I’ll admit—a part of the reason I’m agreeing to this is so I can see your
lair.”

“Lair? ’m hardly a vampire.”

“Well, no, not a vampire.” She shot him a look. “Not a werewolf, either.
Definitely not a zombie. You’re more likely to like the Highlander or one of
those other immortals with a quest for vengeance. Loner-ish. Obscenely
rich. Doesn’t bother with social niceties.” She brightened. “Since we’re



doing a real-life weekend, that means a movie marathon. I’m sure that’s in
the fine print somewhere.”

Her enthusiasm diminished some of the dread eating a hole in his
stomach. Maybe Trish wanted this fantasy state to last a little longer, too. “I
draw the line at three movies. And there will be breaks in between.”

“Breaks for... Oh.” She grinned. “I think I can handle that. We’ll rent a
few from my list. I’ll make you a horror fan yet—just watch.”

“You’re welcome to try.”

They collected their bags and hailed a cab back to his place. It wasn’t
until they climbed out onto the sidewalk and headed into his building that
he thought about how Trish might react to his suite. He punched the
elevator button and turned to her, and sure enough, her blue eyes were wide.
“Fancy place.”

He tried to see the lobby through her eyes. It was decorated in a modern
chic style—whatever the fuck that meant—and was big on stainless steel
and minimalism. He’d never put much thought into it before. It was a lobby,
and he never spent more than a few seconds crossing it to get to the
elevator. It wasn’t as if he lingered there. “If you say so.”

“Good Lord, you’re hilarious. I don’t have to say so, because it’s the
truth.” She followed him into the elevator and they took the ride up to the
top floor. Trish shot him another look. “You’re afraid of heights.”

“I don’t like heights,” he corrected.

“Sure. You don’t like heights. And you live in the top-floor penthouse
suite?”

“The windows are reinforced,” he said stiffly. “And it’s not like I spend a
lot of time looking out them.”

She nodded. “That doesn’t make any sense, but I’'m going to pretend it
does.” Trish wandered around his suite and, once again, he tried to see
things from her point of view. Cameron hadn’t bothered to decorate the
place himself. He’d hired a designer to outfit it after he bought it, and the
man had done well enough. All the essentials were there—furniture,
television, bed, various kitchen tools despite his rarely having time to cook.
Everything was nice and neutral but, looking at it through the lens of what
he knew of Trish, it seemed...boring.

She propped her hands on her hips. “You didn’t pick out a single thing in
this place, did you?”

“How do you know that?”



“If you ever sat on that couch, you’d know it was wickedly
uncomfortable and it isn’t nearly big enough.” She peered into the kitchen,
hummed under her breath and turned back to him. “The only thing that
really feels lived in, aside from the bedroom where you probably spend
most of your time when you’re home, is the bookshelf.” She pointed at the
inset bookshelf that he’d filled with first editions over the years. It was one
of Cameron’s few extravagances, and he forced himself to limit how many
he bought a year for the sole purpose of keeping it under control.

Trish drifted closer to the bookshelf. “This case is pretty impressive.”

“Some of those books are worth obscene amounts of money.” When she
raised her eyebrows, he flushed. “I like to see them displayed like this. They
make me happy.”

“You’re such a nerd. I like it.” She cupped the side of his face, gave an
absent smile and wandered through the door to his bedroom. He followed
her into the bathroom and laughed at her expression. “I did say the tub was
large.”

“It’s humongous.” Trish fiddled with the faucets until they turned on,
sending steaming water cascading out. She sat on the edge of the tub. “You
just need a little color in this place, that’s all. Nothing too outrageous
because it would drive you crazy. Just some soft tones to warm up the place
and a few key pieces to bring it all together.” She frowned. “Maybe a plant
or two. You have someone who cleans?”

“Once a week.” He didn’t spend enough time at home to truly make a
mess, but he liked how fresh the place felt after his cleaning lady had been
in.

“Often enough to keep certain plants alive as long as it’s not too fussy.”
She nodded to herself. “Maybe a fern or something. I’ll have to think about
it.”

