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        Timothy and Regan Bradford’s children are:

      

      

      1. Jared, married Megan, their son is Jason Bradford, (m. Haley) father of Cole, Elizabeth, Joshua, and Hunter.

      2. Sarah, passed away. Her son is Trevor who married Zoe, and fathered, Jonathan, Sebastian, Mathew, and Jessica.

      3. Ethan, married Mary, and their children are, Duncan (m. Necie), Danny (m. Jodi), Lucifer (m. Rebecca), Kenzie, Arik, Garrett, Reese (m. Kasey, child Mikey, twin boys with another set of twins on the way), Darrin (m. Marybeth, triplet girls), and Aidan (m. Melanie, 5 children)

      4. Mark married Jessie, sons are Reed and Matt.

      5. Ryan, married Amanda, their children are, Eric and Theo.

      6. Shane, married Caylee, son is Devin (Father of Dustin and Abbi)

      7. Thomas, married Heather, daughter is Nikki.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE JAMES FAMILY

          

          (COUSINS TO THE BRADFORDS)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Raised by Wes and Beth Bradford:

      

      

      David James, divorced, raised children by himself, Rory (m. Connor, two children), Bryce, Johnny, Craig, Brian, and Sean.
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        Twenty Years Ago…

      

      

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “I’m taking matters into my own hands,” Sean James, her best friend and the boy who had been stealing her food since they were babies, announced as he grabbed the roll of electrical tape off the floor, only to rethink that decision and grabbed the bungee rope instead.

      “What are you talking about?” Cayley asked, frowning when he gestured for her to hold her hands up.

      “You need to move,” Sean said as he focused his attention on tying her hands together.

      “Why do I have to move?” she asked, watching as Sean continued wrapping the green and black bungee cord that he’d helped himself to from his father’s truck around her wrists.

      “Because we can’t be neighbors anymore,” Sean said with a sad shake of his head as he finished wrapping the entire bungee rope around her wrists. When he was done, he stood up with a satisfied sigh and gestured for her to get in the large cardboard box that she’d been wondering about.

      Knowing that he wouldn’t tell her anything else until she did what he asked, Cayley bit back a sigh as she tried to get on her knees, only to end up falling over onto her face with a pained grunt when her legs refused to cooperate. There was a long-suffering sigh as she turned her head and watched Sean knock the large cardboard box onto its side before he moved behind her and shoved her inside.

      She really should have picked one of his brothers as her best friend instead, Cayley thought, wondering why she’d settled on him when she’d had her pick of James brothers. Well, all but one, she amended since she was pretty sure that Bryce hated her. She should probably be concerned about that, but at the moment, she had other things to worry about, like the boy trying to kidnap her.

      “Why can’t we be neighbors?” Cayley asked as she watched Sean reach over and grab another box, this one smaller, and dragged it closer.

      “Because I can’t marry you,” Sean said with a long-suffering sigh as he grabbed a blanket from the small box and shoved it in the box with her.

      “But I don’t want to marry you,” Cayley pointed out as he grabbed several coloring books, a bottle of water, two bottles of blue Gatorade, a handful of protein bars, and a sandcastle bucket from the small box and shoved it in the box with her.

      “It doesn’t matter because I’m sending you to Santa so that you can ask for a new house,” Sean said with a firm nod as he stood up and grabbed hold of the box and flipped it back over.

      “I really hate you,” Cayley mumbled when the move made the coloring books and protein bars hit her in the face.

      “No, you don’t, which is why I’m doing this,” he said with a long-suffering sigh as she shoved the coloring books out of her face, only to sigh when he threw another blanket in the box.

      “You’re sending me to Santa Claus because I don’t hate you?” Cayley asked as she struggled to get more comfortable, only to sigh heavily when the move caused one of the bottles of Gatorade to become lodged behind her back.

      “Bradfords marry their neighbors,” Sean said with a firm nod as though that explained everything.

      “Your dad didn’t,” Cayley pointed out even as she couldn’t help but wonder why she’d believed him when he promised to give her a puppy if she came over.

      “And look how that worked out for him,” Sean said with a shrug as he grabbed the Tupperware container filled with the baked goods that her Aunt Laura dropped off at her house earlier and went to shove it in the box with her only to rethink that decision, pulled the lid back and helped himself to a chocolate cupcake with red frosting before closing the lid and shoving it in her arms.

      “Can we talk about this?” Cayley asked with a hopeful smile that quickly died when he shook his head and gestured for her to lay down with the cupcake in his hand.

      “Let’s go,” Sean said, once again gesturing for her to lay down as he popped the last bite of cupcake in his mouth before shifting his attention back to that box and-

      “I forgot the tape,” Sean said, sighing heavily as he glanced from her, back to the box, and then towards the backdoor.

      “You should probably go get it, then,” Cayley said, nodding solemnly as Sean shifted his attention back to her as he debated his next move.

      “Maybe I should get the nail gun instead,” Sean said, worrying his bottom lip between his teeth as she did her best not to panic.

      “That does sound like a better idea,” Cayley somehow managed to force out of her mouth before she cleared her throat, shifted, and went for that hopeful smile once again.

      “I should probably grab the staple gun, too,” Sean said, looking lost in thought as he reached down and grabbed the Tupperware container full of baked goods and helped himself to a brownie before shoving it back in her arms. “And more duct tape.”

      “You can never have enough duct tape,” Cayley murmured in agreement as she did her best to appear innocent.

      “No, you can’t,” Sean mumbled absently as he took a bite of brownie as he stood there, considering her for another minute and just when she thought that he was going to try his luck with the electric tape, he nodded to himself as he tossed the last bite of brownie in his mouth and headed for the backdoor with a muttered, “Stay here.”

      “Of course,” Cayley said, watching as Sean made his way across the living room to the backdoor, where he paused to throw her a look of warning that she chose to ignore.

      “Stay here,” he bit out one last time before he opened the backdoor and left, closing the door behind him. Slowly exhaling, Cayley moved to climb out of the box only to remember who she was dealing with here and forced herself to sit there, keeping her expression blank as the backdoor slowly opened seconds later to reveal Sean, standing in the doorway, watching her through narrowed eyes.

      “This is a really nice box,” Cayley murmured, nodding solemnly as she watched the boy that she was never sharing her cookies with again as he slowly closed the door, his gaze never leaving hers until finally, the door clicked shut and it was time to move her butt.

      “Stupid box,” Cayley grumbled as she struggled to stand up, only to give up, slam her shoulder into the side and grunt in pain when a bottle of Gatorade hit her in the head.

      Vowing to make Sean pay for this one day, Cayley yanked her wrists free, thankful that he’d used the bungee rope instead of the tape, shoved the bungee rope aside, got to her feet and started to make a run for it, only to remember who she was dealing with here and grabbed the Tupperware full of treats first. She ran as fast as her severely uncoordinated legs would carry her to the front door and-

      Quickly decided that her best bet was running upstairs and hiding under the first available bed that she could find when she saw the front door opening. Decision made, Cayley ran upstairs, struggling not to panic as she ran down the hallway and slammed into what felt like a cement wall. Stumbling back and admittedly a bit dazed, Cayley found herself looking up at the large man that really seemed to love glaring at her.

      Clearing her throat, Cayley gestured with the large Tupperware container in her hands back towards the stairs as she mumbled weakly, “He ran out to get the nail gun,” as she watched Mr. James’s eyes narrow on her and decided that perhaps she’d be better off taking her chances in the box.

      Never taking his eyes off her, Mr. James reached over and opened the bedroom door to his right. With a sniffle, Cayley said, “Bless you,” as she headed into the messy bedroom, only to grumble when Mr. James plucked the Tupperware container out of her hands. She’d been hoping to use the baked goods to distract Sean if he managed to corner her again, but that was fine, more than fine, Cayley told herself as she took in the messy bedroom and-

      Decided that she was wasting precious seconds standing there when she heard another door slam shut somewhere in the large house and dove under the bed in front of her. That was followed by a grunt of pain when she landed on a baseball, cleats, and a fork for some reason. Shoving everything out of her way, Cayley quickly made her way beneath the bed and pressed herself tightly against the wall just as the bedroom door opened again.

      Praying that it wasn’t the deranged boy determined to ship her off to the North Pole, Cayley swallowed hard as she debated making a run for it, only to decide that she was good where she was when someone heavy dropped down on the bed, forcing her to bite back a groan. That led her to wonder just how much Mr. James fed his sons when she was forced to press herself against the wall more tightly when whoever was on the bed shifted to get more comfortable, causing the mattress to press down on her.

      This was definitely a bad idea.

      Maybe she should-

      “Why’s Sean breaking into Dad’s workshop?” Craig asked right around the time that Cayley decided that she was good where she was.

      “No clue, but it probably has something to do with the little pain in the ass next door,” Bryce said, sighing heavily as Cayley opened her mouth only to close it on a silent grumble since she really couldn’t argue that one.

      “She’s not that bad,” Craig said, chuckling.

      “That’s easy for you to say. She’s not stalking you,” Bryce bit out, making Cayley frown.

      There was a heavy sigh, and then, “She’s not stalking you,” Craig said as Cayley found herself nodding in agreement.

      “Then, what is she doing?” Bryce asked, shifting on the bed again and forcing her to bite back a grunt as she glared ahead.

      “Hiding beneath your bed,” came the amused announcement that had Cayley swallowing hard as she lay there, wincing when the bed creaked seconds later and-

      “Oh, no,” Cayley barely managed to get the words out when she felt the hand wrap around her ankle and found herself being dragged towards a boy who really didn’t look happy to see her.
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      “This is going to be the best Christmas ever,” his brother Craig said with a satisfied sigh as Bryce sat there glaring at the man who better be fucking joking.

      “She’s moving in even as we speak,” Connor said with a look on his face that told Bryce that he knew exactly what he was doing and just in case he missed it…

      “Payback’s a bitch,” Connor said, shooting him a wink as Bryce sat there looking for any signs that his brother-in-law was lying to him only to feel the first tendrils of fear slowly make their way up his spine when he didn’t find any.

      “Rory would never let you do this,” Bryce said, knowing before the words had a chance to leave his mouth that this was definitely something that his sister would do.

      “It gets better,” Craig said with that devious look in his eye that told Bryce everything that he needed to know.

      It was already too fucking late to stop this.

      “Better than the asshole letting the woman that’s obsessed with me move into the apartment across from mine?” Bryce bit out, wishing like hell that he never signed that lease.

      God, if he thought for one minute that they’d release him from his lease early, Bryce would already be throwing all of his shit in his truck and getting the hell out of here. He’d barely survived living across the street from her when they were kids and-

      He couldn’t do this, Bryce thought, swallowing hard as he found himself glancing at his apartment door, praying that it was locked. Please let it be locked, he thought, trying not to panic as he climbed over the back of the couch and quickly made his way across the living room to make sure. He just needed to figure out a way to get out of this before the little brat could set her sights on him.

      He needed a plan.

      He needed-

      “Rory hired her as the new project manager.”

      -to kill the little bastard, Bryce thought, closing his eyes in defeat as he pressed his forehead against the door, praying that this was all just a bad dream. It had to be. There was no fucking way that this was happening to him again.

      For thirteen years, he’d lived in fear, forced to check under his bed, his closet, and over his shoulder, knowing that the little brat that couldn’t seem to stay away from him was there, waiting for the right moment to make her move.

      Taking a deep breath, Bryce said, “I quit.” Being forced to live across the hall from her was one thing, but being forced to work with her…

      He would never survive.

      “Rory said you’d say that,” Connor said, sounding thoughtful. “She also said to tell you that if you tried to quit that I should remind you that the Dawson Project was your idea,” making Bryce bite back a groan at the reminder of the plan that sounded like a good idea when he came up with it.

      Now, he really wished that he’d kept his big fucking mouth shut.

      “What are you going to do?” came the curious question as Bryce looked out the peephole and glared at the apartment across from his that already had a fucking Christmas bow on it.

      “Make sure that she knows that it would be in her best interest to move,” Bryce said, knowing that he didn’t have any other choice.

      Sean would be pissed, but then again, something told him that the little bastard had something to do with this. He was definitely going to kill the little bastard, Bryce thought, only to swallow hard as he watched the door open and-

      This was fine.

      He could handle this for a month, maybe two, until she gave up and accepted the fact that there would never be anything between them and finally moved on. Until then, he would make sure that their paths never crossed and-

      Oh, fuck…

      “Are you going to get that?” Craig asked, sounding really fucking amused as Bryce stood there, swallowing hard when she knocked on his door.

      Telling himself that this wasn’t happening, Bryce slowly pulled back from the door and-

      Sighed when the little brat that couldn’t seem to stay away from him knocked again. God, it was already starting, Bryce thought as he stood there, trying to mentally prepare himself for what was to come, knocks on his door at all hours of the day with some bullshit excuse just to see him, having her lingering in the hallway day and night with the hopes of catching a glimpse of him, and dealing with her waiting for a chance to corner him in the laundry room.

      Resigning himself to the bullshit ahead, Bryce reluctantly opened the door and-

      “I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m looking for Connor. I was told that he was here,” Cayley, the woman that had been driving him out of his fucking mind since her family moved in down the street from him when he was five, said with a warm smile that turned sheepish a few seconds later when he continued to glare down at her. “I’m sorry. I should introduce myself. My name’s Cayley. I just moved into the apartment across from you,” she said, making him frown as she absently gestured to the apartment behind her.

      “I know who you are, Cayley,” Bryce bit out, watching as that sheepish smile turned confused as she stared up at him as though she was trying to figure out who he was when he heard it.

      A snort of laughter.

      “It’s Bryce,” he bit out when she continued standing there, staring up at him as he looked over his shoulder to find Craig and Connor shaking with silent laughter before shifting his glare back down to the woman that really needed to move on.

      Blinking up at him, Cayley said, “Okay.”

      “I’m Sean’s brother,” Bryce snapped, watching as her frown slowly disappeared and was replaced with a warm smile.

      “Oh, my god!” Cayley said, reaching up to pull him down for a hug before he could stop her. “It’s been so long! How have you been?”

      “You saw me two months ago at the asshole’s birthday party,” Bryce bit out as she released him.

      “Of course, I just…” Cayley said, gesturing absently towards him with a murmured, “I didn’t recognize you,” as her smile became polite.

      “We grew up together,” he bit out when she didn’t say anything else.

      Clearing her throat, Cayley said, “Of course,” with a look that told him that she had no clue who he was as Bryce stood there, grinding his jaw, knowing that she was lying her adorable ass off. She knew who he was.

      Oh, did she fucking know who he was…

      She could never get enough of him. He thought about how she always hid under his bed or in his closet, how she made a point to sit next to him whenever she got the chance, and all the fucked-up things that she did over the years just to get close to him. No matter how many times he’d made it crystal-fucking-clear that he wasn’t interested in her, it was never enough. Not that he could blame her, Bryce thought absently as he ran his gaze over her, taking in all the changes that the years had brought and had to admit that she was still fucking adorable. He took in her dark brown, almost black, hair pulled up into a ponytail, the green eyes that he swore shimmered blue, the plump pink lips that looked incredibly soft before shifting his attention to the generous curves filling out the Rerum Highland Construction tee-shirt, down to the old tennis shoes that she wore and everything in between before he went back to glaring at her.

      “Is Connor here, Bruce?” Cayley asked, blinking up at him.

      “It’s Bryce,” he bit out between clenched teeth.

      “I’m sorry, of course, it is,” Cayley murmured with a wince and that polite smile that was really starting to piss him off. “Is he here?”

      “You know damn well who I am,” Bryce snapped, making him wonder what fucking game she was playing.

      “What can I help you with, Cayley?” Connor asked, his eyes lit up with unholy amusement as he joined them.

      “I signed the papers,” she said, looking really fucking relieved to see Connor.

      “Great. Let’s go have a look,” Connor said, moving past him to join her.

      “It was great seeing you again, Bruce,” Cayley said with that same fucking smile as Bryce stood there, glaring at her as he watched her smile turn warm as her focus shifted to Connor as they made their way across the small hallway and-

      “Is he always like that?” she whispered to the bastard that looked really fucking amused.

      “You know who I am!”
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      She would never survive prison, Cayley admitted to herself as she walked into her apartment, her gaze locking on the large bastard that had finally gone too far.

      “Here,” Cayley said, blindly reaching down and grabbed the lease agreement that she was tempted to rip up and shoved it in Connor’s hands as she focused on the man that she was going to beat the crap out of.

      “Is something amiss, pookie?” Sean, her best friend and the man that she fantasized about shoving in front of an oncoming train at least a hundred times a day, asked, not even bothering to hide that shit-eating grin that was going to get him killed.

      “Did you forget to tell me something?” Cayley asked in a deceptively calm voice as she shifted her focus to the stacks of boxes that took up the living room of her new apartment, the same one that she’d been forced to move into after the unfortunate incident involving the man finishing off her Coke as he watched her every move.

      Not that she could blame him.

      “I love you?” Sean said, trying to appear innocent as he reached for the bag of chips that he’d helped himself to.

      “That’s nice,” Cayley murmured absently as she found the large box marked “Pans” and debated throwing a frying pan at his head, only to decide against it since that just seemed too easy.

      “Did you meet your new neighbor? Was he nice?” Sean asked as Connor dropped down on the other end of the couch with a satisfied sigh and a murmured, “I really love this family.”

      “And by new neighbor, do you mean your brother, Bryce?” Cayley asked as she shifted her attention to the stack of boxes by the living room window.

      “Is that who that was?” Sean murmured, sounding thoughtful.

      “It was,” Cayley said, nodding absently as she looked through the boxes and debated her options. “Which is funny because I seem to remember someone telling me that none of his brothers lived here and that I wouldn’t have to worry about the typical James brothers’ bullshit if I moved in.”

      “I do seem to remember having that conversation,” Sean admitted with a solemn nod as he popped another chip in his mouth.

      “That will make this easier,” Cayley said as she found the box marked “Throw pillows.”

      “What will?” Sean asked as he tossed the empty chip bag aside and pulled the box that she’d marked with “Snacks” closer.

      “We’ll get to that in a moment,” Cayley murmured absently as she ripped the box open and grabbed the large throw pillow on top with a satisfied sigh. “First, I thought we’d discuss why Bryce is living across the hallway from me.”

      “Because he decided to sell the house that he renovated?” Sean said, helping himself to a package of chocolate chip cookies.

      “And was this before or after you got me evicted from my apartment and got me fired?” Cayley asked, testing the pillow for durability as she waited for an answer.

      Sean seemed to think that over for a moment before he said, “Before. Definitely before,” with a firm nod as he popped another cookie in his mouth.

      “What did I miss?” Craig, the oldest of the James boys and the man that had been forced to sit her down years ago and explain that Sean hadn’t been dropped on his head and that he was just an asshole after she’d been forced to spend ten hours in a tree because of the little bastard, said as he closed her door behind him and quickly made his way to the living room.

      “From what I’ve gathered so far,” Connor, the incredibly handsome man that married Rory, the only James girl, after making her life a living hell for more than two decades, began, “the little bastard devouring everything within sight failed to mention that her favorite James brother lived across the hallway and doesn’t really seem all that concerned that she’s going to kill him.”

      “She adores me,” Sean said with a satisfied sigh as he finished off the cookies and-

      “That would explain why she’s smothering him,” Craig murmured, not really sounding all that concerned as he reached over and grabbed hold of the box of snacks and pulled it closer while Cayley did her best to keep the pillow pressed against the bastard’s face.

      “I just don’t feel like your heart’s really in it,” Sean said with a sad shake of his head as he reached up and plucked the pillow out of her hands and tossed it across the room.

      “Oh, but it really is,” Cayley said, glaring down at the man that better fix this fast, “but I promised him,” and this is where she paused to point in Craig’s direction, “that I wouldn’t kill you until your father said it was okay.”

      “Should be any day now,” Craig murmured as he helped himself to a candy bar.

      “My father adores me,” Sean said, looking like he really believed it, which was sad.

      “He offered me fifty bucks to get rid of the body,” Connor said, shrugging it off as he moved to help himself to the snack box only to sigh heavily as he pulled his hand away when both James brothers narrowed their eyes on the move.

      “Because he cares,” Sean said, shoving a cookie in his mouth as he reached over and grabbed hold of the box, his glare never leaving Connor as he pulled it closer.

      Realizing that she wasn’t getting anywhere with the bastard that had clearly screwed her over for his own entertainment, something that he’d been doing since they were little, she focused her attention on Connor. “I’m going to need another apartment.”

      “Unfortunately, I won’t have anything available until January,” Connor said with a sympathetic wince that had her biting back a curse.

      Nodding, Cayley shifted her attention back to Sean, who was watching her with that look in his eye that told her that he knew exactly what she was about to say and couldn’t wait to fuck her over again, and quickly decided that crashing on his couch until January was probably a bad idea. That left…

      Her with absolutely no choice but to wait until January before she could move away from the large man that absolutely hated her.
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      It was already fucking starting, Bryce thought as he rubbed his hands down his face as the small woman determined to make all of her hopes and dreams come true continued knocking on his door.

      For a moment, Bryce considered pretending that he couldn’t hear her only to decide that it would be better for everyone if he made it clear from the beginning that he wouldn’t be putting up with knocks on his door at all hours of the day and night, finding her waiting for him with some asinine excuse in the hallway, or any of the professions of her undying love that she’d clearly been waiting years to make. Decision made, Bryce opened the door and found the woman in question holding a cup of coffee in one hand as she searched through the backpack slung over her shoulder with the other.

      “What can I help you with, Cayley?” Bryce asked, and he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t curious about what bullshit excuse she’d come up with to knock on his door at six in the morning.

      “Someone built a cinderblock wall around your truck,” Cayley mumbled absently as she continued making a show of searching through her bag, most likely looking for the keys that suddenly “disappeared” before she turned those incredibly beautiful eyes on him and begged him for a ride to-

      “What did you just say?” Bryce found himself asking, sure that he’d misheard her.

      “There’s a cinderblock wall around your truck,” Cayley said, only to follow that up with a heavy sigh as she shoved her coffee in his hand so that she could focus on searching through her bag as he released a curse and placed her coffee on the small table by his door and headed for the front door, telling himself every fucking step of the way that his brothers wouldn’t do that to him.

      A minute later, Bryce was standing in front of the cinderblock wall wrapped around his truck, debating which asshole was responsible for this when the bane of his existence walked outside, sipping her coffee as another thought occurred to him. Could she have done this? Bryce found himself wondering if she could have done it in a desperate attempt to spend time with him, only to dismiss the idea just as quickly. She was too fucking short to pull this off, which left…

      “This is a really beautiful morning,” Sean said with a huge fucking smile and a satisfied sigh as he leaned back against Cayley’s car.

      “Stop being mean to your brother,” Cayley said, only to narrow her eyes on the large bastard when his brother plucked the coffee out of her hand and took a sip.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Sean said, but that look in his eyes said it all as he moved to take another sip and-

      “Goddamnit!” Sean bit out when Cayley reached up and twisted his ear with a bored sigh until the bastard gave her back her coffee. “Violent little leprechaun,” Sean muttered, reaching up to rub his ear as he glared down at the woman walking past him.

      “You’ve been warned,” Cayley said, shrugging it off as Bryce watched her make her way to her car door as his gaze dropped to the generous ass that was made for-

      “Oh, this is going to be so much fun,” Sean said, drawing his attention to find his brother watching him with a knowing look that he really didn’t fucking appreciate at the moment.

      Not. One. Fucking. Bit.
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      “Why are you limping?” Cayley found herself asking as she watched Sean walk, well, mostly limp, into the old city hall that Rerum Highland Construction bought from the city for its main office.

      “Because you left me there with that insensitive bastard!” Sean snapped as he pointed a damning finger at the man making his way inside the large building that was currently being renovated, glaring at her every inch of the way as he headed for the cracked marble stairs with rotted railings that really needed to be replaced.

      “You knew better,” was all Cayley said, knowing better than to waste her time trying to make sense of all the stupid crap that her best friend did, which, unfortunately for her sanity, was quite a bit.

      Nodding slowly, Sean said, “You don’t deserve me,” as his attention shifted to the large desk that she’d been in the process of shoving in here after it became painfully obvious that the temporary office that Connor assigned her wasn’t going to work.

      “What’s this?” he asked, gesturing to the large desk that weighed a ton.

      “I had to move my desk,” Cayley said as she was forced to reach over and slap his hand when he made a grab for the pumpkin muffin that she’d grabbed from her aunt’s bakery on the way here.

      Sean snorted as he grabbed the muffin and made his way around her new desk and dropped down in her chair. “Like that would really stop me,” he said as he took a large bite of the muffin that she’d been looking forward to.

      Sighing, Cayley reached over and opened the top drawer and pulled out the bag of donuts that she’d bought as a backup and-

      “What was wrong with your office?” Sean asked as he searched through her bag of donuts and helped himself to a glazed donut.

      “Besides the fact that it was gutted, didn’t have any walls or electricity, and it was freezing in there?” Cayley asked as she reached over and plucked the donut out of his hand and finished it off.

      With a mumbled, “Brat,” Sean settled on a cinnamon donut as he sat there, considering her for a moment. “You could have taken one of the other offices.”

      “You’re right. I could have if I wanted to have an office without a floor,” Cayley agreed as she gestured for him to get out of her chair.

      “God, you’re high-maintenance,” Sean said, sighing heavily as he did his best to sound put out as he reluctantly got up and made his way to the break area they’d set up in the corner and grabbed a cup of coffee.

      “You knew this,” Cayley said as she sat down in the chair that was surprisingly comfortable as she took in the large lobby that she was forced to turn into her temporary office and decided that she was definitely going to need more shelves to make this work.

      “It’s going to get pretty loud in here,” Sean pointed out as he added heavy cream to his cup.

      “Which is why I brought my noise-canceling headphones,” Cayley said, absently gesturing to the headphones on her desk as she considered moving her desk into one of the corners, only to immediately dismiss the idea since there wouldn’t be enough light.

      “You should take my sister up on her offer to lease a trailer,” Sean said, dumping an unhealthy amount of sugar in his coffee before making his way back over to her desk and dropped down on one of the metal folding chairs lining the wall.

      “That would bring up the cost of renovations,” she pointed out, refusing to start a new job by putting them over budget.

      “True,” Sean murmured, taking a sip of coffee. “But you could probably work from home until the renovations are done.”

      “That’s not really an option with this job,” Cayley said, even though she had to admit that she was more than a little tempted to do just that, but the problem was that she wouldn’t be able to do her job from home. Rerum Highland Construction was expanding rapidly and she couldn’t afford to miss anything and risk falling behind.

      It was Rerum Highland Construction’s slow season, but that didn’t mean anything for her, not with all the projects they had planned for the spring. So far, they had over a hundred projects booked for next year and that wasn’t including the start of Rerum Highland’s main project and the Dawson Project, which was Bryce’s project. She’d already been informed that he wouldn’t appreciate her help with the project but that she was expected to take a quick look at it and see if she could help figure out a way to convince the current owners to sell.

      God, she had so much work to do, Cayley thought with a heartfelt sigh as she reached into the bag and grabbed an apple cinnamon donut and took a bite. She only had four months to make sure that they were ready and-

      “You know what I couldn’t help but notice?” came the question that had her biting back a sigh as she prepared herself for whatever deeply disturbing announcement was about to come her way.

      “What’s that?” Cayley asked as she found herself looking up at the second floor to find Bryce, who really seemed to enjoy glaring at her, grabbing a sledgehammer, the large muscles in his arm bulging as he made his way to the wall to her right and-

      Wow, he looked really pissed, Cayley couldn’t help but notice as she watched him swing that sledgehammer and put a huge hole in the wall. Maybe she should rethink that decision to work from home, Cayley thought as he turned that glare back on her.

      This wasn’t going to end well.

      Then again, Cayley knew that when she agreed to take this job. Not that she really had a choice, not with the large man reaching over to pluck the donut out of her hand getting her fired, which she still wasn’t sure how that happened. She-

      “You still haven’t thanked me for getting you this job and for finding the lovely apartment that you now call home,” Sean said, looking thoughtful as he finished off her donut.

      “You know what?” Cayley said, reaching for the broom leaning against the wall behind her. “You’re right. I didn’t thank you, did I?”

      “What are you doing with the broom, pookie?” Sean asked, blinking up at her as she stood up with a sigh and decided that it really was rude of her not to thank him for everything that he did for her.
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      “God, you’re right. She really can’t seem to stay away from you,” Johnny said, chuckling as they watched Cayley walk into the small diner with the asshole, who hadn’t stopped glaring at her since she beat the shit out of him with that broom, storming past her as he muttered, “You’re buying me lunch.”

      “I’m really not, though,” Cayley said with a sad shake of her head as she made her way to the table in the corner.

      “We’ll see,” Sean bit out as he dropped down on the chair across from her while Bryce sat there, seriously contemplating going to another restaurant only to realize that he really didn’t have time today.

      They were already starting to fall behind on the renovations and-

      “Tell me something,” Brian said, drawing his attention to find his brother helping himself to his fries.

      “What’s that?” Bryce asked as he pulled his plate away with a look that told his brother exactly what would happen if he touched his fries again.

      Shrugging it off, Brian turned his focus back to his own plate as he continued. “If she’s obsessed with you, then why was she engaged to another man?”

      “Because at some point, she’d accepted the fact that nothing was ever going to happen between us and she forced herself to move on,” Bryce explained, wishing like hell that asshole hadn’t dumped her because she seemed more determined than ever to be with him.

      He still couldn’t fucking believe that she’d moved in across the hallway from him. Christ, she was getting desperate if she hoped to use his family’s curse against him. The problem with the Bradford curse? It was all bullshit. He didn’t fucking care what his cousins, uncles, or even his sister said, but apparently, Cayley bought into that line of bullshit and was hoping to use it in her favor.

      When it came to marriage, his family believed that they were destined to fall in love with their neighbors and clearly, Cayley was counting on that being true. The problem was, she seemed to have ignored the rest of the bullshit tale. In order for this to work, Bryce needed to lose his fucking mind over her and be willing to risk everything to have her.

      That was never going to happen.

      He would never see her as anything more than the pain in the ass that used to follow him everywhere and he sure as hell wasn’t about to lose his fucking head over her. As far as Bryce was concerned, she was just his little brother’s pain in the ass best friend that he was stuck with until she finally gave up and accepted that nothing was ever going to happen between them and moved on.

      Until then…

      He was going to make sure that he didn’t do anything to encourage the little pain in the ass.
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      “He’s glaring at you again,” Sean said on a heartfelt sigh, sounding pleased.

      “And she looks like she wants to kill you,” Cayley said with a pointed look across the diner where her cousin, Jess, stood, looking as though it was taking everything that she had not to walk across the room and beat the crap out of Sean.

      It probably was, Cayley mused as Sean popped one of her fries in his mouth as he glanced over his shoulder and-

      Winked.

      Oh, that dumb bastard, Cayley thought with a sad shake of her head as Jess made her move, grabbing a chair only to have several bus boys jump over the counter and grab her before she could follow through with any of the threats that she’d made over the years.

      “Probably,” Sean said, not sounding all that concerned as they were forced to wrestle the chair out of Jess’s grip as she snapped, “I’m not going to hurt him. Just let me kill the little bastard!”

      “She’s going to kill you one day,” Cayley said, still wondering why Sean seemed to go out of his way to piss her cousin off.

      “It does seem that way, doesn’t it?” Sean asked, shifting his attention back to his food and-

      “He’s still glaring at you,” he said, reaching over to steal her fries.

      “Of course, he is,” Cayley said, sighing heavily as she found herself once again wondering why Bryce hated her so much. She considered asking Sean, but…

      She knew better.

      He would take the opportunity to make her life a living hell, and honestly, she just didn’t have the patience to deal with his bullshit right now. Between ending things with Kevin and being forced to start over, she…suddenly had a bad feeling that she knew why she’d been fired. Really hoping that she was wrong, Cayley looked at her best friend as she said, “Please tell me that you didn’t sleep with my boss.”

      The look of disgust that took over his face had her quickly amending her last statement. “Not your sister, you weirdo. My last boss, who for some reason called me at one in the morning sobbing hysterically and rambling on incoherently about her desk and the fact that it would never be the same before she fired me.”

      Blinking at her, Sean said, “Don’t slut shame me.”

      Nodding, Cayley said, “There is something seriously wrong with you.”

      “You hated that job,” he said, shrugging it off like it was no big deal.

      “So, you slept with my boss?” Cayley asked, shaking her head in disgust as she found herself once again wondering why she’d put up with him for so long.

      “I like to be helpful,” Sean said, shrugging it off as he stole another fry.

      “By sleeping with my boss?” Cayley asked even as she had to admit that she wasn’t exactly mad about losing that job. Granted, she would have preferred leaving on her own terms, but at least now she had a job that didn’t destroy her will to live. That was something, Cayley thought as she glanced at the flyer announcing Strawberry Manor’s third annual Christmas Eve party to raise money to build a new children’s medical center that someone left on their table and-

      “Not happening,” Sean said, making her frown.

      “I didn’t even say anything,” Cayley said as she looked up and sighed when she realized that at some point in the last thirty seconds that he stole her burger.

      “You didn’t have to. I know that look,” Sean said, reaching over to pull her plate closer.

      “What look? All I did was look at a flyer and-”

      “No,” Sean said with a firm shake of his head as he popped one of her fries in his mouth and washed it down with her milkshake.

      “But I-”

      “I’m not going,” he said, making her frown.

      “I don’t remember inviting you,” Cayley pointed out.

      “Good because I’m not going,” Sean said while Cayley bit back a sigh as she glanced back down at the flyer and found herself worrying her bottom lip between her teeth as she read it over. She didn’t get a chance to go last year because Kevin refused to go, but-

      “And you’re not going, either,” Sean announced, making her frown as she glanced back up to find him watching her with a pitying look that was going to get him kicked.

      “Since when do I need your permission to do anything?” Cayley found herself asking as she debated kicking him now or waiting until they were outside so that she could shove him into a snowbank.

      “You don’t, but I’m not going,” Sean said firmly as he leaned back in his chair.

      “I didn’t say that I was going,” Cayley said, glancing back down at the flyer even as she had to admit that it did look like fun.

      “Good. Then, we don’t have a problem,” Sean said as Cayley found herself worrying her bottom lip between her teeth again, more than a little tempted to buy a ticket.

      “I could go by myself,” she said, glancing up to find him watching her.

      “You could, but you’re not going to,” Sean said, shrugging it off.

      “And why is that?” Cayley asked, moving to grab a fry off her plate only to pull her hand back with a sigh when the greedy bastard glared at the move.

      “Because you don’t like being alone,” Sean pointed out as he grabbed a fry and popped it in his mouth.

      “Yes, I do,” Cayley said, unable to help but frown as she tried to figure out what the hell he was talking about.

      “You won’t do anything unless you have someone to do it with, which is why you never did anything when you were dating the asshole unless I dragged you out.”

      “How is it my fault that he never wanted to go out?” she asked, moving to grab her milkshake only to resign herself to packing a lunch from now on, otherwise, she was going to starve.

      “It’s not,” Sean said, pausing to take another sip. “But you used him as an excuse so that you never had to do anything.”

      “That’s not true,” Cayley said, drumming her fingertips against the tabletop as she glared at the bastard that clearly had no idea what he was talking about.

      “It really is,” Sean said, nodding absently before adding, “I know you better than you know yourself.”

      “And yet, you don’t because I have no problem doing things on my own,” Cayley said with a firm nod, only to add, “None whatsoever,” just to make sure that they were clear about this.

      “Really? Then, tell me one thing that you do on your own,” Sean said, crossing his arms over his chest as he waited for an answer.

      “I live alone,” Cayley pointed out.

      “That doesn’t count,” Sean said with a sad shake of his head.

      “Why doesn’t that count?”

      “Besides the fact that you hate living alone?” Sean asked.

      “Besides that,” Cayley said, shrugging it off as a given since it really wasn’t relevant to this conversation.

      “You don’t like doing anything by yourself,” Sean said, matching her shrug with one of his own.

      “That really cleared it up. Thank you,” Cayley said dryly.

      “When’s the last time that you went to the movies by yourself?”

      “There’s nothing good playing at the moment,” Cayley pointed out even as she tried to remember the last time that she went to the movies by herself and had to admit that it had been a while.

      “Okay,” Sean said, nodding as though that was a given. “How about this? You grab breakfast from your aunt’s bakery every morning, eat every meal here at this diner, you won’t go shopping unless someone’s with you, refuse to work from home even though it would probably be safer given the fact that the building that you’re currently working in is being renovated, and if you can’t find someone to drag along, you don’t go anywhere.”

      “That’s not true,” Cayley said, reaching up to rub the bridge of her nose even as she had to admit that it might be true.

      “Really? Then tell me one thing that you do on your own,” Sean said with a smug look that was definitely going to land him in that snowbank.

      “The grocery store,” Cayley said, dropping her hand away as she waited for him to admit that he was wrong.

      “You made friends with everyone that works there so that you have someone to hang out with whenever you have to go shopping,” Sean said, sighing heavily as he muttered, “I don’t know why I put up with you.”

      “You never gave me a choice, you psychotic bastard!” Cayley snapped.

      “We both know that you could have gotten a restraining order,” Sean said, shrugging it off like it was no big deal.

      “Because you’d respect a restraining order?” Cayley demanded, shaking her head in disbelief as she glared at the bastard driving her crazy.

      “Not a chance in hell.”
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      “She’s waiting for you, big guy.”

      “Go get her,” Craig said, shooting him a wink as Johnny slapped him on the back while Bryce contemplated throwing his brothers over the railing.

      “This really is going to be the best Christmas ever,” Sean said with a heartfelt sigh while Bryce stood there, glaring at them.

      “It really is,” Brian murmured in agreement as Bryce grabbed another broken board and tossed it down the shoot.

      He really hated those bastards.

      Sighing heavily, Bryce resigned himself to the long night ahead as he grabbed the shovel and started working on the piles of debris lining the wide second-floor walkway. He should take the rest of the winter off, maybe take a vacation or buy another property to flip, but…

      There was too much shit to do, Bryce thought as he dumped another shovelful of horsehair plaster down the shoot and moved to scoop up more when movement below had him pausing to watch the small woman that should have left hours ago as she grabbed a stack of files off her desk and carried them over to the file cabinets that she’d talked Brian and Johnny into grabbing out of storage for her. What the hell was he going to do about her?

      Nothing, Bryce thought, moving to shift his attention back to cleaning up this mess only to go still when she bent over and he-

      Found himself biting back a groan when her jeans pulled tight over her generous ass. There was no denying that he liked what he saw. Always had. Even when she was a little girl, she’d been fucking adorable with a devious smile that used to drive his brother crazy. As she got older, it became harder to ignore the changes that turned her from an adorable little girl into an incredibly beautiful woman.

      He’d be fucking lying if he said that he’d never thought about her and wondered just how good it would feel to-

      It was definitely time to call it a night when his thoughts turned to sex with the little pain in the ass, Bryce thought as he placed his shovel against the wall and headed downstairs. He kept his focus on grabbing his jacket and his bag, knowing better than to do anything to encourage the small woman and headed for the door. As Bryce made his way to the large parking lot currently lined with dumpsters and storage containers filled with Rerum Highland Construction’s equipment, he debated stopping off to grab dinner and…and…

      “I really hate those bastards,” Bryce said, sighing heavily when he spotted his truck propped up on cinderblocks.

      Absently wondering what they did with his tires, Bryce stood there for a moment as he debated his options. He could call his father for a ride, but since that wouldn’t end well, that left walking home, something that he really didn’t want to do at the moment when it was this fucking cold out, which left…

      Fuck!

      “That’s unfortunate,” the small woman that he’d been hoping to avoid murmured absently as she took in his truck.

      “Any chance I could get a ride home?” Bryce asked, forcing the words that felt wrong out of his mouth as he glanced down to find Cayley rummaging through her bag again.

      “Sure. Just give me a minute to find my keys,” Cayley mumbled as she shoved her thermos in his hands so that she could tear through her bag while he stood there, biting back a sigh. A moment later, with keys in hand, she stole her thermos back and took a sip with a satisfied sigh as she headed for her car, no doubt pleased by the turn of events that forced him to spend time with her.

      Taking another sip from her thermos, Cayley climbed into her car and after a slight hesitation, he joined her. She didn’t say anything as she started the car and he’d never been more thankful for anything in his life. While she drove, Bryce closed his eyes and dropped his head back against the seat as he waited for this fucked-up day to end.

      “The building is going to be beautiful once the renovations are done,” Cayley said, but he was too fucking exhausted to play this game with her. So, he settled for a mumbled, “Sure,” hoping that would be enough.

      It wasn’t.

      “I was looking over the Dawson Project today. There are still three owners holding out, but I’m pretty sure that two of them will sell by the end of the month. Mr. MacGregor, on the other hand, is determined to hold out for as long as he can. I was thinking about calling him in the morning and seeing if he’d be willing to discuss selling, but with Thanksgiving in a couple of days, I thought that it might be better to wait until Monday. And since it’s your project, I thought that maybe you could-”

      “Not interested,” Bryce said, cutting her off before this went any further.

      Any other day and he would have let her ramble on, but not today. Not after all the bullshit his brothers put him through today. Since the moment that he’d made the mistake of stepping out of his apartment this morning, they’d gone out of their way to make his life a living hell, taunting him every chance they got until he’d finally had enough of their bullshit and shoved Sean down the trash chute.

      “You’re not interested in the Dawson Project?” came the question that had Bryce sighing heavily as he opened his eyes and faced the woman that wasn’t going to be happy to hear this, but honestly, at this point, he didn’t fucking care anymore.

      “I’m not interested in you,” Bryce said firmly, watching as she frowned in confusion.

      “And you’re telling me this why?” Cayley asked as she sent him a questioning look as he told himself that this was for her own good.

      “Because I’m trying to let you down gently,” Bryce said, wishing that he had done this years ago.

      As much as he hated to do this, it was for her own good. He should have done this as soon as he realized that she couldn’t live without him, but he’d hoped that she’d outgrow it and move on. When she’d started dating the prick, Bryce told himself that it was probably for the best. Then, the prick broke off their engagement and she came running back, more determined than ever.

      “I gathered that much on my own, but I’m not sure why,” Cayley said as she pulled into the parking spot that Connor assigned her.

      “Because you’re in love with me,” Bryce said with a helpless shrug, not knowing what else to say.

      “I see,” Cayley murmured, sounding thoughtful while he sat there really hoping that she’d be able to hold back the tears.

      “I’m trying to be nice,” Bryce said, releasing his seatbelt as he tried to think of something that would help her get through this, but…

      There was no way to soften the blow, he realized, biting back a sigh.