Despite his determination to hold on to the promised reprieve, he
couldn’t help speaking. “Have you ever thought of doing this?”

“We are doing this, Cameron.” She waggled her eyebrows at him.

He snorted. “Get your mind out of the gutter. I mean this—the interior
designing thing. You’ve been in here five minutes and already have a better
bead on things than the original guy I hired. You totally changed the feel of
both the front office and the boardroom in a way I would have said was
impossible before I saw it done. With the ability to work both in
commercial spaces and private residences, you could make a killing.”



Something like interest flared in her blue eyes before she shook her head.
“I have degrees in sales and design. That’s barely in the same realm.”

“Because it’s not part of your precious plan.” Bitterness soaked into his
words, turning them ugly.

Trish crossed her arms over her chest. “There’s nothing wrong with
having a plan. You wouldn’t have gotten to the place you’re in now without
a plan.”

“Plans are nothing if you can’t adapt them, Trish. They’re not meant to
be set in stone. Life changes things.” He could keep going, but every line of
her body screamed a resistance to talking about this. “Take your bath. I'm
going to order food.” He turned on his heel and stalked out of the bathroom.

When he’d realized he loved her, he’d truly thought there was some
solution to the way she clung to plans as if they were the word of God. He
still thought there were options moving forward...but she had to meet him
halfway.

Not today.

Nothing would happen today.

He chafed at the restraint, hated the fact that things remained up in the air
because of his own doing, but hell if Cameron saw a way around it. Lose
her now, or lose her in a few days.

I know which one I choose.

d ook

The weekend wasn’t the relaxing oasis Trish had hoped. Tension strummed
between her and Cameron, a cord growing tighter with each passing hour,
filled with things neither of them said. The sex remained better than
amazing, but after every time, she lay in Cameron’s arms, feeling like they
were saying goodbye without words.

Worse, she didn’t know how to stop it.

He’d thrown out the interior design thing so casually, as if it was the
easiest thing in the world to change her life course. She wasn’t flighty. She
didn’t jump ship just because things got hard and the future didn’t look like
she thought it would. Just because she was good at colors and getting a feel
for a room didn’t mean that her dream of being in corporate fashion wasn’t
valid.

You 're talking yourself in circles.



It was all she seemed capable of doing.

To distract herself while Cameron was in the shower, she checked her
email on her phone. A small break of their rules for the weekend, but
justified. Mostly. She scrolled absently, deleting junk mail to whittle down
the number she’d have to handle on Monday, but stopped when she
recognized a name. Mandy? Trish clicked on the email and nearly dropped
her phone.

Hey girl,
So I'm sure you remember my brother, Tom. He’s working for Barton Fashion
and they’re looking for a corporate buyer. I was a total brat and sent your
résumé along without mentioning it, but they want an interview! Below is the
contact information, so just give them a call and set it up.

Fingers crossed for you!
XOXO, Mandy

Trish read the forwarded email, her heart beating harder with every word.
It wasn’t just any fashion retailer company. It was Barton Fashion. They
were in her top three dream companies to work for when she’d first
compiled her list back in college. Getting a job there...

Except she was already committed.

Damn it.

She closed her eyes, took several deep breaths and tried to focus. An
interview wasn’t a job offer. Surely Cameron could do fine without her for a
day once they scheduled it. It wouldn’t be the end of the world.

What if you get the job?

The thought was almost enough to make her laugh. What if she got the
job? Her life plan hadn’t worked out once in the two years since she
graduated college. There was no reason to think her cursed streak would
end now, when she was finally starting to come to terms with the fact that
maybe her plan wasn’t her be-all and end-all. She forwarded the email to
Aaron as a courtesy and set her phone back down.

What would happen to her and Cameron if she got the job?

Barton Fashion was based out of San Francisco, which was about as far
away from New York as someone could get and still remain in the
continental United States. That was part of the attraction when she’d first
put the company on her list. She’d wanted distance and enough time to
figure out who she was without her family hovering. Without a safety net
firmly in place should she fail. If she got the job, it would be a chance to see



if she could actually stand on her own two feet without someone there ready
to catch her.