      Frowning, Cayley said, “Let me get this straight, you think that I’m in love with you and-”

      “I know,” Bryce said, but she simply continued as though he hadn’t spoken.

      “-and you decided that the best way to let me down gently was to blurt it out like that?”

      “I was trying to be nice!”

      “And it really showed,” Cayley said, nodding solemnly as she opened her door and climbed out, leaving him to do the same and-

      “I just never thought it would end this way,” Cayley said with a sniffle, dragging his attention to find her lower lip trembling.

      Aw, shit...

      “I thought we’d be together forever.” Sniffle. “I just thought you needed time to realize that you couldn’t live without me,” Cayley said as she released a shuddering sigh before continuing. “I always pictured us getting married, moving into a small house with a white picket fence where we would raise our ten children while breeding emus.”

      “Emus?” Bryce asked dryly.

      Sniffling, she nodded. “We’d make a killing selling emu eggs.”

      “And why would we want to do that?” Bryce asked, rubbing his hands roughly down his face, suddenly feeling exhausted.

      “How else would we support our ten children?” Cayley asked, frowning up at him.

      “Please tell me that you’re screwing with me,” Bryce said, dropping his hands away.

      “I would never joke about Fluffy,” Cayley said, blinking up at him.

      “Who the hell’s fluffy?”

      “Our nearsighted dog, of course. Kids need a dog, Bryce,” she said with a solemn nod, only to follow that up with another shuddering sigh as his eyes narrowed dangerously on her.

      “Look, I think I really need to lay down in the fetal position and struggle to fight back the tears that I know are coming while I try to accept that the dream is over,”  Cayley said around a yawn that was quickly followed by a mumbled, “Good talk,” as she walked away while he stood there, watching her as he told himself to let it go.
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      “Did you know that your brother was insane?”

      “Yes,” Sean said around a loud yawn. “What did he do now?”

      “He thinks I’m in love with him,” Cayley said, shifting the phone to her other hand as she threw her bag on a stack of boxes by the backdoor.

      “He told you that?”

      “Yes,” Cayley said as she took her time selecting one of the delicious treats that Aunt Laura dropped off for her earlier.

      There was a heartfelt sigh and then, “This really is going to be the best Christmas ever.”

      “It’s really not, though,” Cayley said with a heartfelt sigh as she settled on a brownie with fudge frosting, only to wince when Sean demanded, “What are you eating?”

      “Nothing?” she said around a bite of the incredibly delicious brownie.

      “Don’t lie to me, woman! I saw Aunt Laura’s car in the parking lot today. What did she bring me?”

      “What makes you think they’re for you?” Cayley asked, wondering why she put up with the annoying bastard.

      “Because she adores me,” came the answer that had her rolling her eyes even as she found herself sighing heavily as she headed for the door when whoever decided that this was a great time to knock on her door did it again and-

      “You followed me everywhere,” Bryce said as soon as Cayley made the mistake of opening her front door.

      She opened her mouth to respond, only to shake her head with a sigh as she turned around and made her way back to her kitchen with a muttered, “I really can’t do this tonight.”

      “Can’t do what?” Sean asked, sounding bored.

      “You were always following me,” Bryce bit out as he followed her inside.

      “Is that…is that Bryce?” Sean asked, sounding intrigued. “Do not hang up the phone, woman!”

      “When?” Cayley found herself asking, unable to help but frown as she struggled to figure out what the hell he was talking about.

      “When we were kids, you followed me everywhere. You were always at the house,” Bryce said, looking incredibly pissed as he glared at her over the kitchen island.

      “Because your brother wouldn’t stop dragging me over there,” Cayley said, unable to help but wonder where he was going with this.

      “I really wouldn’t,” came the heartfelt sigh from the bastard that was going to pay for this.

      “You followed me to school every day,” Bryce said, folding his obscenely large arms over his chest while he glared at her, daring her to argue with him.

      “We went to the same school. How the hell was I supposed to get there?” Cayley asked with a helpless shrug.

      “You were always trying to hold my hand,” he bit out between clenched teeth.

      “Yeah, when I was six and wasn’t allowed to cross the street by myself.”

      “You always made it a point of sitting next to me at dinner.”

      “Because that was the only empty chair at the table?” Cayley said, reaching up to rub her temple as she felt a headache coming on.

      “Why did you show up at every job site I went to after school?” Bryce demanded.

      “Because your annoying little brother threatened to put snakes in my bed if I didn’t bring him baked goods from my aunt’s bakery every day,” Cayley snapped, deciding that she was going to need caffeine to get through this asinine conversation.

      “I really did,” Sean murmured, sounding quite pleased with the direction this conversation was headed while Cayley began searching through her refrigerator for a Coke.

      “Then explain why you’re renting the apartment across from me and why we’re now working at the same job,” came the demand as Cayley frantically searched through her fridge for her much-needed caffeine fix only to resign herself to making another trip to the store.

      “Because the jerk face that I’m really wondering why I’m friends with got me evicted over an order of chicken tenders and got me fired on the same day because he can’t keep his dirty little hands to himself and left me with no choice but to beg your brother-in-law for a job and a place to stay,” Cayley snapped as she closed the refrigerator door.

      There was a heartfelt sigh, and then Sean was mumbling, “Memories.”

      Grumbling, and really wondering why she was friends with the big jerk that was making her life a living hell and couldn’t keep his greedy little hands off her Coke, Cayley grabbed a pen off the counter and made her way back to her kitchen island, where she wrote “Find a new BFF” on her to-do list.

      “You better not have done why I think you just did,” came the warning that had her smiling.

      “Oh, but I really did,” Cayley said, angrily slamming the pen down on the kitchen island and-

      Suddenly found herself cornered by a very large and very angry James brother.

      “You’re in love with me,” Bryce said, placing his hands on the counter on either side of her and caged her in as he glared down at her.

      Blinking, Cayley asked, “How are you getting that from what I just said?”

      “Because he’s crazy,” came the murmured whisper in her ear that had her rolling her eyes.

      Keeping his eyes locked on her, Bryce plucked the phone out of her hand and ended the call before placing the phone on the counter.

      “You’re always watching me,” Bryce bit out.

      “Because you’re always glaring at me,” Cayley pointed out.

      “You-” he started to say, but honestly, she’d had enough for one day.

      “You know what I think?” Cayley asked, cutting him off. “I think that you’re in love with me.”

      When Bryce frowned down at her, she kept going. “How else would you explain your obsession with me?

      “I’m not obsessed with you,” Bryce said as his eyes narrowed dangerously on her.

      “Really? Because it sure sounds that way. In fact, it really wouldn’t surprise me if you knew everything about me, from my favorite candy bar to my favorite movie,” Cayley said, knowing that she was right when she saw him swallow hard.

      “What are they?” she asked, stepping away from the counter and gave him no other choice but to step back.

      When he didn’t answer, she kept going. “How often do you think about me?

      “I don’t,” Bryce bit out as he took another step back.

      “Yes, you do,” Cayley murmured, stalking him through her kitchen and into the living room as a thought occurred to her. “Why were you always the last one to leave the house for school in the morning?”

      “What?” Bryce said, looking confused.

      “When we were kids, you didn’t leave the house until I did. I was always running late because I had to walk my dog before school, but you didn’t have an excuse. It would have actually been really easy for you to avoid me if you’d left when your brothers and little sister did, but you didn’t because you wanted to walk with me,” Cayley said, watching him closely as they made their way through the living room.

      His answer was a clenched jaw as she continued walking towards him.

      “Why were you always the first one to take a break when I showed up when you guys were working? You never had any of the food that I brought, but you were always the first one outside. Why do you think that was?” Cayley asked, sounding thoughtful as she watched Bryce stumble back through the door he’d left open.

      The muscle ticking in his jaw was her answer.

      “Why didn’t you ask Connor to kick me out when you found out that I was moving into the apartment across from yours? Or, at the very least, work on something besides the renovation when you found out that I was going to be working for him so that you wouldn’t be forced to be around me all day?” Cayley asked with a sad shake of her head as she reached for the door and added, “That’s what I thought,” when he didn’t say anything.
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      Bryce moved to stand up to pace the dark bedroom again, only to mumble, “Fuck it,” and stayed where he was as he took another sip from the juice box that he’d helped himself to from the kitchen. He was losing his fucking mind, Bryce thought as he glared ahead, wondering why he-

      “I really hate your brothers,” came the heavy sigh as a light was turned on, revealing the bastard that better get his fucking hands off his sister.

      “Me, too,” Rory mumbled as she opened her eyes only to sigh when she saw him sitting there and grumbled something that really didn’t sound very supportive.

      “She’s obsessed with me,” Bryce bit out, knowing that his little sister would understand what he was going through better than anyone, thanks to the large bastard that really couldn’t seem to keep his fucking hands off her.

      “Please tell me that this isn’t about Cayley,” Connor muttered, ignoring Bryce’s murderous glare as he reached over and wrapped his arm around Rory and pulled her closer.

      “She followed me everywhere,” Bryce said evenly.

      “I mean, did she, though?” Rory asked, opening her eyes so that she could send him a pitying look that he didn’t fucking appreciate at the moment.

      “Did you really need to break into our room at two in the morning for this?” Connor demanded.

      “Yes,” Bryce bit out as he took another sip of juice while he glared at them.

      “I can honestly say that she didn’t follow you everywhere,” Connor, the asshole that should be taking his side to show his appreciation for not killing him when he had the chance, said as he moved to press a kiss against the side of Rory’s neck only to rethink that decision when he noted the glare on Bryce’s face.

      “I’m pretty sure that she avoided you,” Rory mumbled around a yawn as she moved to get more comfortable.

      “That’s what she wanted you to think,” Bryce said, wondering why he was the only one that could see it.

      God, it was so obvious that she wanted him, Bryce thought, finishing off his juice box. She was always fucking there and-

      “Told you he was in love with her,” Rory mumbled sleepily, making him frown.

      “What the hell are you talking about? I’m not in love with her,” Bryce snapped, narrowing his eyes on his little sister and couldn’t help but wonder when she’d lost her damn mind.

      “You really are, though,” Rory said around another yawn.

      He opened his mouth only to shift his glare when Connor said, “Everyone knows.”

      “We mock you,” Rory added.

      “We really do,” Connor said with a sad shake of his head before he leaned back in and kissed the side of Rory’s neck, clearly forgetting the warning they gave him years ago about touching their sister in front of them.

      “We’ve been doing it for years,” Rory murmured in agreement around a heartfelt sigh and a nod.

      “You’re lying,” Bryce bit out.

      “Am I, though?” she asked with a pitying look that he really didn’t fucking appreciate at the moment.

      “You really are,” Bryce drawled because the last thing that he was, was in love with the little pain in the ass that he avoided like the fucking plague.

      “Okay,” Rory said, looking thoughtful as she placed her hand over her husband’s where it rested on the soft swell of her belly, making Bryce swallow hard as he thought about his niece and nephew sound asleep in their beds in the other room and wondered what it would be like to-

      It didn’t fucking matter, Bryce told himself as he returned to glaring at his sister.

      “When’s the last time that you went on a date?” Rory asked on a bored sigh, making him frown.

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Bryce asked even as he had to admit that it had been a long fucking time since he’d asked a woman out and even longer since he’d taken a woman to bed.

      With the grueling schedule that they’d been keeping for the last few years merging Highland Construction with Shadow Construction after his sister married the asshole that really needed to learn how to keep his hands off her, they’d started to make a name for themselves and took on jobs that no one else could handle. It wasn’t exactly a surprise that he didn’t have time to date, he-

      “And how many girls did you date in high school?” Rory asked, clearly trying to piss him off.

      “I was too busy keeping you out of trouble,” Bryce pointed out, not liking where this was going one fucking bit.

      “And you did a great job,” Rory said, blinking at him as her husband chuckled and pressed another fucking kiss against her neck, earning a killing glare.

      “Get to the point,” Bryce bit out.

      “You don’t really date, but when you do, you go for women that you’re not interested in, barely acknowledging them, and when they want more, you bury yourself in work until they take the hint and move on,” Rory said, shrugging it off.

      “I’m selective,” he said evenly.

      “You’re in denial,” Rory said, and before he could argue, she continued. “Why is it so difficult to admit that you like Cayley?”

      “Because I don’t,” Bryce said, wondering why it was so fucking difficult for her to believe that he wasn’t interested in Cayley. He’d never showed any interest in the little pain in the ass other than staying as far away from her as humanly possible, no matter what Cayley said earlier.

      He wasn’t in love with her.

      He was sick and fucking tired of having to watch over her. When they were kids, she used to run wild, letting Sean talk her into doing some of the stupidest fucking shit imaginable and no one to keep her out of trouble. Their fathers grew up together, had been best friends since elementary school, so when her mother passed away when she was little, his father suggested that they buy the old house down the road from them.

      John was a great guy, a good father, and a hard worker, but he had no fucking idea what to do with a little girl like Cayley. Before Bryce’s mother took off, she used to watch Cayley, which never made any sense to him since she couldn’t be bothered with her own children. Not that he could really call what she did taking care of Cayley. She did the bare minimum for the little girl that used to follow him everywhere, leaving him with no choice but to watch over her so that his brothers didn’t use her as bait to lure the Jamerson’s dog out of their yard by covering her in peanut butter.

      Again.

      He’d never stopped watching over her and he honestly had no fucking idea why.

      “You know what I think?” Rory asked, sounding thoughtful, which should have been his first fucking clue that this wasn’t going to end well.

      “I’m sure that you’re going to tell me,” Bryce said even as he couldn’t help but wonder why his sister thought that he-

      “It’s the Bradford curse,” she said, making him sigh heavily.

      “There’s no such thing as the Bradford curse. It’s just bullshit that the men in our family have been passing down from generation to generation to fuck with our heads for their own entertainment,” Bryce explained, wondering why anyone in his family still believed in that bullshit tale.

      “Sounds like you’re afraid,” the little brat said in a taunting voice that had his eyes narrowing dangerously on her.

      “I’m not afraid of anything,” he bit out.

      “Then prove me wrong,” Rory said with a careless shrug.

      “And how do you suggest that I do that?” Bryce drawled, suddenly fucking exhausted.

      The days of barely getting any sleep and working sixteen-hour days were catching up with him. He needed a vacation, but that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. Rory and Connor had given him one year to pull off the Dawson project and he honestly wasn’t sure how he was going to pull it off. He-

      “Spend time with her,” Rory said, drawing his attention in a big fucking way.

      “I’ve spent most of my life avoiding the little pain in the ass and now, you want me to spend time with her?” Bryce asked on a tired sigh as he rubbed his hands roughly down his face.

      “Do you have a better idea?” Rory asked.

      “That you fire her and let her move into another apartment?” Bryce suggested as he dropped his hands away, already knowing that she wouldn’t do that, especially since they needed the help.

      “That’s really not going to work for me,” Rory murmured, sounding thoughtful as she considered him for a moment while he sat there, deciding that maybe it would be better for everyone if he-

      “We’ll sell you the Thomas property,” Rory said, making everything in him go still.

      He’d been kicking himself for not buying the old Thomas House when he had the chance, but at the time, Rerum Highland Construction had been on the search for old houses to renovate to build their restoration portfolio and managed to get the property first. Since it meant more work for Rerum Highland Construction, Bryce forced himself to move on, knowing that he’d get a chance to work on the old house that he hadn’t been able to stop thinking about since he first saw it.

      Only, it never happened thanks to all the jobs that came their way, but now…

      “What do I have to do?”
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      This was starting to get creepy, Cayley thought as she sat there, sipping her Shirley Temple as the man that had been watching her all day sat down on the other end of the bar and-

      Continued watching her.

      She should probably be concerned about that, but since she was used to Bryce glaring at her, Cayley shifted her focus back to the list that she was working on, determined to prove the big jerk that stole her lunch out of her desk wrong. She was fine on her own. More than fine, in fact. And, to prove that she was fine, she came to this lovely bar to work on her list alone.

      She was going to come up with a plan that proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that she was more than capable of being alone and what better way to do that than around the holidays? She’d start with Thanksgiving, which was in two days and enjoy a lovely Thanksgiving dinner home alone. She would follow that up by putting up the Christmas tree she bought at a yard sale a few years ago the following day, starting a new tradition, decorate it, bake cookies, and do all the Christmas-related activities leading up to Strawberry Manor’s annual Christmas party and when she was done…

      She was going to rub it in the big jerk’s face, Cayley thought with a satisfied sigh as she took another sip of her delicious beverage, only to once again find herself wondering why Bryce was still watching her. After more than twenty years, Cayley was used to him glaring at her, but this wasn’t glaring. The way that he watched her was…determined and, admittedly, starting to concern her.

      She definitely preferred glaring to this, but at least he hadn’t brought up that nonsense about being in love with him again. That was something, Cayley thought as she watched a beautiful blonde woman wearing a black cocktail dress approach him. She still wasn’t sure why he thought that she was in love with him, especially since she never went out of her way to spend time with him, mostly because of that whole glaring issue that he seemed to have going on.

      There was no question that he was handsome. All the James boys were, but she’d always secretly thought that he was the best-looking James brother. She’d made the mistake of admitting that to Sean once when they were little, which had resulted in her being trapped in his attic until she took it back. All the James boys had similar features, dark hair, large builds, and intense green eyes, but there was just something about Bryce that made her…wonder why she was even thinking about him.

      Definitely losing her mind, Cayley thought, biting back a sigh as she continued sipping her delicious drink while she glanced around the bar that she normally never went to alone and felt her stomach drop when she spotted her ex-fiancé across the room. She hadn’t seen him since she gave him back his ring six months ago, but she had to admit that he looked good. Better than he had when she’d forced herself to walk away after he’d made it clear that asking her to marry him had been a mistake.

      She’d wasted two years of her life on him, and she-

      Really wished that she’d left when she had a chance, Cayley thought, unable to help but groan as she watched Kevin make his way towards her. He took the stool next to her as he gestured for the bartender. For a moment, he didn’t say anything to her while she sat there, waiting for a sense of regret, longing, something, but there was nothing and she wasn’t sure how she was supposed to feel about that.

      “What are you doing here?” Kevin asked, not bothering to look at her as he stared straight ahead.

      “Enjoying a lovely night out,” Cayley said as she turned her notebook over.

      Nodding, Kevin said, “You haven’t returned my calls.”

      “Because you made it pretty clear that you weren’t interested in being friends,” Cayley reminded him, really wishing that she’d left when she had the chance because this was the last thing that she needed right now.

      “That probably had something to do with the fact that I thought that I was going to spend the rest of my life with you, Cayley,” Kevin said evenly as he accepted a beer from the bartender and took a sip.

      “Which, of course, explains why you showed up at my doorstep one night to tell me that you thought we were making a mistake and that you weren’t sure that you could see a future with me,” Cayley said, wondering why they were playing this game when six months ago he couldn’t get away from her fast enough.

      “I told you that I needed time to figure out what I wanted,” he bit out, turning his head to glare at her.

      “No, what you told me was that you’d made a mistake and you didn’t think that you could force yourself to go through with it,” Cayley reminded him, deciding that she’d had more than enough for one night as she moved to climb off the stool when his next words stopped her.

      “Are you here with someone?” Kevin demanded, looking pissed as she opened her mouth to tell him that it was none of his business when a large, tan hand was wrapping around hers and giving it a gentle tug as she found herself looking up at Bryce.

      “Dance with me,” Bryce murmured softly, giving her hand another reassuring squeeze that had her climbing off the stool and going with him as she slowly exhaled, willing her body to stop trembling.

      “Are you okay?” Bryce asked, pulling her onto the dance floor.

      “I’m fine,” Cayley said, slowly exhaling as her gaze flickered back to the bar to find Kevin watching them.

      “He always was an asshole,” Bryce said, sighing heavily.

      “He wasn’t that bad,” Cayley mumbled sadly as a thought occurred to her, one that had her biting back a wince as she looked around the dance floor at the other couples that clearly knew what they were doing. “I have a slight problem.”

      “What’s that?” Bryce asked as he led her to the middle of the dance floor.

      Worrying her bottom lip between her teeth, Cayley admitted, “I can’t dance.”

      “I see,” Bryce murmured absently as he glanced back to find Kevin still watching her. “It doesn’t look like we have a choice.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Cayley mumbled sadly, earning a chuckle as Bryce pulled her into his arms and began moving them to the music.

      “Thank you,” Cayley said as she placed her hand on his shoulder as she glanced back at the bar and-

      Wow, did he look pissed, Cayley thought as she forced her attention back on Bryce to find him watching her. He didn’t say anything as he pulled her closer, and for once, she really appreciated his determination to ignore her. When he pulled her even closer a few seconds later, she found herself willingly going, closing her eyes as she laid her head against his chest and-

      Realized just how much she liked being in his arms.

      That should have been enough to send her running, but instead, Cayley stayed right where she was, deciding that she was going to enjoy this brief moment of insanity while it lasted. For several minutes, they moved, neither one saying a word as Bryce held her close, his fingertips gently caressing her lower back while she found herself wondering why it never felt this good when Kevin held her.

      She’d always liked his touch, but it was never something that she couldn’t live without. It never felt like this. She never felt safe in his arms, wanted, and cherished, and she definitely never felt like she was exactly where she was supposed to be and-

      She was definitely losing her mind, Cayley thought, wondering why the man that couldn’t stand her made her feel this way. It was probably something that she should worry about, but later, right now, she just wanted to savor this feeling while it lasted. When he pulled her impossibly closer, she willingly went, a shiver tearing through her as his warm breath teased the side of her neck and-

      “Looks like he’s gone,” Bryce said as he suddenly let her go.

      “Thank you,” Cayley murmured in a daze, swallowing hard as she looked up and found him watching her, a muscle in his jaw clenching as he moved to step closer to her, only to grind his jaw with a firm nod before turning around and walked away.

      Cayley watched as Bryce’s hands clenched into fists as he headed for the exit, ignoring the woman that approached him earlier at the bar as she tried to get his attention and kept going, leaving her standing there wondering what the hell just happened.
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      What the hell was wrong with him? Bryce wondered as he continued glaring up at his bedroom ceiling instead of heading to his sister’s house for Thanksgiving dinner and-

      God, she’d felt so fucking good in his arms.

      There was something seriously wrong with him, but he’d figured that out two nights ago when he found himself struggling not to turn around and pull Cayley back into his arms. He never should have touched her, never should have pulled her into his arms, but once she was there, he never wanted to let her go and-

      “I’m losing my fucking mind,” Bryce said, sighing heavily even as he found himself thinking about her again. He thought about how much he liked having her in his arms, the way that it felt when she laid her head against his chest, how good it felt to run his fingertips over her lower back, and just how badly he wanted to run his hands over the rest of her body, tracing those generous curves that he’d thought about more than he should over the years.

      It felt so good having her breasts pressed against him, Bryce thought as he reached down and adjusted the growing erection pressing against his boxers, only to end up closing his eyes on a moan as he thought about Cayley’s beautiful, plump, pink lips and just how good they’d feel wrapped around his cock. He ran his palm over his cock, trying to relieve the pressure as he thought about what it would feel like to have her lips brush against the tip, teasing him before she wrapped those incredibly beautiful lips around it.

      It would probably take everything he had not to come as soon as he felt her warm, wet tongue touch him, Bryce thought as he slipped his hand inside his boxers and pulled his cock out, stroking it from the base to the tip. He thought about what it would be like as Cayley slowly took the tip in her mouth, gently sucked it as he reached down and palmed her breast, gently kneading it in his hand as he struggled against the urge to move his hips.

      Christ, it would take everything in him to stay still as she moved her mouth over him. Bryce thought about how good her mouth would feel, hot and wet, while her tongue would feel like fucking heaven caressing the underside of his cock while he let her nipple slide between his fingers. As much as he would love to lose himself in her mouth, he knew that it wouldn’t be long before he needed more and forced himself to slide his cock out of her mouth so that he could explore her body with his mouth and hands, paying special attention to all those places that he’d been thinking about over the years.

      He’d kiss his way down her throat, kissing a path down between her breasts, where he would take his time worshipping them as he slid his hand between her legs and-

      Dropped his hand away with a curse when he realized what he was doing. One fucking touch and he was already losing his fucking mind, Bryce thought, sighing heavily as he climbed off the bed and headed for the bathroom, where he planned on taking a cold shower. He should have taken that blonde’s invitation the other night, but he’d never been into one-night stands, but Christ, did he need to get laid if he was lying here thinking about what it would take to make Cayley moan in his ear.

      He never should have made that deal, Bryce thought as he stepped into the shower. As soon as the words left his mouth, he knew it was a mistake, which is why he found himself sitting in that bar the other night. He needed a chance to clear his head only to find himself watching Cayley as he thought about everything that she’d said and quickly realized that this was a bad idea, but for a chance to get his hands on the Thomas property, he’d be willing to do almost anything.

      Even risk his sanity, Bryce realized, sighing heavily as he stepped into the shower and turned the cold water on. He could do this. He’d spend the next month with the little brat to prove to his sister that the Bradford curse was just a line of bullshit that the men in his family told themselves to explain their weird obsessions with their neighbors.

      After that, he’d fix Thomas House, find a buyer, and focus his attention on the Dawson Project. Until then, he would play along with his sister’s rules, spend time with Cayley, and make sure that he kept his fucking hands to himself. He had no idea why he’d reacted to her like this, and he didn’t plan on finding out. He had enough bullshit in his life.

      He-

      Was late, Bryce realized when he heard his phone chiming from the other room. Sighing heavily, he turned off the shower and grabbed a towel off the shelf, quickly drying off before heading to his room and resigning himself to the long day ahead. Once he was dressed, he went to grab the pie that his sister told him to bring for dinner, only to remember that he already ate it. Shrugging it off, Bryce opened his apartment door, and-

      Wondered why he’d agreed to this asinine plan when the smoke detectors went off.
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      “Why are you doing this to me?” Cayley demanded as she struggled not to fall off the chair as she frantically waved the Christmas baking magazine that she’d picked up for inspiration in the general direction of the smoke alarm that wouldn’t stop blaring. It would probably be more effective if she released the death grip that she had on the back of the chair so that she could stand up straight, bringing her closer to the smoke alarm, but since that would most likely result in her falling to her death, Cayley decided that this would have to do.

      “Stupid turkey,” Cayley muttered with a heartfelt sigh as she stared at the large turkey that had moved past the lovely golden color that she’d been hoping for and settled on charcoal.

      She probably should have taken it out when that little plastic thingie popped up, but in her defense, she didn’t have a meat thermometer, mostly because she’d never had a reason to buy one before, so she decided that the best course of action was to leave the turkey in the oven for a little bit longer just to be on the safe side. That had resulted in regret, the smoke alarm going off, and for some strange reason that she couldn’t understand at the moment, the large man that she’d found herself thinking about over the last two days standing in her kitchen, once again, glaring at her.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Bryce asked, sighing heavily as he reached over and plucked her off the chair and placed her on her feet before making his way to the small kitchen window and opened it, which, in retrospect, was something that she probably should have done as soon as she realized that the turkey was on fire.

      “Proving your brother wrong,” Cayley said as she shifted her attention to the potatoes that she’d been boiling and-

      Sighed when she realized that they’d turned to slush sometime in the last five minutes. Damn it. That led to her discovering that the bag of frozen corn that she’d tossed on the counter had thawed and was now a watery mess, which was followed by the realization that she forgot to turn on the burner for the butternut squash, the white sauce that she’d made for the creamed onions was filled with lumps, and her biscuits…

      She forgot to make them.

      “How’s that going?” Bryce asked as he turned off the oven while she stood there, trying not to wince because she probably should have done that too.

      “Great,” Cayley said, sighing heavily as she grabbed her cellphone off the kitchen counter and did a quick search for restaurants that were open near her, deciding that perhaps she’d start a new Thanksgiving tradition, one that didn’t involve burning a turkey.

      “Is there a reason why you’re here instead of at your aunt’s house or with your father?” Bryce asked, taking in the mess that was her kitchen while she tried to remember if she’d locked her door last night. Probably not, considering the fact that he’d been able to walk into her apartment without knocking. She should probably start locking it, Cayley decided as she followed his gaze, only to sigh when she saw the mess waiting for her.

      “My father made other plans,” Cayley said, deciding not to mention that he’d made those plans after she’d assured him that she was spending Thanksgiving with Kevin and his family since that would only lead to a conversation that she wasn’t in the mood to have right now. “And I’m banned from Thanksgiving at my aunt’s house,” she said with a shrug that had him frowning until she added, “Your brother.”

      “Why didn’t you go with Sean to my sister’s house for Thanksgiving, then?” Bryce asked as he reached over and plucked the phone out of her hand.

      “Because I wasn’t invited?” Cayley said, blinking up at him and somehow pissing him off more if that small muscle twitching in his jaw was any indication. Well, that and the way that he was glaring down at her really just said it all.

      “My brother didn’t invite you to Thanksgiving dinner knowing that you had nowhere to go this year?”

      When she only stared at him, his eyes narrowed dangerously on her. “Sean doesn’t know that you didn’t go see your father, does he?”

      “I felt that it would be in my best interest to tell him as little as humanly possible,” Cayley explained, plucking the phone back out of his hand as she debated between Denny’s and the Chinese place on Main Street that she hadn’t had a chance to try yet.

      “Why?” Bryce demanded, once again plucking her phone out of her hand, only to slide it into his back pocket while he stood there, waiting for an answer that she would rather not give him.

      “Because I hate him,” Cayley said, nodding solemnly.

      When he only continued glaring at her, Cayley felt her shoulders drop as she mumbled, “Because he would ask questions.”

      “And that would be bad because…”

      “It would lead to questions that I would rather not answer at the moment,” Cayley said, hoping that would be enough to end this line of questioning.

      It wasn’t.

      “Like…”

      “Exactly,” Cayley said, nodding solemnly only to grumble, “I haven’t told my father about Kevin yet,” when he continued glaring.

      “You broke up six months ago,” Bryce pointed out, still glaring for some reason.

      “Which is why showing up to Thanksgiving dinner alone would be awkward,” she explained.

      “Because you’re hoping that you get back together?” Bryce asked after a slight hesitation.

      “No, because he would want to know why I ended things after two years,” Cayley said, shrugging it off as she went to grab a box of cereal from the cabinet next to her, only to sigh when she realized that Sean had already cleaned her out.

      “You broke it off?” Bryce asked, drawing her attention to find him frowning in confusion.

      “Why do you sound so surprised?” Cayley asked, deciding that a bowl of ice cream sounded perfect, only to once again sigh when she realized that Sean had somehow beat her to it.

      “I was more surprised that you stayed with the asshole for so long,” Bryce said, making her frown before changing the subject. “Are you ready?”

      “Ready for what?” Cayley couldn’t help but wonder as she watched him run his eyes over her only to sigh, shake his head, and mutter, “This just isn’t going to work for me.”

      “What’s not going to work for you?” Cayley asked, following his gaze and took in the oversized Bradford Construction tee-shirt that she stole from Sean, the green flannel pajama pants that were really comfy, and her socks with mini donuts with pink frosting before looking back up at Bryce to find him gesturing towards her bedroom.

      “We’re already late,” he said as though that really explained everything.

      It didn’t.

      “Late for…”

      “Dinner at my sister’s house,” Bryce said, once again gesturing for her to get on with it.

      “Where Sean is expected to be?” Cayley asked, only to shake her head because that wasn’t happening. “I’m good where I am.”

      Nodding slowly, Bryce murmured, “I see,” making her sigh in relief. That is, until he shrugged it off, reached for her, and-

      “What are you doing?” Cayley couldn’t help but wonder as she found herself thrown over his shoulder.

      “Do you know what happens when you’re late to one of my family’s dinners?” Bryce asked, sighing heavily as he turned around and headed for the door.

      “You get a lecture on time management?” Cayley asked, wondering why the men in his family found it necessary to manhandle her.

      “You get cleanup duty,” Bryce said, making her wince because she remembered all too well what that entailed from those times that her father had to work late and she’d been forced to have dinner at his house when she was little. “So, unless you want to spend the rest of the night doing dishes, I suggest that we get going,” he said, making her frown in confusion.

      “Wait. Why would I have to do the dishes?” Cayley couldn’t help but wonder as he made his way to the door.

      “Because you’re making me late,” Bryce said with a long-suffering sigh as she tried to figure out the logic behind that statement.

      “But I wasn’t invited,” Cayley pointed out, absently gesturing towards the kitchen as she mumbled, “Aunt Laura made a pie for me.”

      “And yet, I’m still going to blame you,” Bryce said, making her grumble as he turned around and headed back to the kitchen, where she was jostled around a bit as he grabbed the pumpkin pie out of the fridge and rummaged through her silverware drawer for a fork before she once again found herself being carried towards the door and-

      “This isn’t going to end well,” Cayley mumbled, only to sigh when Bryce said, “Probably not.”
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      “I’d really like to go home now,” came the softly mumbled words from the small woman that tried to make a run for it, but unfortunately for her, he’d been prepared for that.

      “Right after dinner,” Bryce said absently as he carried Cayley up the stairs and let himself into his sister’s house, making sure to close the door before Bunny, the insanely large dog that his sister babied, could run outside.

      “Now works for me,” Cayley mumbled sadly as he headed down the hallway, debating putting her down so that she could walk into the dining room on her own, but…

      He didn’t trust her.

      Resigning himself to the bullshit that his family was about to unleash on him, Bryce carried her into the dining room and watched as every set of eyes, from his little niece and nephew to his father, locked on him. Biting back a sigh, he shifted the small woman off his shoulder and-

      Sighed.

      Just fucking sighed when she tried to make a run for it. Wondering why she even bothered, Bryce grabbed Cayley before she managed to reach the door and placed her down on the empty chair across from Sean, who sent him a questioning look before his gaze shifted back to Cayley and his lips pulled up into a shit-eating grin.

      Ignoring the little bastard, Bryce grabbed an empty chair and another plate and placed them next to Cayley, who was shifting uncomfortably in her chair, cleared her throat, and mumbled, “Thank you for having me.”

      “This is going to be the best Thanksgiving ever,” Johnny said on a heartfelt sigh as he reached for the mashed potatoes.

      “Don’t make me kill you,” Bryce said, reaching over and stole the mashed potatoes from him.

      “So,” Sean said, looking really fucking happy as he propped his chin on his fists as he glanced between the two of them, “what’s new?”

      “I’ve been kidnapped,” Cayley said, nodding solemnly as Bryce scooped mashed potatoes onto her plate.

      “That would explain the pajamas,” Connor murmured, sounding amused as Bryce glanced around the table, noting that the rest of his family was watching her curiously while his father glared at him, which was understandable considering the fact that Cayley was his oldest friend’s only daughter.

      “So, I have questions,” Sean murmured, smiling hugely only to lose that smile, clear his throat, and shift his attention back to his plate when Cayley said, “The eighth-grade field trip.”

      Since that drew everyone’s attention, Bryce decided to use the opportunity to finish loading their plates with food and once he was done, he quickly dug in, ignoring everything around him and focused on the small woman sitting next to him as he found himself wondering how he was supposed to pull this off. For the next thirty days, he needed to spend time with her so that he could prove that the Bradford curse was bullshit, but that might be a problem given their history.

      He was going to have to figure out a way to-

      “Cayley, I know that you already have your hands full with the renovations and everything coming up this year, but I was thinking that perhaps it would be for the best if you worked on the Dawson Project with Bryce,” Rory suddenly announced, making him bite back a smile because this was absolutely fucking perfect.

      Working with Cayley on the Dawson Project would allow him to keep his focus on work and fulfill his sister’s requirement for this bullshit agreement that he’d stupidly agreed to at the same time without having to worry about touching her again since they would-

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Cayley said, making him frown.

      “And why’s that?” Connor asked, looking really fucking amused for some reason while Bryce sat there glaring at the small woman looking helplessly down at the plate that he’d piled high with turkey and all the delicious trimmings.

      “Besides the fact that I’m pretty sure that he’s planning my murder?” Cayley asked, blinking down at her plate as she mumbled, “I don’t think that I can eat this much.”

      There was a heavy sigh and then-

      “Ow!”

      Sean was forced to pull back his hand or risk losing it when he tried to steal the plate that Bryce had taken the time to fix for Cayley. With a glare aimed at the small woman that was already starting to piss him off, Bryce reached over, scooped up more stuffing from the large bowl in front of him and placed it on her plate with a look that dared her to bitch about his generosity.

      “You were saying,” Craig said as Bryce noted that all of his brothers were watching him with an unholy glimmer in their eyes, letting him know that it was only going to get worse from here.

      “That I don’t think it’s a good idea to work together for the sake of my sanity,” Cayley said, picking up her fork as Bryce narrowed his eyes on her.

      “I’m a pleasure to work with,” he bit out, only to shift his glare to his brothers as the inconsiderate bastards actually had the balls to snort in disbelief.

      “You’re really not, though,” Brian said, shaking his head with a sigh as he grabbed another roll.

      “You’re a control freak,” Johnny added with a glare that Bryce easily ignored as he shifted his gaze to his oldest brother as the traitorous bastard said, “You really are.”

      “How am I a control freak?” Bryce demanded as he narrowed his eyes on Craig, only to shift his glare to Sean when the little prick said, “You mean besides the fact that you’ve made several men quit in tears and you’re always carrying that damn clipboard that we’d love to shove up your-”

      “I’m organized,” Bryce bit out with a look that dared them to argue as he looked at his father to back him up, only to find him still glaring, which, again, was understandable.

      Nodding, Johnny said, “And a control freak,” drawing his attention back to the little bastard.

      “God, he really is,” Rory said, sighing heavily as she nodded, quickly losing her spot as his favorite.
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      “Stupid Bryce,” Cayley mumbled, grabbing another pan as she glared out the kitchen window at the large bastard who’d tattletaled on her.

      If anyone should be doing dishes, it was Bryce. He was the one that was technically late since she hadn’t been invited, but when she’d used that logic on him earlier, he’d pointed out that he was late because she was a pain in the ass and she’d somehow found herself standing in front of a sink full of dirty dishes. She would have argued, but she knew the rules better than most. The last one to the table did the dishes, something that she’d learned when she was five and it had taken her two hours to climb out of the tree that Sean chased her up in.

      She still needed to get him back for that, Cayley absently thought, but later, much later, she decided as she watched Bryce, who still looked really pissed, pull off his shirt and toss it aside. His brothers took off their shirts as well, and while they all had impressive bodies, it was Bryce that she couldn’t seem to take her eyes off. Every golden muscle was toned to perfection, from his large biceps to his abdomen and everything in between.

      As he stood there glaring at one of his brothers, Cayley took the opportunity to run her eyes over him, taking in his perfectly sculptured chest and abdomen, watching as his muscles flexed as he reached up with one hand and caught the football before she found herself following that thin, dark trail of hair that started right below his navel and-

      “I spoke with your father the other day,” Mr. James said as he joined her by the sink while Cayley did her best not to wince at the realization that she’d just been caught devouring his son with her eyes and-

      It was probably for the best if she pretended that this never happened, Cayley decided as she cleared her throat and mumbled, “Oh?” as Mr. James took the lid from her and dried it with a towel.

      “For some reason, he was under the impression that you were spending Thanksgiving with your fiancé’s family,” he said, throwing her a questioning look as she grabbed another dirty pot.

      “Probably because I led him to believe that,” Cayley said, making his lips twitch.

      “And Mary?” Mr. James asked, mentioning her new stepmother.

      Cayley cleared her throat and murmured, “She may have had something to do with my decision.”

      “Not a big fan?”

      Blinking, Cayley repeated the line that she’d been using since she found out that her father was marrying her old high school English teacher. “As long as he’s happy, that’s all that matters,” she said, nodding solemnly as she made quick work of scrubbing the pan clean.

      Chuckling, Mr. James said, “Fair enough,” before bringing up the one thing that she’d been hoping to avoid, “And is there a reason why your father doesn’t know that you ended your engagement?”

      Biting back a sigh, Cayley said, “Because I didn’t think that it was a good idea to tell him.”

      At his questioning look, Cayley said, “He worries about me.”

      “That’s his job,” Mr. James said as he took the clean pan from her and began drying it with a towel.

      “The only reason that he moved was because he thought that Kevin would look after me. I don’t want to give him one more reason to worry about me,” Cayley said, knowing that if her father found out what happened that he wouldn’t be happy until she finally gave in and moved closer to him, but even then, that probably wouldn’t be enough to get him to stop worrying about her.

      “From what I’ve seen, Sean’s been looking after you,” Mr. James said as Cayley glanced back up to find Sean glaring at her through the window, mouthing, “Watch your back.”

      She opened her mouth only to wince when Bryce slammed into him from behind and knocked him on his ass.

      “Then again,” Mr. James drawled as Bryce looked up and his intense emerald gaze locked on her, making her swallow hard, “Something tells me that your father doesn’t have anything to worry about.”
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      For a moment, Cayley stood there, debating the pros and cons of doing this, but…

      She’d put this off long enough, Cayley realized as she set her alarm clock to four in the morning, determined to finally go Black Friday shopping and see what all the fuss was about. That led to her doing a quick search online to see if there was anything that she should do to get the most out of this experience, which was followed by re-setting her alarm to one a.m., making sure that her coffee pot was ready to go, picked out her clothes for the morning, downloaded a new book to her phone so that she had something to do while she waited in line, and debated looking for her old beach chair so that she could relax in line only to decide against it since that just seemed like a lot of work.

      Once she had everything prepared to make sure that her first Black Friday shopping experience went smoothly, Cayley took a quick shower, changed into her pajamas, and called it a night, only to find herself staring at the wall as she once again found herself thinking about Bryce and-

      There was something seriously wrong with her, Cayley decided as she rolled over onto her other side, glared at the wall, and found herself wondering why Bryce was suddenly being nice to her. Well, as nice as a man who enjoyed glaring at her could be, Cayley thought as she closed her eyes only to groan pathetically when what felt like a few minutes later, her alarm clock suddenly went off, refusing to shut up until she was forced to bitch-slap it into submission.

      That was followed by staring numbly at her alarm clock, trying to figure out why she was awake at one in the morning, only to remember her Black Friday goals from the night before. Grumbling, Cayley turned over and buried her face in her pillow as she struggled to find the willpower to get out of bed, only to decide that she loved sleep more than discounts. Decision made, Cayley snuggled back under the covers, released a soft sigh and went back to sleep.

      Several hours later, she was well-rested and ready to start her day. After enjoying a leisurely breakfast in bed, she read for a bit, followed by a nap, a hot bath, and ordered pizza for an early dinner before finally, she was ready to get to work. She had a lot to do in the next month, Cayley reminded herself as she went to grab her bag so that she could grab the list that she’d been working on, only to remember that someone stole it the other night while she was dancing with Bryce.

      The reminder, unfortunately, led to her sitting on her couch, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth as she found herself thinking about how much she liked being in his arms, something that Cayley was determined to pretend never happened. He was her best friend’s brother and the man that-

      She couldn’t stop thinking about, which considering their history and the fact that he thought that she was in love with him, wasn’t a good idea. Biting back a sigh, Cayley reached over and grabbed her iPad and after selecting her favorite productivity app, she created a new project and began adding everything that she remembered from the last list only to add a few more after a quick internet search for local Christmas activities.

      Once she was done, Cayley looked over the list, and made a few tweaks, until finally, she had the perfect to-do list for Christmas. Deciding that the best place to start was decorating her apartment, she threw on a pair of slippers, made her way downstairs to the basement and searched through her storage closet. It took her ten trips, but she managed to carry everything that she’d saved over the years, including the fake Christmas tree that she bought at a yard sale a few years ago, up to her apartment.

      It took her longer than she thought it would, but she was finally able to get the Christmas tree up, only to find herself wondering why it was missing most of its limbs. That led to another search through her storage unit, several grumbles, and after contemplating decorating the tree anyway with the hope that enough ornaments and tinsel would make a difference, Cayley reluctantly took down the fake tree that she’d wasted ten dollars on and dragged it outside where she spent another ten minutes struggling to throw it in the dumpster thanks to all the snow that had fallen sometime during the night.

      Knowing that she really didn’t have a choice, not if she wanted to do this right, Cayley went back inside, grabbed her winter coat, a scarf, and her favorite gloves and headed back outside, deciding that she needed a real tree this year if she wanted to do this right. That led to her worrying her bottom lip between her teeth as she took in all the snow covering her car and blocking her in and quickly deciding that a walk through the snow sounded like a lovely idea, mostly because she didn’t want to spend the next half-hour shoveling snow.

      For a moment, Cayley considered calling Sean and asking him for help, but since she was avoiding him at the moment, she decided that the best course of action was to continue ignoring him. It was either that or deal with all those questions that she’d rather not answer. With that in mind, she turned around and made her way towards the sidewalk just as Bryce’s truck pulled into his parking spot and-

      “Is there a reason why my brother is asking me what I did with your body?” Bryce asked as he climbed out of his truck, not bothering to look at her as he grabbed his bag.

      “Because we decided in the fourth grade that if I suddenly went missing that you probably had something to do with it?” Cayley said as she found herself thinking about yesterday, the way that he’d taken care of her, glared at Sean anytime his brother tried to torment her, and then…

      Nothing.

      Not one single word as he drove her home last night. He simply threw her over his shoulder so that she didn’t have to walk outside in her socks and carried her to her door, where he glared at her until she opened her door and walked inside.

      Shrugging it off, Bryce said, “Fair enough,” as he headed towards the apartment building, only to frown as he watched her walk past the walkway and kept going. “Where are you going?”

      “To get a Christmas tree,” Cayley said, zipping up her coat before she pulled her gloves on and told herself that this was a good idea.

      There was a heavy sigh, and then Bryce said, “Get in,” making her frown.

      “Get in where?” Cayley couldn’t help but wonder as she watched Bryce make his way back down the walkway towards his truck.

      “It’s too cold to walk tonight. Get in and I’ll drive you,” Bryce said, gesturing towards his truck. When she hesitated, he asked, “How are you planning on getting the tree back here?”

      “With good intentions?” Cayley said, deciding that she probably shouldn’t mention that she’d planned on dragging it back here when she saw his expression. When he continued standing there, glaring at her, she decided that she should probably rethink that plan.

      “Look, I’ll give you a ride into town and we’ll talk about what we’re going to do about the Dawson Project,” Bryce suggested, really making it difficult to say no. Granted, she wanted to say no because she honestly wasn’t sure that this was a good idea, but she really didn’t have a choice.

      This was her job and she needed to do it.

      Clearing her throat, Cayley murmured, “A ride would be lovely, thank you,” as she turned around and made her way to his truck. He opened her door for her and waited for her to climb in before he closed it. Cayley watched as he made his way around the truck while she sat there trying to figure out how she was going to work with a man that hated her.

      When he climbed into the truck with a heavy sigh and didn’t bother glancing at her, Cayley realized that she wouldn’t be able to do it. At least not the way that Rory and Connor were expecting, but thankfully, technology had come a long way over the years and they could probably get most of this done through email.

      A few minutes later, they were pulling into a parking lot behind the old church as Cayley took in all the beautiful Christmas trees that were going to be difficult to choose from, the venders selling wreaths, tree stands, hot cocoa, popcorn, and cookie buckets. With a heartfelt sigh, she climbed out of the truck as she tried to figure out where to begin.

      “So many choices…” Cayley murmured as she glanced from the evergreen Christmas trees to the-

      “How about this one?” Bryce said, drawing her attention to find him pointing at something behind her.

      “I think that’s just a pile of trimmed branches,” Cayley said, frowning at the large pile that had been thrown in the corner of the large parking lot.

      “Fine,” Bryce said, gesturing absently to the saddest Christmas tree that she’d ever seen, “how about that one?”

      “That’s not how this is done,” Cayley said, wondering why he was being so difficult about this.

      “I didn’t know that there were rules to buying a Christmas tree,” Bryce said, rubbing the back of his neck as he took in everything around them.

      “There are and they’re important,” Cayley assured him with a firm nod as she grabbed hold of his arm and dragged him towards the hot cocoa stand, deciding that was the best place to start.

      “And manhandling me is part of the experience?” he asked, sounding amused.

      “It enhances the experience,” she promised him with a satisfied sigh as they stepped in line.

      “It definitely put me in the Christmas spirit,” Bryce drawled, making her lips twitch as she ordered two hot cocoas and a bucket of sugar cookies as she promised herself that she’d start that diet tomorrow. Before she could pull her money out of her pocket, Bryce was paying the friendly-looking elf manning the concession stand.

      “Thank you,” Cayley murmured, suddenly feeling awkward. She’d known Bryce her whole life, but at that moment, she had no idea what she was supposed to say to him. She wasn’t used to this Bryce, the kind, considerate one that teased her, and made her want to smile. She was used to the Bryce that glared at her even while he barely acknowledged her existence.

      “You’re welcome,” Bryce murmured as he stood there, looking just as lost as she was.

      She’d talked to him more in the past week than she had in the past twenty-five years combined. She’d never had a problem talking to any of his brothers, never felt this awkward around them. It didn’t help that she’d found herself thinking about him and how much she liked it when he-

      “Oh…God…no…” Cayley found herself mumbling weakly as she watched the woman that made her life a living hell last year make her way to the tinsel table.

      “What’s wrong?” Bryce asked, following her gaze only to frown in confusion as Cayley stood there, swallowing hard as she tried not to panic, but God, was it difficult knowing exactly what that woman was capable of.

      She just…

      She needed to get out of here, Cayley decided as she blindly reached over and grabbed Bryce’s hand and moved her ass, heading back to his truck only to curse, wince, and a weird combination of the two when the woman who should have known better than to fall for Sean’s bullshit turned her gaze on them and forced her to head for the nearest trailer.

      Once there, she pushed Bryce up against the wall, grabbed onto his coat, and buried her face against his chest, hoping that it would be enough, only to curse and quickly switch positions when she realized that the crazed woman that she was really hoping hadn’t seen her, would be able to spot her. Swallowing hard, Cayley pressed her back against the trailer and pulled Bryce closer so that he-

      “What exactly are we doing?” came the curious question as Bryce propped his forearm against the trailer wall above her head, providing her with more protection, something that she was truly thankful for at the moment.

      “Hiding,” Cayley whispered as she looked up into Bryce’s amused eyes.

      “From?” he asked, reaching up to brush a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “Your brother’s a jerk face,” Cayley reminded him as she felt the heat radiating off him and found herself pulling him even closer for warmth, of course.

      “And that means that we have to hide?” Bryce asked, lightly brushing his fingertips along her neck as he dropped his hand away, making it kind of difficult to focus on keeping them alive.

      “She didn’t take the breakup well and for some reason, decided that it was my fault,” Cayley said, wondering why she’d never noticed the blue flecks in his emerald eyes before.

      “Why does she think it’s your fault?” Bryce asked, placing his other arm against the wall and caged her in as he leaned in closer to her, forcing her to bite back a groan when she caught the scent of his cologne and-

      God, he smelled good.

      “Because there’s something seriously wrong with your brother,” Cayley said, nodding solemnly as she watched his lips pull up into a smile that she liked more than she probably should.

      “You have no clue, do you?” Bryce murmured as his gaze flickered to her lips.

      “None. All I know is that she enjoys yelling really disturbing things at me while demanding to know why I wrecked the best thing that’s ever happened to her,” Cayley admitted, licking her lips nervously only to watch as Bryce’s gaze turned hooded as he watched the move.

      “My brother’s an asshole,” Bryce said, sighing heavily as he stepped back and put some much-needed space between them so that she could think straight again, which she truly appreciated at the moment.

      “I’ve been saying that for years.”
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      “What if we-”

      “No,” Bryce said, biting back a wince when the move caused more pain to shoot through his side even as he couldn’t help but notice just how fucking adorable Cayley was as she adjusted the knitted reindeer cap that she’d bought to ensure that they were in the Christmas mood.

      Nothing would put him in the Christmas mood, but he had to admit that it definitely made her happier. Then again, so did the Rudolph nose that she’d bought until it suddenly stopped working on the way back here and she’d been reduced to sadly mumbling to herself. He’d been tempted, more than a little fucking tempted, to go back and buy her a new one, but he really didn’t think that was a good idea, not after what happened once they went back to grab their hot cocoa and-

      It was probably for the best if he didn’t think about that or the really disturbing things that he’d learned about his brother. Decision made, Bryce folded his arms over his chest, barely managing to bite back a wince when the move caused his arm to brush against his side and glared down at the small woman sending him hopeful looks.

      “It’s fine where it is,” Bryce bit out with a glare that he hoped would be enough to get her to drop it.

      Clearing her throat, Cayley gestured to where he’d placed the huge fucking Christmas tree that he’d tried talking her out of buying. “It’s in the hallway.”

      For a moment, Bryce simply stood there and glared at her, hoping that it would be enough to make her let this go.

      “You do realize that doesn’t work on me, right?” Cayley asked, blinking up at him until he released a muttered curse, turned around and made his way back to the door, grabbed the damn tree and-

      “Shit!” Bryce snapped when the move caused the muscles in his chest and side to seize up as pain shot through his ribs, forcing him to grab onto his side as he tried to breathe through the pain.

      “Are you okay?” came the panicked question as the small woman that he’d been thinking about all day rushed to his side.

      “I’m fine,” Bryce bit out through clenched teeth as he tried to shrug off her concern as he pressed his hand firmly against his side. When she didn’t say anything, Bryce glanced down to find her eyes narrowing dangerously on him, her lips pressed into a firm line as she reached over and grabbed his other arm, giving it a yank as she headed back towards her couch, leaving him with no other choice but to follow the little bully.

      “I’m fine,” Bryce said evenly, only to end up grunting when the little brat shoved him down on the couch and quickly crawled onto his lap, stunning him into silence. That was followed by glaring at her when she shoved his arm away, yanked his shirt up and-

      “Oh, my God! What the hell happened?”

      -saw the damage from yesterday’s touch football game.

      “It’s nothing. I’m fine,” Bryce said, moving to gently push her hand away when the little demon slapped his hand away and traced the large bruise decorating half his ribs and side with her fingertips.

      “This doesn’t look like nothing,” Cayley said, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth as her gaze flickered between his face and the large bruise that looked a hell of a lot worse than it felt.

      “It’s nothing,” Bryce bit out with a glare that was met with a blank look that had his eyes narrowing.

      Cayley didn’t say anything as she sat there, blinking at him as she waited for an answer that she wasn’t going to get. When he didn’t break, Cayley simply shifted, blinked again, and waited. For several minutes, Bryce sat there, jaw clenched as he glared at the little brat and-

      “Fine! The little asshole took me by surprise last night and knocked me on my ass. Are you happy now?” Bryce snapped, only to groan as he placed his hand back over his ribs.

      Sighing heavily, Cayley absently muttered, “Ecstatic,” as she climbed off his lap and headed back to the door, where she spent the next two minutes searching through her bag until she had her keys in her hand and was gesturing to the door. “Let’s go.”

      “Where are we going?” Bryce asked, shoving his shirt back down.

      “To the emergency room to get that looked at,” Cayley said, once again gesturing for him to move his ass.

      “It’s just sore,” Bryce said, watching as she went still, sighed, and grumbled as she turned around and headed down the small hallway.

      A moment later, she was walking back into the room carrying a familiar-looking metal tin and-

      Made him sigh heavily when she crawled back onto his lap. “Take your shirt off,” Cayley said, not bothering to look at him as she removed the cover and placed it on the end table as the familiar scent of lemon grass and citrus teased him.

      “Where did you get that?” Bryce asked, reluctantly doing as he was asked.

      “Your brother is a pain in the ass,” Cayley said, dipping her fingertips in the salve that Uncle Ethan made that was a fucking godsend. It helped ease the pain in his sore muscles at the end of the day and helped on those rare occasions when they beat the shit out of each other for the hell of it.

      “Meaning?” Bryce asked, watching her.

      “He’s high maintenance,” Cayley said, placing her fingertips on his side and-

      Tore a groan from him when she gently ran her fingertips over his ribs.

      “Did I hurt you?” she asked, pausing to make sure that he was okay.

      “No, it’s fine,” Bryce said, reaching to take the ointment from her before he lost his fucking mind. “I can do it.”

      “And yet, you didn’t,” Cayley murmured with a pointed look as she ignored him and continued gently rubbing the ointment that was starting to help his muscles relax into his skin. Christ, that felt good, Bryce thought as he gave up trying to stop her and leaned back, watching Cayley as she worried her bottom lip between her teeth while she focused on what she was doing.

      He couldn’t remember the last time anything felt this good, Bryce thought, biting back a groan as he relaxed back against the couch while Cayley took her time gently working the salve over his sore muscles. She felt so good on his lap, he thought, running his eyes over her, taking in her dark hair once again pulled up into a ponytail, her incredibly soft-looking plump lips that made it difficult to focus before shifting his attention down the rest of her body, wishing like hell that there was something that he didn’t like about her to make this easier.

      “Can I ask you something?” came the softly murmured words as her small hands made their way over his chest and shoulders.

      “Depends on the question,” Bryce said, looking back up to meet her curious gaze.

      “Why do you hate me?” Cayley asked, taking him by surprise and found himself thinking about the real reason why he avoided her.

      Because she chose Sean over him.

      “I don’t hate you,” Bryce said, deciding that it was time to put some space between them. He gently picked her up and placed her on the couch next to him before grabbing his shirt and bit back a wince as he stood up, giving her his back as he pulled his shirt on and thought about the time when he was her entire world.

      “No, you don’t, do you?” Cayley murmured, sounding thoughtful as he made his way back to the Christmas tree and grabbed it.

      “I thought you decided that I was in love with you,” Bryce drawled as he carried the Christmas tree across the room and placed it in the tree stand that she’d set up in the corner.

      “It’s one of several theories I’m debating at the moment,” Cayley said, sounding thoughtful as he knelt down to secure the tree and-

      “What are you doing?” came the curious question that had him looking up to find Sean standing in the doorway watching him.

      “Professing my undying love for the little pain in the ass,” Bryce said dryly as he finished making sure that the tree wasn’t going to fall over before he stood up.

      “He really did,” Cayley said, nodding solemnly. “It was magical.”

      “That would explain why he’s willingly touching a Christmas tree,” Sean said as he made his way to the kitchen.

      “Why’s that?” Cayley asked, frowning in confusion only to glare when Sean helped himself to the rest of her chocolate milk.

      “Because he hates Christmas,” Sean said, shrugging it off.

      “You hate Christmas?” Cayley asked, sending Bryce a questioning look that he easily ignored as he made his way to the door now that the little brat had help.

      “With a passion,” Sean added absently as he shifted his attention back to the fridge.

      “How can you hate Christmas?” Cayley asked, looking adorably confused.

      “Just never got into it,” Bryce said, grabbing his jacket off the back of the chair only to glare at Sean when the little bastard added, “It used to be his favorite holiday, but now he avoids everything to do with Christmas. He only shows up to Christmas dinner because our father would kill him if he missed it.”

      “What happened?” the small woman that would never understand asked, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth as she watched him.

      “Just outgrew it,” Bryce said, wondering what the hell he’d been thinking when he’d agreed to do this.
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      “Start talking,” Sean said as soon as Bryce left.

      “I want to see other people,” Cayley said, nodding solemnly even as she found herself thinking about the look on Bryce’s face when she asked him why he hated her. It just…

      God, he’d looked so lost at that moment.

      “I’m sure that you do,” Sean murmured, bringing her focus back to her current problem.

      “What are you doing here?” Cayley asked, deciding to make herself useful and began searching through her boxes for the pitcher so that she could water the Christmas tree that was going to look absolutely perfect once she decorated it.

      “Besides wondering why you’re trying to starve me?” Sean drawled as he closed the refrigerator door with a disappointed sigh.

      “Besides that,” Cayley said dryly as she tore through a box marked “kitchen plastic” until she finally found what she was looking for. Pitcher in hand, she turned around and-

      Found herself face-to-chest with Sean, who was now glaring down at her with a look that she knew all too well. “What was my brother doing here?”

      “Glaring at me?” Cayley said, wondering why they were having this conversation.

      When his eyes narrowed dangerously on her, she knew that this wasn’t going to end well. “What else?” Sean asked as his gaze turned calculating.

      “Last time I checked, I didn’t answer to you,” Cayley said, refusing to look away first, knowing that if she did, she would regret it for the rest of her life.

      “True,” Sean murmured, looking thoughtful as he considered her. “You’re not going to tell me?”

      “There’s nothing to tell,” Cayley lied, shrugging it off, knowing better than to tell him what she was up to until after it was over.

      Then, she fully planned on rubbing it in his face.

      She was more than capable of being alone. She didn’t need him, and soon, he would be forced to take back his words and-

      “I couldn’t help but notice that your closet was on the smaller side,” Sean drawled as his lips pulled up into that smile that still had the power to terrify her.

      “It’s on my iPad,” Cayley found herself mumbling weakly as she thought about the last time he’d shoved her in a closet and-

      He forgot that she was in there.

      “See how easy that was?” Sean said with a satisfied sigh as he gently tapped her on her nose.

      “I really hate you,” Cayley said, feeling her shoulders slump in defeat as she turned around and made her way to the kitchen sink and filled the pitcher with water.

      “I know you do,” Sean murmured absently as he grabbed her iPad and dropped down on the couch with a satisfied sigh.

      “You’re making a big deal out of nothing,” Cayley said, hoping that it would be enough to get him to drop this.

      “Probably,” Sean said, swiping open her iPad. “Then again, you could just tell me what I want to know.”

      “There’s honestly nothing to tell,” she said, making her way to the large Christmas tree and filled the stand with water.

      “Then, explain Thanksgiving dinner,” Sean said, settling in more comfortably on the couch.

      “I didn’t run fast enough,” Cayley said even as she had to admit that she was still wondering the same thing.

      “That doesn’t explain why you attempted to make Thanksgiving dinner before my brother kidnapped you,” Sean said as she tossed the empty pitcher at him as she dropped down on the other end of the couch.

      At her questioning look, Sean said, “I spotted the turkey that you incinerated in the trash when I broke in last night to see if Aunt Laura dropped any tasty treats off for me.”

      “You broke into my apartment?” Cayley asked, frowning in confusion. “When?”

      “This morning when you were beating the shit out of your alarm clock,” Sean said, shifting his attention back to her iPad.

      “What the hell were you doing at my apartment at one in the morning?” Cayley asked, only to sigh when he laid down and propped his boots on her lap.

      “I was hungry,” Sean said as she shoved his feet off her lap.

      “Then grab something out of your own damn fridge and stop eating all my food, jackass,” Cayley snapped when he put his feet back.

      “Your food tastes better,” Sean murmured absently as he shifted further down the couch and threw his legs over hers when she managed to shove them off again.

      “What food? You keep eating everything,” Cayley said, moving to shove the large bastard’s legs off her only to realize that he had her pinned to the couch.

      Oh, God, no…

      “Back to this deeply disturbing list that you titled ‘One Month to Prove the Big Jerk Face Wrong’,” Sean said with a satisfied sigh as she struggled to shove his legs off her lap. “I’m assuming that I’m the big jerk face.”

      “You assume correctly,” Cayley said, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth as she watched Sean as he took his time reading through her list and when he was done, he read through it again with a quietly murmured, “Interesting.”

      “What’s interesting?” Cayley asked, returning her attention to shoving the large bastard’s legs off her.

      “I can’t promise that I can do all of this with you, but I should be able to do most of it,” Sean said, nodding at whatever disturbing thought was going on in his head as he tossed her iPad on the coffee table and focused on her.

      “Umm, why would you need to do any of it?” Cayley couldn’t help but wonder.

      “Because you need me,” Sean said with a solemn nod.

      For a moment, Cayley gave up trying to shove his legs off her lap and pointed at the iPad as she said, “The whole point of that list is to prove that I don’t need you.”

      When his eyes narrowed dangerously on her, Cayley decided that it would probably be in her best interest to make sure that she cleared up any misunderstandings that he might be harboring from the start.

      “You’re not invited,” Cayley said firmly.

      “And why is that?” Sean drawled as he folded his arms behind his head and got more comfortable while he watched her curiously.

      Never a good sign.

      “Because I’m proving you wrong,” Cayley said, throwing in a firm nod to make it crystal clear to the large bastard shifting his legs on her lap to get more comfortable that she didn’t need him.

      “I’m never wrong,” Sean said, shrugging it off.

      “You are this time,” Cayley pointed out, slapping her hands on his legs and pushed, only to end up narrowing her eyes on the bastard when he wouldn’t budge.

      “I give you four days, a week tops, before you come running back to me,” Sean said with a satisfied sigh and a smug look that was only making her more determined to pull this off on her own.

      “I really won’t, though,” Cayley said as he watched her for a moment, his gaze slowly shifting from curious to resigned as he released a long-suffering sigh and-

      “I’m going to help you,” he announced, making her stomach drop.

      “Please don’t,” Cayley mumbled weakly as she remembered the last time that he said those words.

      Sighing heavily, Sean threw his legs off her lap as he sat up so that he could reach over and pat her on the head as he said, “Shhh, this is for your own good.”

      “It’s really not, though,” Cayley said, shaking her head frantically as she sat there, struggling to come up with something, anything, that would save her from whatever was going on in that deeply disturbed brain of his.

      “You’ll thank me later,” Sean said with a firm nod as he got up and headed back to the kitchen.

      “I don’t need any help,” Cayley stressed, only to forget how to breathe when he said the four words that never ended well for her.

      “I have a plan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 14

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t want to talk about it,” Cayley said as soon as Bryce opened his truck door, admittedly taking him by surprise.

      Wondering why the small woman that he’d spent half the night thinking about was hiding on the floor of his truck, Bryce took a sip of coffee as he tossed his coat on the passenger seat and asked, “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Embracing my obsession with you,” Cayley mumbled absently as she blindly reached up, grabbed his jacket off the seat and pulled it over herself. That was quickly followed by curling more tightly into herself as she did her best to hide.

      “I see,” Bryce murmured thoughtfully, taking another sip of coffee as he ran his eyes over the small woman curled up in the fetal position before glancing around the small apartment complex’s driveway, absently noting his brother’s truck pulling into the parking lot before glancing back at the woman that was seriously fucking with his sanity. “Your feet are sticking out.”

      That was followed by a curse, a grumble, and a sad attempt to curl more tightly into herself. “Do you want to tell me why you’re hiding from my brother?” Bryce asked as he watched Sean jump out of his truck and head to the front door.

      “Because he’s insane?”

      “You knew that,” Bryce pointed out as he stood there debating his options. He could let his brother know that the woman that he loved torturing was hiding in his truck or he could use this to his advantage.

      Both were tempting at the moment.

      “Is there any chance that you could start driving?” came the hopeful whisper that had him glancing back at his brother in time to watch him disappear inside.

      “Now, that depends,” Bryce said, giving it one minute, two minutes tops before his brother realized that the little brat wasn’t home.

      “On what?”

      “On whether you tell me the real reason that you’re hiding from my brother,” Bryce said, taking another sip of coffee as he watched the front door suddenly get thrown open as Sean, who looked really fucking determined, came back outside.

      “Did I not mention that he’s insane?” came the response laced with desperation, letting him know that it was only a matter of time before she broke.

      “But you’ve known that since you were two, which means that there’s another reason that you’ve decided to hide in my truck,” Bryce drawled as he watched his brother run his eyes over the parking lot, taking in all the possibilities before his gaze met his.

      “If you get in the truck and drive away before that psychotic bastard finds me, I’ll tell you everything,” Cayley said as Sean’s eyes narrowed on him.

      “You’ll tell me everything?” Bryce asked, making sure to sound bored as he took another sip of coffee while he watched his brother’s expression turn determined as he headed back down the freshly shoveled walkway.

      “Yes!”

      “Deal,” Bryce said, holding up his thermos in mock salute to his brother as he threw him a wink and climbed into the truck. As he started the truck, Bryce watched as Sean released a curse as he debated trying to stop him before it was too late, only to release another curse and move his ass back to his truck as Bryce pulled out of his parking spot and headed to work, deciding to take the backroads this morning.

      “Start talking,” Bryce said as he took a left on Oak Street instead of a right.

      There was a grumble, and then, Cayley was shoving his coat off her and climbing onto the seat next to him. “I’m trying to do something and the big jerk decided that he’s going to help me,” she explained, making him wince before he could stop himself.

      “Exactly,” Cayley said, nodding as she pulled on her seatbelt.

      “Telling him was your first mistake,” Bryce pointed out, wondering why she hadn’t figured out that the best way to deal with his brother was to make sure that he never found out anything that he could use to fuck you over with.

      “I didn’t exactly have a choice,” Cayley said, only to add, “He threatened to lock me in a closet if I didn’t tell him,” when he threw her a questioning look.

      “I can see how that would be a problem,” Bryce murmured, thinking about all those times that his brother used to lock her in closets, the pantry, the attic, the basement, and the toolshed and couldn’t help but wonder why she never learned to run the other way when she saw Sean coming.

      “I have short legs,” Cayley mumbled sadly, answering the unspoken question that he’d been wondering about for a long time.

      “And the ‘something’ that you didn’t want my brother to find out about…” Bryce prompted as he glanced in his rearview mirror to make sure that his brother wasn’t following them.

      There was a heavy sigh, and then, Cayley said, “He doesn’t think that I can handle being on my own.”

      “You live alone,” Bryce pointed out, unable to help but frown.

      “Which I pointed out to the annoying bastard, but then, he decided to point out that I don’t like living alone, which, let’s be honest, who does? That led to the large bastard saying a lot of things that pissed me off, which is apparently the basis for his asinine assumption that I’m afraid to be alone. So, I came up with a plan to prove the big jerk wrong and made a list of all the things that I would normally never do alone,” Cayley finished with a firm nod.

      “Like Thanksgiving dinner,” Bryce said, which made sense, especially since he knew that she couldn’t cook. Never had any interest in it from what he’d seen over the years, which he figured had something to do with the fact that she could just eat at her family’s diner, but now…

      “What’s on the list?” he asked as an idea started to come together, one that would make this easier.

      “It got stolen,” Cayley mumbled sadly.

      “I’m sure that you can remember enough to convince me not to call my brother and tell him where you are,” Bryce said as he glanced over to find her glaring at him.

      “I made another list,” Cayley bit out with a grumble as she reached behind the bench seat and pulled her backpack out.

      “What did you manage to come up with so far?” Bryce asked as he pulled into Jessup’s Bakery, which wasn’t the best bakery in town, but at the moment, it would do.

      “Not much,” Cayley said, shrugging it off as he threw the truck in park and reached over and plucked the iPad out of her hands before she could argue, and judging by the look on her face, she really wanted to argue.

      With a sigh, Bryce quickly took in the list that she’d created, noting that it was basically all Christmas stuff, sledding, Santa’s Village, only to feel himself frown when he took in the Strawberry Manor’s Christmas Eve party, and-

      This was going to be easier than he thought.
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      Maybe she should wait? Cayley wondered as she stood there, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth as she tried to come up with something, anything, to get out of doing this and-

      She had to stick to the plan, Cayley reminded herself, determined to wipe that smug smile off Sean’s face. Well, that, and she really didn’t want to spend another day watching Christmas movies alone. Yesterday had been more than enough. Although it went a long way to prove the big jerk wrong, she honestly couldn’t handle sitting home alone all day with absolutely nothing to do again.

      God, she’d never been more bored than she had yesterday. Several times, she found herself looking longingly at her phone, debating calling Sean to see if he wanted to do something, only to realize what she was doing and forced herself to focus back on the task at hand, spending the day home alone watching Christmas movies. She’d ended up taking a nap, ordering pizza, and calling it an early night, but it still counted and allowed her to check one more item off her list.

      Reminding herself that she only had twenty-six more days to go, Cayley debated between her mittens and gloves, only to stuff them both in her coat pocket just in case. That led to her tearing through the boxes in her bedroom for her scarf and realizing that Sean stole her new knitted reindeer hat. After another search through her boxes for her knitted Santa hat, she double-checked the city’s website to make that she had the date and time right before buttoning up her coat and headed for the door, determined to have the best day ever.

      That, of course, led to her wondering why Bryce was standing outside her door and-

      “Ready?” he asked, not bothering to wait for an answer as he headed towards the door.

      “Yes?” Cayley said, not quite sure how to answer that.

      Admittedly confused, Cayley made her way to the door and murmured, “Thank you,” when Bryce held it open for her and kept going, wondering what that was all about. That was quickly followed by wondering why he was walking with her as she made her way towards the Winter Festival being held at the park.

      When several minutes went by and he didn’t say anything, Cayley cleared her throat and asked, “Can I help you?”

      “Probably not,” Bryce said, looking resigned to whatever he was doing.

      Shrugging it off, Cayley pulled out her phone and went over the itinerary that she’d made for today, noting all the things that she needed to do in order to check this off her list and once again found herself wondering why Bryce was following her to the park a minute later when she took the path that would lead to the old playground.

      “What are you doing?” Cayley asked as she slipped her phone back into her pocket.

      “Accepting your invitation,” Bryce said, sighing heavily as he reached over and steadied her when her foot caught on a patch of black ice.

      “Thank you,” Cayley said before adding, “I don’t remember inviting you.”

      “You did. It was deeply moving and left me fighting back tears,” he said dryly, making her lips twitch as they navigated the path that would take them past the old baseball fields.

      “I’m sure it was,” she murmured in agreement. “There’s only one problem with that.”

      “What’s that?” Bryce asked, glancing down at her.

      “That would negate the whole point of doing this alone,” Cayley told him when she spotted the Winter Festival set up on the far side of the old fields that were covered in snow.

      “And why is that?” Bryce asked as they approached the table set up at the entrance.

      “Because your brother is a big jerk face,” Cayley said, nodding solemnly as she pulled her money out of her pocket and approached the woman, who looked bored out of her mind and bought her ticket.

      “Fair enough,” Bryce said, shrugging it off as he paid for his ticket.

      As soon as he had his ticket, Bryce was making his way inside and throwing, “Have fun,” over his shoulder and leaving her standing there, wondering why he was suddenly acting weird. Knowing that she would probably never find out, Cayley forced herself to focus as she glanced down at her watch and realized that she had some time to kill before the snowball fight.

      For a moment, Cayley debated her options as she took in all the venders lined up on either side of the field, the gingerbread table, the Christmas carolers singing Jingle Bells by the back corner. After a moment, she decided to treat herself to a hot cocoa and go see what the venders had to offer, making mental notes of all the adorable things that she was going to have to come back for before she left and slowly made her way to the field sectioned off for the snowball fight.

      Determined to kick some ass, Cayley waited in line to find out which team she was on and once she found out that she was on Team Rudolph, she was determined to kick Team Frosty’s ass. Switching out her gloves for her good mittens, she found a spot in the long line bordering one side of the field, absently noting that Bryce was on her team before she looked up and took in Team Frosty standing on the other side of the field and saw who was standing directly across from her.

      “Oh, God, no…” Cayley mumbled weakly as she spotted the last person that she wanted to see with a snowball in his hand.

      Sean.

      Swallowing hard, Cayley moved to step back, deciding that perhaps this wasn’t such a good idea after all when Sean met her panicked gaze and winked, and God help her, but she saw her life flash before her eyes as panic took over and she remembered all those times when they were kids and-

      She couldn’t do this.

      She really couldn’t.

      “I-I changed my mind,” Cayley whispered to nobody in particular as she moved to flee, only to have someone blow a whistle. Before she could blink, the first snowball hit her, slamming into her shoulder and making her grunt, which was quickly followed by another one as Sean slowly made his way across the field, his determined gaze, which she found deeply disturbing, focused solely only her.

      “Maybe we could talk about this?” Cayley asked even as she dropped to her knees and-

      “Damn it.”

      -was hit with another snowball as she scrambled to make a snowball, knowing that it was her only hope and-

      “Oh, come on!” Cayley snapped when the jerk hit the snowball that she was making out of her hand with another snowball.

      God, she hated him, Cayley thought, licking her lips nervously as she rushed to make another snowball while she watched as Sean leaned down with a bored sigh, scooped up snow in his hands and made a snowball as he walked towards her with a smile on his face that told her that this wasn’t going to end well. Granted, she figured that out for herself when she spotted him a few minutes ago, but now, she knew that she wasn’t leaving this park the same.

      Cayley opened her mouth, but no sound came out as she watched in terror as Sean locked his eyes on her as he raised his hand and-

      “Shit!”

      -was slammed in the chest with a snowball the same time that a large man stepped in front of her. It took her a moment to realize who it was, but as soon as he held his hand back in silent demand, Cayley moved her ass. She quickly made a snowball and placed it in Bryce’s hand. Seconds later, she heard a pained grunt and quickly made another one when his hand returned for more.

      For several minutes, Cayley knelt on the ground making snowballs to take down her best friend and just as quickly handed them to the man that she’d spent most of her life avoiding. As she did her best to keep up with the demand, she peeked around Bryce’s legs just as the screams for mercy started.

      “Stop!”

      “What the hell is your problem? I’m your brother, damn it!”

      “Why are you being so mean to me?”

      And finally…

      “I’m telling!” Sean snapped as Cayley placed the last snowball in Bryce’s hand as she found herself really glad that she wore her good mittens today.
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      “I’m telling!” Sean snapped as he got to his feet while Bryce shifted his attention to Cayley, hoping that she’d finally had enough for one day only to feel his lips twitch when she pulled her arm back and sent a snowball flying, hitting Sean between his shoulders and-

      “We should probably go get a cup of hot cocoa,” Cayley said, licking her lips nervously as she blindly reached over and took his hand in hers, her panicked gaze never leaving his brother as she dragged him back towards the venders set up on the other side of the park.

      “Or we could go home?” Bryce murmured absently, unable to help but notice how perfectly her hand fit in his.

      “I still need to make a snowman,” Cayley said, but she looked torn, really fucking torn, which, of course, worked for him.

      “You could always do that later after you’ve warmed up,” Bryce suggested, watching the way that she worried her bottom lip between her teeth as she thought it over and-

      “No, I have to see this through,” Cayley said, and with that, she let go of his hand and walked ahead, looking more determined with every step while he stood there, wondering why he never realized just how selfish the little brat was until now.

      It was barely thirty degrees out and she just pulled her hand away without a second thought for his safety, taking away a much-needed source of warmth and left him standing there, helpless against hypothermia. That was the reason why he was pissed, Bryce told himself as he followed after her and not because he liked holding her hand.

      He didn’t.

      Not one fucking bit, Bryce thought as he shoved his hands in his coat pockets and went after her, deciding that he’d had enough for one day. He caught up to her just as she found her way to the boxes filled with snowman accessories. He opened his mouth to tell her that he was going home when two little girls sporting matching braids stepped in front of him, blocking him from getting to Cayley.

      “You’re too old to do this,” the little blonde girl said with a look of disgust that had his eyes narrowing.

      “Yeah, like, you’re really old,” the little brunette said, backing up her friend as they folded their arms over their chests and glared up at him.

      “Besides, your snowman will probably suck anyway,” the little blonde demon said with a snort as Bryce stood there, glaring down at the little bullies.

      “Right? That’s what I was gonna say,” the little brunette said, sending him another look of disgust. “I bet he doesn’t even know how to build a snowman.”

      “Besides, you’re just wasting your time anyway. We win every year,” the little blonde girl said with a pitying look that had him grinding his jaw.

      “Every. Year,” the brunette said with a glare that dared him to get in her way.

      “Not this year,” Bryce bit out, more determined than ever to build a fucking snowman.
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      “Maybe we should-” Cayley started to suggest, only to quickly close her mouth when the man that had clearly lost his damn mind leveled another glare on her that had her swallowing hard even as she discreetly took a step back to get out of the crazed man’s way.

      Bryce glared at her for another minute before he nodded to himself, something that he’d been doing a lot over the past hour, and started pushing the insanely large snowball towards the snowman that had once been hers. Without a word, he nodded to Sean, who looked just as determined as he was to win this thing, and the two of them picked up the huge snowball that had to weigh more than she did and placed it on the first ball, only to follow that with the large snowball that Sean made for the head.

      That was followed by both brothers glaring at the two adorable little girls wearing matching snowsuits. Cayley still wasn’t sure what happened, one minute, she was debating between a blue scarf and a black scarf, and the next…

      “You call this a carrot?” Sean demanded, snorting in disgust as he rummaged through the accessories she’d picked out for her snowman.

      “Well, I-”

      “Must I do everything myself?” Sean demanded, shaking his head in disgust as he tossed her carrot aside and made his way back to the boxes of carrots someone donated, leaving her standing there, deciding that she’d definitely had enough for one day.

      Decision made, Cayley moved to turn around when she suddenly found her scarf pulled free. “This will work,” Bryce murmured absently with a firm nod as he turned around and made his way back to the freakishly large snowman.

      That was followed by Sean plucking the pieces of coal that she’d picked out for the eyes out of her pocket, tossing them aside with another snort of disgust, and gesturing for her to get out of his way. More than happy to do just that, Cayley turned around and-

      Cringed when she heard it.

      “Oooops!” came the taunting voice of a little girl that had her slowly, ever so slowly, turning around and-

      “Oh, no.”

      -realized that this wasn’t going to end well.
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      “I don’t want to talk about it,” the small woman that hadn’t been able to look him in the eye since he’d been forced to take matters into his own hands said.

      “They had it coming,” Sean said with a firm nod, drawing Cayley’s attention as she looked up at her best friend in horror and-

      “You made them cry,” Cayley said, making Bryce bite back a wince even though he was still like ninety percent sure that the little bullies had been faking.

      “They knew what they were doing,” Sean said with a firm nod as he took a sip of the overpriced hot cocoa that their sister made them buy before adding, “Oh, did they fucking know.”

      “They were five,” Cayley said, looking completely lost for words, something that he noticed happened quite a bit when Sean was around.

      “They should have known better than to touch our snowman,” Bryce said, watching as Cayley looked between him and Sean before her shoulders slumped in defeat and she forced herself to look away with a sad shake of her head and a mumbled, “I give up.”

      “They really should have,” Sean murmured in agreement as they watched Cayley make her way back to the seats that Rory saved for them and-

      “Are you going to tell me what you’re up to?” Sean asked as he took a bite of the large gingerbread man that he stole from Cayley when she made the mistake of putting it down so that she could pull her mittens on.

      “The same as you,” Bryce said, taking in the outdoor movie theatre the town set up to raise money to build a new playground, from the inflatable movie screen playing some shitty Christmas movie to the snow tubes set up in front of it in lieu of chairs where most of the town’s people willing to fork over twenty bucks a head sat snuggled beneath a pile of blankets, to the venders lined up selling overpriced hot cocoa that was more water than cocoa, before shifting his attention back to his sister sharing an oversized snow tube with her husband and two children and-

      Forced himself to look away.

      “Something tells me that you’re not here to enjoy the Christmas festivities,” Sean murmured, sending him a questioning look that had Bryce glaring down at the little bastard.

      “I’m here because you’re an asshole,” Bryce reminded him.

      “Why would you say something so hurtful?” Sean asked, blinking up at him.

      “You told Rory that you found me struggling to hold back tears because I was upset that no one invited me to join in all the Christmas bullshit last year and she fucking cried until I gave in and promised to join them for all the Christmas bullshit this year,” Bryce bit out with a glare for the little bastard that had truly fucked him over.

      “She does good work,” Sean said, nodding solemnly.

      “You want to tell me why you fucked me over?” Bryce asked, biting back a curse when he spotted their father making his way towards them.

      God, he didn’t fucking need this tonight.

      “I like to be entertained,” Sean said, shrugging it off as a thought occurred to him.

      “It doesn’t explain why you’re here,” Bryce said, folding his arms over his chest as he glared at his brother, knowing that there was no way in hell that he would willingly subject himself to this bullshit without a good reason.

      “My duty,” Sean said with a pointed look at Cayley as they watched her get in line for snacks only to mumble, “She better be getting me something tasty.”

      “I thought the whole point of this was so that the stubborn little pain in the ass could prove you wrong,” Bryce drawled as he watched her move up in line.

      “She told you about her asinine plan?” Sean asked, sounding surprised.

      “Yes,” Bryce muttered absently as he watched the last person that he’d expected to see here step in line next to Cayley, who looked just as surprised as he was to see her ex-fiancé.

      “She doesn’t know what she wants,” Sean said while Bryce stood there, telling himself that it was none of his business as he watched Cayley.

      “And you do?” Bryce asked, swallowing hard as he watched Cayley shake her head at something that Kevin was saying to her as she stepped away, only to have the asshole follow her.

      “Take her home,” their father said, probably to his brother, but he didn’t fucking care.

      Never taking his eyes off Cayley as she took another step back only to have Kevin reach for her, Bryce moved his ass. He watched Cayley step out of his reach as she continued shaking her head and turned around, walking away as she reached up and angrily wiped at her face. She’d barely made it past the next vender when Bryce was there and-

      “I’m fine,” Cayley said, sounding anything but fine as she reached up and wiped at her face with the back of her mitten.

      “I know you are,” Bryce said as he reached down and took her hand in his. When she moved to pull it away, he tightened his hold as he said, “Let me take you home.”

      After a slight pause, Cayley looked away and nodded as she reached up and wiped her face again while Bryce struggled against the urge to turn around and beat the shit out of the asshole. He didn’t know what the prick said to make her cry, and honestly, he didn’t fucking care. The only thing that he cared about was the small woman by his side.