Long-distance relationships happened, but she wasn’t sure if she and
Cameron had a strong enough foundation to pull it off. Yes, she liked him.
Yes, she kind of more than liked him. But without the amazing sex
cementing them together? With work pulling them both in different
directions?

She just didn’t know.

Trish picked up her phone again and emailed Barton Fashion to arrange
an interview. There was no point in borrowing trouble.

She had enough as it was.
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CAMERON STALKED AROUND his office. Something was off, but he
couldn’t put his finger on the source. It could be all in his head...but he
didn’t think so. Instead of the weekend bringing them closer together, Trish
had become more and more withdrawn as it went on.

He stared hard at his door, but he’d effectively trapped himself in here.
He told her he would respect the work boundaries between them, which
meant he couldn’t haul her in here and demand an explanation. And after
the day was done, she’d go back to her apartment and...

And what?

Nothing had changed. There was no reason for the dread curdling his
stomach. Tomorrow she would be back in the office, and the next day, and
the next. They didn’t have to spend every night together, despite the fact
that he wasn’t keen on the idea of more distance between them.

You hold her too close, and you 're going to suffocate her.

Fuck, he didn’t know how to do this. Relationships were iceberg-
scattered waters under the best of circumstances, and this was hardly that. It
didn’t help that Trish wouldn’t falk to him.

Footsteps sounded down the hallway, and Cameron’s chest got light. She
was coming to talk to him. This weirdness had to bother her as much as it
bothered him, and she wasn’t too conflicted to put it all out in the open here
and now. Trish had never been afraid of anything, so there was no reason to
think she’d start now.

Except it doesn t fit in with her plan.

He opened the door and froze. “What the hell are you doing here?”

Aaron raised his eyebrows. “I know I’ve been gone a few weeks, but last
time I checked, I’m still the other owner of Tandem Security.”

Suspicion flared. ““You’re on paternity leave for another month.”

“Technically, yes, but with the way things are falling out, I thought it’d
be prudent to come back on a part-time basis for the rest of my leave. I’'ll
mostly be working remotely, but I’'m officially back.”

Nothing short of a catastrophic event would drag Aaron away from his
new family earlier than planned. “What happened?”



His friend’s smile faltered. “Nothing happened, not yet. But since Trish
has an interview for a job in California later this week, things might be
moving for her, and I don’t want to hold her back. We can find someone
else to work the front desk if she needs to quit, but I’'m not going to put
everything on you while we figure that out. It’s really not that big a deal.
Becka and I have found a good rhythm, so cutting out a few hours while
they nap to work from home is doable.”

Cameron picked apart everything Aaron had said and focused on the
single most important statement. “Trish has an interview.”

“Yeah, she just found out this weekend.”

It struck him that his friend had no idea about the change in their
relationship. Cameron sure as hell hadn’t told him and Trish obviously
chose not to as well. They’d more or less agreed on keeping things to
themselves, but the knowledge stung unexpectedly. Aaron had no clue that
his casual mention of Trish making life plans without Cameron would be an
issue at all. And why would he?

She didn t tell me.

If she found out this weekend, she had plenty of opportunity to share that
information with him. While they were watching her favorite horror
movies. While they were walking down to the restaurants he liked to
frequent on the weekends. While they were lying in bed and talking about
nothing.

Trish hadn’t said a word.

He knew Aaron was looking at him strangely, but he couldn’t get his
reaction under control. “Excuse me.” He shouldered past his friend and
stalked down the hall to the front office. Trish looked up as he crossed the
threshold and if he hadn’t already known that she kept something from him,
her guilty look would have made it clear. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“There was nothing to tell.”

It shouldn’t be possible for five little words to bring his hopes for the
future crashing to the ground. ““You don’t think taking an interview for a
position across the country is worth mentioning to me? I was under the
impression we were on the same page.” Every word got colder and more
remote, but his mouth was a runaway train, and Cameron had never been
that good at filtering himself to begin with. “It appears I was mistaken.”