      Without a word, they made their way to the parking lot where he helped Cayley climb into his truck before he made his way around and to the driver’s side door, only to find the asshole standing on the sidewalk watching them. Wondering what she saw in the prick, Bryce climbed into the truck, and after one last look at Cayley to make sure that she was okay, he started the truck and pulled out of the parking lot, his gaze never leaving Kevin as he watched them go.

      When she still didn’t say anything after a few minutes, Bryce glanced over to find her staring out the window, looking absolutely fucking lost and-

      God, she was fucking killing him.

      When he came to their street, Bryce sent her another look before he did a U-turn and headed back to town. She didn’t say anything when he parked in front of Brennagin’s Coffee shop or when he climbed out of the truck and headed inside. When he came back a few minutes later with two large hot cocoas, she was staring down at her hands folded on her lap.

      “Here,” Bryce said, handing her one of the hot cocoas.

      “Thank you,” Cayley murmured quietly as she took it.

      “You’re welcome,” Bryce said, having absolutely no fucking idea how to make this better for her, so he did the only thing that he could think of.

      He headed for the south side of town, where most of the neighborhoods took decorating their houses for Christmas seriously. He turned on Christmas music for her as he slowly drove through each neighborhood so that she could take in all the Christmas lights. After a few minutes, she began sipping her hot cocoa as she shifted in her seat so that she could get a better look, looking more relaxed than she had an hour ago and-

      “Are you still in love with him?” Bryce found himself asking, surprised by just how badly he wanted her to say no.

      When she didn’t say anything after a minute, he wondered what the hell was wrong with him, only to be taken by surprise when she answered. “I thought that I was going to spend the rest of my life with him. I was with him for two years, so part of me will always love him, but I’m not in love with him. Just seeing him tonight…It reminded me of just how badly I’ve messed up my life.”

      “How so?” Bryce asked, glancing over at her as he took a right onto the next street.

      “I just thought that my life would turn out differently,” Cayley admitted, shrugging it off as she took a sip of cocoa.

      “Happily married with a few children and a spot on the PTA?” Bryce asked, watching as her lips twitched.

      “Something like that,” she murmured as he took a left on the next street, and they found themselves pulling up in front of their apartment complex a few minutes later.

      “Did you ever think that maybe things turned out the way that they did because you were with the wrong guy?” Bryce asked as he threw the truck in park.

      “Yes,” Cayley said with a soft sigh as she took a sip of her cocoa.

      “Why didn’t you end up with my brother?” Bryce found himself asking the one thing that he’d been wondering about for a few years now.

      When she frowned in confusion, Bryce said, “Sean,” and watched as a look of horror took over.

      “Because I would probably kill him in his sleep.”

      “I just thought that you would always end up with him,” Bryce admitted on a shrug as he took a sip of hot cocoa.

      “Why would you think that?” Cayley asked, sending him a questioning look as she finished off her hot cocoa.

      “Because you’re always together,” Bryce pointed out.

      “Not by choice,” she said with a fond smile for his asshole brother before her gaze turned curious and she asked the question that had him biting back a sigh.

      “Why didn’t you ever get married?”

      “Because of my mother,” Bryce found himself admitting as he thought about what it was like when she was around, how she couldn’t be bothered with them, leaving it up to him to watch over his brothers and sister, and the way that he used to hold Sean and Rory at night when they cried, wondering why their mother didn’t love them.

      “And you think you’ll end up with someone like your mother?” Cayley asked, not bothering to ask him why, but then again, she wouldn’t need to, not when she got to experience it for herself.

      “I’m never going to find out,” Bryce said with a slight shake of his head as he took a sip of his cocoa because if there was one thing that he knew, it was that he would never risk putting his children through the same bullshit and he sure as hell would never-

      “You don’t plan on getting married, do you?” Cayley asked, reaching over to pluck the hot cocoa out of his hand and took a sip.

      “No, I don’t think it’s in the cards for me,” Bryce said, knowing that he would spend the rest of his life alone while he prayed like hell that his brothers were lucky enough to find what their sister had.

      “But you want it to be?” Cayley asked as he found himself looking at her and-

      “God, yes.”
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      She should probably stop thinking about Bryce, Cayley decided as she rolled over onto her other side and faced the wall, only to sigh when she thought about the look on his face when she asked him why he wasn’t married.

      To be honest, she’d always thought he’d be married by now with at least a half-dozen adorable little boys that loved to glare just like his father, but then again, he would probably have to date someone for more than three months to make that happen. Bryce barely dated, and when he did, it was never for long. She’d always wondered about that, not that she would ever admit that she thought about him because she knew better. He couldn’t stand her and she…had no idea why she couldn’t stop thinking about him.

      That, of course, turned into her wondering why Sean was walking into her room, glaring at her every step of the way. “You left me to die!”

      “It’s late,” Cayley pointed out, watching as he stopped next to the bed so that he could fold his massive arms over his chest while he glared accusingly down at her.

      “I demand that you tend to me while I’m on my death bed,” Sean said, gesturing for her to get on with it.

      Biting back a sigh, Cayley reached up, grabbed hold of his shirt and yanked him down so that she could slap her other hand against his forehead. “You’re fine,” she said, releasing him so that she could snuggle back under the comforter.

      “Fine? I have the fucking sniffles, woman!” Sean snapped in outrage as she lay there wondering, not for the first time, why she didn’t settle on one of his brothers to be her best friend instead. It would have made her life so much easier if she’d picked Johnny or Brian.

      God, what she wouldn’t do to have Brian as her best friend.

      “Go home. You’re fine,” Cayley murmured around a yawn, beyond exhausted. Between the Winter Festival, which she’d been given a lifetime ban from thanks to the annoying bastard pouting down at her, and dealing with Kevin tonight, she was done for the day. She just wanted to close her eyes and pretend that this day never happened, but unfortunately for her, Sean had other plans.

      “How can you be so heartless? I’m dying!”

      “You’re fine,” Cayley pointed out, yet again.

      “Fine? I have the fucking sniffles!” Sean snapped, reaching down to steal her pillow and leaving her with no choice but to glare up at the annoying bastard.

      “Why are you like this?” Cayley demanded, moving to grab her pillow away from him, but he simply held it out of her reach.

      “Because you won’t take care of me!”

      “Go home, Sean,” Cayley said, deciding that she’d had enough for one day as she turned over and closed her eyes, only to go still when she felt it.

      “Please tell me that you’re not doing what I think you’re doing,” Cayley said, telling herself that she was wrong and that he wasn’t really crawling onto her bed.

      “I’m making it easier for you to take care of me,” Sean said with a satisfied sigh as he dropped down on the bed next to her.

      “We talked about this,” Cayley said as she opened her eyes and turned over to glare at the large bastard that knew that she liked her space.

      “And yet, I’m still staying,” Sean said, shifting to get more comfortable.

      “I need to get up early for work,” Cayley said, knowing that trying to argue with him would be a waste of time and moved on to physical violence.

      “And that’s more important than our love?” Sean asked, not really sounding all that concerned as she did her best to shove him off her bed.

      “What love?” Cayley demanded as she continued trying to shove the large bastard off her bed, but God, was he freaking heavy!

      “Exactly!” Sean snapped as he shifted onto his side and closed his eyes on a sleepy sigh. “You may tend to my needs now.”

      “There is something seriously wrong with you,” Cayley said, sighing heavily as she grabbed a pillow and headed to the living room, resigned to sleeping on the couch tonight.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To get some sleep,” Cayley said, praying that he took pity on her and left her alone so that she could pass out in peace.

      “Can you get me some ginger ale first? I’m ever so thirsty!” came the hopeful demand that had her mumbling, “Fine,” as she tossed her pillow on the couch and headed for the kitchen, only to roll her eyes when he added, “And chicken soup!”

      Regretting her decision not to smother him with a pillow when she had the chance, Cayley grabbed a can of ginger ale out of her fridge before shifting her attention to finding a can of chicken soup. Once she found what she was looking for, she turned around and headed back to her bedroom and tossed both cans on the bed with an absently muttered, “Bon appetite,” before she turned around and headed back to the living room and-

      “This doesn’t have noodles!”

      -grabbed her phone off the kitchen counter and headed to the couch only to keep going when he yelled, “Why don’t you love me?” right around the time that she decided to go find somewhere else to sleep for the night.
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      He was playing a dangerous game, Bryce thought as he dipped his head beneath the hot water pouring down on him as he placed his hands against the wall while he tried to get his mind off the small woman living across from him and-

      He wanted her.

      Christ, did he fucking want her. For so many years, he’d told himself that he needed a fucking break from her, pretended to ignore her, but he was always aware of her. He knew the exact moment that she entered a room and felt lost every time she left. It was fucking torture. Some days, Bryce thought that he would lose his fucking mind and other days…

      He remembered the look on his father’s face when his mother destroyed him.

      No matter how much he tried, Bryce couldn’t get the image out of his head, the way that he watched as four simple words shattered his father’s world. He remembered all the nights that followed as he struggled to keep it together for his brothers and sister and the mornings that nearly destroyed him. He remembered needing Cayley so fucking badly, but she wasn’t there.

      One day, it was his hand that she’d held and his lap that she climbed on when she wanted to read a book, and the next, Sean was dragging her everywhere, making her smile, and he-

      Never got over it.

      Christ, he was pathetic, Bryce thought with a humorless laugh as he shook his head, wishing like hell that he was able to get over it, but she’d fucking destroyed him and she’d only been six years old at the time. He couldn’t imagine just how fucking badly it would hurt if she did it now.

      He should end this now and walk away before it was too late, tell Rory that he didn’t want the house, break his lease, and put as much space as he could between him and the small woman that had a hold on him. It was the right thing to do, but right now, he didn’t want to do the right thing.

      He wanted Cayley.

      This wasn’t going to end well, but even knowing that didn’t stop him from reaching between his legs and wrapping his hand around his cock and-

      Turning the hot water off when he heard movement in the other room. Resigning himself to whatever bullshit one of his brothers was about to put him through, Bryce waited until his erection was a thing of the past before he climbed out of the shower and dried off. He pulled on a pair of boxers and opened the bathroom door only to find the woman that he couldn’t seem to stop thinking about curled up in his bed.

      Without bothering to open her eyes, Cayley held up her phone for him. Curious, Bryce walked over to the bed and found himself frowning when he saw all the deeply disturbing text messages that his brother sent.

      “There is something seriously wrong with your brother,” Cayley mumbled as she dropped her phone on the bed and shifted to get more comfortable.

      “I’ve been saying that for years,” Bryce said, picking up her phone and placed it on the nightstand by the bed.

      “I can see why,” Cayley mumbled sleepily as she reached over and stole his pillow, snuggling in closer to his side while he stood there debating his next move.

      After a sight hesitation and telling himself that he wasn’t going to regret this, Bryce turned the light off and crawled onto the bed next to her and nearly fucking groaned when she curled up against him and laid her head on his chest with a quietly murmured, “Comfy.”

      Feeling himself relax for the first time in a long time, Bryce wrapped his arm around her and pulled her closer, unable to help but notice just how good she felt in his arms as he closed his eyes, only to open them what felt like minutes later to find his brother standing over them.

      Glaring.

      “You left me to die!” Sean snapped, only to get ignored by the small woman grumbling as she shifted in his arms. With one last glare at his best friend, Sean turned that glare on him as he gestured for Bryce to move over.

      “Not fucking happening,” Bryce said, shaking his head as he tightened his hold around Cayley.

      Sighing heavily, Sean walked around the bed, yanked the covers back as he climbed onto the bed, and-

      “Ooomf!”

      “We talked about this,” Cayley mumbled sleepily as she reached over and shoved Sean off the bed.

      “You are the worst best friend ever!” Sean snapped as he stormed off, only to add. “I hate you!”

      “He really is high maintenance,” Cayley mumbled as she curled back up in his arms.

      “I’ve been saying that for years.”
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      There was definitely a lot to be concerned about, Cayley decided, shifting to get more comfortable as she glanced over her shoulder and noted that the dryer only had a few minutes left. That was followed by shifting her attention back to the iPad on her lap as she went through everything that she still needed to do to prove to the annoying jerk that ate everything in her apartment last night and forced her to make another run to the store this morning, wrong after-

      Nope, she wasn’t going to think about last night.

      She’d promised herself that this morning when she woke up to find herself in Bryce’s arms and decided that there was definitely no reason to think about what happened last night. Not when she had this lovely list to work through. With that in mind, Cayley focused on her list and released a satisfied sigh with a smile as she checked another item off her list. She-

      This is for your own good.

      Frowned as she tried to make sense of the text message Sean sent even as she responded back.

      What’s for my own good?

      Not really thinking much about it, Cayley placed her phone back down on the washing machine and went back to looking at her list, trying to figure out if she’d missed anything and-

      My plan.

      -remembered the four terrifying words that should have had her running for her life, but at some point, she’d stupidly convinced herself that Sean would move on and let it go and there was honestly no excuse for that level of stupidity. She knew better than most what Sean was capable of once he set his mind to something, and at the moment, he was determined to make her life a living hell.

      Please don’t.

      She responded back quickly, not bothering to waste precious time asking him what he was up to because it didn’t matter. Whatever he was planning wasn’t going to end well for her. She also knew that it was probably too late. With that in mind, Cayley jumped off the dryer, resigned herself to grabbing her laundry later and quickly made her way back to her apartment, where she planned on hiding for the rest of the night and-

      He’ll be there in an hour for a romantic midnight date.

      -slowed down on the basement stairs, unable to help but frown in confusion as she asked, Who will be here in an hour?

      Your date, came the reply that had her quickly calling him.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Cayley demanded as soon as the phone stopped ringing.

      “Your date. You’re welcome,” Sean said with a satisfied sigh.

      “I don’t have a date,” Cayley pointed out as she made her way up the stairs.

      “Yes, you do,” Sean said as she carefully opened the basement door and slowly stuck her head out, knowing that if Sean said that she had an hour that it was probably already too late because there was no way in hell that he’d ever be that stupid to give her enough time to make a run for it.

      “And why is that?” Cayley asked, licking her lips nervously when she didn’t see anyone in the hallway.

      “Because I’ve decided to take matters into my own hands.”

      “And what matters would those be exactly?” Cayley asked, swallowing hard as she stepped into the hallway and threw a nervous glance over her shoulder.

      “Well, after you left me to die-”

      “You weren’t dying,” Cayley said, cutting him off as she turned her head and looked at her apartment door to make sure that the coast was clear.

      “I had the fucking sniffles, woman! I could have gone at any moment!” Sean snapped, only to release a shuddering breath before continuing. “Anyway, after our discussion, I realized that what you really needed was someone to take care of you.”

      “I can take care of myself,” Cayley pointed out as she looked over her shoulder one last time and-

      “But this way, you don’t have to.”
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      He should probably be concerned that Cayley was breaking into his apartment but after last night…

      Bryce decided to see where this was going. With that in mind, he took a sip of soda as he watched Cayley, who was too fucking adorable for words, quickly close his door behind her, throw the lock, and immediately plaster herself against the door so that she could look out the peephole. As she mumbled to herself, something that she seemed to do a lot when his brother was fucking with her head, Bryce leaned back against the kitchen island as he ran his eyes over her, taking in everything from her oversized sweatshirt to the way that she stood up on her tippytoes so that she could reach the peephole.

      “Your brother’s insane.”

      “This is true,” Bryce murmured in agreement even as he couldn’t help but wonder what his brother did to piss her off this time. He watched as her small shoulders dropped in defeat as she mumbled, “Damn it.”

      “What’s he done this time?” Bryce asked, still surprised that she hadn’t smothered Sean with a pillow by now.

      “Besides piss me off?” Cayley asked, closing her eyes on a defeated sigh as she pressed her forehead against the door.

      “Besides that,” Bryce said, shrugging it off since that was a given.

      “He’s taken it as his personal mission to see me married,” she said, making everything inside him go still.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Bryce asked as she raised her hand and gestured weakly in the direction of her apartment before dropping it. “He set me up on a blind date.”

      Frowning, Bryce pushed away from the kitchen island and made his way to the door, only pausing long enough to pick her up and move her aside. Once he had her out of the way, Bryce looked through the peephole and was forced to bite back a sigh when he spotted some asshole standing outside her door, looking really fucking hopeful as he held a bouquet of red roses in one hand and a bottle of wine in the other.

      He was going to fucking kill Sean.

      Taking his phone out of his pocket, Bryce quickly typed a message that he was praying that his brother didn’t ignore.

      Call off the date.

      He-

      Not happening.

      -was going to fucking kill the little bastard. Biting back a curse, Bryce looked through the peephole again to find Cayley’s unwanted blind date leaning back against the wall, looking resigned to the long wait ahead.

      Shit!

      “What happened on the eighth-grade field trip?” Bryce asked, glancing back at Cayley to find her worrying her bottom lip between her teeth.

      “I already tried that,” she admitted on a helpless shrug that left Bryce standing there, trying to come up with something that would get his brother to back the fuck off while he tried to figure out what the hell he was supposed to do about Cayley.

      She…

      Fuck.

      He didn’t know what she was. The only thing that he knew was that he couldn’t fucking stop thinking about her or just how badly he wanted to pull her back in his arms. He just needed time to figure this out and he couldn’t fucking do that if his brother was pushing every asshole that crossed his path at Cayley. With that in mind, he sent another text message.

      Call. It. Fucking. Off!

      Bryce glanced back out the peephole and found himself frowning as he watched the asshole waiting in the hallway pull his phone out of his pocket, only to shake his head in disgust and walk away. That had been too fucking easy, Bryce thought, glancing back down at his phone just in time to see the next text message come through.

      Done.

      When his brother didn’t elaborate, Bryce looked back through the peephole and-

      Sighed when the little brat shoved him out of the way and went back on her tippytoes. That was followed by an adorable frown and a mumbled, “He’s gone?” as she threw him a questioning look.

      “It appears that way,” Bryce said as he watched her absently worry her bottom lip between her teeth as she thought it over. After a moment, Cayley shook her head as she stepped away from the door. “It’s a trap.”

      “Probably,” Bryce murmured in agreement as he stood there, considering the small woman in front of him.

      “Looks like you’re stuck with me for a while,” Cayley said with a helpless shrug and a hopeful smile that quickly died away when he didn’t say anything. “Please don’t send me back out there.”

      Making sure to look put out because he couldn’t very well have her knowing that kicking her out was the last thing on his mind, Bryce leaned his shoulder against the wall as he considered how he wanted to handle this. Make her beg or-

      “I’ll take the couch. Thanks!” the little brat said with a huge smile as she made her way over to his couch, grabbed the blanket he had folded over the back, and dropped down on it with a satisfied sigh and an absently mumbled, “This is a really nice couch,” as he stood there, glaring.

      When she simply ignored him, Bryce pushed away from the wall and dropped down on the oversized leather chair so that he could glare at her. She really was a pain in the ass, Bryce thought as he watched her quickly settle on a movie, toss the remote back on the coffee table before curling up on her side as she settled in for the night and-

      “Are you going to tell me what you’re up to or do I have to guess?” Cayley asked, her beautiful green eyes that looked blue today glanced in his direction as he turned his attention to the movie that she’d picked out and-

      Of course, she picked Die Hard, Bryce thought, biting back a smile as he asked, “Guess what?”

      “Why you’re suddenly acknowledging my existence,” Cayley said, sounding more curious than anything.

      “Is that what I’m doing?” Bryce drawled as his gaze flickered back to her to find her watching him.

      “Yes,” Cayley mumbled, looking lost in thought as she watched him.

      “Fair enough,” Bryce murmured absently as he watched her for a moment. “Then again, the same could be said about you.”

      When she began worrying her bottom lip between her teeth, he knew that he’d fucked up. “Is that what you think? That I ignore you?”

      “You can stay here if you want,” Bryce said as he got up, deciding to call it an early night since the last thing that he wanted to talk about tonight was just how fucking much it killed him that she’d barely said one fucking word to him over the years.

      “Bryce, I-”

      “There are extra blankets in the closet and food in the fridge. Help yourself if you need anything,” Bryce said as he headed to his bedroom, more than ready to call it a night.

      He hated this fucking hold that she had on him, always had, Bryce thought as he headed to the bathroom and took a quick shower before pulling on a pair of boxers and dropped down on his bed with a sigh as he told himself that it didn’t fucking matter. He was only doing this to prove that the Bradford curse was complete bullshit so that he could get his hands on Thomas House. He kept telling himself that until sometime later as he watched Cayley quietly let herself into his bedroom and headed for his bathroom.

      For the next fifteen minutes, Bryce lay there, staring up at the ceiling, grinding his jaw as he struggled to stop thinking about her, only to pray that she put him out of his fucking misery as he listened to her taking a shower.

      God, she was fucking killing him.

      Closing his eyes, Bryce slowly exhaled as he folded one arm behind his head while he waited for her to finish what she was doing so that he could clear his fucking head and-

      Bite back a groan when he felt her climb onto the bed and lay down next to him a few minutes later. After a slight hesitation, Cayley was curling up next to him and placing her head on his shoulder as he slowly exhaled and felt all the tension in his body fade away.
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      “Perfect,” Cayley said with a satisfied sigh as she took in the files, notebooks, and snacks that she’d placed on the coffee table to ensure that her day was productive and-

      She really didn’t want to have to work from home, Cayley thought, feeling her shoulders slump in defeat as she reached over and grabbed the file on top, deciding that she should just get it over with. At least she could work in comfort, Cayley told herself, biting back a sigh as she grabbed a fresh notebook and a pen and set to work as she thought about all the perks of working from home.

      She was able to work in her pajamas, enjoy a leisurely breakfast while working with a movie playing in the background, and…she really wanted to go to work today, but this was the next item on her list to prove the big jerk face that was pissed at her, wrong. She could do this, Cayley told herself, following that up with a firm nod as she reached over and grabbed the cold PopTart that she’d been forced to settle for because she had no idea where her toaster was. She should probably unpack, Cayley thought, absently nodding as she took in the boxes that she’d moved out of the way to make room for her Christmas tree.

      Two days and she could go back to the office, Cayley reminded herself as she focused on the file on her lap and went through it, making notes on the notepad, and wrote down questions that she had even as she debated calling someone for help. It surprised her that the first person she thought about calling was Bryce. She never would have even considered calling him for something like this before and-

      God, that man could snuggle.

      It felt so good being in his arms last night. She loved the way that he held her, loved waking up to find him gently caressing her back as he held her. She hated leaving him this morning. She never had that problem with Kevin. Those few times that he’d actually held her had been nice, but he’d never made her feel the way that Bryce did last night. Bryce made her feel like he never wanted to let her go.

      She should definitely call him.

      Deciding that was a good idea, Cayley reached for the phone only to end up worrying her bottom lip between her teeth as she told herself that this was a good idea. It was his project, she told herself, only to sigh as she scrolled to Sean’s number and-

      Wondered why the man that she shouldn’t be thinking about was walking into her apartment carrying bags from her aunt’s bakery.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Bryce said, dropping the bags on the coffee table as he sat down next to her and pulled a coffee out of the bag and handed it to her before grabbing one for himself. “What did I miss?”

      “Many things,” Cayley mumbled, unable to help but frown when he reached over and grabbed the notepad off her lap, which was followed by a nod and him stealing the pen out of her hand to make notes of his own. “What are you doing here?” Cayley asked, taking a sip of her much-needed coffee.

      “We’re supposed to be working on the Dawson Project together,” Bryce said as he went over her notes.

      “I was going to make you a copy of my notes.”

      “And while I appreciate that, it would probably save a lot of time if we did it this way instead of playing email tag,” Bryce murmured absently as he paused in what he was doing to search through the files on the couch between them.

      She opened her mouth to argue, but he was right. It would go faster if he was here, Cayley thought as she took one last sip of her coffee and put it down and got back to work. They worked quietly for the next ten hours. When she had a question, Bryce would stop what he was doing to explain it to her, taking his time to make sure that she understood why they had to do something a certain way. That would be followed by helping him work out the details for this project, figuring out where he should start and what needed to be done to get there.

      They made sandwiches for lunch and ordered pizza for dinner, and when it was finally time to call it a night, Bryce dropped his notebook on the coffee table, absently murmured goodnight around a yawn and headed for the door while she sat there thinking about how much she liked being around him. The silence never got awkward and she had to wonder if that was because they grew up together, but she knew that wasn’t it.

      She loved Sean even though he was like the annoying brother that she never asked for and desperately wanted to beat the shit out of and could happily spend all day with him, but at some point, she always found herself debating grabbing whatever was within reach and beating the shit out of the annoying bastard. With Bryce, it had been so easy, so comfortable, and just…she couldn’t explain it, but it was something that she’d never felt around anyone before.

      He always made her feel safe. It was the one thing that let her know that everything would be okay when she was little and her father had to work all the time. No matter how scared she was that her father was going to suddenly go away like her mother did, Bryce was there.

      He was always there.

      Bryce made her feel safe even when he was glaring at her, and God, did that man love to glare, Cayley thought as she decided to call it a night and headed to her bathroom and found herself wondering why she never felt this way about Kevin. When she was with Kevin, it had always been pleasant and easy, but…

      It never made her feel like she was exactly where she was supposed to be.

      She found herself thinking about how much she liked sleeping in Bryce’s arms, how good it felt when he touched her, and how much she wanted to-

      Not happening.

      This was not a good idea, Cayley told herself before her mind could go where it definitely had no business going. It was a very bad idea. One that she wasn’t even going to consider because it wasn’t happening. The first time she slept in his bed, it was to get away from the annoying bastard that had been unusually quiet today, and last night, she only slept in his room because-

      She wanted to, Cayley admitted to herself even as she told herself that was the end of it. She wasn’t sleeping in his bed again. She wasn’t. That was it. She was not going to do something incredibly stupid like crawl back into Bryce’s bed. She wasn’t because she didn’t need to. She was fine where she was and didn’t need him. She-

      Wanted to go crawl back in his bed, Cayley thought with a grumble as she pulled off her clothes and took a quick shower. Crawling back into his bed wasn’t an option, especially since the last thing that she needed was for Bryce to think that she was obsessed with him. She wasn’t, but she’d be lying if she said that she didn’t like being around him, like the way that he touched her, and-

      “What the hell am I doing?” Cayley found herself wondering as she shook her head in disgust.

      There was something seriously wrong with her if she was thinking about Bryce James this much, Cayley decided as she forced herself to focus on getting ready for bed. Grumbling to herself, she rubbed lotion on her skin in a half-assed attempt at a skincare routine, pulled on a light green cotton camisole and matching panties and reluctantly left the bathroom, resigning herself to sleeping alone.

      For a moment, Cayley considered crashing on the couch and starting a Harry Potter marathon, but she knew that would only lead to her coming up with an excuse to make her way across the hallway and crawl into Bryce’s bed. Wondering when she became this pathetic, she walked into her bedroom and-

      “Did you miss me?” the annoying bastard asked from the comfort of her bed, where he was devouring a bag of chips.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” Cayley found herself asking.

      “Because you need me,” Sean said, nodding solemnly.

      “I really don’t, though,” Cayley said, biting back a sigh as she gestured for him to get off her bed.

      “Why are you lying to yourself?” Sean asked, settling more comfortably on her bed.

      “Why are you leaving me with no choice but to kill you in your sleep?” Cayley asked, once again gesturing for him to get the hell out.

      “I like to challenge people,” Sean said, nodding solemnly, “It’s my thing.”

      “Please leave,” she said, praying that he took pity on her tonight.

      “I will,” Sean promised her before adding, “just as soon as you tell me what I want to know.”

      “It’s late. Can’t this wait until tomorrow?”

      “Are you coming to work tomorrow?” Sean asked, blinking at her.

      “I’m working from home again,” Cayley said even as she couldn’t help but wonder if the man that she really shouldn’t be thinking about was going to join her again and-

      She really needed to stop thinking about Bryce.

      “Then, no, it can’t wait,” Sean murmured, looking thoughtful as he took his time selecting his next chip.

      “Sean,” Cayley said, slowly exhaling as she reached up and pinched the bridge of her nose, feeling a headache coming on as she struggled against the urge to grab one of the pillows he had shoved behind him and beat the shit out of him, “please don’t make me kill you.”

      “Why must you fight your feelings for me?” Sean asked with a heartfelt sigh as she dropped her hand away and-

      “Wait. What are you doing?” Sean asked, watching curiously as Bryce, who looked seriously pissed off for some reason, walked into her room wearing a pair of gray cotton boxershorts and grabbed Sean, who released a pained grunt when Bryce yanked him off the bed and onto the floor and then proceeded to drag him into the hallway while he glared at her the entire time.

      Not really sure what that was about, Cayley stood there watching as Bryce shoved Sean into the hallway, closed the door and locked it before turning off the light and-

      Oh, God, she was about to die, Cayley realized as she stood there, trying to think of the best way to apologize for whatever finally made him snap, only to frown when she found herself picked up and gently laid down on her bed seconds before Bryce crawled in behind her and pulled her into his arms. Admittedly confused, she lay there for a moment, trying to figure out what just happened, only to decide to just go with it when he pulled her closer and pressed a kiss against the back of her neck.

      “You were taking too long,” Bryce murmured with another one of those kisses that she had to admit that she liked and-

      “This isn’t over!” came the announcement that had her biting back a sigh as she resigned herself to what she knew was coming.
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      “Shhhhh,” came the soft whisper in his ear as Bryce opened his eyes and-

      Found himself wondering why the little bastard had his hand over his mouth. With a glare, Bryce reached up, careful not to wake the small woman curled up against him, and shoved Sean’s hand away. With a pointed look at Cayley, Sean stepped away from the bed, his eyes never leaving Bryce as he carefully shifted to sit up only to have the small woman in his arms grumble in her sleep as she snuggled closer.

      Biting back a sigh, Bryce leaned down as he shifted again and pressed a kiss against Cayley’s forehead, somewhat appeasing the little bed hog before he finally managed to climb off the bed. With one last curious glance at Cayley, Sean quietly made his way into the hallway, leaving him with no choice but to follow him. He followed Sean into the kitchen, where the annoying bastard stopped to make a sandwich, his eyes remaining locked on Bryce the entire time.

      Once he was done, Sean quickly devoured his sandwich before gesturing to the hallway. More than happy to get this over with, Bryce walked into the hallway and-

      Released a pained grunt when the little bastard shoved him against the wall and got in his face.

      “Start fucking talking,” Sean bit out with a look that told him just how fucking close his brother was to killing him.

      “We’re not doing this here,” Bryce said with a pointed look at Cayley’s apartment door.

      With a nod, Sean stepped back and gestured for Bryce to lead the way. Grinding his jaw, Bryce did just that and-

      “Shit!” Sean gasped in pain when Bryce grabbed him as soon as they walked into his apartment and slammed his brother against the wall.

      “You wanna tell me why you couldn’t be fucking bothered to look out for her when that asshole was around?” Bryce demanded, wondering why his brother looked the other way when she was dating that asshole but was getting in his fucking face when they both knew that he was the last fucking person that would hurt her.

      “Because it wasn’t going anywhere,” Sean snapped as he tried to shove him back, but Bryce wasn’t going anywhere.

      “Two years and an engagement ring and you don’t think it was going somewhere?” Bryce demanded, grabbing hold of his brother so that he could slam him back against the wall, tearing another pained grunt from the little bastard that should have done a better job watching over her.

      “It was never going that far,” Sean bit out as Bryce stood there, struggling against the urge to beat the shit out of his brother and-

      Fuck!

      Realized just how fucking close he was to losing it. Taking a deep breath, Bryce released his hold on his brother and stepped away, ramming his fingers through his hair as he struggled to keep it together. He…was losing his fucking mind, Bryce realized as he dropped his hands away only to glance at his brother to find him watching him.

      “You love her,” Sean said hollowly, looking absolutely stunned.

      “Don’t,” Bryce warned.

      Smiling, Sean pushed away from the wall as he said, “Yes, you do.”

      “I’m not in love with her,” Bryce said, shaking his head because, at the moment, he had no fucking clue what he was. “Just drop it.”

      “I could do that,” Sean said, sounding thoughtful as he made his way to the kitchen and helped himself to a Coke out of the fridge, “or I could help you.”

      “I don’t need your help,” Bryce said because the last fucking thing that he needed right now was Sean’s help.

      Nodding as though he hadn’t spoken, Sean said, “We’re going to need a plan of attack.”

      “No, we don’t,” Bryce said firmly.

      “We really will,” Sean mumbled to himself, looking thoughtful before he glanced at Bryce and said, “It wouldn’t kill you to start prettying yourself up to make this easier.”

      Rubbing his hands roughly down his face, Bryce said, “I really fucking hate you right now.”

      “Shhhh, not while I’m planning,” Sean whispered as Bryce dropped his hands away, only to sigh when he found his brother sitting on his kitchen island, looking lost in thought as he devoured the ice cream he bought earlier.

      Bryce opened his mouth to tell his brother that he didn’t need his help, only to close it, knowing that it was pointless at this point. “I’m going back to bed,” Bryce said, heading back to Cayley’s apartment.

      “You do that, pookie,” Sean murmured absently.

      “Don’t call me pookie, asshole,” Bryce said as he headed across the hallway to let himself back in Cayley’s apartment, only to find her standing there, glaring up at him accusingly.

      Worried that she’d heard the asshole, Bryce opened his mouth only to bite back a smile when Cayley grabbed hold of his hand and turned around, making her way back to her bedroom as she dragged him behind her, grumbling every fucking inch of the way.

      God, she was fucking adorable.
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      You were warned.

      Swallowing hard, Cayley looked from the text message that she’d received ten minutes ago when she pulled into Rerum Highland Construction’s parking lot to the building in question and found herself swallowing hard when she spotted Sean standing in the second-floor window watching her. Even from here, she could see the predatory gleam in his eye, the same one that he’d been wearing for the past week and the one that left her on edge and-

      She couldn’t take this anymore.

      She just couldn’t.

      For the past week, she’d been looking over her shoulder, jumping at every sound, and living in fear of when the jerk that had been making her life a living hell would finally strike. But so far, nothing. Not one word or even a text until this morning.

      For the past week, he’d been ignoring her and Cayley would have said that he’d also been avoiding her, but she couldn’t say that, not when he kept showing up first thing in the morning to devour everything in her kitchen and randomly showing up at night. He just stared at her, which was creepy enough, but sometimes she would get up in the morning to find him already sitting at her table, waiting for her so that he could screw with her head first thing in the morning. Before she had a chance to ask him what he was doing, Sean would head for the door, only pausing long enough to shoot her a wink.

      It was deeply disturbing.

      But it made it easier to accept the fact that she’d been banned from coming to work for the past week. They’d needed her out of the way so that they could gut the foyer, which meant that she’d been stuck working from home longer than she’d planned. It probably wouldn’t have been so bad if Bryce had been able to join her, but he’d been forced to get up earlier than usual and stay later over the past week, trying to get the building ready for inspection and…she’d missed him.

      Every morning she found herself reaching for him before she opened her eyes, only to bite back a disappointed sigh and resign herself to the long, lonely day ahead as she did her best to stop staring at the clock, counting down the minutes until he came home. Cayley never thought that she could miss someone so much, but when Bryce wasn’t around, she felt like part of her was missing.

      There was really no other way to describe it. When he was with her, Cayley felt like she was exactly where she needed to be and she didn’t know why. Several times over the past week, she’d found herself wondering why he made her feel this way, why she couldn’t stop thinking about him, and why the thought of sleeping anywhere but in his arms felt wrong. It just didn’t make sense. Then again, none of this made sense but that didn’t stop her from shoving everything off her lap and racing for the door when she heard him coming home at night.

      The only thing that stopped her from throwing the door open and jumping in his arms was the fact that it would probably reinforce his earlier assumption that she was in love with him, which she wasn’t. Not at all. No, the reason why she waited by her door and counted to a hundred before racing across the hallway and let herself into his apartment so that she could start making dinner while he was in the shower was because she was a dedicated employee.

      It really was that simple.

      Every night, she would get out all the ingredients for whatever yummy-sounding recipe she found that day while she’d been bored out of her mind and get everything ready while Bryce finished his shower. When he was done, he’d join her in a pair of jeans that hung low on his hips and take over, putting her on stirring duty while she did her best not to stare at him. While they made dinner, she filled him in on her progress with the Dawson Project, which admittedly wasn’t very much since Mr. MacGregor was still refusing to sell.

      They’d be able to pull the project off without him, but it would cause a bit of a problem with the rest of the houses on the street restored to their original state, only to have the oldest and largest house on the street looking like it was on the verge of being condemned by the city, which in all honestly, it probably should be. But that was a problem for another day. Right now, Rerum Highland Construction owned ninety percent of the houses on the street, with four more houses under contract since Monday.

      The neighborhood had once been the home of the town’s most affluent families. They’d all built huge, lavish houses with the latest amenities, beautiful gardens, and meticulous lawns while each family did their best to outshine the others. For over a hundred years, Dawson Road was the most sought-after address in town until the Great Depression hit, and one by one, they’d been forced to sell their homes for a fraction of the price or abandon them and flee the town for the city with the hopes of starting over.

      Over the years, new families had come and gone, but no one stayed for long, leaving the neighborhood to slowly waste away. By the time that Bryce came up with the idea for this project, most of the homes had long ago been abandoned with only a few families living in the neighborhood, desperate to sell, while the rest of the houses had been taken by the town after years of neglect and failure to pay taxes.

      It had taken some time, but Rory and Connor had been able to convince the town to sell the houses to them for a fraction of the asking price with the promise that they were going to bring the neighborhood back to its former glory. Now they were just waiting for old man MacGregor to agree to their offer, but Cayley knew the moment that she saw his name on the list that it wasn’t happening.

      Mr. MacGregor was never going to sell that house and she honestly couldn’t blame him. It had been in his family for over two hundred years and he refused to be the one to lose it after everything that his family went through to save it. Bryce had been hoping that they could convince Mr. MacGregor to part with it, but at this point, their best bet was to convince him to hire them to renovate the house so that it matched the others, but knowing how stubborn Mr. MacGregor was, that probably wasn’t going to happen either.

      While Bryce cooked dinner, they talked about how to handle this, the plans for Dawson Road, and making sure that they were ready when it was time to begin construction. By the time dinner was ready, they’d moved onto a comfortable silence while he read through her notes and made some of his own until it was time to check another item off her list. Without a word, Bryce would finish getting dressed, take her list, and with a resigned sigh, head for the door.

      Cayley still wasn’t sure why he was putting himself through this, especially since it was clear that he hated anything and everything Christmas-related, but she wasn’t going to complain, especially since it meant that she got to fall asleep in his arms every night. The only downside, besides the fact that Sean was embracing the voices in his head, was that Kevin kept showing up everywhere she went.

      When they were dating, it was like pulling teeth to get him to go anywhere with her, but now, it seemed like he was everywhere. It was definitely weird. Most of the time, Kevin just stared at her, but a few times, he looked like he was about to approach her but always stopped himself when he saw Bryce by her side. She wasn’t sure what else there was to say to her after last week when he showed up at the park for movie night and let her know that she’d ruined his life.

      After that…

      What else was there to say?

      She-

      I can see you.

      -should have definitely stayed home, Cayley thought, deciding that was a good plan as she grabbed her bag off the passenger seat and began frantically searching for her keys, only to end up swallowing hard when her door was suddenly opened and she found herself slowly, ever so slowly, turning her head and looking at Sean as he reached over and plucked the bag out of her hands with a satisfied sigh and a murmured, “Now, let’s have that talk, shall we?”
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      “I’d really like to come out now,” came the sadly mumbled words that had Bryce looking up from his clipboard.

      For a moment, Bryce stood there as he glanced around the second-floor landing until a small grumble had him biting back a sigh as his focus shifted to the small supply closet to his right. Curious, Bryce tossed his clipboard on the floor, grabbed one of the metal folding chairs they kept up here for breaks and dragged it in front of the closet before dropping down on it with a heavy sigh.

      There was a pause, and then, “Sean?”

      “Try again,” Bryce said, stretching out his legs to get more comfortable.

      “Oh, thank god,” Cayley said, sounding really fucking relieved for some reason.

      “How long have you been in there?” Bryce asked, reaching up to rub the back of his neck before dropping it away so that he could fold his arms over his chest while he considered all of his options.

      “A little over seven hours,” Cayley grumbled.

      “Seven hours is a long time,” Bryce murmured absently as he glanced at the rest of the chairs lined up against the wall and noted that one of them was missing.

      “It really is,” she mumbled sadly with a sniffle.

      “Did he tie you to a chair?” Bryce asked as he focused his attention back to the supply closet door, noting that his brother didn’t bother ramming a chair beneath the doorknob to keep her locked in there.

      “Among other things,” Cayley said, releasing a shuddering sigh that had Bryce sighing heavily as he leaned over and opened the closet door to find the small woman that he couldn’t seem to stay away from duct-taped to a chair that was hanging from the ceiling, putting them at eye level.

      God, his brother was fucking thorough, but since this worked in his favor, Bryce decided to just go with it. He sat back as he considered the small woman shifting in the metal chair suspended from the ceiling as she as struggled to get more comfortable even as she shot him a hopeful smile that quickly died away when she realized that he was just sitting there, watching her.

      “Are you going to get me down?” Cayley asked, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth, drawing his attention to the familiar movement as he once again found himself thinking about just how soft that plump bottom lip looked and had him wondering what it would feel like brushing against his, something that he’d been doing a lot over the past week.

      “Probably,” Bryce said as he forced his attention away from her lips and focused on the beautiful green eyes narrowing on him.

      “What do you want?” Cayley asked, reminding him why he liked her so much. She didn’t play games or pretend that she didn’t know how this worked, which he truly appreciated at the moment since it would make this easier.

      “Well, that depends,” Bryce drawled as he made a show of getting more comfortable, watching as Cayley noted the move.

      “On?”

      “On what you’re going to tell me,” he said, debating where to start.

      Nodding, Cayley said, “I’d really like to get down now.”

      “I’m sure you would,” Bryce said before moving on to his first question. “What did Sean want to know?” For a moment, Cayley didn’t look like she was going to answer, but she knew better than most what would happen if she didn’t.

      “He had questions,” she finally admitted.

      “What kind of questions?” Bryce asked even as he pulled his phone out of his pocket and decided to go to the source just in case this line of questioning didn’t pan out.

      Not that he wanted to encourage the little bastard to get in his way, but he knew better than to waste a golden opportunity when it presented itself. For the past week, he’d been struggling to hold onto his fucking sanity, telling himself that this was a really bad fucking idea, but it was never enough to stop him from pulling her into his arms at night.

      He couldn’t even begin to describe just how fucking good it felt to hold her.

      What did you ask Cayley about?

      “The kind that I didn’t want to answer.”

      “Such as…” Bryce asked, feeling his lips pull up into a smile when he saw his brother’s text message.

      You.

      “I’d really rather not say,” Caley said as she tried shifting in her chair.

      “I see,” Bryce said absently as he sent his brother another text message.

      Anything I should know?

      “We’re going to be late to your sister’s Christmas party,” Cayley said in a sad attempt to change the subject.

      Don’t let her out. The vicious little leprechaun is planning my murder.

      “It can wait,” Bryce said, deciding to focus back on the woman that was driving him fucking crazy.

      For the first time in his life, he was happy and that fucking terrified him, knowing just how quickly it could be taken away. Every day, he told himself that it didn’t matter, that it was just to prove that the Bradford curse was bullshit, but that didn’t explain why he was afraid to open his eyes in the morning, terrified that when he opened them, that he would realize that it had all just been a dream, one that he never wanted to wake up from.

      He was definitely losing his mind, Bryce thought as he considered the small woman glaring at him. He wondered if she had any idea what she was doing to him. God, if she ever figured it out…

      “Did I mention that I’ve been strapped to this chair for seven hours?” Cayley asked, blinking at him. “Because I feel like it really should be mentioned.”

      “I’ll take care of the little bastard for that later, but for now, I just feel like we should discuss all those things that you don’t want me to find out,” Bryce said as he pointedly examined his nails. He could practically feel her seething from here, but since that worked in his favor, he decided to take that as a good sign.

      “What do you want to know?” came the question that had him biting back a smile.

      “What did you tell Sean?” Bryce asked as he dropped his hand away and looked back up to find Cayley’s lips pressed firmly together.

      Nodding, Bryce sighed heavily as he stood up and made his way to the cooler they kept filled with drinks and the occasional snack and grabbed a bottle of water before dropping back down on his chair, noting the way that she swallowed hard as she watched him. “Seven hours, huh?” Bryce asked as he opened the bottle of water and took a sip. “You must be thirsty.”

      “Among other things,” Cayley admitted with a wince as she once again shifted uncomfortably in her chair.

      “I bet,” Bryce murmured absently as he considered her for a moment, watching the way that she watched him, the way that she struggled between licking her lips and shifting anxiously in her chair, telling him everything that he needed to know.

      Locking his eyes with hers, Bryce raised his arm to the side, slowly began to turn the water bottle over, watching as her eyes widened in horror and-

      “I told him that I didn’t know what was going on but that I liked sleeping in your arms at night!” Cayley rushed to explain, only to add, “Please don’t do it,” when his hand stilled.

      “You like sleeping in my arms?” Bryce asked, narrowing his eyes on the adorable woman that was back to pressing her lips tightly shut.

      When she continued sitting there, glaring, he-

      “Yes!”

      -gave the bottle a little shake.

      Needing to make sure that she wasn’t just a cuddle addict, Bryce asked, “Do you like sleeping in my brother’s arms?” only to note the look of horror on her face.

      “Fair enough,” Bryce murmured, taking a moment to think that over while she shifted, swallowed hard, and shifted again, her gaze never leaving the bottle in his hand as he debated his next move, only to decide that it would probably be in his best interest to let her go when she began mumbling incoherently to herself as the shifting increased.

      “How about this?” Bryce asked as he took one last sip of water before returning the cap to the bottle and placed it on the floor before standing up as he pulled his utility knife out of his pocket. “I’ll let you down…” Bryce said, letting his words trail off as his gaze locked with hers before adding, “For a price,” watching as his words hit home and when they did, he knew that she would make him pay for this, but that was more than fine with him, especially if she said yes.
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      She was definitely going to make him pay for this, Cayley decided even as she prayed that he got to the point so that she could get off this chair and make her way to the nearest bathroom, and God, did she really need to use the bathroom.

      Seven. Long. Hours.

      She really wished that she hadn’t had that extra cup of coffee this morning, Cayley thought as she shifted in her seat again, struggling to get her mind off the bottle of water on the floor and-

      “Go out with me.”

      -wondered when she’d started hallucinating.

      “I’m sorry. What’s this now?” Cayley found herself asking as she shifted her focus back to the man stepping inside the closet with her.

      “Go out with me,” Bryce said as he focused his attention on carefully cutting the tape wrapped around her right ankle.

      “I really don’t think that’s a good idea,” Cayley said even as she prayed that he moved faster.

      “Why is that?” Bryce drawled as he took his time pulling the tape off her ankle and-

      Oh, God…

      -gently ran his fingers beneath her pant leg, leaving a trail of goosebumps behind as she struggled to focus.

      “Didn’t you accuse me of stalking you two weeks ago?” Cayley pointed out as he dropped his hand away and focused his attention on her other leg.

      “Probably,” Bryce murmured absently as he focused on cutting the tape off her ankle.

      After he carefully removed the tape, his eyes met hers as she sat there, frantically shaking her head, praying that he wasn’t about to do what she thought he was about to do and-

      “Please stop doing that,” Cayley whispered weakly when she felt his fingertips glide across the back of her leg.

      “Are you going to say yes?” Bryce asked as he focused his attention on the duct tape that went across her thighs, making her frown.

      “I really just don’t think it’s a good idea…” Cayley said, only to have her words trail off as she watched Bryce stop what he was doing to close his knife and slide it back in his pocket as he stepped out of the closet and-

      “Fine! I’ll go out with you!” Cayley snapped when he reached for the door.

      Bryce paused, appearing as though he was thinking it over only to release a heavy sigh with a sad shake of his head as he said, “I’m afraid it’s too late for that.”

      “I-I will kill you in your sleep,” Cayley somehow managed to get out as her rage escalated to a whole new level. She was thirsty, hungry, and she really had to pee, and she really wasn’t in the mood to play this game with him. She just wanted to go home and devour a pint of ice cream by herself as she decided the best way to get back at the little bastard who did this to her.

      “Probably,” Bryce said, not really sounding all that concerned about his impending doom.

      “Just let me go, Bryce, and I’ll go out with you,” Cayley said, wiggling in her chair to get his attention back where it needed to be.

      “I would love to, I really would, but I’m not sure that’s an option anymore, not after you hurt my feelings,” the bastard that was clearly toying with her said with a sad shake of his head and a helpless shrug.

      She really hated him, Cayley decided as she released a shaky breath and did what she knew was expected of her even as she promised herself that the second, the very second, that she was free that she was going to-

      “All this arguing has made me thirsty,” Bryce murmured as she found herself sitting there, unable to hold back a whimper as she watched him reach for the bottle and-

      “I would love to go out with you, Bryce!” Cayley found herself shouting as she squeezed her eyes shut, praying that he would stop before it was too late.

      There was a slight pause, and then, “Are you sure?”

      “Yes!”

      “I mean, I don’t want you to do something that you don’t want to,” Bryce said, and she swore then and there that she was going to beat him with this chair when she was finally free.

      “It’s the dream,” Cayley insisted, struggling to keep it together only to sigh when she felt his hands reach for the tape again. Relieved that this was almost over, she forced herself to sit there and keep her mouth shut, but she knew that the second, the very second, that she was free that she was going to make him pay.

      Then…

      She’d go find the bastard that blasted Christmas music all day so that no one would hear her. Oh, would she make Sean pay, Cayley thought as she felt the tape removed from her arms seconds before Bryce was reaching for her. She opened her eyes, not bothering to hide her glare as he picked her up and placed her on the floor. When her legs buckled, he released a curse, picked her back up and steadied her as she-

      Was quickly reminded that she had to use the bathroom. With a murderous glare in his direction, the only warning that he was going to get, Cayley stumbled away from him, only to stop, release a curse, and promptly turned around, awkwardly reached down and snatched the water bottle off the floor as she shot the large bastard who looked really smug at the moment one last glare. That was followed by quickly making her way down the freshly polished staircase and through the newly renovated foyer as quickly as her trembling legs would carry her and into the bathroom, praying every inch of the way that she made it in time.

      Five minutes later, she was done, the bottle of water was empty, and she was ready to get that revenge that she’d been dreaming about all day. Tossing the empty bottle in the trashcan, Cayley opened the door, more than ready to do this, only to find herself standing in the foyer, unable to help but wonder where her desk was.

      Really hoping that Sean didn’t do something asinine like put her desk on the roof because she’d refused to give him answers that she didn’t have, Cayley reluctantly headed back to the stairs only to wonder why her office light was on. For a moment, she stood there, telling herself that she knew better, but…

      Damn it.

      Really hoping that this wasn’t a trap, Cayley reluctantly headed to her office, making sure to look over her shoulder as she went, knowing exactly what the James boys were capable of and-

      “Oh, my God…”

      “Do you like it?” Bryce asked as Cayley stood there, taking in the large office that, up until a week ago, didn’t have any walls, and found herself taking in the freshly painted gray walls with white trim, the black doors, and built-in shelves to the freshly polished wood floors before shifting her attention to her desk and taking it all in again.

      “I love it,” Cayley said as she walked into the room and ran her fingertips along the shelves, noting that all of her books and binders had been neatly organized along with several of the photos that she had of her father, the one of her mother holding her when she was a baby, and of her and Sean the day that they graduated high school before glancing back at Bryce to find him watching her.

      “How did this happen?” Cayley asked, still trying to wrap her mind around what she was seeing since her office was supposed to be one of the last rooms to get worked on.

      “I came in early and left late,” Bryce said, his expression unreadable as he watched her as she tried to make sense of what he was saying.

      “You did this?” she asked, swallowing hard when he nodded.

      “Why?” Cayley asked as she took in the beautiful office that must have taken a lot of work even as she ran his words through her head again. That’s why he’d been working so hard this past week because he was making sure that her office was finished so that she didn’t have to work in the foyer while they were working. It was one of the nicest things that anyone had ever done for her and-

      “Because I missed you.”
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      “Perhaps we could discuss this?” Sean asked, but Bryce wasn’t in the mood to talk.

      Not now.

      Not after he’d fucked up this badly.

      What the hell was he thinking telling her that he missed her? Bryce had to wonder as he finished tying the rope around Sean and-

      “Oh, shit!”

      -shoved him in their nephew’s closet before closing the door and ignoring his brother’s demands to be released, which were immediately followed by his promises to tell on him.

      God, he was a fucking idiot, Bryce thought as he dropped down on the small bed, in no fucking mood to head back downstairs to the Christmas party that he’d let Rory manipulate him into coming to with a few well-placed sniffles. She was evil, Bryce decided, sighing heavily as the sounds of Christmas music, laughter, and murmured conversations reached him from below.

      “Aw, what’s wrong, big guy?” Sean asked while Bryce sat there, wondering how he’d fucked this up so badly.

      One minute, Cayley’s beautiful lips were pulling up into a smile that had him swallowing hard, and the next, she was absently murmuring, “Thank you for my office,” and reminding him that they were going to be late. He-

      Had no fucking idea what he was doing.

      “I could help you,” Sean said, sounding thoughtful.

      “I don’t need your help,” Bryce said, dropping his head in his hands as he tried to figure out where he went wrong.

      “You really do,” Sean murmured with a heartfelt sigh.

      “How exactly was tying her to a chair and suspending her in a fucking closet helpful?” Bryce asked, dropping his hands away so that he could glare at the closet door.

      “Because it forced her to face her feelings,” Sean said in a tone that told him that it should have been more than fucking obvious.

      “You mean the murderous rage that you forced her to embrace by leaving her in there for seven hours?” Bryce demanded as he debated going downstairs and…

      He had no fucking clue what he should do next.

      “So, I couldn’t help but notice while Cayley was trying to beat the shit out of me with that nutcracker that she really didn’t seem happy about whatever happened at the office after I left,” Sean said, making his eyes narrow on the door.

      “You locked her in a fucking closet and left her there,” Bryce said, enunciating every fucking syllable.

      “Yeah, that really doesn’t explain why you’re up here instead of downstairs looking at her adoringly,” Sean said with a shuddering sigh.

      “There is something seriously wrong with you,” Bryce said, deciding that he’d had enough for one night as he got up and headed for the door and-

      “She went quiet, didn’t she?” Sean asked, making him frown as he backed up and faced the door.

      “Start talking,” Bryce said, folding his arms over his chest as he glared at the closet door.

      “I would. I really would, but I’m not sure that I’m going to be able to do that, not like this,” Sean said as he released a shuddering sigh that had Bryce absently nodding as he reached over and opened the closet door.

      “What are you doing?” Sean asked, blinking up at him as Bryce reached down and-

      “You make her nervous!” Sean yelled somewhat hysterically as Bryce dragged him out of the closet by his legs.

      “Keep going,” Bryce said as he headed for the hallway while he debated his options, which he had to admit were pretty limited with the party going on downstairs.

      “Was she able to look you in the eye after that?” Sean asked conversationally as Bryce dragged him into the hallway.

      “Meaning?” Bryce asked, glancing at the stairs that would take them downstairs to the living room where there was a room full of potential witnesses before shifting his attention to the narrow backstairs that would have to do.

      “It’s really not my place to say,” Sean said with a heartfelt sigh, which was immediately followed by, “What are you doing?” when Bryce tightened his hold around the rope securing the little bastard’s legs together and made his way to the backstairs.

      “Making this easier for you,” Bryce said as he dragged his brother down the long hallway.

      “This doesn’t feel easier,” Sean murmured as they reached the backstairs and Bryce couldn’t help but notice that they didn’t have a runner covering the stairs to cushion the blow.

      “Trust me. It is,” Bryce said, opening the baby gate blocking their way.

      “I’d really like to discuss this,” Sean said as he rolled over onto his stomach and struggled to get to his knees.

      “Then I suggest that you tell me what I want to know,” Bryce said as he reached over and grabbed hold of his brother before he could get to his feet and-

      “She avoids guys that make her nervous and settles for safe guys!” Sean rushed to explain, making Bryce pause mid-yank so that the asshole that was seconds away from becoming better acquainted with the backstairs could explain.

      “Meaning…”

      “She’s going to avoid you now,” Sean said, nodding solemnly as Bryce stood there, frowning as he considered his brother.

      “Why?” Bryce asked, only to sigh and start making his way down the stairs when the little bastard said, “I mean, wouldn’t you?”

      “I was kidding!” Sean yelled as Bryce paused with Sean’s legs hanging above the stairs. “She doesn’t talk about it, but I think she’s terrified of getting hurt so she avoids men that make her nervous and settles on the ones that have no chance in hell of breaking her heart.”

      “That really doesn’t explain why she said yes to the asshole,” Bryce pointed out even as he found himself wondering what he was going to do if this was true.

      “Doesn’t it, though?” Sean asked only to bite out, “Shit!” when Bryce took one step back, pulling Bryce closer to the edge. “I told you that she was never going to marry him. She settles for safe relationships with assholes that have absolutely no chance in hell of breaking her heart, but they never last.”

      “It lasted two years,” Bryce pointed out.

      “Only because she didn’t think that she could have the one thing that she really wanted,” Sean said, dropping his head back against the hardwood floor with a sigh.

      “What’s that?” Bryce murmured absently as he debated dragging his brother down the stairs for the hell of it only to swallow hard when Sean said the one thing that he never expected.

      “You.”
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      “Son of a bitch!” came the pained shout from her best friend that she should probably look into, but…

      She had other things on her mind at the moment, Cayley thought, biting back a sigh as she continued nibbling on the delicious gingerbread cookie that she’d hoped would help her figure out what was wrong with her, only to sigh when Johnny plucked the cookie out of her hand and finished it in one bite as he made his way to the kitchen to find out what was going on. Biting back a sigh, Cayley selected the sugar cookie with green frosting and white sprinkles and sighed when Brian plucked it out of her hand as he followed his brother, leaving her sitting there, staring down at the piece of fudge that she’d managed to grab before they’d devoured the entire platter and found herself once again sighing when Craig plucked the paper plate out of her hand and joined his brothers in the kitchen.

      “Stupid James brothers,” Cayley mumbled sadly, only to frown when a plate overflowing with delicious treats was placed in her hands.

      Frowning, she looked from the plate filled with all of her favorites up to see Mr. James joining her. “Any idea why Bryce is beating the shit out of my youngest son?” he asked, not really sounding all that concerned as he sat down next to her.

      “I have a few theories,” Cayley said, helping herself to a piece of fudge off the plate while he did the same.

      “Any of them involve revenge?” Mr. James asked, looking lost in thought.

      “A few,” Cayley murmured absently as she found herself thinking about that beautiful office he’d built for her, how much she liked spending time with him, the way that he’d held her at night, and-

      She had no idea what she was supposed to do, Cayley thought, swallowing hard as she watched Bryce walk into the room, his intense green eyes searching for something as he slowly took in the large living room filled with partygoers until they locked on her. She watched as his jaw clenched tightly, his gaze never leaving her as he leaned back against the wall.

      “You terrify him, did you know that?” Mr. James asked, making her frown as she glanced back at Mr. James to find him watching his son.

      “What are you talking about?” Cayley asked, watching as Mr. James plucked another piece of fudge off the plate and popped it in his mouth.

      “He’s a good man,” Mr. James said as she found herself glancing back at Bryce to find him still watching her.

      “Yes, he is,” she murmured absently, even as she had to admit that was an understatement.

      Bryce was so much more than a good man. He was kind, loyal, sweet, and just…

      He was everything that she’d ever wanted and that terrified her. For years, he was just Sean’s older brother that was obsessed with glaring at her and now, after barely two weeks, she couldn’t stop thinking about him. The way that he made her feel, it was…addicting, Cayley thought as she watched Bryce.

      “Do you remember the first time that your father dropped you off at my house after your mother passed away?” Mr. James asked, drawing her attention to find him watching her curiously.

      “No, I’m sorry. I don’t. It was so long ago,” Cayley said, wishing that she had more than old pictures and home movies to remember her mother by. She wished that she had at least one memory of her mother, but there was nothing but the memory of the pain of suddenly losing her.

      Nodding, Mr. James murmured, “I didn’t think you did. It’s probably one of my best memories of you when you were a little girl. You were such a shy little thing, always had been, hiding in your mother’s arms or behind your father’s legs, except when Bryce was there. Then, you couldn’t seem to move fast enough. You’d grab his hand or crawl onto his lap and if anyone tried to take you away, he’d tighten his hold on you and glare.”

      “He does seem to love to glare,” Cayley murmured.

      “It’s a family trait,” Mr. James said, shooting her a wink that had her lips twitching.

      “I can see that,” Cayley said, nodding solemnly.

      “That day, you wouldn’t stop crying and your father was just…he wasn’t doing well. You just sat there, your little lip trembling, tears rolling down your face, looking absolutely lost. I had no idea what I was supposed to do with you. I sat down with you, put your favorite movie on, held you, but nothing seemed to work, but the moment that Bryce came home from preschool, you came alive.”

      “Before the first sob broke free, Bryce was there, pulling you into his arms and held you long after you stopped crying and finally fell asleep in his arms. When I tried to take you, he refused to let you go. He held you all night, making sure that you were safe, and when you woke up in the morning crying for your mother, he told you that everything was going to be okay and promised that he would always take care of you,” Mr. James said as she glanced up and found herself unable to look away from Bryce.

      “He always watched over me,” Cayley murmured with a sad smile.

      “Which is how I knew that he was the one for you,” Mr. James said, making her frown as she looked back at him.

      “Bryce?” Cayley asked, even as she had to wonder, “Not Sean?”

      Shaking his head, Mr. James said, “I have other plans for him,” as he stood up, taking the plate from her.

      Before she could ask about that, he said, “I heard that your cousin is looking to have The Firehouse renovated.”

      “She’s been putting off having the diner renovated, hoping for an opening with Rerum Highland Construction, but they’re booked solid for the next two years,” Cayley explained as she once again found herself watching Bryce.

      “Tell your cousin to call me. I might know someone that can do it,” Mr. James said, and before she could respond, he was making his way across the room, only to throw, “I’ll see you Sunday,” over his shoulder before walking away, leaving her confused.

      Sunday dinners were for family only.

      Even when she was little, she wasn’t invited and that hadn’t changed over the years. It never bothered her because she knew that meant that she got one day a week where she didn’t have to worry about Sean stealing her food. Although he did make up for it during the rest of the week, Cayley thought absently as she watched Bryce, noting the way that he watched her and found herself wondering how much more she was willing to lose.
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      He hated when the little bastard was right, and right now, as Bryce stared up at his bedroom ceiling, there was no doubt in his mind that his brother was right.

      She was pulling away from him.

      He’d felt it happening on the drive home and he’d been helpless to stop it. While she’d quietly sat there, staring out the window, he tried to think of something to say to stop it from happening, but he had absolutely no fucking idea what he was supposed to say to her. By the time Bryce walked her to her door, he knew that it was already too late. Cayley barely looked at him as she thanked him for taking her home as she let herself into her apartment while he stood there, resigned to watch her go.

      For the past four hours, Bryce told himself that Sean was wrong, but when an hour passed and Cayley still didn’t walk into his room so that she could take over his bed, he knew that he’d fucked up. He considered asking his brother how to fix this, but the little bastard wasn’t talking to him at the moment, which meant that he was on his own.

      “Fuck,” Bryce said, rubbing his hands roughly down his face as he debated going over there and trying to fix this, but he had no fucking idea what he was supposed to say to her. He-

      “I terrify you?” came the curious question that had him glancing at his bedroom door to find Cayley standing in his doorway, watching him curiously.

      “Yes,” Bryce found himself admitting, swallowing hard as he watched her as she stood there, thinking it over and-

      “Good to know.”

      -narrowed his eyes on the little brat when she turned around with a satisfied sigh and walked away, leaving him lying there, seething as he watched her go. Her father should have spanked her ass years ago, Bryce thought as he shoved the covers aside, more than a little fucking tempted to spank her beautiful ass.

      She really was a pain in the ass, Bryce thought as he made his way into the kitchen and-

      “That’s far enough,” the beautiful woman that was clearly fucking with his head said as she settled more comfortably on his kitchen island.

      “You want to tell me what’s going on?” Bryce asked as he forced himself to stay where he was as he watched her, taking in her light pink tank top, the white cotton shorts, and her adorable feet as they hung above his kitchen floor.

      “That’s what I’d like to know,” Cayley said as she crossed her arms over her generous breasts while she narrowed her eyes on him.

      “Meaning?” Bryce asked, leaning back against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest as he waited for her to get to the point.

      “I have questions,” Cayley said with a firm nod.

      “Of course you do,” Bryce said, sighing heavily as he gestured for her to get on with it.

      “It’s not going to be that simple,” Cayley said with a sad shake of her head and a heartfelt sigh as he reached up and pinched the bridge of his nose as he muttered, “Of course it’s not.”

      Clearing her throat, Cayley continued, “Every time that you answer a question, you may take one step forward.”

      “I see,” Bryce murmured as he considered her. “And what happens when I reach you?”

      “Well, that really depends on your answers,” Cayley said, shrugging it off while he stood there, running several possibilities through his head, only to sigh heavily as he pushed away from the wall.

      “That’s really not going to work for me.”
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      “This isn’t what we discussed,” Cayley pointed out as Bryce adjusted her in his arms before he sat down on the couch with a satisfied sigh.

      “It’s the accelerated version of what we discussed,” Bryce said as she found herself straddling his thighs and wondering why he was being so difficult about this.

      “Is it, though?” Cayley found herself asking as she shifted to get more comfortable.

      “Mmmhmmm,” Bryce murmured absently as he placed his hands on her thighs. “This will make it easier for you to interrogate me.”

      She wasn’t so sure about that, but…

      “Fine,” Cayley said with a firm nod as she folded her arms over her chest and glared at him, knowing that the best way to interrogate a James brother was through intimidation. “We can begin.”

      “That’s very generous of you,” Bryce murmured dryly, not really looking all that intimidated, but that was fine.

      More than fine.

      Because he would soon learn that she took her interrogations seriously. She opened her mouth to begin, only to end up swallowing hard when he asked, “Do I scare you, Cayley?”

      “This is my interrogation,” Cayley reminded him as she narrowed her eyes on him.

      “Answer the question,” Bryce said, his gaze locking with hers as he gently ran his hands over her thighs while she sat there, unable to look away as she found herself answering, “Yes.”

      Nodding, his gaze dropped to watch his hands move over her thighs, appearing as though he was thinking that over. “What did you want to know?” Bryce asked as she found herself following his gaze and watching as his large hands slowly moved over her bare skin and found herself mesmerized by the action.

      “What did you do to Sean?” Cayley asked as she glanced back up and found him watching her again.

      “Dragged him down the stairs and then shoved him beneath the kitchen sink before securing it with a childproof lock,” Bryce said, only to add, “But that’s not what you wanted to know.”

      No, it wasn’t.

      For a moment, Cayley sat there, thinking about all the questions that she came up with while she’d been waiting for him, hoping that they would be enough to help her figure out what she wanted, but…

      “I’m not going to hurt you, Cayley,” Bryce said softly as he reached up and cupped her face in his hands.

      “You can’t promise that,” she said because the last thing that she’d expected from Kevin was for him to hurt her.

      He’d been…safe.

      There really was no other way to describe him. Being with him had been comfortable and so easy. They’d never argued, never really disagreed about anything, and she’d never been this confused before, Cayley thought, biting back a sigh as she sat there, watching Bryce’s large hands slide up her bare thighs one last time before they reached up and cupped her face.

      “I’m not going to suddenly disappear on you,” Bryce said softly as he leaned in and kissed her forehead.

      “Then what are you going to do?” Cayley found herself asking as she reached up and covered his hands with hers.

      “First,” Bryce said, pressing one last kiss against her forehead as he dropped his hands, turning them so that he could entwine his fingers with hers, “I’m going to walk you back to your apartment and say goodnight.”

      “I sleep better in your arms,” Cayley felt obligated to point out with a solemn nod, watching as his lips twitched.

      Clearing his throat, Bryce said, “Then, I guess I’ll be walking you back to your apartment so that you can growl viciously at me in your sleep.”

      Nodding, Cayley said, “That would make things easier for me.”

      When she continued sitting there, blinking at him, Bryce said, “You want me to carry you, don’t you?”

      “I really think that went without saying.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Now, where were we?” the small woman hanging over his shoulder murmured as Bryce headed for his apartment door only to rethink that decision and turn around and made his way to his bedroom, deciding that he would probably need the homecourt advantage for this conversation.

      “You were interrogating me,” Bryce reminded her.

      There was a slight pause, and then, Cayley was murmuring, “I’m really good at that,” making his lips twitch.

      “I sensed that,” Bryce said as he walked into his room and carried her to his bed, where he laid her down on the other side of the bed, only to sigh when the little bed hog quickly shifted to the middle of the bed.

      “I can’t promise that you’ll be the same after this,” Cayley said, reaching over and patting the spot next to her.

      “That was the fear,” Bryce said dryly as he laid down on the bed, only to end up biting back a groan when Cayley took that as an invitation to crawl back on top of him and sit back on his thighs.

      “Where to begin?” Cayley murmured absently to herself as she sat there, watching him curiously as he found himself once again running his hands over her thighs.

      “That depends,” Bryce murmured as his gaze landed on those plump, pink lips that he’d been thinking about a lot lately.

      “On?” she asked, placing her hands over his.

      “On what I get when I answer a question,” Bryce said, watching Cayley as she seemed to think that over as she glanced down and watched as their hands moved over her thighs.

      “I suppose we could do a reward system,” Cayley said as she shifted to get more comfortable as her gaze once again found his.

      “And what would this reward system entail?” Bryce asked, raising his hands back so that he could entwine their hands as he pulled his hands back and placed them by his head on his pillow, the move causing her to lean over him so that their faces were only a few inches apart.

      “What do you want?” Cayley asked as her gaze flickered to his mouth.

      “Revenge,” he said, watching as her lips twitched.

      “Revenge?” she repeated back.

      “Absolutely,” Bryce said, nodding as he gently caressed the backs of her hands with his thumbs.

      “And how are you going to accomplish that?” Cayley asked, shifting to get more comfortable, the move causing her breasts to brush against his chest and forced him to bite back a groan when her hard nipples teased him through the soft cotton material of her shirt.

      Forcing himself to focus, Bryce said, “By getting you to admit that I’m your favorite James brother.”

      “I see,” Cayley murmured, sounding thoughtful, “and how does that accomplish this revenge of yours?”

      “Because you’re going to tell Sean,” Bryce said, unable to help but smile as he watched the humor slowly fade away from her expression.

      Swallowing hard, Cayley shook her head as she said, “I-I don’t think that I can do that.”

      “Then, I don’t think that I can answer your questions,” Bryce said with a sad shake of his head as he released her hands and picked her up, making sure to sigh heavily as though the move pained him, and placed her down on the bed next to him before he promptly rolled over onto his side and faced away from her.

      “But my interrogation,” Cayley mumbled sadly, once again making his lips twitch even as he released a long-suffering sigh and closed his eyes.

      “I don’t think you understand. Your brother’s crazy,” she said, sounding close to panicking, which was understandable considering what they both knew Sean would do if she even thought about admitting that.

      Still…

      “Those are my terms,” Bryce said, shifting to get more comfortable.

      “But…”

      “Goodnight, Cayley,” Bryce said, unable to help but smile as he waited for the small woman that he had to admit was fun to torment to make him a counteroffer that he wouldn’t be able to-

      “Fine!” came the heavily sighed response that had him panicking when he felt the small woman that was going to get herself killed climb over him.
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      “What the hell are you doing?” Bryce demanded as she grabbed her cellphone off the kitchen island and-

      Sighed when she found herself placed on the edge of her kitchen island and her phone plucked out of her hand and placed on the kitchen island. That was followed by Bryce, who was back to glaring, she’d like to point out, coming closer until he was standing between her legs as he placed his hands on the kitchen island on either side of her hips, effectively blocking her in.

      “I have no problem pissing your brother off,” Cayley managed to get out, calling his bluff, and she knew damn well that he was bluffing.

      His eyes narrowed on her seconds before he reached over and picked her phone up and handed it to her. “Fine.”

      Nodding, Cayley said, “I’ll do it.”

      “Then, do it,” Bryce said, pulling his arms back so that he could cross them over his impressive chest while she sat there, struggling against the urge to wince because she really wasn’t sure that this was a good idea.

      “I would, I really would,” Cayley said with a helpless shrug, following that up with a heartfelt sigh before adding, “but I don’t think that I can really do that, not when you haven’t answered my questions yet.”

      “You haven’t asked me anything yet,” Bryce pointed out, not really looking like he was planning on backing off anytime soon, which may end up being a problem since she really didn’t feel like looking over her shoulder for the rest of her life.

      God, Sean was going to kill her…

      “Fine, then let’s get started,” Cayley said with a firm nod as she shifted to get more comfortable.

      “Let’s,” Bryce said dryly.

      When she only sat there, staring at him as she tried to come up with a way to get out of this, he said, “You’re bluffing.”

      “Am I, though?” Cayley asked with a pitying look that was met with a pointed look down at her phone.

      Telling herself that she wasn’t afraid of her best friend, Cayley cleared her throat, prayed that he was sleeping so that she could erase the message before he had a chance to see this. Swallowing hard, she looked down at her phone as she willed her fingers to work and typed Your brother is my favorite, before holding it up for Bryce to see.

      Bryce didn’t even bother to look at it as he pointed out, “You didn’t send it.”

      “Are we really back to this?” Cayley asked with a sad shake of her head as she put her phone back down and-

      Oh, God…

      “Ask away,” the man that reached over and pressed Send said, effectively ensuring that his brother was going to make her life a living hell.

      “Why would you do that?” Cayley mumbled weakly as she grabbed her phone and-

      This isn’t going to end well for you.

      Not. At. All.

      -forgot how to breathe when she saw the text messages waiting for her.

      “Because I love tormenting you,” Bryce admitted. “Next question.”

      “That wasn’t a question,” Cayley said as Bryce plucked the phone out of her hand and placed it back on the kitchen island.

      “It really was, which means that it’s my turn to ask you a question,” Bryce said, making her frown.

      “This is my interrogation,” Cayley said, folding her arms over her chest as she glared up at the large bastard that kept changing the rules.

      “Are you afraid?” Bryce asked, dropping his hands so that he could place them back on the kitchen island as he leaned in closer and she had to admit that he might be better at this whole intimidation thing.

      “Are you?” Cayley asked, cocking a brow in question as she did her best to keep up.

      “Terrified,” Bryce murmured as his gaze dropped to her lips.

      “As you should be,” Cayley said, licking her lips as she once again prepared herself for the harsh interrogation that she had no choice but to put him through, only to swallow hard as she watched the way his jaw clenched tightly, but not before he released a groan that sent her heartbeat racing and-

      She was definitely in over her head on this one, Cayley decided as she sat there, watching him and found herself thinking about how much she liked it when he touched her, the way that he held her, and those mornings when she pretended to be asleep when he gently ran his fingertips over her back while she sat there thinking about just how badly she wanted to touch him again. She thought about the night they picked out a Christmas tree a lot, probably more than she should.

      “How long have you been thinking about me?” Cayley found herself asking as she reached up and ran her hands over his chest, absently noting the way that his muscles jumped beneath her touch as she watched her hands move over him.

      “Too long,” Bryce said hoarsely as his hands gripped the edge of the kitchen island as she moved her hands over him, enjoying the feel of warm, smooth skin beneath her touch.

      “I’ve thought about you,” Cayley found herself admitting as she glanced up to find him watching her. She watched his jaw clench tightly as her gaze dropped back down to his chest as she pulled her hand back just far enough so that she was now running her fingertips over his chest and down his well-defined abs.

      “How long?” Bryce asked, only to groan when she ran her fingertips down his chest and over his abs.

      “Too long,” Cayley admitted as she leaned forward and pressed her lips against his chest, only to smile when she heard the soft moan he released when she did it.

      Curious to see if she could make him do it again, Cayley tilted her head back and pressed her lips against his throat, earning a groan and a muttered curse that had her tilting her head back more so that she could kiss the spot just beneath his chin. She loved the way that he responded, Cayley thought, turning her head back down so that she could kiss his throat as she started running her hands over him again.

      “I thought you were interrogating me,” Bryce said, groaning as she kissed a path down his throat and moved her hands over his chest and down his stomach.

      “I am,” Cayley said, unable to help but moan as she ran her hands along his sides before sliding them over his back. “This is the accelerated version.”

      “Is that what this is?” Bryce murmured, only to groan again when she turned her head and kissed the side of his neck.

      “How often do you think about me?” Cayley asked as she continued taking her time, kissing his neck as she ran her hands over his back as she thought about all those times that she found herself watching Bryce, thinking about him, and those times when Kevin’s touches weren’t enough.

      She’d tried to stop thinking about him, tried not to think about how much she wanted him, how good it would feel to touch him, and when she couldn’t, she felt sick to her stomach. It wasn’t long before she’d started pulling her hand away when Kevin tried holding it, started avoiding his touch, and made up excuses when he wanted to spend the night as the guilt ate her alive. She’d never been able to understand this pull that Bryce had on her, never wanted to, and when he was around…

      “Every fucking day,” Bryce said as his hands cupped her face and gently pulled her attention back to find him watching her. “How often do you think about me, Cayley?” he asked as his gaze searched hers.

      “More than I should,” Cayley admitted softly.

      “I don’t want to wait for Friday,” Bryce said, gently shaking his head.

      “For what?” Cayley asked, watching as his gaze dropped to her lips.

      “For this.”
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      “But…” Cayley mumbled sadly, making Bryce chuckle as he pressed a kiss against her forehead before he stepped away.

      “Give me a minute,” Bryce said absently as he took in her apartment, taking in the boxes stacked in the corner, the Christmas tree that even he had to admit was beautiful, before shifting his attention to the scented candles on her coffee table and decided that they would have to do.

      “Why are you playing with my emotions like this?” Cayley asked as Bryce crossed the room and turned the Christmas lights on before making his way to the coffee table and lit the candles.

      “Have you always been this impatient?” Bryce asked with an easy smile as he made his way across the room and turned the lights off, only to chuckle when she said, “Yes.”

      “I don’t know how my brother puts up with you,” Bryce said, sighing heavily as he made his way back into the kitchen, noting the curious expression on Cayley’s beautiful face as she took in the softly lit apartment.

      “I’m a pleasure to be around,” Cayley assured him with a solemn nod as he pulled her into his arms.

      “That’s what I’ve heard,” Bryce murmured, kissing her forehead as he took her hands in his and placed them on his shoulders.

      “Ummm, what are we doing?” Cayley asked, sounding curious.

      “You’re dancing with me,” he said, only to bite back a sigh when she pointed out, “There’s no music.”

      “You really are a pain in the ass,” Bryce said, pressing another kiss to her forehead before he reached over and grabbed her phone. After a quick search, he found what he was looking for.

      “I can’t dance,” Cayley reminded him, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth as Bryce placed her phone back on the kitchen island as soft music suddenly filled the small apartment.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Bryce said, pulling her back into his arms.

      “Why doesn’t it matter?” Cayley asked as she reached up and placed her hands back on his shoulders.

      “Because I just want an excuse to hold you,” Bryce admitted, pulling her even closer as he began moving them around the small kitchen.

      “You’re very good at this,” Cayley murmured on a pleased little sigh as she laid her head against his chest.

      “You think so?” Bryce murmured, kissing the top of her head even as he had to admit that he’d never tried before, probably because he’d never felt like he had something to lose, but with Cayley…

      “Tell me where you want to go on our date,” Bryce said, needing the distraction.

      “You’re gonna let me pick?” Cayley asked, sounding completely relaxed in his arms.

      “I’m considering it,” Bryce murmured, pressing his lips against the top of her head again.

      “What if I want to be surprised?” Cayley asked, making him bite back a groan when he felt her lips brush against his chest as she tilted her head back so that she was looking up at him.

      “I suppose I could do that,” Bryce murmured absently as he found himself looking into her beautiful green eyes, barely aware that they’d stopped moving.

      “Do I really terrify you?” Cayley asked, drawing his attention to her lips.

      “God, yes,” Bryce whispered as he found himself leaning down only to groan when she met him halfway and brushed her lips against his.

      Her lips were so much softer than he’d imagined, Bryce thought as he slowly brushed his lips against hers, savoring the feel of those incredibly soft lips moving against his and-

      “I see that my work here is done.”

      Realized that he’d never been closer to killing his brother than he was at that moment.
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      “Stop touching me, you pervert!” came the demand of outrage as Cayley stood there, watching as Sean struggled to drag himself across the floor only to yelp when Bryce, who looked really pissed, released his hold on his brother’s legs so that he could reach down and-

      “You bastard!” Sean snapped when Bryce grabbed him by the back of his pants right around the time that Cayley decided that she’d had more than enough for one night.

      Ignoring her best friend’s gasps of outrage, Cayley turned around and headed for her bedroom, only to decide that she’d more than earned a late-night snack tonight. Decision made, she turned right back around, stepped over Sean as he released a pained gasp while Bryce did things that would probably leave a mark in the morning and made her way to her fridge, where she discovered that her freezer was empty.

      Not really surprised, Cayley closed her freezer door and turned around, stepping out of the way when Sean scrambled to get away from Bryce and-

      “Son of a bitch!”

      -debated her options. For a moment, Cayley considered going to bed, but honestly, there was no way that she was going to be able to sleep right now, not when she was struggling to wrap her mind around what just happened. He’d barely brushed his lips against hers and…

      She definitely needed ice cream, Cayley decided, slowly exhaling as she carefully stepped over the large men struggling to put each other in headlocks and headed for the door. A few minutes later, she was sitting on Bryce’s couch with a pint of chocolate ice cream on her lap, a Christmas movie playing on the TV, and a wistful sigh leaving her lips as she sat there, wondering why she’d never reacted this way when Kevin kissed her.

      His kisses had been nice, incredibly sweet, and she’d enjoyed them, but he’d never made her feel the way that Bryce did, never left her struggling to stay in control after one kiss, and God help her, she’d never wanted him the way that she wanted Bryce. He’d barely kissed her and…

      She was going to kill Sean, Cayley decided with a bite of ice cream and a nod as her attention was drawn to the apartment door as it was thrown open and Bryce walked in, breathing hard, his muscles tense as his eyes locked on her and-

      “That’s right, you better walk away!” came the taunting words that had Bryce going still before he turned around and walked back the way that he came, leaving Cayley sitting there trying to figure out what the hell she was doing.

      After what happened with Kevin, the last thing that she needed was to jump into something that she wasn’t ready for, but…

      God, she wanted him, Cayley thought with a heartfelt sigh as she watched Sean walk in and-

      “Ow! You mean bastard!” Sean bit out, only to release a gasp of outrage as Bryce, who she’d like to point out had never looked angrier, grabbed him by the back of his neck and shoved him out of his apartment before slamming the door shut in his brother’s face. That was followed by Cayley pausing with the spoon halfway to her mouth when Bryce leveled a glare on her that was a bit concerning as he threw the lock and made his way over to the couch.

      Before she could say anything, Bryce was sitting down on the couch next to her and pulling her onto his lap. Never taking his eyes off her, he leaned forward and finished off the bite of ice cream as he took the pint of ice cream and spoon out of her hand and placed them on the end table and-

      Tore a soft moan from her when his lips found her neck. His hands found her thighs a few seconds later as her arms wrapped around him and a soft sigh escaped her lips as her head dropped back, making it easier for Bryce to kiss a path up her throat. When his lips found her chin, Cayley slowly lowered her head and met his lips for another slow kiss that tore a whimper from her.

      Bryce took advantage of the move and turned his head, deepening the kiss as his hands slid over her thighs until they reached her hips. He used his hold to bring her closer and-

      Made her breath catch when the move placed her directly against the large, hard bulge between his legs, letting her know just how much he wanted her. It should have been the wake-up call that she needed, the one that had her breaking off the kiss and putting some much-needed space between them so that they could slow down, but she didn’t want to slow down.

      She wanted him to keep kissing her, Cayley thought, running her fingers through his hair as she parted her lips and tore a groan from the man that was driving her crazy. She loved the way that he kissed her, the way that he wrapped his arms around her, and the way that he left her desperate for more.

      They ignored Sean pounding on the door, the demands to be let in, and the promises of revenge as the world disappeared around them.

      And-

      “Spend the night with me.”

      -it was time to slow down.
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      “Bryce,” the small woman that had gone still in his arms began, letting him know that he’d already fucked this up. “I-”

      “I just want to hold you tonight,” Bryce said, knowing that he’d lose his fucking mind if he had to go a night without falling asleep with her in his arms.

      As much as he wanted to keep kissing her, and Christ, did he want to keep kissing her, Bryce knew that he needed to slow the fuck down before he lost his fucking mind. He’d never needed a woman the way that he needed Cayley and that fucking terrified him. All it would take was one word and she would fucking destroy him, Bryce thought, swallowing hard as he-

      Groaned when she leaned back in and brushed her lips against his again. “And that’s going to be enough?” Cayley asked as she brushed her lips against his as she moved closer to him as though she couldn’t help herself, letting him know that he wasn’t the only one struggling with this hold that she had over him.