“It’s an interview.” She pushed to her feet and gave him a pleading look.
“We talked about this. Every single thing that’s happened to me after



graduation has been one step forward and seven steps back. This could be
the thing that finally puts my plan back in action. This could be the thing
that finally gives me my freedom.”

“Your freedom.” He clipped out the words. Cameron felt Aaron come up
behind him, but they’d gone too far to pretend like everything was all right
now. “And your fucking plan. You love that damn plan more than you can
ever love another person. I understand wanting to get out from beneath your
mother’s presence, but fuck, Trish. Did this thing between us really mean so
little to you that you’re not even willing to reconsider that plan you worship
so much?”

Her guilt disappeared, replaced by anger. “Easy for you to say. You are
living your dream job in your dream city, and you’ll eventually succeed in
convincing your parents to move out to this side of the country and won’t
have to compromise on that, either. What the hell do you know about
constantly reaching for something and being constantly told that you’re not
good enough?”

“I’m a black man in America, Trish. I think I know a thing or two.”

She stopped, pressed her lips together, but charged on. “Point conceded.
But the fact remains that working for Barton Fashion i1s one of my dream
jobs and prematurely saying no to an interview with them because of a guy
I’m sleeping with is the height of stupidity.”

“The guy you’re sleeping with,” Aaron muttered behind him.

The guy you 're sleeping with.

That was all this was to her. He’d known. Damn 1it, he’d been the one to
set the terms to begin with. Stupid of him to think that just because things
had changed for him that meant they’d changed for her, too. He couldn’t tell
her he loved her now. She’d accuse him of trying to keep her from taking
the interview—from potentially taking the job—and she’d be right.

He had to let her go.

The realization nearly took him out at the knees. He couldn’t ask her to
stay. He might love her, but he had no right to ask her to give up her dreams
just because those same dreams would take her away from him. Damn it, he
had to end it. “You’re right.”

Trish blinked. “I’m sorry, I thought you just said that I’'m right.”

“Because I did. You have to take the interview—and the job, if they offer
it. It would be idiotic not to.” Even if you made that choice for me. 1f she
did, she’d spend the rest of their time together resenting him for clipping



her wings the same way she felt her mother wanted to, and it would spell
the end of them before they had a chance to begin.

Cameron drew himself up, cloaking himself in the coldness he was so
often known for. He’d never had to fake it before, though. “Good luck on
your interview, Trish. I’ll start looking for your replacement this week.”
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Trish barely saw Cameron the rest of the day, and when she did, he was
colder to her than he’d ever been—even when she’d first started working
for Tandem Security. She hadn’t wanted him to yell at her or to... God, she
didn’t even know how she had wanted him to respond to the news that she
had an interview elsewhere.

Not like this, though.

And dealing with Aaron hadn’t been any better. When she’d made it clear
that her personal life wasn’t any of his business, he’d announced he was
working from home and abandoned her in the office alone with Cameron.

She went over their fight—if someone could call it that—over and over
again as the day wound down. Every single point she made still stood. She
was sleeping with Cameron, but that didn’t mean she should make life
choices based on that fact. She would be worse than an idiot nof to take the
interview because of a relationship, let alone a relationship that had started
barely a week previous. That kind of decision-making was the height of
madness. If things with her and Cameron exploded or fizzled out, he’d still
have his company...and she’d be back to square one. He was his own safety
net.

She needed to be her own, too.

But that didn’t change the truth. She felt utterly terrible. Her chest was
one aching hole of despair and her stomach hadn’t stopped twisting itself
into knots. Half a dozen times during the day, she rose to walk back to
Cameron’s office, but she never made that first step. What was there to say?
She had to take this opportunity. Begging him not to be mad at her wasn’t
fair to him, not when she’d seen the hurt written on his face before it fell
into his distant cold mask. Hurt she had caused. Forcing him to rehash it
when she knew they’d both come to the same conclusion was just cruel.