      “Yes,” Bryce said even as he slowly moved his lips against hers, unable to resist those incredibly soft lips.

      “This is moving too fast,” Cayley said, nodding as she moved even closer, only to moan softly against his lips when the move caused her to press more tightly against him. “We should slow down.”

      “We really should,” Bryce agreed as his hands slowly moved over her back while she shifted on his lap and tore a groan from him when the move caused her to rub against him again.

      Fucking. Killing. Him.

      Nodding, Cayley cupped his face in her hands as she deepened the kiss. She felt so fucking good in his arms, Bryce thought as he moved his lips against hers, teasing her into parting her lips for him and when she did…

      God, that fucking needy whimper that she released nearly fucking destroyed him. It had been a long fucking time since he’d kissed a woman, but he couldn’t remember a kiss feeling this good before. They took their time exploring each other’s mouths, teasing each other with slow strokes of their tongues and soft groans as Bryce sat there, struggling not to lose his fucking mind as she shifted on him until she was gently rolling her hips.

      Cayley moaned in his mouth while she moved on him as his hands slid over her back, encouraging her to keep going before they slowly made their way down to that incredible ass that had been driving him out of his fucking mind for years and-

      “We should definitely stop,” Cayley said as she broke off the kiss and pressed her forehead against his even as she continued moving against him.

      “Yes, we should,” Bryce agreed as he turned his head and brushed his lips against hers.

      “Definitely stopping,” Cayley moaned softly against his lips as he cupped her ass in his hands and couldn’t help but groan when she rolled her hips against him, teasing his cock through his shorts.

      Christ, this felt good, Bryce thought as Cayley’s head dropped back. As she continued moving on him, he squeezed her ass, encouraging her to keep going as he brushed his lips down the slope of her neck, loving the way that she moaned his name. So fucking good, he thought, pressing his lips against her throat as he sat there trying to remember why this was a bad fucking idea.

      They were supposed to be slowing down, Bryce reminded himself as he kissed a path back up to her chin, only to end up moaning when her lips found his again. He could happily kiss this woman for the rest of his life, Bryce realized as Cayley ran her fingers through his hair, moaning as she continued rubbing herself against him.

      So…fucking…good…

      “We should probably go to bed,” Cayley whispered against his lips.

      “We probably should,” Bryce murmured in agreement as he tightened his hold on her bottom and stood up, careful not to break the kiss, knowing that if he did that, it would destroy this moment.

      As soon as he was standing, Cayley was wrapping her legs around him as their kiss turned hungry. She felt so fucking good in his arms, Bryce thought as he made his way towards his room, only to press her up against the wall so that he could groan when Cayley broke off the kiss and her lips found his throat. He shifted his legs apart and-

      “Oh, God…” Cayley moaned against his throat as her fingers dug into his shoulders as he rolled his hips against her, the movement causing his cock to press between her legs, making the soft cotton of their shorts move over his cock in a gentle caress.

      “Definitely time to say goodnight,” Cayley said, gasping when he rolled his hips again.

      By the time that he rolled his hips against her a third time, Cayley was cupping his face in her hands and pulling him back in for a kiss that had him stumbling away from the wall and deciding that it was definitely time to call it a night.
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      She couldn’t think straight, but Cayley knew that if Bryce stopped kissing her that she would lose her mind and that was a problem.

      They were moving too fast, Cayley thought as Bryce carried her into his room, his lips kissing a path down her throat as she struggled to find the willpower to put a stop to this. Just one more minute, she told herself as the large hands on her bottom gently squeezed, the move pulling her closer to the large erection straining against his shorts and tore another moan from her.

      Nothing should feel this good, Cayley thought as he gave her bottom a squeeze before he carefully placed her down on his bed. Definitely time to put a stop to this, Cayley told herself as Bryce pressed his lips against her throat one last time before he moved to stand up and-

      Groaned when she reached up and cupped the back of his neck with one hand and pulled him back down. As soon as his lips touched hers, the kiss turned hungry, making it more difficult to say the words that would put a stop to this. No matter how many times she told herself that they needed to slow down, she couldn’t force herself to push him away.

      She wanted him.

      God, she wanted him, Cayley thought as she tightened her hold around the back of his neck and moved back, giving him no choice but to go with her. As soon as she reached the pillows, she was laying down and pulling the man that she never thought could make her feel this good down with her.

      Bryce came willingly, his mouth never leaving hers as he carefully settled between her legs and tore another moan from her when the move placed him exactly where she needed him. She’d never been this turned on before, never thought it was possible to want a man this much, but as Bryce shifted between her legs, causing the large erection between his legs to press against her, Cayley realized that she’d never wanted anything more than she wanted him.

      As he devoured her mouth, Cayley ran her hands over his back, enjoying the way that the muscles flexing beneath her touch felt as she spread her legs further apart for him, making it easier for him to move against her. He felt so good, Cayley thought in a daze as she ran her hands down his back and over his ass, earning a groan before she pulled her hands back up and slowly slid her hands beneath the waistband of his shorts.

      Moaning, Bryce shifted as he reached down and pushed his shorts down with one hand, making it easier for her to move her hands over his ass, encouraging him to keep moving as he freed his cock and-

      “Oh, God…” Cayley said, gasping in pleasure as she felt his cock through the thin material of her cotton shorts and panties.

      “Do you want to stop?” Bryce asked through clenched teeth as she lay there, struggling to catch her breath even as she found herself wondering how she’d gone from contemplating his murder only a few hours ago to this.

      “We should definitely stop,” Cayley managed to get out as she pulled her trembling hands away from him and found herself reaching for the hem of her shorts.

      Swallowing hard, Cayley hooked her thumbs in the waistband and pushed down, watching as Bryce pulled away from her and sat up, his gaze searching hers in the soft moonlight that spilled into his room. Never taking his eyes off hers, Bryce reached down and gently pushed her hands away.

      He slowly pulled her shorts and panties down as Cayley lay there, unable to take her eyes off him as she raised her bottom off the bed, making it easier for him to pull her clothes off as he shifted out of the way to pull them the rest of the way off. She watched him as she reached up and pulled her soft tank top off and tossed it aside. His gaze remained locked with hers for another moment before slowly moving down her body.

      She watched as he swallowed hard when his gaze landed on her breasts. Bryce’s eyes became hooded as he licked his lips while his gaze slowly moved down her soft belly and landed between her legs.

      “Christ, you’re beautiful,” Bryce whispered almost reverently, his gaze remained locked between her legs as he reached down and pushed his shorts down the rest of the way as Cayley found herself opening her legs for him and-

      Tore a groan from the large man that had no idea what he was doing to her as he licked his lips hungrily as he reached between his legs, drawing her attention to the large appendage that felt so good pressed against her. Cayley watched as Bryce wrapped his hand around the large, thick cock straining to get to her and found herself licking her lips. She watched as his hand slowly moved over his cock, tearing a soft moan from her as she took in the way that the large, thick head of his cock briefly disappeared inside his palm as he slowly stroked himself.

      Cayley watched his hand move over his cock as his gaze remained riveted between her legs and somehow found herself reaching down and-

      Moaning when her fingers moved over her slit and realized just how wet she was. As she moved her fingers between her legs, Cayley watched him, imagining just how good he would feel sliding inside her. She watched Bryce stroke his cock as her fingertips found her clit and slowly rubbed, imagining what it would feel like to have that thick tip push inside her, the way that it would feel to have him slide inside her, filling her and moaned when Bryce shifted closer so that the large tip was next to her slit, but not quite touching.

      Never taking her eyes off him, Cayley reached back and grabbed another pillow as she sat up just far enough so that she could shove the pillow behind her back so that she could watch him as he shifted his legs further apart, bringing him lower so that the next time he stroked his cock, the tip brushed against her, making her moan. The contact was brief, but it felt so good, Cayley thought as she slowly moved her fingers over her clit even as she spread her legs further apart, giving him a better view even as she wondered why she felt so comfortable with him.

      She’d never done anything like this before. The thought of Kevin touching himself had never turned her on, but with Bryce, she loved the way that his hungry eyes locked on her fingers, the way that the muscles in his chest and arm strained as he moved his hand over his cock, and the way the tip moved against her lips with each stroke until it finally brushed against her entrance.

      “Bryce,” Cayley said on a moan as her hips shifted while the large tip pressing against her teased her, made her want more, and left her feeling empty.

      “You have no idea how badly I want to fuck you right now,” Bryce bit out between clenched teeth as his hand tightened around his cock, tearing a soft moan from her as the move caused the tip to press more firmly against her so that every time she rubbed her clit, her fingertips brushed against the soft, velvet tip.

      “Come here,” Cayley said softly as she reached for him, her fingertips never slowing as Bryce leaned over her, pausing to press a kiss against one nipple before his lips found hers.

      He took her mouth in a hungry kiss as she felt him shift between her legs, keeping his lower body off hers as he continued stroking himself, the move pressing the tip against her. As they kissed, they slowed their movements, trying to drag out the pleasure for as long as possible until it became too much. With every stroke of his cock, the tip moved against her, teasing her into moving her fingers faster over her clit as she shifted, unable to get enough of him, needing him so damn much that she thought she’d scream until finally, she felt the tip swell against her core and-

      She felt him lose control as hot, wet liquid suddenly filled her, coating her clit and making it feel so good as her back bowed off the bed and his name was torn from her lips as he shouted hers.
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      He really needed to stop thinking about last night, Bryce told himself even as he was forced to bite back a groan as he thought about the moment when he ran his eyes over Cayley and realized that none of the fantasies that he’d had about her over the years came close to the real thing.

      God, she was so fucking beautiful, Bryce thought as he grabbed another piece of sheetrock and placed it on the wall of what would one day be his sister’s office and-

      He really needed to stop thinking about her, Bryce told himself as he grabbed the drywall gun and set to work. As he punched the screws through the drywall, he thought about her large breasts tipped with the prettiest pink nipples that he’d ever seen in his life, the way that her nipples hardened under his gaze, the soft line running down her belly and nearly fucking groaned when he found himself thinking about the dark, neatly trimmed curls between her legs that glistened in the moonlight.

      He’d nearly fucking came right then and there when she’d parted her legs for him and gave him a view that he would never forget. She’d been so fucking wet, Bryce thought, struggling to focus as he finished what he was doing and grabbed another sheet. Her lips had been so soft and swollen, and that clit…

      God, even in the moonlight, he hadn’t been able to take his eyes off the pretty little pink clit as he’d imagined what it would be like to take it between his lips and lick it. He hadn’t meant to take things as far as they did, but with every stroke of her tongue and roll of her hips, he hadn’t been able to think straight. It felt so fucking good to touch her.

      He’d been tempted, so fucking tempted to push inside her last night and find out just how fucking tight she really was, but he’d managed to stop himself, knowing that she wanted to take it slow. But that wasn’t the only reason he’d resisted sliding inside her and putting them both out of their fucking misery.

      He wanted to savor every kiss, touch, and moan with her.

      He didn’t know if that made him a hopeless romantic or just a fucking idiot. He’d never cared before, but with Cayley…

      He wanted so much more from her.

      He-

      “How are things going with Cayley?” came the curious question that had Bryce biting back a curse as he placed the drywall gun down and faced his sister, not really all that surprised to find her watching him curiously as she sipped what he already knew was hot cocoa from a coffee cup with a bright yellow smiley face painted across it.

      “They’re fine,” Bryce said as he wiped his hands off on a rag and grabbed a bottle of water from the cooler.

      Nodding absently, Rory asked, “And by good, does that mean that you’re willing to admit defeat?”

      “Not even a little fucking bit,” Bryce said, taking a sip of water even as he had to admit that he had no fucking idea what he was doing anymore.

      He’d never expected to feel like this, never thought that he’d come this close to losing control, and now that he’d had his first taste of her-

      He’d never been more terrified of anything in his life, Bryce realized, finishing off his water and tossed the empty bottle into the barrel in the corner before grabbing his measuring tape, needing something to do because if he stood there thinking about just how fucking happy Cayley made him, he-

      Would lose his fucking mind.

      So, instead, Bryce was going to focus on the job that he’d been hired to do, spend time with Cayley and enjoy this while it lasted. Then…

      He didn’t want to think about what was going to happen when this was over. The only thing that he knew was that it was only temporary because if he allowed himself to believe that this was going to last, Bryce would never survive what he knew was coming.

      “So, the fact that you beat the shit out of Sean and stuffed him under my kitchen sink last night…” Rory said, letting her words trail off.

      “Helped pass the time,” Bryce said, shrugging it off.

      “And the way that you watched Cayley’s every move last night?” Rory asked, letting him know that he wasn’t going to be able to play this one off.

      “I thought you promised Connor that you were going to stay away from construction sites while you were pregnant,” Bryce said, deciding that a change in subject was necessary because the last thing that he needed right now was for his sister to know just how badly he was struggling with this.

      He didn’t want to let Cayley go and that…

      Wasn’t a fucking option.

      “I did,” Rory murmured in agreement as she reached into her bag and pulled out a set of keys and tossed them to him, “but we decided to make an exception today so that I could give you these.”

      Frowning, Bryce caught the keys as he sent his sister a questioning look. “What are these for?”

      “Thomas House,” Rory said, shrugging it off as she took a sip of her cocoa.

      Nodding absently, Bryce glanced down at the keys in his hand and realized that this was probably going to be the only thing that got him through this. Once this was over, there was no way in hell that he was going to be able to stay in that apartment, not with Cayley living across from him. He was going to need somewhere else to go to clear his head, Bryce thought even as he resigned himself to never setting foot in this building again once it was done, knowing just how fucking difficult it would be to see her.

      He’d be lying if he said that he wasn’t tempted to say the hell with it and-

      God, what the hell was he thinking?

      “You’re selling Thomas House to me early?” Bryce asked, forcing himself to focus on the only thing that should matter.

      “No, but we’re going to let you start working on it,” Rory said, sounding thoughtful as she looked around, taking in the large office that would one day be hers.

      “And why is that?” Bryce asked because he knew his sister well enough to know that she was up to something.

      “Well, given the way that you couldn’t keep your eyes off Cayley last night, we figured that it would probably be for the best if you started working on the house as soon as possible so that it was ready in time,” Rory murmured innocently.

      “I’m not planning on keeping the house. As soon as it’s done, I’m flipping it and moving on,” Bryce said, shrugging it off as he moved to measure the remaining space on the wall.

      “What about Cayley?” Rory asked, making him go still before he forced himself to get back to work as he told her the truth.

      “She’s better off without me.”
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      I wouldn’t do that if I were you.

      Frowning, Cayley read the text message one more time before she shifted her attention back to the sandwich that she was about to eat and-

      You’ll regret it.

      -once again found herself glancing up at the large man glaring at her.

      “Why are you texting me?” Cayley asked, watching as Sean, who’d narrowed his eyes on her in the last twenty seconds, reached over and grabbed her sandwich.

      Never taking his eyes off her, Sean took a big bite of her sandwich as he glanced down at his phone and typed something with his thumb. A few seconds later, there was another chime, drawing her attention back down to her phone and-

      I’m no longer speaking with you.

      -sighed heavily as she glanced up just in time to watch Sean help himself to her drink. When she reached for her chips, he snatched them off her desk with a glare. “Do you really need to be in here to tell me this?” Cayley asked, shaking her head in disgust as she opened her bottom desk drawer to grab her backup lunch, only to sigh heavily when another chime drew her attention back to her phone.

      I ate it to help me get through the trauma that you put me through last night.

      “What trauma?” Cayley asked, once again sighing heavily as she closed her desk drawer to find him glaring at her before shifting his attention back to his phone and-

      I heard the deeply disturbing noises coming from Bryce’s apartment last night.

      “I see,” Cayley murmured, clearing her throat as she shifted in her chair and found herself smiling when she thought about last night. The way that Bryce touched her and kissed her…

      She hadn’t been able to get enough of him.

      After the most intense orgasm that she’d ever had in her life left her struggling to catch her breath, Bryce kissed her, gently pushing her hair out of her face while he’d waited for her body to stop trembling before he picked her up and carried her into his bathroom where they took a shower. They’d taken their time washing each other’s bodies and when they were done, Bryce pulled her into his arms and kissed her until the hot water ran out and they were forced to turn the shower off.

      That led to Bryce taking his time drying her off with a towel while sneaking kisses until finally, he dropped the towel on the floor and picked her up, carrying her back to the bed where they spent the rest of the night kissing and slowly caressing each other’s bodies until that wasn’t enough and she found herself reaching between their bodies and wrapping her hand around him.

      Just thinking about the groan that he’d made when she ran her hand over him…

      A small chime broke into her thoughts and had her once again looking down at her phone and shaking her head in disgust when she read the text message reminding her that Sean wasn’t talking to her.

      “Why are you in my office?” Cayley asked as she-

      To glare.

      “Can’t you do that from another room?” she asked, glancing back up to watch Sean finish her soda and move on to her chips.

      When he only continued glaring at her, Cayley grumbled, “I give up,” as she shifted to her left, opened her bottom desk drawer to grab her bag and-

      Payback’s a bitch.

      -read the text message letting her know that the big jerk had stolen her bag in a sad attempt at revenge. Shaking her head in disgust, Cayley stood up as she pointed out, “You do realize that Jess will let me put my lunch on a tab, right?”

      That was followed by a muttered, “Shit!” as Sean shoved the rest of her chips in his mouth, jumped to his feet and blocked the door. After clearing his throat, Sean folded his arms over his chest as he returned to glaring at her while Cayley stood there, debating which window she was going to crawl out of. There was the one that led to the back parking lot or…the one that led to the back parking lot.

      Deciding to go with the first option, Cayley started to turn around only to decide that it would probably be for the best if she stepped out of the way when she spotted Bryce standing behind Sean and-

      “He’s right behind me, isn’t he?” Sean asked on a resigned sigh as Bryce grabbed hold of him by the back of his neck and dragged him out of her office.

      “This will not be forgotten!” Sean yelled as he was dragged towards the stairs and handed over to his brothers, who all looked really happy to see him for some reason.

      That was followed by Sean realizing that he was in deep shit, turning to run only to get tackled by Brian and Johnny as Craig, who looked seriously pissed off, took his time selecting a roll of duct tape. At her questioning look, Bryce said, “He got them a one-day ban from your cousin’s diner this morning before they could order breakfast.”

      “That would explain the text message that Jess sent this morning letting me know that today was going to be the day that she beat the shit out of Sean,” Cayley murmured absently as she watched Craig reach down and-

      Quickly looked away when the screams for mercy began.

      “You ready?” Bryce asked as he grabbed her jacket off the hook and handed it to her.

      “Where are we going?” Cayley asked as she forced herself to look straight ahead, knowing that if she glanced back at her best friend to find out why he was making those disturbing sounds that she would regret it for the rest of her life.

      “Well, since the little asshole got us banned from your cousin’s diner, I thought I’d show you something instead,” Bryce said as he held the door for her.

      “Wait. How did I get banned?” Cayley found herself asking, which even she had to admit was a stupid question.

      “He pissed her off,” Bryce said, shrugging it off like it was no big deal as he took her hand in his as his thumb absently caressed the back of her hand, sending goosebumps racing up her arm and had her hoping that whatever he wanted to show her involved spending the rest of the day in his bed.
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      “Are you pouting?” Bryce found himself asking as the small woman sitting next to him released a shuddering sigh as she looked from him back to Thomas House.

      “No,” Cayley mumbled sadly, looking so fucking adorable that he couldn’t help but chuckle as he turned off his truck and opened his door.

      “Is there a reason that you’re pouting?” Bryce asked teasingly as he reached for her.

      With a forlorn sigh, Cayley mumbled, “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Because…” Bryce asked as he placed her down on the driveway covered in snow and took her hand in his simply because he couldn’t seem to be around her and not touch her.

      It was as simple as that.

      “I don’t want you to think less of me,” Cayley said with an adorable sniffle as he laced his fingers with hers and led her to the front door of the large, two-story nineteenth-century Victorian house that he’d been dying to get his hands on for a long time.

      “And why would I think less of you?” Bryce asked as he reached into his pocket and pulled the keys out that Rory gave him, even as he couldn’t help but wonder why he was bringing her here.

      “Because I was hoping that you were taking me home so that you could do really naughty things to me to help pass the time, but this works too,” Cayley mumbled absently as she looked around, taking in the old oak tree in the large front yard, noting the collection of old ropes tangled around the largest branch hanging over the yard where countless tire swings had been hung over the years before focusing on the large house in front of them. “Why are we standing in front of Thomas House?”

      “You know this house?” Bryce managed to ask as his mind shifted to what she’d said and was forced to bite back a groan.

      God, she was fucking killing him.

      Nodding, Cayley reached over and plucked the keys out of his hands and focused her attention on opening the door. “Sean heard that it was haunted and was determined to find out, so he dragged me over here one night when we were ten, handed me a flashlight, a half-eaten candy bar, and his old sleeping bag before he shoved me inside and told me not to come out until morning with proof that it was haunted or he’d send me back in there,” Cayley explained as she searched for the right key.

      “That does sound like something the little bastard would do,” Bryce said as he reached over and plucked the keys out of her hands and found the right key before handing it back to her. “How did it go?”

      With an absently murmured, “Thank you,” Cayley slid the key into the temporary padlock that one of his brothers installed and unlocked it before handing the lock to him. “It actually wasn’t that bad,” she said as she opened the door with a satisfied sigh, revealing a house that had been neglected over the years. “Around two in the morning, I gave up trying to escape and was able to find a lovely spot in the kitchen to cower and wait for morning when your brother came back to retrieve my body.”

      “And when he finally came back?” Bryce asked as they walked into the large house that he’d been waiting most of his life to get his hands on.

      “I beat the hell out of him with that sleeping bag and shoved the rest of the candy bar down his throat and shoved him into that insanely large pantry in the kitchen before I took off running for my life,” Cayley said, nodding solemnly.

      “And when he caught up with you?” Bryce asked, placing the padlock on the hardwood floor that he was hoping to be able to salvage.

      Blinking up at him, Cayley said, “I don’t like to think about that,” making him chuckle as he found himself reaching for her hand again.

      “What do you think?” Bryce asked as they walked into the large house that he couldn’t wait to start working on.

      “It’s beautiful,” Cayley said with a warm smile as she took in everything from the ceiling that was in the process of caving in, to the aged wallpaper that was probably the only thing keeping the crumbling walls up, to the hardwood floors covered in debris before glancing at him. “What are we doing here?”

      “We are here to take a look at the house that Rory and Connor are selling me so that I can restore it and make an obscene amount of money on it,” Bryce said, giving her hand a gentle pull that had her following him down the long hallway that led to the kitchen.

      “You’re going to sell it?” Cayley asked as she trailed her fingertips over the white trim lining the long hallway.

      “Yes,” Bryce said as he pulled her into the large kitchen.

      “But it’s so pretty,” she mumbled sadly, making him chuckle.

      “It’s going to be even prettier when I’m done renovating it,” Bryce said with a teasing smile as he released her hand so that she could explore the large kitchen he was going to gut and update, but he’d be lying if he said that he wasn’t really fucking tempted to restore it to its original design and blend in the modern touches.

      The only problem with doing that was that it would make it harder to sell. Most buyers wanted a modern kitchen with all the modern trends throughout the house, which would make it easier to sell. Returning the kitchen to its original design, even with all the modern conveniences, would make it a hell of a lot harder to find an interested buyer and was a risk that he wasn’t sure that he wanted to take right now. He’d find a buyer eventually, but until then, he’d be stuck with it.

      It was the same risk that they were taking with the Dawson Project, but unlike this house, they already had a long line of interested buyers who could tell them exactly what they wanted. He’d considered seeing if anyone on the waitlist would be interested in this house, but…

      He wanted to do this his way.

      “Why did you go to work for Rory instead of opening your own company?” came the question that brought his attention back to the beautiful woman that he was struggling to stay away from.

      “Because I love my sister,” Bryce said, watching as she took in the large fireplace that had once been used for cooking meals in but now housed a rusted woodstove that he was going to have to rip out.

      “I don’t think that was ever in question,” Cayley said, throwing him a curious look as she ran her fingertips over the brick that had been painted white at some point.

      “Would you believe that I didn’t know what I wanted to do at the time?” Bryce asked, watching as she made her way to the cabinets that were falling apart.

      “And now?” Cayley asked, glancing up at him as she continued making her way around the room.

      “I love what I do, but I want more,” Bryce found himself admitting.

      Nodding absently, Cayley walked past him and glanced out the window overlooking the backyard as she said, “Which is why you came up with the Dawson Project.”

      “Yes,” Bryce said because he needed a change. He loved what he did, loved helping his sister and working with his brothers every day, but sometimes it wasn’t enough. Over the years, he’d debated going out on his own and figuring out what he wanted to do, but it wasn’t an option.

      He’d promised Rory the day that she decided to start her own construction company that he would always be there for her and with everything that Rerum Highland Construction had planned, walking away wasn’t an option. They were taking on the impossible with this project and he needed to be there to help his sister.

      “It’s also why you flip houses,” Cayley correctly guessed.

      “I enjoy it,” Bryce said, unable to take his eyes off her.

      “I’ve always loved this house,” Cayley said with a warm smile as she ran her fingertips over the cracked kitchen countertop as she made her way to the large pantry door hanging off its hinges.

      “It’s a beautiful house,” Bryce found himself murmuring in agreement as he thought about what this house would look like once he was done renovating it only to find himself swallowing hard as he allowed his mind to go where it didn’t belong.

      It would be so fucking easy to give in and find out just how good it would feel to wake up with her in his arms every day and losing himself in her body every night for the rest of his life. It was so fucking tempting, Bryce thought, only to be reminded of the reason why he couldn’t have her when she asked, “Why don’t you like Christmas?”
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      “Stupid Christmas cookies,” Cayley mumbled sadly as she took in the sugar cookies that she’d spent that last two hours making and couldn’t help but wonder why the icing that she’d made kept sliding off, taking the colored sugar and candied Santas along with it.

      At least they tasted good, Cayley told herself as she picked up the one closest to her and-

      Immediately turned around and spit the bite of cookie that was going to haunt her for years to come into the trash. That was followed by quickly making her way over to the kitchen counter where she’d left all the ingredients out, only to wince when she spotted the empty bag of sea salt that she may have inadvertently mistaken for sugar.

      Grumbling because she really just couldn’t seem to catch a break today, Cayley picked up the plate of cookies and dumped them in the trash. That was followed by standing there for several minutes, debating whether this counted or not only to decide that it definitely counted as she made her way back to the living room, grabbed her iPad, dropped down on her couch with a pathetic whimper, and opened her list so that she could check off another item on her list.

      Once she was done, Cayley tossed her iPad back on the coffee table, released a heartfelt sigh, and dropped onto her side so that she could stare at the Christmas movie playing that she really wasn’t in the mood to watch. That was followed by her releasing another sigh as she reached up and grabbed a throw pillow and pulled it closer so that she could get more comfortable as she lay there, wallowing in self-pity over her ruined Christmas cookies.

      At least, that’s what she was going to tell herself was the reason why she was pouting. Cayley told herself as she shifted so that she could glance at her apartment door and-

      God, she was pathetic, Cayley thought, still wondering about Bryce’s reaction to her question earlier. One minute, he was watching her, his expression warm, and the next, he couldn’t quite seem to look at her as he told her that it was time that they got back to work. Before she could wonder about that, he was walking her back to his truck, only pausing long enough so that he could lean down and brush his lips against hers, further confusing her.

      The drive back to the office was quiet with Bryce absently caressing the back of her hand with his thumb as he looked lost in thought and-

      She never should have asked him about Christmas, Cayley thought, sighing heavily as she returned her attention to the Christmas movie that she was pretty sure that she’d already watched and found herself wondering what could have happened to make him hate Christmas this much. She tried to think back to when they were little, but nothing stood out.

      Well, that wasn’t exactly true, Cayley thought as she settled in more comfortably on the couch. Bryce had always been the more serious of all the James boys, but when Christmas rolled around, he was quieter, his smiles looked forced, and he never seemed to leave his room except to glare at her. She’d never thought much of it until now, Cayley realized, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth as she wondered about that.

      She should also be wondering why Bryce was walking into her apartment, looking really determined for some reason as he made his way to the couch. As he reached down and grabbed hold of her ankles and gave them a gentle pull that had her rolling onto her back, Cayley took in his damp hair, the muscles flexing in his chest and arms as he pushed her legs apart before taking in the unbuttoned fly of his jeans as he settled himself between her legs just as his mouth found her neck.

      God, that felt good, Cayley thought, unable to help but moan as she tilted her head back to make it easier for him. “I thought you were mad at me,” she found herself saying, only to moan when Bryce reached down and cupped the back of one of her legs and pulled it over his hip so that he could settle more comfortably between her legs.

      “Does this feel like I’m mad?” Bryce asked, groaning against her neck as she wrapped her arms around him, even as she had to admit that this definitely didn’t feel like he was mad at her.

      “No, but-” Cayley began to say, only to end on a moan when Bryce took her mouth in a kiss that made it difficult to think about anything other than just how good it felt when he touched her.

      She loved the way that he touched her, alternating between soft caresses and running his hands over her with reverent touches that set her body on fire. Last night, he’d taken his time with her in the shower, running his hands over every inch of her body and looking absolutely enthralled by the action. He’d watched as his hands moved over her shoulders, down her arms and sides, looking as though he couldn’t quite believe that it was happening and determined to burn every caress into his memory. When it became too much for her to handle, she’d focused on exploring his body, amazed by just how good it felt to touch him.

      She loved touching him, Cayley thought as she gave into the need to touch him now and ran her hands over his back, enjoying the feel of smooth, warm skin against hers. As he kissed her, slowly devouring her mouth with teasing caresses and groans that had her breath catching, she slid her hands down his back and beneath the waist of his jeans, only to moan when the move caused him to flex beneath her touch, making the hard bulge between his legs slowly grind against her.

      Needing more, Cayley pressed her other leg against the couch to make more room for him as she ran her hands over him, cupping his ass and encouraging him to keep going with soft moans that had him groaning in approval as he rolled his hips against her as he broke off the kiss so that he could press his forehead against hers as he moved.

      “Do you have any fucking idea how much I want you?” Bryce asked, only to groan when she tilted her head back so that she could lean up and take his mouth in another hungry kiss.

      Since it actually terrified her to think about just how much she wanted him, Cayley decided that she wasn’t going to think about anything other than just how good it felt when he touched her. She was going to-

      “Where are they?” came the angry demand that had them both going still.

      Frowning, Cayley broke off the kiss and found herself biting back a sigh when she spotted Sean standing in her living room glaring down at them and-

      “Why are you covered in flour?” Cayley asked as Bryce dropped his head against her neck and muttered, “I’m going to fucking kill him.”

      “Focus, woman!” Sean snapped, looking incredibly pissed as he reached up and wiped what she was assuming was flour off his face. “Where are they?”

      “Where are what?” Cayley asked as Bryce reluctantly moved off her so that she could sit up and glare at her best friend.

      “The Christmas cookies that you were supposed to make tonight,” Sean bit out, giving up on waiting for an answer and made his way to the kitchen, looking angrier every step of the way.

      “I threw them out,” Cayley said, watching as Sean’s eyes narrowed on her accusingly before shifting his attention to her kitchen trash where he stood glaring down at the ruined cookies as a muscle in his jaw clenched, making her wonder what happened because she’d never seen him this pissed before. “What happened?”

      “You want to know what happened?” Sean demanded as he shifted his attention to her freezer and grabbed the pint of chocolate chip cookie dough ice cream that she’d really been looking forward to before grabbing a spoon and viciously stabbing it into the ice cream. “That woman…” he started to say, only to shake his head in disgust as he scooped up a large spoonful of ice cream and shoved it in his mouth as he walked into the living room and, after sending Bryce a glare that had him reluctantly moving aside, dropped down on the couch next to her with a muttered, “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “I see,” Cayley murmured as she took in the flour…or was that powdered sugar? making its way onto her couch.

      She threw Bryce a questioning look only to find him looking at her with something close to regret as he got up and-

      Glared down at his brother when Sean took advantage of the move and laid down so that he was taking over the couch with his head on her lap, effectively trapping her. When Cayley moved to push him off, Sean turned his head back to glare at her as he slowly shoved another spoonful of ice cream in his mouth, all while sending her a look that dared her to do it. Not really knowing what else to do, Cayley sat back with a heavy sigh as she glanced back at Bryce just in time to watch him leave with a quietly murmured, “Goodnight.”

      “What the hell just happened?” Cayley found herself asking, only to roll her eyes when Sean shifted pointedly and cleared his throat until she took the hint and rubbed his back.

      With a grumble, Sean shifted his attention back to the television, grumbling between bites of ice cream while Cayley sat there, staring at her apartment door. An hour later, Sean moved on from the grumbling stage and was firmly settled in the glaring stage and devouring a box of cereal while she sat there, staring at her door, unable to help but wonder about a few things like when the large bastard that should be kissing her was going to come back. That led to her wondering about his reaction to her question earlier and the reminder that she’d never had a chance to finish her interrogation.

      Her eyes narrowed on the door as she thought about all those things that she’d been wondering about before shifting her focus on his brother to find Sean still glaring at her while she debated her next move. Bryce was surprisingly difficult to interrogate, but his brother…

      Was about to answer all of her questions, Cayley decided, biting back a smile.
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      “That’s not what I meant!” the woman that he’d been thinking about for the past two hours screamed somewhat hysterically as his apartment door was thrown open and his brother stumbled inside with the little pain in the ass latched onto his back, desperately trying to stop him from doing something that was going to get him killed.

      Bryce watched as the reason why he needed to put a stop to this before it was too late narrowed eyes that matched his on him seconds before his expression became determined. He never should have touched her, Bryce thought as he watched his brother make his way across the apartment, most likely to do something to piss him off while he sat there thinking about just how badly he’d fucked up.

      As much as he wanted Cayley, and God, he’d never wanted anything more in his life, he never should have fucking touched her, not when it could end up hurting his little brother. She was his brother’s best friend, something that Bryce should have remembered when he’d touched her, especially when he knew how this was going to end, but he’d been too fucking focused on finally having her in his arms to think straight.

      When this was over, Sean was going to end up being the one to pay the price and he couldn’t do that to his brother. He-

      “She’s not your fuck buddy, asshole,” Sean snapped, making everything in Bryce go still as his gaze shifted from his brother to the small woman struggling to bite back a wince.

      “That’s not exactly what I said,” Cayley mumbled, not quite able to meet his eyes as she cleared her throat, moved to release her hold on Sean, only to clear her throat again and mumble, “I’d really like to go home now.”

      “Get out,” Bryce said, never taking his eyes off the small woman that had a lot of explaining to do as he stood up.

      Nodding, Cayley said, “That sounds like a good idea,” as she waited for Sean to turn around and do just that. When Sean only stood there, glaring at him, Cayley cleared her throat again, released her hold on his brother and dropped to her feet where she stumbled, righted herself, and then with a nod, murmured, “I’ll just be going then.”

      “Not. You,” Bryce bit out as he moved to reach past his brother to stop her, only to have Sean push his arm away.

      “Not fucking happening,” Sean bit out as he stepped in front of his best friend in a move that had Bryce’s respect rising for his little brother. He appreciated the fact that Sean would never let anything happen to Cayley, he really did, but at the moment, that just wasn’t going to work for him. So, with a sigh, Bryce shifted his focus to his brother and-

      “Ow! Why do you have to be so mean?” Sean demanded as Bryce dragged him across the living room by the back of his shirt and shoved him into the hallway before slamming his door shut and locking it.

      “This isn’t over!” Sean yelled as Bryce turned around and focused back on the woman standing in his apartment, her mouth working soundlessly as she wrung her hands together and-

      “Start talking,” Bryce said, crossing his arms over his chest as he leaned back against the door, ignoring Sean’s sputtered demands to be let back in, which quickly turned to threats of tattling.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Cayley said, nodding solemnly.

      “And why’s that?” Bryce asked as he pushed away from the door.

      “Because that didn’t work out the last time that I tried it,” she admitted, unable to bite back that wince this time.

      “And the reason why my brother thinks that I’m treating you like a fuck buddy?” Bryce asked, crossing the room so that he could glare down at the small woman that was driving him fucking crazy.

      He should have taken the out that his brother just gave him, but…

      Sean was never going to forgive him, Bryce thought as he found himself reaching for her. He noted the way that she was worrying her bottom lip between her teeth as he carried her into the kitchen and set her down on the kitchen island. Noticeably swallowing hard, Cayley moved her legs apart to make room for him as she opened her mouth, thought better of it, closed it, winced, and then finally admitted, “My interrogation backfired.”

      “You were trying to interrogate my brother?” Bryce asked, placing his hands on her thighs as he waited for an answer.

      “I don’t feel that it would be in my best interest to answer that question,” Cayley said as he stood there, absently nodding as he thought it over.

      “Fair enough,” Bryce murmured, deciding that they had more important matters to deal with at the moment. “Let’s focus on the reason why he thinks I’m treating you like a fuck buddy, then.”

      “I can honestly say that I have no idea how that happened,” Cayley said, looking really fucking relieved, which had him making a mental note to ask the little bastard about that later.

      “Try,” Bryce said, watching as his hands moved over her thighs, enjoying the feel of smooth skin against his hand before he was met with the soft material of the shorts that she liked to sleep in before he looked up to find her sending his door a wistful look that had his lips twitching. “Cayley,” he said, feeling his lips twitch as he watched her shoulders slump in defeat as she shifted her attention back to him.

      “He commandeered my interrogation,” she mumbled sadly with a helpless shrug. “I don’t know how he did it.”

      “That is a mystery,” Bryce murmured dryly, feeling his lips twitch as he watched her nod in agreement.

      “It really is,” Cayley murmured as she shifted to get more comfortable, only to end up worrying her bottom lip between her teeth as she took one of his hands in hers and began absently toying with his fingers.

      For a moment, Bryce stood there, watching her as he told himself that it would be so much easier if he’d treated her like a fuck buddy. He could spend the next two weeks living out every fantasy that he’d ever had about her while he did everything that he could to work her out of his system and out of his life and when the time came to an end this, he could walk away and never have to spend another sleepless night wondering what it would be like to hold her in his arms.

      Instead, he would spend the rest of his life knowing that she should have been his.

      Swallowing hard, Bryce said hoarsely, “We’re not fuck buddies,” knowing that would never be enough for him.

      “Then, what are we?” Cayley asked, only to wince and shake her head as she muttered, “I can’t believe that I actually asked that,” as she released his hand and moved to climb off the kitchen island with a mumbled, “Forget that I asked that,” only to sigh when he moved closer.

      “We’re figuring it out as we go, but there’s one thing that I know we’re not is fuck buddies,” Bryce said as he leaned down and brushed his lips against hers, praying like hell that this didn’t destroy him in the end.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “What did you ask my brother?” the man that was making it very difficult to think asked as he brushed his lips against hers while he slid his hands over her thighs.

      “Things,” Cayley whispered, loving the way that Bryce’s lips pulled up into a smile against hers as he murmured back, “Things?”

      “Mmmhmm,” Cayley murmured as she ran her hands down his chest, knowing just how badly this would end for her if she allowed this line of questioning to proceed, so she did the only thing that she could think of to save her ass.

      The groan that Bryce released when she found him through his pants had her breaking off the kiss so that she could sit back and watch him. She loved the way that his eyes, which were normally hard to read, turned hungry when she touched him, watching her as he struggled to stay in control even as they told her just how badly he needed her.

      Keeping her eyes locked with his, Cayley slowly ran her hand over him through his jeans, noting just how good he felt against her hand before she reached for his fly. The stoic gaze that hid the real man from the rest of the world searched hers as she unsnapped his jeans and slowly slid his zipper down so that she could hook her fingers in the waistband of his jeans and boxers and pull them down just enough so that she could free him.

      She watched as Bryce clenched his jaw tightly shut as he struggled to stay in control, only to end up parting his lips on a groan when she wrapped her hand around him. He really was a good man, Cayley thought as she slowly ran her hand over him, gently squeezing the thick base before running her hand up to the tip as she watched him struggle to stay in control.

      He was always doing the right thing, always watching over everyone, and putting everyone else first, Cayley thought as she placed her other hand on his chest and gently pushed him back. When he stepped back, she climbed off the kitchen island, keeping her hold around him as she watched his eyes search hers as she slowly knelt down and-

      “Fuck,” Bryce bit out on a groan as his head dropped back and he was forced to reach over and slap his hand on the kitchen island when his legs threatened to give out when she pressed her lips against the large, smooth tip.

      She’d never enjoyed doing this before, but as she parted her lips so that she could take the tip between her lips, Cayley struggled to remember why. He felt so good in her mouth, she thought, unable to help but moan as she gently sucked on the tip, making sure to run her tongue around it as she watched Bryce.

      As she moved her mouth over him, Cayley moaned when she saw Bryce lick his lips as he watched her. She took as much of him as she could before she was forced to pull back, letting his cock slide free as her tongue caressed the underside, making him groan as she reached for his pants only to have Bryce beat her to it. While she gently sucked on the tip, Bryce pushed his pants down, careful not to interfere with what she was doing as Cayley reached up and wrapped her hand around him to make it easier to pull him back into her mouth.

      She could do this all day, Cayley thought, moaning as she slowly pulled back and allowed him to slip free from her mouth. Licking her lips, she stood up and was met with a hungry kiss as Bryce picked her up and placed her back on the kitchen island. As soon as she was settled, he reached for her shirt, only breaking off the kiss long enough to pull it off and toss it on the floor before he was back, taking her mouth in a hungry kiss that had her moaning as she reached down and started frantically trying to work her shorts and panties off.

      Breaking off the kiss, Bryce stepped back as he gently brushed her hands away and took over. “Lift your hips,” he said softly, only to lean in and brush his lips against hers before he stepped back, pulling her clothes down her legs as he went. Once he had her naked, he was picking her up and-

      “God, you feel so fucking good,” Bryce said as he carried her down the small hallway to his room as his mouth found her neck.

      They needed to slow down, Cayley told herself, unable to help but moan as he laid her down on his bed and settled between her legs so that she could feel just how much he wanted her. She was definitely tempted to say the hell with it and find out just how good he felt inside her, but…

      “I’m not sure if this has been mentioned or not, but I don’t normally do this kind of thing,” Cayley said, really hating herself at that moment because the last thing that she wanted to do was to slow down, but this was going too fast for her.