Knowing that didn’t make her feel the least bit better.



Five o’clock rolled around, and she reluctantly clocked out. Trish turned
to the elevator, but she couldn’t leave things how they were. She couldn t.
She walked into Cameron’s office. ““You would make the same call if our
situations were reversed.”

“Undoubtedly.” He didn’t look up from his computer. “I already gave
you my blessing, which you already pointed out that you don’t need. I'm
just some guy you’re sleeping with, remember?”’

Hurt lodged in her throat, and knowing she was the one who’d caused
this mess only made it worse. “I don’t see any other option available to me,
Cam. I don’t know what you want me to do.”

He sighed in irritation and turned to face her. “This is the only option
available to you. But since you’re obviously obsessing over it, let’s play this
out. You turn down the interview for some guy you’re fucking, and two
options are available as an outcome. Option one—you end up developing a
relationship with him, but you resent him because you turned down what
could have been your dream job. Things end badly. Option two—the fling
fizzles out as flings are wont to do. You can’t deal with working with the
guy you were fucking and now aren’t, so you quit and end up moving back
in with your parents. Things end badly.” He recited the potential outcome
for them as if reading from some report that had nothing to do with him.

As if he didn’t care.

Her throat was too tight, and she tried to swallow past it. “That’s not
fair.”

His composure cracked. “What do you want from me?”” Cameron slid his
chair back, as if even with the desk between them, he couldn’t stand to be
that close to her. “Seriously, Trish. What the fuck do you want from me? Do
you want me to rail at you and tell you not to go because I love you? Do
you really think I’m that selfish? You’ve spent the entire time we’ve known
each other talking about your plan, and now you have a chance at achieving
it. Good for you. I wish you well. But give me the fucking courtesy of not
forcing me to rehash this over and over again until you get the job offer
because you feel guilty and want me to grant forgiveness or whatever the
hell you want. We had fun while it lasted. It’s over now. The end.”

“You love me?” If anything, the pit in her chest got wider and deeper at
the truth he’d spit, a swirling sensation inside her threatening to swallow
her whole.



“It. Doesn’t. Matter.” He stood slowly. “Like I said—it’s over now. Get
out of my office. Please.”

The please sent her spinning into motion, hurtling out of his office as if
the hounds of hell were on her heels. He loved her and it didn’t matter
because he’d put his feelings aside so she could accomplish what she’d
always wanted to do. She couldn’t stay and keep hurting him just because
she didn’t know what the hell she was feeling. She didn’t know what she
wanted him to say, but every word had just made it hurt worse.

If they offered her the job, Trish would take it.

Cameron will be okay. He s too strong to let something like a little
heartbreak get him down for long. He’d recover and get back to his normal
brilliant, cranky self. It would be okay. They would both be okay.

At the end of the day, that was the only thing that mattered.

Not her broken heart. Not her guilt.

Her plan.

She just had to remember that, because it would be the only thing that got
her through the coming months.
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“ENOUGH IS ENOUGH. Stop moping.”

Cameron almost ignored Aaron looming in his doorway, but he’d been
avoiding his friend for the week since Trish took the interview—and got the
job. Even though he’d suspected she’d nail the interview, he still hadn’t
come to terms with just how comfortable he’d gotten with her in the office.
The new girl was always underfoot and, though she didn’t exactly curl up in
a ball and cry when he snarled at her, she was no Trish.

That was the problem, though.

After Trish, no one else would do.

Not just for the job. For his fucking life.

“Cameron.”

“I’m not moping. I’'m working.” He closed the window and shut down
his computer. He wasn’t going to get anything else accomplished today, so
there was no point in sticking around.

Especially if Aaron was going to corner him for some kind of misguided
intervention. He pushed to his feet, but his friend hadn’t moved from his
spot blocking the doorway. Cameron stopped short. “We’re not having this
conversation.”

“Wrong. The fact that I’ve waited this long is only because we’re friends
and I was waiting for you to pull your head out of your ass and fix things.
Since you’re showing no signs of doing so, I’'m stepping in.” Aaron walked
into his office and closed the door. He leaned back against it. “When were
you going to tell me you’re in love with my sister?”

He should have known Aaron would pick up on that. He’d overheard
their conversation, after all, and he wasn’t an idiot. “I wasn’t going to tell
you. It’s a moot point. She left.”

“No shit, she left. She got a job with one of her dream companies. You
can’t actually have expected her to stay.”

Why did people keep speaking the obvious to him? Of course he didn’t
expect her to stay. Hoping that she would was akin to hoping her dreams
would be dashed yet again, and Cameron wasn’t monstrous enough to wish
for something that would hurt her.



No matter how much her leaving felt like she’d ripped his heart out of his
chest and taken it with her.

Since Aaron obviously had more to say, he crossed his arms and leaned
against his desk. “I want her to be happy. I wasn’t going to hold her back.”

Aaron stared at him hard, a flinty look in his blue eyes. He shared similar
coloring as Trish, though where she seemed soft and almost innocent in
some ways with her curls and freckles, Aaron’s looks were carved of ice
when he wasn’t in the mood to deal with people’s bullshit. Much like he
seemed to be in that moment. He finally shook his head. “How long have
we known each other?”

Was that a trick question? “Going on fifteen years now.”

“Yeah. Fourteen years and some change. In all that time, I’ve never seen
you hesitate—not even when you should hesitate. If you really love her...
Fuck, Cameron, is now going to be the moment you decide to break your
streak? You’re better than this.”

“What the fuck do you want from me?” he roared. “I didn’t hold her
back. I stepped out of the way so she could do what she needed to do
without feeling guilty. Why the hell am I being asked for more? I’'m not a
fucking magician to perform a trick and suddenly make this all okay.”

Aaron didn’t so much as blink. “This is a problem, and you fix
problems.”

“I fix problems with computers—not with people.”

“Figure it the fuck out, Cameron. If you don’t, you’re going to lose her.
The clock started running down the second you let her walk out that door
without offering a solution, a compromise, a single goddamn word.” He
pulled an envelope out of his suit jacket and tossed it onto Cameron’s desk.
“She’s miserable, in case you were wondering. This is the happiest she
should ever be, and she’s so sad, she can barely pull together a fake smile
for our parents. She hasn’t even bothered trying with me and Becka.”

He didn’t want to hear that. If he was falling on his sword for her, he
wanted her to be happy. More than happy. He wanted her to be walking on
air and untouchable. “Why the hell are we doing this if we’re both
miserable?”

“That 1s the question you should be asking—and answering.” Aaron
pushed off the door, opened it and walked out without looking back. “Let
me know when you have an answer.”



Cameron slumped down onto his desk and stared at the plain white
envelope. It was smaller than standard, half the width and length of a
normal envelope, and the only thing written on it was his name. Even after
such a short time together, he recognized the rounded letters of Trish’s
handwriting.

What else could she possibly have left to say?

He shut and locked his door and sat behind his desk once more to
carefully open the letter. It was a torn piece of paper that looked like she’d
written on as an afterthought.

Or written on in a flurry before she could second-guess herself about the
wisdom of writing in the first place.

He took a second to wish he kept whiskey stashed in a drawer, then
began to read.

Cam,

God, I don’t even know what to say. You’re right. This is what I
wanted...except it’s not what [ wanted. I never expected to fall in
love with you. I never wanted it. It hurts, Cam. A lot. [ know love is
complicated and not as easy as in the movies, but this is just
ridiculous. How am I supposed to choose between the career I’ve
spent most of my life wanting and you? It’s not fair, and I know
that’s a child’s plea, but I'm feeling suitably dramatic.

You’re probably gritting your teeth about now and wondering
what the hell my point is.

It goes like this—you hurt me when you didn’t try to stop me
from leaving. Stupid, right? I know it is, so you don’t have to tell me
so. | had this moment of surety that if you turned that indomitable
will to us, if you loved me, too, then maybe we could figure things
out.