      Two weeks ago, he couldn’t stop glaring at her and was determined to ignore her and now, they couldn’t seem to keep their hands off each other. It was happening too fast and she just needed a chance to wrap her mind around this. She’d never felt like this about anyone and the fact that it was Bryce James…

      That terrified her.

      She’d never rushed into sex, had never even been tempted, but with Bryce, all she wanted to do was lose herself in his arms. She’d waited two dates to hug Kevin, three to kiss him, and four months before she’d spent the night with him, and never once during the two years they’d dated had she ever felt like this.

      It was happening too fast, Cayley thought even as she ran her hands over him, unable to resist. She just needed a chance to think straight and figure this out, she thought, moaning when she felt Bryce’s lips press against her throat one last time before he was pulling back so that he could look down at her, his gaze softening as he watched her.

      At his questioning look, she said, “I’m a good girl.”

      “Is this your way of telling me that you’d like to take this slow?” Bryce asked even as he leaned down and brushed his lips against hers.

      “Yes?” Cayley mumbled weakly as she closed her eyes, really hating herself at that moment and-

      Wait.

      Why was he pulling away from her, Cayley couldn’t help but wonder as she opened her eyes to watch as Bryce moved out of her arms with a heavy sigh and dropped down on the bed next to her, leaving her wondering why he was stopping because she definitely didn’t want to stop. She just wanted to slow down long enough to figure out what they were doing while they passed the time finding new and interesting ways to make each other-

      Moan, Cayley thought, unable to help but do just that when the devious man that was driving her crazy reached over and picked her up like she weighed nothing and settled her above his mouth so that she had no choice but to grab hold of the headboard and hold on when she felt his lips press against her slit. Licking her lips hungrily, Cayley looked down to find Bryce watching her as he pressed another kiss against her slit as his hands slid over her back.

      “Is this okay?” Bryce asked, only to leave her unable to do anything more than moan his name when she felt his tongue slide inside her and-

      This was definitely okay.
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      You’re hiding something from me.

      God, his brother really was a pain in the ass, Bryce thought as he shoved his phone back in his pocket and sighed heavily, only to realize that he couldn’t stop smiling. Last night…

      There really were no words to describe last night.

      He’d taken his time touching, kissing, and licking Cayley’s body while she’d alternated between moaning his name and begging him not to stop. He’d never felt anything better than Cayley in his arms. He loved the way that she’d whispered his name as she’d arched her back while she’d struggled not to move while he’d licked her, only to give up on a groan and gently rock her hips against his mouth, riding his tongue as he’d struggled not to lose his fucking mind.

      For years, Bryce had wondered what it would be like to do so many of the things that he did to her last night, only to realize that none of his fantasies even came close to the real thing. She was so much softer and sweeter than he could have ever imagined. When he’d pressed his lips against her slit, he hadn’t been able to hold back the groan that tore through him as his cock hardened past the point of pain, desperate to feel her wrapped around him.

      He had to remind himself that she wanted to go slow when he ran the tip of his tongue over her slit. God, she’d been so fucking sweet. He hadn’t been able to think past getting another taste of her. He’d taken his time teasing her, tracing her slit and pressed kisses against her soft lips, making her moan his name before he ran the tip of his tongue between her slit and nearly fucking came when his tongue brushed against her clit.

      After that…

      He hadn’t been able to get enough of her.

      He’d licked her, teasing her little clit, one minute and the next, he was taking it between his lips and gently suckling it while he ran his hands over her. When he ran his tongue down to her core, he’d traced it, loving the way that she’d mumbled his name, pleading for him to slide his tongue inside her as she struggled to stay still until that became too much for her and she gave in, gently rolling her hips so that she was riding his mouth as she moaned in ecstasy.

      He slid his tongue inside her, groaning as her sheath tightened around him before he focused back on her clit. He’d never enjoyed foreplay before, never cared enough to do the bare minimum to get what he needed from a woman before, a hard, fast fuck so that he could lose himself and escape his fucked-up life for a few minutes, but it had never been enough.

      Before the last tendrils of pleasure finished tearing through him, all the bullshit in his life would slam back into him, reminding Bryce that there would never be anything more than an unsatisfying moment spent between the legs of a woman that would never be what he’d needed and he’d hated himself for it. He’d hated that he couldn’t make himself want them or need them the way that he should, but with Cayley…

      He didn’t think that he was going to be able to let her go and that fucking terrified him, which was why he was spending the night at Thomas House gutting the upstairs instead of spending the night with her at another Christmas bizarre. He couldn’t stop thinking about her and it was fucking killing him.

      For years, he’d imagined what it would be like to be with her, just how fucking good it could be, only to have his thoughts shift to just how fucking much it would hurt when it was over. The problem was that after only a few weeks with her, he knew that losing her wouldn’t just hurt, it would fucking destroy him.

      If he was smart, he’d put a stop to this and walk away before it was too late, but there was just one problem with that, there was no way in hell that he could walk away from her. Not now. Not after he’d spent the last two weeks holding her in his arms and not when he realized just how much it would hurt her if he walked away. He just needed to be sure that this was really what she wanted.

      He-

      Needed to figure out why some asshole was breaking into his house. Really hoping that it was just a few kids looking for a place to make out and not the annoying asshole that had been texting him random fucking bullshit all day, he headed for the stairs. He was going to have to shove the little bastard down the trash chute again, Bryce thought as he made his way downstairs only to find the woman that he couldn’t stop thinking about setting up a picnic in the living room.

      “I was hoping to surprise you,” Cayley said with a warm smile as he took in all the bags of food from The Firehouse.

      “I’m definitely surprised,” Bryce said, tossing his gloves off as he sat down on the large blanket and nearly fucking groaned when she took that as an invitation to lean in and kiss him.

      “Good surprise or bad surprise?” Cayley whispered against his lips.

      “Depends on what you have in the bags,” Bryce said, earning a mock glare that had him chuckling as she pulled back with a grumble before she focused her attention on unloading the bags of food while he sat there taking in her Bradford Construction tee-shirt that she must have stolen from Sean, her jeans, and then, finally, her pink work boots that had his lips twitching before his focus shifted to the safety goggles on the floor next to her.

      “I believe that I managed to get all your favorites,” Cayley said with a satisfied sigh as she opened the last box, revealing chicken alfredo with a thick slice of Italian bread.

      “Yes, you did,” Bryce murmured as he took in all the food, noting that she knew exactly what he liked, from the bacon cheeseburger with extra bacon to the fried chicken with creamy mashed potatoes, and his absolute favorite, baked macaroni and cheese with ham.

      Grabbing a fork, he scooped up some of that macaroni and cheese that had him realizing just how hungry he was and couldn’t help but groan. God, her cousin could cook, Bryce thought even as he threw her a questioning look as he said, “Lucky guess?” admittedly curious how she knew exactly what he liked and-

      “I’ve been stalking you for years,” Cayley said in a deadpan voice, making him choke.

      Deciding that she was evil, Bryce grabbed one of the small bottles of Coke she had lined up near the blanket and took a sip, all while glaring at the beautiful woman that enjoyed tormenting him. Throwing him a wink, Cayley chuckled as she stole the Coke from him.

      “I don’t know why you keep forgetting that I grew up with you,” Cayley said with a sad shake of her head as she took a sip before focusing her attention on the burger.

      “Meaning?” Bryce asked, stealing one of her fries.

      “It wasn’t exactly difficult to figure out what your favorite food was,” Cayley said, pausing to take a bite of the burger that he fully planned on stealing.

      “And how did you figure it out?” Bryce asked, leaning in to steal a bite.

      “I figured out what your favorite food was based on your willingness to beat the crap out of your brothers,” Cayley said, making him chuckle.

      “I was very selective,” Bryce said, chuckling as he leaned in for another bite, only to decide that he’d rather kiss the incredibly beautiful woman that he couldn’t live without instead.

      “What happened to the Christmas bizarre?” Bryce asked, brushing his lips against hers one last time before he took another bite and sat back, shifting his focus back to that incredible macaroni and cheese that he was going to have to order for lunch tomorrow.

      Grumbling, Cayley took another bite of her burger before setting it down and focused on her fries as she said, “He showed up again,” making him frown.

      “Sean?” Bryce asked, even though he already had a feeling that she wasn’t talking about his brother.

      “Kevin,” Cayley admitted as she grabbed a fork and went to steal a bite of his macaroni and cheese, only to mutter something and focus on the mashed potatoes when his eyes narrowed in warning on her.

      “What happened?” Bryce asked even though he already had a pretty good idea.

      For the past two weeks, the asshole had been everywhere, her cousin’s diner and all the events that Cayley was determined to go to so that she could check more items off her list. He should have known the asshole was going to show up tonight, Bryce thought, biting back a sigh as he resigned himself to go with her to whatever deeply disturbing Christmas event that she had planned for tomorrow night.

      “Glared until your father decided to take a personal interest in him and then he decided that his night would be better spent elsewhere,” Cayley said, shrugging it off like it was no big deal while he sat there, frowning.

      “My father was there?” Bryce asked, wondering what the hell his father was doing at a Christmas bizarre.

      “Mmmhmmm,” Cayley murmured as she reached for the slice of Italian bread, only to sigh heavily when he beat her to it.

      “Was my sister and the kids there?” he asked, thinking it over as he dipped the bread in the alfredo sauce before taking a bite.

      “No,” she murmured, looking lost in thought while Bryce sat there trying to figure out what his father was doing at a Christmas bizarre by himself. He-

      “So,” Cayley said, popping one last fry in her mouth before shifting her focus to him with a warm smile, “where should we start?”
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      “I quit,” Cayley mumbled sadly with a sniffle that had the large man carrying her into her apartment, chuckling as though she was joking.

      She wasn’t.

      Not even a little bit.

      And just to make sure that he fully understood so that he wouldn’t be disappointed later when he realized that she wasn’t kidding, Cayley said, “You’re on your own.”

      “I figured that out when you dropped into the fetal position and sadly mumbled about being unable to find the will to go on,” Bryce said as he carried her into her room and moved to place her down on her bed, only to rethink that decision when she sadly mumbled, “I’m dirty.”

      “Good point,” Bryce said, pulling her back into his arms and turned around and headed back the way they came while she hung there, mumbling pathetically when every step jostled her and caused her poor, abused muscles to do things that really didn’t feel good at the moment.

      “Why does it have to hurt so much?” Cayley mumbled against his back even as she had to wonder how he managed to do this every day.

      “You’ll be fine, sweetheart,” Bryce said as he gave her leg a comforting caress that had her whimpering.

      “I think I’m going to have to help out with the house in a supervisory role,” she said, knowing that he would be heartbroken.

      “That’s very generous of you,” Bryce said, sounding amused as he carried her into his apartment.

      “I know,” Cayley mumbled as she wiggled her toes to see if they still hurt, only to decide that was a bad idea and settled for hanging there instead.

      “Let’s get you cleaned up,” Bryce said as he gently placed her on the bathroom counter and focused his attention on removing the pretty work boots that she bought to help him.

      “I wanted to help,” Cayley said, moving to grab hold of her shirt to pull it off, only to decide against that when her muscles screamed in protest.

      “And you did,” Bryce assured her as he dropped her boots on the bathroom floor and made quick work of taking off her socks before he reached for her shirt and-

      “Ow!”

      -gave her a quick kiss in apology that helped a little bit as he pulled her shirt off, forcing her arms to cooperate before they dropped uselessly by her sides as she sat there struggling to bite back several more “Ows” and a few “Owies” that she knew wouldn’t help at the moment.

      “Do you think you can get the rest on your own?” Bryce asked, only to clear his throat, mumble, “Right,” and clear his throat again with a nod when she just sat there, staring at him.

      With one more nod, Bryce reached back and grabbed hold of his shirt and pulled it off while she sat there, really wishing that everything didn’t hurt so that she could enjoy this moment. God, he had a really nice body, Cayley thought, moving to nod in agreement before she thought better of it and settled for watching as Bryce tossed his shirt aside as he toed off his boots and reached for his belt.

      A few minutes later, he was naked and-

      “Please don’t.”

      -making her bite back a whimper when he reached for her, forcing her to stand so that he could strip her out of the rest of her clothes. When he was done, and she decided to give into the need to whimper, Bryce carefully picked her up and carried her into the large shower where he carefully placed her on the floor.

      While he turned on the shower and adjusted the temperature, Cayley decided that it would be for the best for everyone if she resumed the fetal position. Decision made, she dropped onto her side, released a grunt of pain, and lay there waiting for the hot water now hitting her to do its job and make it possible to breathe once again without pain.

      “You are just too fucking adorable for words,” Bryce said with a heavy sigh as he grabbed the bottle of body wash and the shampoo off the built-in shelf and set to work cleaning all of the dust and bits of horsehair plaster off her.

      “I know,” Cayley mumbled sadly with a sniffle as she did her best not to whimper as he made quick work of scrubbing her clean, and once Bryce was done, he quickly washed up before rinsing them both off.

      “I don’t think I’m cut out for this,” Cayley mumbled sadly as she found herself picked up and carried out of the shower and placed back on the bathroom counter, wrapped in a large towel, and swallowing the Advil that he’d placed in her hand along with a bottle of water.

      “You were a natural,” Bryce said, shooting her a wink as he finished drying off and tossed his towel aside, pulled on a pair of clean boxers, and-

      “Oh, God…”

      -had her whimpering when he carried her into his room and gently laid her down on her stomach. That was followed by her regretting her decision to pick up that sledgehammer and take on the second-floor bathroom.

      Then again, if she’d known that there was an old chimney hidden behind that wall, she probably could have avoided getting the sledgehammer stuck in the wall, spending the next thirty minutes trying to wrestle it free, and then the walk of shame where she’d been forced to go tell Bryce what she did and ask for help followed by the need to prove herself once he was able to pull it free.
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      “Are you feeling any better?” Bryce asked, thankful that she couldn’t see him smile.

      God, she’d been so fucking cute trying to swing that sledgehammer. It didn’t even matter that she kept missing her mark, he’d loved watching as she took each missed swing as a personal challenge, got a determined look in her eye, and then swung again, which caused her to stumble, trip, and curse her adorable little ass off.

      “No,” came the sadly mumbled answer as Cayley sniffled while he searched for the lemongrass balm that his uncle made for him.

      “I think I broke my ass,” Cayley mumbled into his pillow as he searched the bottom drawer of his nightstand.

      “And why do you think that?” Bryce asked absently as he searched through all the shit in his drawer until he finally found the small tin buried behind an expired box of unopened condoms that he should have thrown out a few years ago.

      “Because I fell on it,” she said with a sniffle, making him chuckle.

      “You’ll be fine,” Bryce promised as he removed the cover and shifted his focus on the small woman that had spent the last five hours trying to help him.

      “I’d like that in writing, please,” Cayley said as Bryce placed the tin on the nightstand so that he could focus his attention on removing Cayley’s towel. It took a few gentle tugs and several apologies when she mumbled, “Owie,” but he finally managed to pull her towel free.

      “This should help,” Bryce said, reaching over and dipped his fingertips in the balm before rubbing his hands together and-

      Tore a soft moan from the woman burying her face in his pillow.

      “Is this okay?” Bryce asked as he gently ran his hands over her shoulders and down her back.

      Nodding against the pillow, Cayley murmured, “I believe that this is acceptable,” with a heartfelt sigh that had his lips twitching as he continued running his hands over her back. He took his time working the tension out of her muscles, watching as his hands moved over her soft skin. He loved touching her, Bryce thought, running his hands down her back as he leaned down and pressed a kiss against her shoulder.

      “Let me know if you want me to stop,” Bryce said as he pressed his lips against her shoulder one last time before he pulled back and ran his hands down her back and over the generous ass that drove him fucking crazy and couldn’t help but groan.

      She felt so fucking good, Bryce thought, unable to resist the urge to lean down and press a kiss against the small of her back as he gave her bottom a gentle squeeze before he started moving his hands down her legs until a small, demanding wiggle of her ass had his lips twitching as he moved his hands back. Leaning down, he pressed a kiss between her shoulder blades as he moved his hands over her bottom, gently kneading each cheek as he kissed a path down her back.

      “That feels so good, Bryce,” Cayley said, moaning softly into the pillow as he slowly made his way down her back.

      When he reached her lower back, he pressed a kiss above each cheek and then-

      “Bryce,” Cayley gasped into her pillow as her hands grabbed hold of the comforter and held on as his lips brushed against one cheek and then the other as he moved onto the bed and swung one leg over hers so that he was straddling her lower legs.

      Pressing one last kiss against her cheek, Bryce reached over and grabbed the tin off the nightstand and dipped his fingertips in the ointment before tossing it on the bed as he sat back and focused his attention back on running his hands over Cayley’s skin. While he sat there, Bryce watched as his hands moved down the back of her thighs, working the balm into her sore muscles as she groaned into his pillow.

      He took his time, slowly working the tension out of her thighs before running his hands over her bottom again, watching as she turned her head on a soft moan. For several minutes, Bryce watched her face, the way that her lips parted on the next moan as he ran his hands over her and-

      He loved her.

      Christ, he loved her more than anything, Bryce realized, swallowing hard as he leaned over her and pressed a kiss against the middle of her back, wondering if she had any idea what she meant to him.
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      Something was different, Cayley thought as Bryce’s touch turned from soothing to something that she couldn’t quite explain, but as his hands slowly moved over her, she found her breath catching. She’d never been touched like this before, never knew a simple touch could make her feel this wanted before.

      As she lay there, struggling to wrap her mind around just how good it felt when he touched her, Bryce took his time kissing a path up her spine until he was pressing a kiss against the back of her neck. He placed his hands on the bed as he kissed a path along her jaw, leaving her with no other choice but to moan when his lips found hers.

      “Did I thank you for helping me tonight?” Bryce asked as he kissed the corner of her mouth.

      “You did by offering me a supervisory position,” Cayley reminded him, loving the way that his lips curled up into a smile against her skin.

      “Are you going to keep me in line, Cayley?” Bryce asked, turning his head so that he could brush his lips against hers again before he was back to kissing his way back to her neck.

      “I’m very good at that sort of thing,” she promised him, only to moan when he brushed his lips lightly down the back of her neck.

      “How good?” Bryce asked, pressing his lips between her shoulder blades as his hands found their way back to her shoulders.

      “You’ll be giving me a raise within the week,” Cayley felt obligated to point out, only to turn her head and moan into the pillow when he ran his fingertips along her sides.

      “Something tells me that you’re right,” Bryce murmured as he continued kissing his way down her spine as she felt him shift on the bed away from her. “Turn over, sweetheart,” he said as he pressed his lips against the small of her back.

      “Will you keep worshipping my body?” Cayley asked, slowly exhaling as she rolled over onto her back to find Bryce watching her through unreadable eyes as he dipped his fingertips in the salve before dropping the tin back on the bed and-

      Tore a moan from her when his hands found her shoulders again. God, he was so good at this, Cayley thought, keeping her gaze locked with his as he moved those incredibly talented hands over her shoulders and down her arms. Never taking his eyes off her, Bryce ran his hands over her arms one last time before he was reaching for the tin again.

      He scooped up a tiny amount of the salve and rubbed it between his hands before he reached for her shoulders again. He took his time working out the last of the aches before he slowly ran his hands down her chest and slid his hands one at a time down between the breasts that were aching for his touch.

      When his hands moved over her stomach, Cayley ran her gaze over him, taking in the way that he watched her, the way that the muscles in his arms moved as he ran his hands over her, and the way that the large erection that told her just how much he wanted her pressed tightly against the front of his boxers and-

      Moaned when his hands moved back up her stomach and covered her breasts. He gently kneaded her breasts as the salve that smelled like lemongrass warmed her skin. Keeping his eyes locked with hers, he threw his leg back over hers so that he was straddling her thighs as he continued massaging her breasts.

      Her hands found his thighs as he took his time, allowing her nipples to slide between his fingers as he gently moved his hands over her. She watched Bryce as she ran her hands over his thighs, trying to read those intense green eyes that watched her as though he was afraid that if he looked away she would disappear.

      Cayley tried telling herself that she was reading too much into that look, but…

      She felt the same way and that was the problem because she wasn’t sure that she was ready for this, she just-

      Needed to stop thinking, Cayley decided when Bryce leaned down and brushed his lips against hers. When he sat back up, he released his hold on her breasts and shifted to the side as he reached down and cupped the back of one of her legs and moved it aside so that he was kneeling between her legs. Leaning back down, Bryce brushed his lips against hers again as she felt his fingertips trail a path down her thighs and gently cup the back of her knees as he sat up and used his hold on her to raise her legs and pull her closer so that the back of her thighs were resting over his.

      “You have no fucking idea how badly I want you, Cayley,” Bryce said as he ran his hands down her thighs and back over her stomach so that he was cupping her breasts in his hands again.

      Swallowing hard, Cayley placed her hands over his as she said, “Show me.”
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      He was going to lose his fucking mind, Bryce thought as Cayley wrapped her hands around his and gently pulled him closer, leaving him with no other choice but to lean down and brush his lips against hers as he settled between her legs.

      “Be sure,” Bryce whispered against her lips, praying like hell that this was really what she wanted even as part of him was terrified to take this next step.

      For years, he’d fought this hold that she had over him, told himself that he was out of his fucking mind whenever he found himself thinking about her, how many times he’d told himself that he couldn’t have her, have this, and now that she was finally in his arms…

      He was afraid that he would never be enough for her.

      “I’m sure,” Cayley said, brushing her lips against his as she released her hold on his hands so that she could cup his face. “I’m sure,” she repeated softly as she gently caressed his face as she slowly deepened the kiss.

      When she moaned against his lips, Bryce stopped caring, stopped thinking past this moment, and allowed himself to finally let go. He took her mouth in a slow, hungry kiss as he placed his hands on the bed and pushed himself up and moved to break off the kiss, only to groan when she followed him. Never breaking that kiss that was driving him out of his fucking mind, they worked together to shove his underwear off.

      Once they managed to shove his boxers off, Bryce was reaching for her and-

      “Oh, fuck…”

      -groaned when Cayley took him by surprise by wrapping her hand around his cock and gave it a teasing stroke. She was definitely evil, Bryce decided, unable to help but smile when she kept her hold around him as she reached up with her other hand and cupped the back of his neck, giving him no other choice but to follow her as she laid back down.

      Bryce shifted to his knees and kept his weight off her when it became obvious that she had no plans of letting him go. Not that he was complaining. Far from it. He loved the way that her hand felt wrapped around his cock. Loved the way that she moved her hand over him, slowly stroking him from the base to the tip and then letting her hand slide to the base of his cock where she gave it a gentle squeeze, tearing a groan from him as the move caused the sensitive tip to brush against her skin.

      The next time that she reached the base, he slowly pulled back, causing her hand to glide down the length of his cock and watched her gasp as the move placed the tip against her slit. “Right there,” Cayley whispered, moaning softly as she shifted her legs further apart and used her hold around him to trace her slit with his cock.

      She was so fucking wet, Bryce thought as he shifted his weight to one arm and reached between them so that he could wrap his hand around hers and-

      “Oh, my God!” Cayley moaned, her back arching off the bed when he used his hold to tease her clit. He groaned into her mouth when the move coated the tip, sending pleasure up his cock and had his balls pulling up tight.

      “Do you like that?” Bryce asked, taking his time kissing her as he continued moving their hands over his cock, teasing the incredibly soft lips between her legs.

      “More,” Cayley mumbled against his lips as she pulled her hand free from beneath his so that she could run her hands over his back and found his hips as she shifted beneath him, letting him know exactly where she needed him.

      Breaking off the kiss, Bryce pulled back just far enough so that he could watch her as he pushed his cock down until the tip was settled against her core. His eyes locked with hers as he gently pushed forward, only to groan as her sheath wrapped around the tip and nearly fucking destroyed him. He wanted to savor this moment, to make it last, but she felt too fucking good, Bryce thought, moaning her name as her hands slid over his ass and pulled as she rolled her hips, forcing the tip inside her.

      “You feel fucking amazing,” Bryce said, pressing his lips against her forehead as he slowly pushed inside her.

      She was so fucking wet and incredibly tight. He’d never felt anything like it, Bryce thought, struggling not to lose his fucking mind as he was forced to pull back and then push back in, slowly working his cock inside her. It was the tightest fucking hold he’d ever experienced, Bryce thought as he reached down between their bodies and-

      Tore a moan from the small woman that he would never be able to live without when his fingertips found her swollen little clit and gently rubbed it as he took her mouth in a hungry kiss. Bryce kept his touch teasing as he slowly worked his cock inside her with gentle thrusts of his hips as she reached up and cupped his face in her hands with a soft moan.

      When he slid the rest of the way inside her, Bryce removed his hand and settled more comfortably between her legs as Cayley wrapped her legs around him. For several minutes, they lay there, slowly devouring each other’s mouths as he took her hands in his and entwined their fingers.

      “Bryce,” Cayley whispered softly on a moan as he began to move.

      She felt so fucking good, Bryce thought with every roll of his hips, the move causing her sheath to wrap tightly around him, teasing his cock with wet caresses that sent immense pleasure throughout his body. He wanted to make this last, wanted to savor every last fucking stroke, but she felt fucking incredible.

      With every stroke, Bryce thought that he was going to lose his fucking mind. She was-

      Everything that he ever wanted.
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      “We need to get up,” the man that spent most of the night making love to her said.

      “I am getting up,” Cayley mumbled even as she settled back against the man that really knew how to snuggle.

      “Is this your way of telling me that you want to call in sick today?” Bryce asked, not really sounding all that concerned as he pressed his lips against her neck.

      Nodding, Cayley murmured, “I really would.”

      “We have a lot to do still,” Bryce said, kissing her neck as his hand moved over her belly and covered her breast.

      “Which is why I fully plan on working through lunch tomorrow,” Cayley told him as she gave her bottom a little wiggle, which earned her a long-suffering sigh as the man that she couldn’t seem to get enough of shifted behind her and-

      Groaned in her ear when the move caused the tip of the large and incredibly hard erection that had been pressed against her back for the past ten minutes to slide between her legs and come to rest against her slit. She didn’t think that she would ever get used to this, but she was willing to try, Cayley thought, unable to help but moan as she shifted her hips and slowly pushed back.

      “Then, it’s probably a good thing that I already called in sick for both of us,” Bryce said as he released her breast after one last gentle caress and slid his hand back down to her hip.

      “It probably is,” Cayley murmured in agreement as she raised her leg just enough so that he could push his way inside her.

      Her eyes closed on another moan as Bryce pressed another kiss against the back of her neck. He felt incredible, Cayley thought as she felt the large tip push inside her, only to hesitate in the way that he did whenever he entered her, giving her a chance to get used to him. His breath would catch as he struggled to bite back a moan while she lay there, licking her lips as she waited, desperate for him to fill her as the ache between her legs intensified until she couldn’t take it anymore and shifted her hips, forcing him to finally slide inside her.

      It drove her crazy every time he did it.

      So good…

      Cayley turned her head, only to moan when Bryce took her mouth in a hungry kiss as she pushed back, taking him inside her. A soft groan left her as she savored every inch making its way inside her. He was so thick, Cayley thought, gently rocking her hips so that she was able to meet every thrust as she reached up and cupped the back of his neck, keeping him where she needed him.

      Bryce slowed his thrusts, his hand slid over her hip and settled between her legs as he whispered against her lips, “You have no fucking idea how good you feel, Cayley,” and ran one fingertip over her slit, making her breath catch in her throat.

      He took his time tracing her slit before he gently parted her lips and found her clit. When she whimpered against his lips, Bryce teased her with the flat of his fingertip, giving her no choice but to break off the kiss so that she could turn her head and grab hold of the pillow as she buried her face against it with a moan. Bryce pressed his lips against the back of her neck as he moved faster, his thrusts becoming less controlled while he kept moving his fingertips over her clit, and-

      “Bryce,” Cayley moaned into her pillow as she pushed back against him harder, desperate for each stroke of his cock.

      She felt him swell inside her as he groaned against her neck, his movements quickened and-

      “Oh, God!” Cayley screamed against her pillow as she felt Bryce release inside her, triggering an orgasm that had her moaning his name against the pillow even as she found herself wondering when exactly she’d fallen in love with him.
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      “I hope you’re hungry,” came the softly whispered words as he felt Cayley’s lips brush teasingly against his.

      “Starving,” Bryce said, unable to help but smile as he opened his eyes to find Cayley standing next to the bed, wearing one of his shirts and holding a plate overflowing with what looked like toaster waffles, toast slathered in peanut butter and jelly, sausages, and a large glass of apple juice.

      “I bet,” Cayley murmured absently as she worried her bottom lip between her teeth as she glanced from him to the small nightstand by the bed and then down to her plate.

      Seeing the problem, Bryce reached for the plate, only to have the small woman mutter, “This just won’t do,” with a sad shake of her head as she placed the apple juice on the nightstand so that she could reach down and grab hold of the covers and toss them aside.

      He opened his mouth, only to groan when she followed that up by crawling onto his lap and settling against the part of him that really liked having her there. She really was evil, Bryce thought with a groan when he realized that she wasn’t wearing anything beneath his shirt when her warm, soft lips spread open over him and pressed against the underside of his cock, which was really enjoying the attention.

      While Cayley took her time settling more comfortably on top of him, Bryce placed his hands on her thighs and watched as she reached over and grabbed hold of the other pillow and pulled it closer so that she could set the plate on top of it. That was followed by her reaching down and grabbing hold of the shirt that she’d helped herself to and pulled it off before tossing it aside, leaving her completely naked and ensuring that this would always be his favorite way of waking up in the morning.

      Once she was done, Cayley reached over and picked up the fork on the plate, cut a piece of waffle, double-dipped it in syrup and once she was assured that it wouldn’t drip all over the place, she brought it to his mouth and-

      Fucking. Evil, Bryce thought with a glare that was met with an innocent look that had his eyes narrowing on the little brat when she rolled her hips, causing her wet pussy to slide over the underside of his cock. Definitely evil, Bryce decided as he chewed the lukewarm bite of waffle.

      “Something wrong?” Cayley asked, reaching over to stab a sausage link and took a bite, all while blinking innocently at him and-

      Forced him to bite back a groan when she shifted again. She took another nibble of that sausage before holding it out to him. Keeping his eyes locked on her, Bryce leaned forward and bit off the rest of the sausage, only to end up dropping his head back against the headboard with a groan when the evil tease rolled her hips again.

      With a heartfelt sigh, Cayley reached over and placed the fork on the plate before picking up a piece of toast and took a bite as she looked down with a curious expression on her face that drew his attention and had him immediately regretting the decision as he watched her slowly roll her hips, riding the underside of his cock as it grew painfully harder. Bryce watched as she rolled her hips back, making his cock glisten from her arousal.

      For several minutes, Cayley took her time rolling her hips over him as she nibbled on a slice of toast before offering the last bite to him as he struggled to look away. She was so fucking wet, Bryce thought, groaning in pleasure as she kept moving over him, only pausing to scoop up more food, and then she was doing everything that she could to drive him crazy.

      When she reached for the second slice of toast, she sat up and-

      “You’re evil,” Bryce felt the need to point out on a moan when Cayley used the move to slowly slide down his cock until she was sitting comfortably on his lap with his cock burrowed tightly inside her.

      Nodding, Cayley murmured, “You knew this,” as she speared another sausage on her fork and took a bite before offering it to him. Leaning forward, Bryce took the bite, only to groan when she shifted on top of him to get more comfortable. Once she was settled, Cayley focused her attention back on the breakfast that she’d made, taking her time eating and acting as though she wasn’t currently impaled on his cock.

      When she held out another bite of waffle for him, Bryce took the bite between his teeth as he ran his eyes over her, taking in her large breasts tipped with large pink nipples before running his gaze down her stomach and focused on the soft, plump lips concealing his cock. The next time she shifted, Cayley pulled back, revealing the base of his cock as he watched her small, tan hand reach down between her legs and-

      Definitely his favorite way to start the day.
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      Online shopping really was the best way to handle all of her Christmas shopping needs, Cayley decided with a satisfied sigh as she shifted to get more comfortable on the couch. It definitely made her life easier, Cayley thought as she glanced down at the list that she’d made and checked off her father, Sean, and her cousin.

      Once that was done, Cayley focused back on the problem at hand, what to get the man who’d made love to her all night and-

      She really needed to focus, Cayley told herself with a firm nod as she cleared her throat, shifted on the couch to get more comfortable, and…found herself once again smiling as she thought about all the incredibly naughty things that Bryce did to her over the past twenty-four hours, which reminded her of something.

      They really screwed up.

      She’d never had sex without a condom before, and after a quick interrogation of Bryce where she’d struggled not to panic, she learned that neither had he. She’d also learned that he hadn’t had sex in the last four years. She really hadn’t expected that, but then again, she wasn’t really all that surprised. Unlike his brothers, Bryce never seemed interested in one-night stands and with his dating history, it definitely wasn’t a shock.

      That being said, no matter how good it felt to feel him inside her, they needed to be more careful because the last thing they needed was a bundle of joy on the way, even though she had to admit that a mini-Bryce that loved to glare would be too adorable for words. Biting back a sigh, she typed “condoms” in the search bar and-

      Was immediately intrigued when she spotted the peppermint-flavored personal lube. When her fingers itched to one-click it, she didn’t fight it. She simply added it to her cart and immediately followed that up by buying the matching flavored condoms. After agreeing to the two-dollar charge for express delivery, Cayley focused her attention back to finding the perfect Christmas gift for the large man currently kneeling down on the floor in front of her and-

      Tore a surprised grunt from her when he grabbed her legs and pulled her closer so that she was sitting on the edge of the couch. That was followed by plucking the iPad out of her hand and tossing it on the couch before reaching beneath the oversized tee-shirt that she’d helped herself to from his bureau and hooked his fingers in her panties. As his hungry gaze locked with hers, Bryce pulled her panties down, shoved them in his pants pocket, and-

      Had her deciding that she’d figure out the perfect gift later, much later, when Bryce leaned down and buried his face between her legs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 37

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “God, you’re right,” Craig said with a pitying shake of his head as he popped a fry in his mouth, “she just can’t keep her hands off you.”

      “She’s definitely obsessed with you,” Brian said dryly, which, of course, was followed by Johnny adding, “You poor bastard.”

      “She can’t live without me,” Bryce said, unable to take his eyes off the small woman sitting in her usual spot across the diner with the little prick sitting across from her, stealing her food every chance he got as he alternated between glaring at Cayley and glaring at him as he mouthed the word “Bitch,” over and over again.

      He was going to kill the little bastard.

      “It’s been three weeks and she’s barely acknowledged your existence,” Brian said, sighing heavily and drawing Bryce’s attention to find his brothers looking at him with something close to pity.

      “If anything, you can’t seem to keep your eyes off her,” Craig drawled as he glanced over his shoulder at Cayley to find her biting back a sigh as she struggled to get through the stack of files in front of her.

      That was probably his fault, Bryce thought, feeling his lips pull up into a satisfied smile as he thought about the reason why she was currently struggling to keep her eyes open. After he’d taken her in the kitchen, hers and his, he took her over her couch, against his door and then followed that by fucking her against her door, and ended the night by taking her from behind before finally collapsing on her bed from exhaustion.

      It was at that point that they’d both decided that it would be a good idea if they called it a night if they were going to have any chance of getting up for work in the morning. As soon as their heads hit the pillow, he was pulling her into his arms and closing his eyes, more than fucking ready to call it a night and finally get some sleep. He kissed the back of her neck, murmured, “Goodnight,” and felt himself begin to drift off when she wiggled the soft ass that drove him crazy in a half-hearted attempt to get more comfortable.

      Just like that, all of their good intentions to get a full night of sleep went to hell. In a matter of minutes, Cayley was crawling onto his lap so that he could lick, suck, and kiss her breasts while she grabbed hold of his cock and began stroking him. After that, it all became a bit fuzzy. He remembered Cayley rolling her hips and driving him crazy, taking her from behind at some point, and crawling between her legs just as the alarm went off. After he finished making her moan his name in his ear, they’d stumbled out of bed and into the bathroom, where they’d tried to save time by taking a shower together, which had somehow ended with Cayley on her knees with her lips wrapped around his cock.

      After he’d pulled her to her feet, turned her around and pushed her against the wall, he’d taken her from behind, driving them both crazy as he’d reached down between her legs and played with her pretty, little pussy until she’d squeezed him dry. That had led to both of them stumbling out of the bathroom, getting dressed, and moving their asses. They climbed into his truck, headed to work, and-

      Somehow ended up pulled over on the side of the road where they’d made out like teenagers until they’d finally managed to pull apart, debated calling in sick again and spending the rest of the day in her bed, but that really wasn’t an option. So, they’d reluctantly separated and went to their respective sides, made their way to Firehouse Diner, where they’d grabbed breakfast before heading back to his truck and he’d somehow ended up licking strawberry jelly off her breasts.

      Once he was assured that all of the jelly was gone, he drove them to Rerum Highland’s parking lot and was rewarded with a kiss that had him regretting leaving her bed this morning. After he’d forced himself to let her go, he’d carried her bag inside and watched her walk away before he got to work and spent the next five hours dealing with his brothers’ bullshit.

      “You’re right. I can’t,” Bryce agreed as he watched Cayley.

      “I don’t even think she knows that you’re alive,” Johnny said, sounding thoughtful as he followed Bryce’s gaze.

      “You might be right about that,” Bryce murmured, deciding that he’d tortured himself for long enough. “Then again, you might be wrong,” he said, glancing at his brother.

      “That sounds like a bet,” Johnny said as his lips slowly pulled up into a grin.

      “It does, doesn’t it?” Bryce murmured in agreement as he glanced back at Cayley to find her bitch-slapping Sean’s hand when the little bastard tried to steal her burger.

      “What are the terms?” Brian asked, sounding intrigued.

      “A hundred dollars says that she wants me,” Bryce said, meeting his brother’s curious gaze.

      “And how exactly do you plan on proving that?” Craig asked, looking thoughtful as he glanced over his shoulder at Cayley.

      “By going over there so that she can climb onto my lap and give me a kiss that proves once and for all that she wants me,” Bryce said, watching as his brothers shared a look before glancing back over their shoulders and-

      “We’ll take the bet,” Craig drawled, gesturing for him to get on with it. Biting back a smile, Bryce pushed his chair back and made his way across the busy diner, only pausing long enough to shove Sean out of his chair before dropping down on the freshly vacated seat across from Cayley.

      “Why didn’t you sit with me?” Bryce asked, ignoring the pained grunt as Sean reluctantly climbed onto the chair next to him with a muttered, “Bastard.”

      “Because your table’s full,” Cayley said, reaching for her glass of juice, only to sigh when Sean, who was back to glaring at them, snatched it out of her hand and finished it off.

      “I would have made room,” Bryce murmured, unable to take his eyes off her.

      God, she was so fucking beautiful.

      He-

      “You told me that there wasn’t any room, you bastard!” Sean bit out as he shifted that glare back to him.

      Ignoring his brother, Bryce asked, “How’s the apple pie?”

      “It’s the same apple pie that you just had,” Cayley pointed out with a teasing smile.

      “Watching me?” Bryce asked as his gaze dropped to her beautiful lips.

      “I learned to keep an eye on you and your brothers years ago or risk starvation,” Cayley said even as she reached over and-

      “Ow!”

      -slapped his brother’s hand and grabbed her fork, taking another bite of that apple pie that he was debating stealing.

      “There’s a bet, isn’t there?” Cayley asked, looking curious as she glanced over at his brothers.

      “Maybe,” Bryce said, feeling his lips pull up into a smile because she knew them so fucking well.

      “What will you give me if I help you win?” Cayley asked, shifting those beautiful eyes back to him.

      “What do you want?” Bryce asked, leaning back in his seat as he considered her.

      “You. Tonight. Activity of my choice,” Cayley said as she crossed her arms over her chest.

      “I think I’m going to be sick,” Sean muttered, stealing the rest of her burger with a heavy sigh.

      Ignoring his brother, Bryce said, “I think that can be arranged.”

      “What do I have to do to win this bet?” Cayley asked, sounding intrigued.

      “Give me a bite of that pie,” Bryce said with a pointed look at the pie that he’d planned on ordering another slice of, “and then crawl onto my lap and I’ll tell you the rest.”

      “And you can’t tell me the rest now?” she asked, looking thoughtful.

      “No, it’s a secret,” Bryce said, only to decide that he should probably sweeten the deal. “If you come over here, I’ll think about letting you boss me around in your new supervisory position.”

      “I mean, I think that was implied,” Cayley said with a helpless shrug and a heartfelt sigh.

      “Was it?” Bryce asked, watching as she pushed her chair back and made her way around the table.

      “It really was,” Cayley assured him as she paused to scoop up a big forkful of that apple pie before she climbed onto his lap.

      “What else do you want?” Bryce asked, placing his hands on her thighs as he leaned forward and made it easier for her to feed him that bite of apple pie.

      “You mean besides an entry-level supervisory position where I can let the power go to my head?” Cayley asked, looking thoughtful as she went to scoop up more of that apple pie, only to sigh when Sean stole it.

      “Besides that,” Bryce murmured, reaching up to gently run his fingertips along her jaw.

      “I would like veto rights on the color selection for Thomas House,” Cayley said, nodding solemnly.

      “I’ll think about it,” Bryce said, watching as her gaze dropped to his lips.

      “Then, I suppose we have a deal,” Cayley said as she reached up and cupped his face in her hands as she leaned in and-

      “Oh, come on!”

      -proved beyond a doubt that she wanted him.
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      “I’m trying to glare at you,” came the announcement that had her biting back a sigh as she looked up, only to look back down at her phone when a chime drew her attention and-

      You could do better!

      -had her lips twitching as she read the text message from Johnny. The James brothers were definitely an entertaining group, Cayley thought, only to amend that thought when she looked up to find Sean watching her.

      “Bryce bought Thomas House?” he asked as he studied her.

      “Last time I checked,” Cayley said, glancing down at her watch, only to bite back a sigh.

      She was running late, Cayley realized as she quickly glanced back down at her laptop and finished what she was working on even as she couldn’t help but wonder if she was going to have time to run to her aunt’s bakery before it closed. Tonight, Bryce was cooking her a romantic dinner and she was in charge of dessert, which meant that she really needed to move her butt, finish what she was working on, reply to Connor’s email, grab her bag, race to her car, risk a speeding ticket and pray that her aunt had something suitable for a romantic dinner before racing home, and taking a shower before she spent an incredibly romantic night with the man that she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about all day and hope that she had enough glitter for the night ahead.

      “Why would my sister and Connor sell him a house that they already had a buyer for?” Sean murmured, making her frown as she looked up to find him watching her curiously.

      “They already had a buyer?” Cayley asked because this was news to her, but then again, she was still going through everything that Rerum Highland Construction had planned.