You were pretty clear about where you stood, and I’m trying to
respect that. I’'m sorry if I hurt you at any point, because that really
wasn’t my intention. But you know what they say about good
intentions...

All this is just a long way of saying goodbye. And I’m a selfish
ass, because I’'m doing it in a letter that you won’t have a chance to
respond to because I’'m afraid if you say a single word, then I won’t
go. You were right about that, too—I have to go. If [ don’t, I’1l



always wonder what my life would have been like, and that’s not
fair to either one of us.

I hope you end up happy, Cam. I really do. Maybe not right now,
or next week, but at some point in the future.
—Trish

He let the letter drift to his desk. “The fuck you think you get to have the
last word, Trish. Goddamn it.” She loved him, and she was going to send
him a goddamn /etter instead of giving him a chance to fix this. She was
going to wish him well, as if that wasn’t the height of insanity.

He stared blindly at his blank computer screen. There was a solution to
this. Aaron was right on that count, though there’d be no living with him
once Cameron admitted it. He just had to figure it out. The old saying about
not being able to have your cake and eat it, too, was bullshit. He wanted his
fucking cake.

He wanted Trish.

He’d find a way for them to be together.

There was no longer an option where he sat back and let her ride into the
sunset without him.

Not when he knew she loved him, too.
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Trish clicked Play for the third time in a row and waited for the credits to
play out to restart The Proposal. She wasn’t sure if she’d even liked this
movie before this weekend, but it was on demand on the hotel TV and after
the first time watching it, she’d cried and cried and started it over from the
beginning.

She pulled her comforter tighter around her shoulders. She only had one
more day to get this out of her system before she had to show up for work
on Monday. Barton Fashion hadn’t hired brokenhearted and can’t-stop-
crying Trish, they’d hired bright and peppy and sunny Trish. She didn’t
know how she was going to pull it off, but she’d figure it out sometime in
the next twenty-four hours.

Plenty of time.

Just like the rest of her life, stretching out before her in a uniform
without-Cameron road.



She shouldn’t have left that letter with Aaron. It was cowardly and stupid,
and begging Cameron to fix things after sihe made this choice wasn’t fair.
Trish used a tissue to wipe at her eyes, wishing the tears would just stop.
What if Cameron had already read the letter? What if he was... God, she
didn’t even know, but dread cloaked her in an unrelenting wave with the
suspicion that she’d just somehow made everything so much worse.

She dialed her phone before she could talk herself out of it. /s just to fix
things. It’s definitely not so I can hear his voice again. She didn’t really
expect him to answer. He had to hate her now, which meant he’d let the call
go through and she’d leave a stammering voice mail begging him not to
read any absurd letter that Aaron gave him, and that would be that. Simple.

Liar.

“Trish?”

Her heart tried to beat its way out of her chest. Oh God, he answered.
“Cam?”

“Is everything okay?”

How could he sound so calm and put together when she’d cried her way
through a jumbo box of tissues and eaten her weight in chocolate chip
cookies? My fault. Not fair to ask him to react the same when I made this
call. She cleared her throat. “I, uh, wanted to apologize.” He didn’t
immediately say anything, so she kept talking, needing to get it out before
she lost her last connection to him, however small. “I did a selfish thing and
wrote you a letter, and if Aaron hasn’t given it to you, I would really
appreciate if you burn the damn thing once he does. And if he has—"

“He has.”

Oh shit. “Oh. Ah... Okay. Maybe we can pretend it never happened and
move on with our lives?”” She looked around the hotel room and her gaze
settled on the hot mess the mirror reflected at her. Eyes red from crying,
hair in a permanent case of bedhead, still wearing the same pajamas she’d
changed into when she’d left her training on Friday.

“Is that what you really want?”

She didn’t have an answer to that. Not one that had any kind of solution.
Did she want to move on with her life without Cameron? Hell no. But she
didn’t see a way forward for them, no matter how hard she’d tried. “I don’t

2

“Honesty, Trish.”



She could do this. She could be honest with him. Trish clutched the
phone to her ear. “No, I don’t want to move on with my life.”

“What do you want?”

“I want you.”

He exhaled harshly. “Thank fuck for that.”

A knock sounded at her hotel door. She froze, half-sure that she was
imagining things, but it came again almost immediately. “Just, uh, one
second.” She climbed off the bed and padded to the door. Maybe it was the
maid service? Though it should be too late in the day... Trish opened the
door and stared. “Cameron.”

“Hey, Trish.” His voice echoed in her ear where she still held the phone.
She gave herself a shake and ended the call. “I don’t... What are you doing
here?”

He glanced past her into the hotel room and raised his brows. “Can I
come in?”

“Oh. Yeah. Of course.” She skittered back and wrapped her arms around
herself. He was here. Why was he here?

He only moved into the room enough to shut the door. “I read your
letter.” He pinned her with a look. “What the fuck kind of cowardly shit
was that? You wrote me a letter, Trish. A phone call would have been a hell
of a lot better, if only because it would have given me a chance to respond.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. Had he come all this way to yell at her about
the stupid letter?

“I’m not.” Still, he didn’t approach her. “I found a solution, though your
brother thinks I’ve lost my damn mind. I don’t care. I watched you walk out
of my life once, and I’ll be damned if I sit back in New York knowing that
you love me and I love you. Fuck that. I choose you, Trish.”

What was he saying? Hope fluttered cautious wings in her throat. “A
long-distance relationship—"

“I split the company. It’s past time we had a West Coast base of
operations, and Aaron is more than capable of handling anything that pops
up in New York by himself with his new assistant. We’re going to each
build a little at a time and expand Tandem Security accordingly. Right now,
I’m working remote until I figure out where we’re landing, but that’s the
deal—I land where you land, Trish.” He hesitated, something vulnerable
creeping past his customary confidence. “That is, if you still want me to
find a solution. If you still want me. | know I was a dick before and—"



“Shut up.” She threw herself into his arms and kissed him with
everything she had. By the time she came up for air, she was shaking.
“You’re serious. You moved across the country for me.”

“I haven’t actually moved yet. But the plans are in place.” He gave a soft
smile. “I wanted to be sure you hadn’t changed your mind before I chased
you down and branded myself a stalker.”

She peppered his jaw with kisses. “Of course I didn’t change my mind,
you crazy man. How could I? I love you. I love you so much, and I’m sorry
I never told you. That stupid letter—"

“I’'m framing it.”

“What?”

“The letter.” He lifted her into his arms and started for the bed. It took
Cameron all of three steps to reach it in the small hotel room. “I’m keeping
it forever. I’'m keeping you forever.” He tumbled her back onto the bed and
settled beside her. His gaze snagged on the television and he frowned.
“Sandra Bullock?”

“The movie makes me think of you. She’s this cranky boss who
overworks her hapless assistant and they end up falling in love.” She leaned
up and kissed him. “You’re cuter than she is, though.”

“Thanks.” Cameron pushed her curls back from her face. “I’d like to take
you to meet my parents next weekend.”

“I’d like that.” She cupped his jaw. “I bet they’ll be happy to know that
you’re in the same state as they are.”

“Probably.” He gave her a wicked grin. “But, mark my words, my mom
is going to start in on when we’re going to give her grandchildren.”

Trish laughed. She couldn’t help it. She hadn’t dared think there might be
a way for her and Cameron to be together, yet here he was, in her bed again
and offering her the solution to everything. She snuggled closer to him.
“It’1l be at least a few years.”

“No doubt.” He sounded a little choked, as if the thought of kids
panicked him, which only made her laugh harder.

She wrapped her leg over his waist and pulled him closer. “But there’s no
reason we can’t practice in the meantime. Lots and lots of practice.”

“I love you, woman.”

“Say it again.”

His lips brushed her ear. “I love you,” he whispered. “And I’m never
letting you go.”



“Good,” she breathed. “Now take off your clothes.”
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