      They were booked solid for two years and had a waiting list that could easily fill up the next five years. It was her job to go through everything, figure out the best way to get everything organized so that they met deadlines and stayed within budget. Right now, she was focusing on the projects that were set to start this spring and work her way through the rest of the projects planned for the rest of the year.

      Nodding, Sean said, “They offered all the houses they’d bought to build their portfolio to the waitlist for the Dawson Project.”

      “That makes sense,” Cayley murmured as she shifted her focus back to her computer and quickly pulled up the Dawson Project folder, glanced through the files until she came to the file marked “Waitlist” and clicked it open. There were over a hundred people on the waitlist and around twenty of them had an asterisk by their names.

      “So, the question is, why would Rory and Connor risk pissing off a client by selling Thomas House to Bryce?”

      That was actually a good question, Cayley thought, frowning at the list before clicking out of it and searching for the file of Rerum Highland Construction’s properties and realized that Sean was right. They had a buyer for every property, including Thomas House and-

      It was Bryce.

      Frowning, she glanced through the rest of the list, noting the familiar names. “Craig is buying the house across from Mr. MacGregor on Dawson Road?” Cayley asked, glancing up to find Sean frowning as he stood up and made his way around her desk.

      “What are you talking about?” Sean asked, reading through the list as she slowly scrolled down, noting the properties that had Brian and Johnny listed as the buyers and-

      “What the hell?” Sean murmured, frowning when they came to the property with his name listed as the buyer.

      “Your sister owns the building for The Firehouse?” Cayley asked, throwing Sean a questioning look because she thought the Anderson family still owned the old firehouse.

      She knew there had been talk a few years ago about selling the building, but as far as she knew, it was just talk. Jess mentioned buying the building a few times over the years but decided against it since she wouldn’t be able to handle all the renovations the old building needed between the two apartments upstairs and the restaurant. That had been followed by debating moving the restaurant but decided against it since the location was perfect and she didn’t want to have to start all over again. But that might all change when Jess found out who Rory and Connor were planning on selling the building to, Cayley thought as she watched Sean’s expression turn from confused to…something deeply disturbing that didn’t bode well for her cousin.

      Not. At. All.

      Clearing his throat, Sean did his best to bite back that smile that had her debating giving her cousin a warning, but this felt like one of those situations where she should probably keep her mouth shut and see how it played out, mostly because it would entertain her. That, and she knew that if she warned Jess that the man currently watching her every move would make her life a living hell.

      “You were telling me about what’s going on between you and my brother,” Sean drawled as he leaned back against the wall, appearing bored in a move that she was painfully familiar with.

      Trying not to panic, Cayley licked her lips nervously as she struggled against the urge to glance at her office door. “Was I?” she asked, matching his tone as she focused her attention back on her computer, willing her trembling hands to behave as she quickly finished what she was working on.

      “You were,” Sean murmured, and she didn’t need to look back to know that he was still watching her.

      “There’s really not that much to tell,” Cayley said, shrugging it off as she quickly read through the email that Connor sent her earlier and wrote up a quick reply, and since she had a pretty good idea what was about to happen, she moved to add a plea for help only to watch as a painfully familiar large tan hand reached past her and clicked Send.

      “Oh, but I think there is,” Sean said, grabbing hold of her chair and slowly turned it around so that she was facing her best friend.

      “I-”

      “Why don’t we start with why you thought that my brother was treating you like a fuck buddy,” Sean said, placing his hands on the armrests, effectively trapping her.

      “Umm, I didn’t actually use those words,” Cayley pointed out.

      “No, you didn’t, did you?” Sean murmured, looking thoughtful as she started to move her hand to grab her cellphone off her desk, only to go still when Sean followed the move. “Does this have anything to do with Kevin?”

      “Why would this have anything to do with Kevin?” Cayley asked, unable to help but frown as Sean looked back up and met her gaze.

      “From what I’ve seen, he doesn’t look happy about Bryce suddenly being in the picture,” Sean said, watching her closely.

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Cayley asked, wondering why he thought that she cared after Kevin made sure that she knew exactly how he felt about her, but even if he hadn’t…

      It didn’t change anything.

      She didn’t want Kevin and as much as she hated to admit this, she didn’t think that she ever really did. He was just…

      Safe.

      There was no other way to put it. She’d never worried if he’d break her heart, never found herself worried that she’d lose him one day and that should have clued her into the fact that she’d made a mistake. He’d never scared her the way that Bryce did.

      “Seeing you with someone else, especially Bryce, is going to make him panic, Cayley. It’s only a matter of time before he tries to win you back,” Sean said with a heavy sigh as he pulled her chair away from her desk.

      “I’m not interested in getting back together with Kevin,” Cayley murmured absently as she thought about what he just said. “What did you mean by ‘especially Bryce’?”

      “He knew,” Sean said, shrugging it off as he released her chair and stood up, gesturing for her to do the same.

      “Knew what?” Cayley asked, only to roll her eyes with a heavy sigh as she stood up, knowing that he wouldn’t say another word until she did what he wanted.

      “What we all knew,” Sean said as he opened her desk drawer and removed a roll of duct tape that definitely hadn’t been there earlier and pulled a long strip free.

      “And what’s that?” Cayley asked, trying not to panic as she watched him rip the strip of tape off.

      “That you’re in love with my brother.”
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      He wasn’t letting her go, Bryce realized as he stood there, staring down at his bathroom sink as his grip tightened around the counter and-

      Slowly exhaled as he felt his lips pull up into a smile.

      He loved her.

      God, he fucking loved her, more than anything, and it was time to stop pretending that he was going to be able to let her go. She was his. Always had been and he was going to do whatever it took to make her happy so that she never had a reason to leave him, including resigning himself to spending the night decorating Christmas stockings, Bryce thought with a long-suffering sigh as he pushed away from the counter and headed back to his room.

      Mentally preparing himself for a night of picking glitter off his skin, Bryce made his way to his door, grabbing the bouquet of white and red roses that he’d picked up on the way home off the kitchen island and made his way to Cayley’s door and-

      “You’re late,” came the cold welcome as Sean reached over and snatched the flowers out of his hands. With a glare, Sean held out his other hand in silent demand. At Bryce’s questioning look, his brother snapped, “Chocolate?”

      “I didn’t bring any,” Bryce found himself answering even as he couldn’t help but wonder why his brother was answering Cayley’s door.

      Nodding slowly, Sean said, “You can leave now,” as he went to close the door, only to sigh heavily when Bryce reached over and slapped his hand against it to stop the little bastard.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Bryce asked, reaching up to pinch the bridge of his nose as he felt a headache coming on.

      “I couldn’t stay away,” Sean murmured, sounding thoughtful as he smelled the roses, his amused gaze never leaving him.

      “You really could have,” Bryce said, dropping his arm away so that he could reach for the flowers and-

      “You ready to tell me what I want to know?” Sean asked, sounding bored.

      “There’s nothing to tell,” Bryce said, deciding that he’d played enough games tonight, he pushed past the little bastard and-

      “Where’s Cayley?” he found himself asking as he took in the empty apartment, noting that her bag wasn’t by the door as he glanced back at his brother.

      “I believe that Cayley is tied up at the moment,” Sean said, making everything in him go still.

      “Tell me that you really didn’t fucking tie her up,” Bryce said, sighing heavily as he headed back the way that he came.

      “And locked her in a closet,” Sean said, nodding solemnly as he watched him leave.

      “You really are a prick,” Bryce said, walking back into his apartment and realized that his truck keys were missing before he turned back around and headed back to Cayley’s apartment, only to discover that the little bastard was also missing now.

      Telling himself that he couldn’t kill his brother, at least not without his father feeling morally obligated to avenge the little bastard, Bryce went looking for him. A minute later, he was glaring as he walked into Cayley’s bedroom and found Sean reclining on her bed.

      “You want to tell me where my keys are?” Bryce asked, folding his arms over his chest to stop himself from throttling the little bastard.

      “I’m sure they’re somewhere around here,” Sean said with a shrug, looking incredibly fucking bored and letting Bryce know that his brother was about to fuck him over.

      “And Cayley?” Bryce asked, debating going back to his apartment and grabbing his spare set of keys out of his bedroom, but he knew his brother well enough to know that he’d thoroughly fucked him over and made sure that he hadn’t left anything to chance.

      “Thomas House.”

      “What the hell do you want?” Bryce demanded, really fucking tempted to smother the little bastard with a pillow.

      “I know about the deal,” Sean said, meeting his gaze.

      Of course, he did, Bryce thought with a muttered, “Shit.”

      “Indeed,” Sean murmured absently as he folded his arms over his chest as he watched him.

      “Does Cayley know?” Bryce asked, feeling sick to his stomach as he dropped his arms away so that he could reach up and rub his hands roughly down his face as he wondered how he’d fucked up this badly.

      To be honest, he forgot all about that asinine deal that he’d made with his sister, which only proved that he was a fucking moron. He should have realized that this deal would come back and bite him in the ass eventually.

      “Not yet,” Sean said, not really sounding all that concerned as Bryce found himself wondering how he was going to explain this to Cayley.

      “Meaning…” Bryce said, throwing his brother a questioning look.

      “That I’m willing to keep what I know to myself if you tell me why you did it,” Sean murmured as he examined his fingernails.

      “You know why,” Bryce said, ramming his fingers through his hair as he began pacing Cayley’s bedroom.

      “Honestly, I have no fucking idea why you were willing to risk hurting her like this,” Sean said as Bryce dropped his hands away.

      “I wasn’t trying to hurt her,” Bryce said, shaking his head as he gestured to her bedroom door. “We can talk about this on the way.”

      “She’s fine where she is,” Sean murmured, shrugging it off as Bryce leveled a glare on his brother.

      Nodding, Bryce said, “You’re done doing this shit to her. You know that, right?”

      “It’s our thing,” Sean said, only to wave that off as he moved on. “You were telling me why you decided to fuck over the woman that you love for this deal.”

      “I didn’t fuck her over for this deal. I just…” Bryce said, slowly exhaling before admitting, “I can’t lose her, Sean. I don’t think I’d survive.”

      “And yet, you stupidly agreed to this deal,” Sean said with a pitying look.

      “This deal had nothing to do with Cayley. It was typical Bradford bullshit,” Bryce said, wishing like hell that he’d told Cayley about the deal from the start. He didn’t regret the deal. Not even a little fucking bit. Not when it meant that she was finally his.

      “The Bradford curse,” Sean murmured with a nod of understanding.

      “All I had to do was spend time with her for a month and prove that the Bradford curse was bullshit and the house was mine,” Bryce said as he began pacing the room again, needing something to do besides stand there, terrified that he was going to lose her.

      “No offense,” Sean said, sighing heavily as he climbed off the bed, “but you fucked that up from the start if you were trying to prove the curse was bullshit.”

      “I couldn’t stay away from her,” Bryce admitted, shaking his head in wonder. “When I was around her, nothing else mattered, absolutely fucking nothing. I tried to tell myself that I was doing it for the house, but I quickly realized that I was full of shit.”

      “Go on,” Sean murmured as he focused on a large box resting on the nightstand that Bryce hadn’t noticed before.

      “I thought I’d be able to walk away, but-”

      “You love her,” Sean said, nodding to himself as he pulled out the red and white roses that Bryce bought and set them on the bed before grabbing matching candles.

      “I don’t want to lose her,” Bryce said hollowly.

      “And Thomas House?” Sean asked, throwing him a questioning look as he placed the candles on the nightstand and lit them.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Bryce said without hesitation.

      He would happily give up Thomas House if that’s what it took to make her happy. He was-

      “This pleases me greatly,” Sean murmured, once again nodding to himself as he made quick work of sprinkling the rose petals over the bed before grabbing the box and made his way to the closet door, leaving a path of rose petals behind him.

      Once he was done, Sean nodded, released a satisfied sigh as he tossed the box aside along with the stems and made his way back to the bedroom door. As he moved to close the door behind him, Sean paused to throw over his shoulder, “By the way, I lied. I had no fucking idea that there was a deal in place.” That was followed by a shrug, making him frown in confusion until Sean added, “She’s in the closet,” making Bryce realize just how badly he’d been fucked over.
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      “Oh…fuck…no…” Bryce said hollowly while Cayley sat there, seething in justified rage as she narrowed her eyes on the large man that looked like he was about to be sick.

      She didn’t say anything, mostly because of the tape covering her mouth, but then again, it didn’t seem as though there was anything left to say. So, she simply sat there, taped to a chair as she watched Bryce swallow hard seconds before a look of resignation came over his handsome face as he turned around and headed into her bathroom.

      A moment later, he returned with a pair of scissors, and without a word, began cutting through the tape. As soon as her right arm was free, Cayley was reaching up and tearing the tape off her mouth before reaching over and tearing the tape off her left arm. Once she was free, she stood up, stumbled, ground her jaw, and turned around, grabbing hold of the chair that she’d spent the last two hours taped to and dragged it out of the closet.

      When Bryce opened his mouth to say something, Cayley shook her head once with a glare as she picked up the chair, tested its weight, and with a nod, she turned around and dragged it behind her on her way to her door, only to find it locked. Not really surprised, Cayley closed her eyes, slowly exhaled and when she felt that she wasn’t going to start screaming, she opened her mouth, only to shake her head, close her mouth, and slowly exhaled again.

      That was followed by counting to ten before she opened her eyes again, cleared her throat and said in her sweetest tone, “Sean?”

      “Yes, pookie?” came the bored reply from behind the safety of her locked bedroom door.

      “Can you please open the door so that I could have a word with you?” Cayley asked, picking up the chair and got into position as she waited for the bastard that finally went too far to open the door so that she could beat the shit out of him.

      “That’s really not going to work for me, not after I went through so much trouble to do this for you,” Sean said with a heartfelt sigh, only to follow that up with, “You’re welcome.”

      Slowly exhaling, Cayley said, “Open the door,” as her grip tightened around the chair.

      “And ruin the incredibly romantic night that I have planned for you? I really don’t think that’s an option.”

      “Romantic night?” Cayley repeated back in disbelief. “You taped me to a chair and shoved me in a closet so that you could interrogate your brother. How in the hell is that a romantic night?”

      “God, you really are high maintenance,” came the muttered response that had her left eye twitching. “I’ve ensured that you will not be disturbed as well as prepared a romantic dinner for two,” Sean said, making her frown.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Cayley demanded, setting the chair down on the floor as she shifted her attention to the windows and-

      “I already secured the windows, pookie, to ensure that you didn’t ruin this for me,” Sean said, making her shake her head in disgust as she shifted her glare back to her bedroom door.

      “And this romantic dinner for two?” Cayley asked, reaching up to pinch the bridge of her nose as she felt a headache coming on.

      “I placed it in the closet next to you,” Sean drawled, sounding pleased with himself.

      Nodding, Cayley dropped her hand away and made her way back to the closet, absently noting that Bryce was sitting on the edge of her bed with his head in his hands.

      Deciding that she’d deal with one James brother at a time, she walked into the closet and went right for the large box that Sean shoved inside with her and pulled it out. In seconds, she had the box ripped open and couldn’t help but wonder how a shitload of junk food, Gatorade, bottles of water, and a disturbing amount of condoms counted as a romantic dinner. Dropping the box of Twinkies back into the box, Cayley grabbed a bottle of water and took a sip as she wondered how she was going to make this look like an accident.

      She probably wouldn’t be able to pull that off, Cayley realized, surprisingly okay with that. More than ready to start her life behind bars, she made her way back to the door, opened her mouth, and-

      “Stop trying to ruin my fucking special night!”

      -sighed heavily and turned around, knowing that she was going to have to figure out another approach. For a moment, Cayley considered asking the man that hadn’t said a word to her to break the door down, but knowing Sean, he probably already came up with a way to barricade the door to stop that from happening. Reluctantly resigning herself to spending the rest of the night stuck in here, Cayley turned around and headed for the bathroom, only to feel her shoulders slump in defeat when the little bastard started playing romantic music, no doubt, to set the mood.

      “I really hate that little bastard,” Cayley mumbled pathetically as she headed straight for the shower, pulling her clothes off as she went, and stepped inside, where she fully planned on staying until the need to kill the little bastard with her bare hands subsided.

      When she got out of here, she was going to…wonder why Bryce was stepping into the shower with his clothes on. She opened her mouth only to end up swallowing hard when he said, “I’m sorry, Cayley.”

      “I fucked up, God knows I’ve fucked this up, but I never meant to hurt you,” Bryce said hollowly while she stood there, unable to help but frown up at him as she tried to figure out what he was talking about.

      When she continued blinking up at him, Bryce reached up and rammed his fingers through his hair, looking completely lost as he said, “Say something.”

      “I would if I knew what the hell you were talking about,” Cayley said, only to mutter to herself as she took in his ruined clothes.

      Wondering what she was going to do with him, Cayley reached up and began working the buttons on his shirt free, only to have Bryce cover her hands with his as he said, “I made a deal to get Thomas House by spending time with you,” once again, making her frown up at him in confusion.

      “And?” Cayley asked, watching as Bryce’s hopeless expression turned to confusion.

      “Did you hear what I just said?” he asked, frowning down at her.

      “Did you forget that I grew up with your family?” Cayley countered, pushing his hands away so that she could set back to work and get his clothes off so that they could finish their shower, dry off, and he could spend the rest of the night snuggling her to help combat the overwhelming need to beat the shit out of his brother.

      As she pulled his shirt free and shoved it off, Cayley couldn’t help but wonder if this would be considered premeditated. Probably, she thought, feeling her shoulders slump, only to find herself considering inviting Sean to go sledding with her this weekend, rubbing oil on the bottom of his sled, and shoving him towards-

      “I want you,” Bryce said as he leaned down and brushed his lips against hers.

      “You want me?” Cayley asked as her grip tightened around his wet shirt.

      “God, yes,” Bryce said, brushing his lips against hers, only to go still when she asked, “How much?”

      “More than anything,” Bryce whispered as he moved to deepen the kiss, but she felt that it was important to clear this up.

      “Enough to worship my body when the need arises?” Cayley asked, loving the way that his lips twitched against hers as she reached for his belt.

      “I believe that I can handle that,” Bryce promised, slowly brushing his lips against hers as he toed off his shoes.

      “Enough to take care of all my snuggling needs?” Cayley asked as she pulled his belt loose.

      “More than enough,” Bryce assured her, smiling as his hands found her hips and pulled her closer.

      “Enough to beat your brother to within an inch of his life in my honor?” Cayley asked, admittedly hopeful as she felt him go still, only to sigh as he brushed his lips against hers one last time before he pulled away with a shrug and made all of her dreams come true with three little words.

      “More than enough.”
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      “You bastard!”

      Ignoring his brother, Bryce threw the lock on Cayley’s door and headed back to her bedroom, eager to make love to the woman that was-

      Waiting for him with a determined look in her eye that didn’t bode well for him, Bryce realized when he walked into her bedroom to find her sitting on her bed, watching him. When she saw him, Cayley shifted, cleared her throat, and then gestured regally for him to join her as she said, “I believe this would be a good time to finish that interrogation.”

      “I suppose we could do that,” Bryce murmured, watching her for a moment before he headed to her bathroom, where he quickly stripped out of the rest of his wet clothes and wrapped a towel around himself before heading back into her bedroom to join her, admittedly curious about a few things.

      When Cayley opened her mouth, no doubt to interrogate him, and God, she was really fucking adorable, Bryce asked, “Why aren’t you mad about Thomas House?” as he joined her on the bed.

      “Why must you always take over my interrogations?” Cayley asked with a sad shake of her head as she reached over and grabbed something out of her nightstand as his gaze landed on the generous ass encased in a soft cotton towel.

      “Why aren’t you upset?” Bryce countered, watching as Cayley sat up with an oversized envelope in her hands.

      “Why would I be?” Cayley asked, sending him a curious look before shifting her attention back to the envelope in her hand and tore it open.

      “Because I used you to make a deal to get Thomas House,” Bryce said, knowing that any other woman would be losing her shit and telling him to get the hell out of her apartment after finding out.

      “Well,” Cayley said, sounding thoughtful as she pulled a box decorated with red and white stripes out of the envelope before tossing it aside and climbed onto his lap, careful not to dislodge her towel, “considering the fact that Sean traded me to your brothers for a bag of peanut butter cups so that they could slather me in jelly to collect ants for their science project when I was seven, being used to get your hands on Thomas House really isn’t that big of a deal.”

      “They used you as ant bait?” Bryce asked, wondering how he’d missed that as he placed his hands on her thighs.

      Nodding, Cayley said, “Twice,” as she opened the small box with a satisfied sigh. “I’m not going to lie, I did wonder why you were suddenly going out of your way to spend time with me, but I’m not going to lose sleep over it.”

      “And why is that?” Bryce found himself asking as he watched her pull a small bottle out of the box.

      “Because I know that you would never do anything to hurt me,” Cayley said as she settled back more comfortably on his thighs.

      “No, I wouldn’t,” Bryce said, only to narrow his eyes dangerously on her when she added, “Because Sean would kill you if you tried.”

      “He’s an annoying pain in the ass,” Bryce bit out as he watched her open the bottle just as the scent of candy cane reached him. “What is that?”

      “Never said he wasn’t,” Cayley said with a satisfied sigh as she held up the bottle that had him biting back a groan. “My latest interrogation tactic.”

      “I see,” Bryce murmured absently as he watched her set the bottle of personal lube on the bed before pulling her towel loose and dropping it on the floor next to the bed. “And what are you hoping to find out?”

      “This and that,” Cayley said, shrugging it off as she reached for his towel while he sat there, unable to take his eyes off her.

      “And you couldn’t just ask me?” Bryce asked, watching as her gaze landed on his hardening cock.

      “You have a habit of taking over my interrogations,” Cayley pointed out with a heartfelt sigh as she reached for that bottle.

      “You really didn’t leave me with much of a choice,” Bryce said, watching her open the bottle and squeeze a tiny amount on his chest as she-

      “You taste good,” Cayley said on a soft moan, making him groan when she leaned over and licked the small drop off his chest.

      “Yeah?” Bryce asked, taking the bottle from her and squeezed a few drops on his fingertip.

      “Let’s start, shall we?” Cayley asked with a firm nod, only to end up frowning in confusion as she watched him reach over and rub the peppermint lube on her nipple.

      She released a soft moan while Bryce slowly traced her hardening nipple with his fingertip. Dropping the bottle on the bed next to them, he leaned down and-

      “God, that feels so good,” Cayley moaned, wrapping her arms around him as he got his first taste of candy cane in years.

      He ran his tongue over her nipple and groaned before taking the large nipple between his lips. As he flicked his tongue over her nipple, Bryce took her other breast in his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze while Cayley shifted on his thighs, moaning his name as her fingers threaded through his hair. He took his time, licking and sucking her nipple before allowing it to slip free so that he could tease it with his teeth.

      Caressing her other breast in his hand, Bryce gently blew on her nipple before leaning back in and licked it, earning another moan. Deciding that this was a good time to take over this interrogation, he asked, “Do you want me, Cayley?”

      “Yes,” she moaned with absolutely no hesitation, making him smile.

      “How much?” Bryce asked, loving the frustrated growl that followed.

      “Enough to beat you to death with a pillow if you stop doing that,” Cayley said, making him chuckle as he gave her nipple one last lick before he pulled back and reached for that bottle again, only to have her beat him to it.

      “My turn,” Cayley said with a playful smile as she pushed him back until he was relaxing against the pillows.

      Bryce watched as she squeezed a few drops of the bright red liquid on her fingertips and-

      Tore a hiss of pleasure from him as she ran her fingertips over the tip of his cock, sending warmth through the sensitive tip and down his cock, making it jerk against her fingertips.

      “Is this okay?” came the softly murmured question as he watched Cayley’s fingertips glide over his cock as her fingers slowly made their way around the tip, making it glisten as she took her time, gently squeezing it before running her fingers down his cock and did it all over again.

      It felt so fucking good.

      All Bryce could do was groan when she wrapped her hand around the tip and gave it a gentle squeeze before she reached for the bottle again. This time, she squeezed a healthy amount of the red liquid that felt really fucking good in her hand before dropping the bottle on the bed and-

      “Oh, fuck!”

      -wrapped her hand around his cock. His head dropped back with a groan as he watched her work her hand over him, taking her time to coat every inch of his cock as she teased him, alternating between gentle squeezes and slow strokes that ended with her palm gliding over the tip.

      “Does that feel okay?” Cayley asked as he watched her hand move over him.

      “God, yes,” Bryce whispered hoarsely as he watched her hand wrap around him before shifting his gaze to her face, unable to help but notice just how fucking beautiful she was.

      She…

      God, she was everything to him.

      He’d wasted so much fucking time, Bryce realized, wasted so many years that he could have spent with her. Pushed her away over his own fucking stupidity, telling himself whatever bullshit that he needed to hear to make living without her possible, but he’d been full of shit no matter what he told himself.

      When they were kids, he always felt better when he saw her, used to make up an excuse just to see her. He always made sure that the seat next to him was empty for those nights that she joined them when her father had to work late. In the morning, he used to take his time getting ready for school, watching for her through the window, waiting for her to walk past his house so that he could walk with her to school. At night, he’d forced himself to lay in bed as he listened to his brother sneaking out to go see her, knowing that it should have been him.

      And then, there was the worst night of his life…

      He’d told himself that he didn’t care when he saw the asshole drop down to one knee and asked her to marry him, the way that his heart stopped only to feel numb when she’d said yes to the asshole that didn’t deserve her. He’d told himself that he didn’t fucking care while he watched the asshole pull her into his arms as he’d forced himself to finish his drink and walked away as though he didn’t have a fucking care in the world when all he wanted to do was turn around and shake some fucking sense into the woman and tell her something that he wasn’t ready to admit to himself.

      He’d always loved her.
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      “So, I have a question,” Cayley murmured, mesmerized by the sight of her hand slowly moving over Bryce’s glistening cock, the way that he shifted slightly beneath her touch as though he was struggling against the urge to roll his hips.

      “What’s that?” Bryce asked, groaning as his hands slid over her thighs.

      “Actually,” Cayley murmured as she watched her hand move over him, “I have several.”

      “And they can’t wait until later?” Bryce asked on a loud groan as her palm teased the tip of his cock.

      “It just seems as though the smart thing would be to use this opportunity to finally get some of those answers to the questions that I’ve had over the years,” Cayley said with a heartfelt sigh and a helpless shrug as she shifted back so that she could lean over and-

      “You’re fucking evil,” Bryce said, moaning when she traced the underside of his cock with her tongue, matching his moan with one of her own as the sweet candy cane flavor coated her tongue.

      “And this surprises you?” Cayley asked, unable to help but smile as she wrapped her hand around the base of his cock and pulled it towards her, making it easier to wrap her lips around the tip.

      “Nothing about you surprises me anymore,” Bryce said, slowly exhaling as she moved her mouth down him.

      “Is that a bad thing?” Cayley asked as she pulled back so that his cock slipped free from her mouth.

      “No,” Bryce said, reaching for her, only to drop his hands away with another groan when she took him back into her mouth, determined to make sure that he didn’t take over her interrogation, not when she still had a few more things that she was curious about.

      “Then,” Cayley said, once again allowing his cock to slip free, only to take it back in her mouth with a moan simply because she couldn’t help herself, “tell me why you avoided me.”

      “Because you’re a pain in the ass,” Bryce said, making Cayley smile as she pulled her mouth back.

      “And you knew that if you allowed yourself to give in that you wouldn’t be able to resist me?” she asked with a teasing smile as she leaned down and-

      “Oh, come on!”

      -had the tables quickly turned on her when she suddenly found herself on her back and Bryce moving to kneel between her legs.

      “So, I have some questions,” Bryce murmured casually as he grabbed the bottle of peppermint-flavored lube and took his time squeezing a few drops onto the pad of his thumb.

      “This is my interrogation, Bryce James,” Cayley bit out with a glare of warning as she moved to sit up and…

      “Oh, my God,” she moaned when that very talented thumb of his found its way between her slit and brushed against her clit, coating it with the lube that was quickly warming her clit with every gentle caress of his thumb.

      “So, you were telling me why you avoided me all these years,” Bryce said, taking his time running his thumb around her clit, making it really difficult to focus.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” Cayley asked, only to moan as she spread her legs further apart so that he could keep moving his thumb over her.

      “Because I love tormenting you,” Bryce said, pausing to reach over and squeeze a few drops of peppermint lube on one nipple, making her swallow hard as he did the same for the other nipple before pulling his hand back as his eyes met hers and-

      “That feels so damn good,” Cayley mumbled weakly even as her back arched as a moan escaped her when she felt the warm liquid running down her slit, spreading warmth down to her core.

      “You were saying?” Bryce murmured as he tossed the bottle aside so that he could place a hand on the bed next to her.

      “That I will remember this,” Cayley bit out with a glare, only to gasp when he traced her slit with his thumb as he leaned over her and licked her nipple.

      “Good,” Bryce said, pulling her nipple between his lips and gently suckled as he continued running his thumb between her lips. “Start talking, Cayley.”

      “Ummm,” Cayley said, licking her lips as she reached up and threaded her fingers through his hair as she struggled to remember what they were talking about. “Yes?” she said, really hoping that would work.

      “Try again,” Bryce said, chuckling as he ran his tongue over her nipple before pulling back and had her moaning again when he gently blew on her nipple, reminding her just how sensitive her nipples were, something that she’d never realized before he’d started touching her.

      “I would if I remembered what we were talking about,” Cayley said, nodding solemnly as she ran her hands over his back.

      “You were telling me why you avoided me,” Bryce reminded her as his mouth moved to her other breast and took his time licking the peppermint lube off her nipple.

      “Because of your love of glaring?” Cayley offered, making Bryce chuckle as he pulled his hand away and-

      “Fair enough,” the evil man that loved tormenting her said as he slid a finger inside her.

      “How about this, then?” Bryce asked, releasing her nipple so that he could press a kiss against her throat. “Tell me if you ever touched yourself while thinking about me.”

      “You tell me,” Cayley said on a moan, determined to take back control of this interrogation.

      “All the fucking time,” Bryce said, groaning against her skin as he continued sliding his finger inside her. “You have no idea how fucking hard you make me.”

      Licking her lips, Cayley dropped one arm away so that she could reach between their bodies and wrap her hand around him. “I have a pretty good idea,” she said, moaning as she moved her hand over him.

      “How many times have you thought about me fucking you, Cayley?” Bryce asked, kissing his way up her throat.

      “Too many,” Cayley said, gently squeezing his cock as he pulled his hand back so that he could add a second finger.

      “Tell me what you thought about,” Bryce said, kissing her chin as he shifted so that his cock was sliding through her hand.

      “This,” Cayley whispered as she rolled her hips against his hand.

      “What else?” Bryce asked, brushing his lips against hers as he continued rocking his hips, sliding his large, thick, and incredibly hard cock through her grip as he took his time fingering her.

      “I thought about what it would be like to feel your mouth on me,” Cayley found herself admitting as Bryce brushed his lips against hers before he kissed her chin and slowly made his way back down her body, leaving her with no choice but to release her hold on him.

      “Like this?” Bryce asked, kissing his way down her body as her eyes slid shut and another moan escaped her. She’d never been this comfortable with a man before, never loved the way that a man touched her, and with Bryce, she knew that she would never be able to get enough of him.

      “Yes,” Cayley whispered as he kissed a trail down her stomach and-

      Had her gasping when his lips pressed against her slit. The groan he released when his tongue traced her slit had her licking her lips as her fingers threaded through his hair. “Bryce,” she moaned as she spread her legs further apart.

      For several minutes, Bryce took his time, tracing her slit with his tongue, alternating between flicking his tongue over her clit, coating it with the lube before sliding it inside her with a moan. With every slide of his tongue, Bryce sent pleasure through her body, the lube coating his tongue warming her as he reached over and took her hand in his, entwining their fingers together as he shifted his weight onto his elbow and pressed his thumb against her clit. With every slow thrust of his tongue inside her, Bryce moved his thumb over her clit, gently caressing it until she found herself gently rocking her hips.

      “What else did you think about, Cayley?” Bryce asked, pulling his tongue free before pressing his lips against her slit.

      Licking her lips, Cayley admitted, “What it would feel like with you inside of me.”

      “And now that you know?” Bryce asked, turning his head and pressed a kiss against her thigh.

      “I feel empty,” Cayley whimpered, giving his hand a gentle tug that had him pressing one last kiss against her thigh before he moved up her body. He took her mouth in a deep kiss as he shifted between her legs, only to make her breath catch in her throat as he slid inside her with a groan as he said, “You feel like home.”
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      You left me with no choice.

      For several minutes, Cayley sat there, staring down at her phone, until finally, she realized that she couldn’t put it off any longer and slowly, ever so slowly, looked up to find the two large men that walked into her office ten minutes ago watching her and sighed.

      Bradfords.

      She really should have seen this one coming, Cayley thought as she took in the larger of the two incredibly handsome men as he devoured the plate of Christmas cookies she’d helped herself to from her aunt’s bakery before shifting her attention to the other one and noted the unholy gleam in his eyes that reminded her of Sean. This definitely wasn’t going to end well, Cayley realized as she moved to take a sip of her soda, only to have the man that wouldn’t stop glaring at her reach over and pluck her soda off her desk before she had a chance to grab it. Keeping his glare locked on her, he finished off her soda and-

      “You know why we’re here,” Jason Bradford, the man who had been forced to rescue her after an unfortunate incident involving Sean, a glue gun, and her inability to outrun him when she was eight, said.

      “To make my life a living hell because the little bastard has a big mouth?” Cayley said, blinking at the two men, who had taken it upon themselves to interrogate every woman that managed to catch the interest of one of their cousins over the years and-

      This could work, Cayley thought as she sat there, taking in the two men that could make her life easier. After her failed interrogations, and she was still trying to figure out what went wrong, she’d been left with questions that she knew better than to ask Bryce or Sean at this point. She’d considered asking one of the other James brothers, but she had a feeling that wouldn’t end well.

      That left Rory, but she already knew that Rory wouldn’t tell her anything if she thought that she was betraying one of her brothers. That left Connor, who would happily fuck over one of the James brothers simply because he could, but she wasn’t sure that he was the right person to ask about this.

      She had questions about the stories that Sean used to regale her with about the Bradford family, their traditions, the Bradford curse, but mostly, she had questions about the man that meant the world to her. She loved Bryce.

      More than anything.

      Several times last night, she’d been tempted to tell him, but she was terrified to say the words. It was just happening so fast. A month ago, she’d convinced herself that Bryce was her least favorite James brother, but she’d been lying to herself and now…

      Just the thought of losing him one day made her heart break.

      She should just tell him that she loved him, Cayley thought as she ignored the men watching her every move. It would be so easy to say the words, especially since there was no doubt in her mind that he loved her. She knew it by the way that he looked at her, the way that he touched her and kissed her, and by the way that he made love to her.

      He-

      “Want to tell us what your intentions towards our cousin are?” Jason drawled as he watched her with that anticipatory gleam in his eye that she easily ignored as she decided that now would probably be a good time to take over this interrogation.

      “You want to tell me why he won’t stop glaring at me?” Cayley asked as Trevor continued glaring at her.

      “Tradition,” Jason said, gesturing for her to get on with it.

      “I suppose we could discuss my intentions towards your cousin or you could tell me what I want to know,” Cayley said, blinking at him.

      Nodding slowly, Jason said, “We could do that, but we’re not going to.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Cayley asked, sending Jason a pitying look as she grabbed her phone and took her time looking for the picture that she’d been waiting for the right moment to entice Sean with, but this was more important than trying to get her best friend to change the oil in her car for her.

      “Positive,” Jason drawled while Trevor continued to glare.

      “I want to know about the Bradford curse,” Cayley murmured as she sat back in her chair and waited for Jason to tell her what she wanted to know.

      “And what do you know about the Bradford curse?” Jason asked, watching her curiously.

      “Enough to know that there’s more to it than what Sean told me,” Cayley said, deciding that it was time to turn to physical intimidation to aide her interrogation and crossed her arms over her chest as she waited.

      She watched Jason’s lips twitch as he copied the move and-

      Flexed his insanely large muscles.

      Not one to be easily intimidated, Cayley kept her gaze locked with him as she reached into her desk and grabbed the candy bar that she’d grabbed on her way to work and-

      “Thanks,” Trevor said as he reached over her desk and plucked it out of her hand.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” Jason said, looking really amused for some reason.

      “And I’m not going to,” Cayley said, returning to folding her arms over her chest as she waited.

      Shrugging, Jason said, “I hear you like closets.”

      “And I hear you like buffets,” Cayley said, watching as both men went still and swallowed hard as she reached over and picked up her phone.

      When Jason opened his mouth, most likely to try to take over her interrogation, Cayley held up the phone and-

      “What do you want to know?” Jason asked hoarsely, swallowing hard.

      “Everything.”
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      “I really hate this family,” Rory heard her husband mumble seconds before the bed jostled and the unmistakable sounds of a pained grunt reached her ears.

      Really hoping that this was a bad dream, Rory opened her eyes and-

      “You’ve been busy,” Sean said conversationally as he settled more comfortably on the bed next to her as she watched Connor drag himself off the floor and-

      “Was that really necessary?” Sean asked with a heartfelt sigh from where he’d landed on the floor as Connor, who looked understandably pissed, climbed back onto the bed and pulled her into his arms.

      “Yes,” Connor said, closing his eyes and he pressed a kiss against the back of her neck, “now, get out.”

      “I wish I could,” Sean said with a sad shake of his head as he pulled himself back up with a pained grunt, “but I’m afraid that I can’t do that.”

      “You really can,” Rory murmured absently as she glanced at her alarm clock and found herself wondering why her brother was trying to piss her off this early, even as a thought occurred to her. “Do you want to tell me why Jason and Trevor drove all the way up here just to interrogate Cayley?”

      “Tradition,” Sean said with a satisfied sigh as he dropped down on the bed next to Connor, making her husband go still, “Now, where were we?”

      “You were getting the hell out of my bed before I kill you,” Connor said, reaching back to shove her brother off the bed, but Sean simply ignored him as he settled more comfortably on the bed next to him.

      “What do you want?” Rory asked, knowing her brother well enough to know that he wasn’t leaving until he got what he came here for. She honestly didn’t know how Cayley put up with him for this long because Rory would have killed him by now.

      “Answers,” Sean murmured, sounding thoughtful as Rory gave up trying to go back to sleep and rolled onto her other side so that she could glare at the little bastard, only to wonder where he got that sandwich.

      “To?” Rory asked as she reached over and snatched the sandwich out of his hand, deciding that she’d more than earned it and took a bite. Sean’s eyes narrowed dangerously on her, but he didn’t say anything, which probably had something to do with the fact that it hadn’t ended well for him the last time that she was pregnant and he’d made the mistake of coming between her and food. As Rory took a bite of the delicious sandwich that was really hitting the spot, she couldn’t help but wonder if he still had that scar.

      “Well,” Sean began as he reached over and snatched the pillow out from beneath Connor’s head so that he could shove it behind him, “you could start by telling me what you’re up to.”

      “What makes you think that I’m up to something?” Rory managed to ask with a straight face as her husband was forced to pull her closer so that he could hide that evil smile that still managed to bring her to her knees.

      Blinking, Sean countered with, “What makes you think that I won’t tell your children all of the seriously fucked up things that you did to each other growing up?”

      “You could do that,” Rory murmured as she took her time finishing off her sandwich before she added, “but, then again, I could tell Cayley why her cousin really hates you.”

      Rory watched as her brother’s eyes narrowed on her as he debated his next move until finally, Sean said, “You’re bluffing.”

      “You won’t really know that until you do something to piss me off, now, will you?” Rory said as Sean sat there, considering her as he tried to figure out his next move.

      “Fair enough,” Sean said, nodding slowly.

      “Then, we’re done here?” Rory asked, eager to get back to sleep so that she could get a few more hours of sleep before she had to get up with the kids.

      “Not even close,” Sean said, folding his arms over his chest as he leveled a glare on her. “Start talking.”

      Blinking, Rory asked, “Didn’t we just establish that I had the upper hand?”

      Sending her a pitying look, Sean asked, “Did we, though?”

      “We really did.”

      “Then, I guess I’m left with no choice but to tell our brothers about the plans that you have for them,” Sean said with a sad shake of his head as he moved to climb off the bed.

      She should let him go. She really should, but…

      “What do you want to know?”
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      “You still haven’t thanked me yet,” the bastard that barged into the room a few minutes ago said with a satisfied sigh as he shifted to get more comfortable on Cayley’s bed.

      “I also haven’t stuffed your body in a crawlspace and left you there to rot,” Bryce pointed out, running his fingertips over the small box, needing the comforting touch that had been helping him get through the past week. As he paced her bedroom, he wondered if he’d ever been this nervous before.

      “True,” Sean murmured as he reached over and plucked the stuffed snowman that Bryce won for Cayley at the Christmas fair that she’d dragged him to the other night off the nightstand.

      “Why are you here?” Cayley asked from the bathroom, drawing Bryce’s attention to the closed bathroom door where the small woman that he was hoping to spend the rest of his life with was getting dressed for a party that he really didn’t want to fucking go to.

      He’d never thought this day would come and now that it had…

      He was terrified that he was going to fuck this up.

      “Because you need me,” Sean said, tossing the snowman on the bed with a bored sigh.

      “I really don’t, though,” Cayley assured him, making Bryce chuckle even though he’d be lying if he said that he wasn’t tempted, really fucking tempted, to stay home tonight but that wasn’t an option. Not tonight. Tonight, he was going to tell Cayley that he was in love with her.

      Over the past week, he’d been tempted to tell her that he loved her, but he wanted to do this right. So, instead, he’d made plans to make this night absolutely perfect and, in the meantime, he’d showed her how he felt about her. He’d held her, kissed her, made love to her every chance that he got, went sledding with her, made Christmas cookies so that she could go nuts decorating them with frosting, sugar, and a shitload of sprinkles, watched shitty Christmas movies, and let her drag him to every fucking item on her list just so that he could see her smile.

      God, she was fucking everything to him, and tonight, Bryce was going to make sure that she knew that. He was going to take her to this party, make sure that she had a wonderful time, and then he was going to bring her home, make love to her and tell her that he was in love with her, and then Bryce was going to-

      “What do you think?”

      -forget how to breathe, Bryce thought as he took in the incredibly beautiful woman standing in front of him.

      She was…breathtaking.

      There was no other way to describe her, Bryce thought, swallowing hard as he ran his eyes over her, taking in everything from the dark curls that looked like they were made from silk piled on top of her head to the red dress that showed off every soft curve of her body to perfection and-

      “God, you’re beautiful,” Bryce whispered reverently, watching as Cayley’s beautiful pink lips pulled up into a shy smile.

      “Thank you,” Cayley said as she crossed the small room. “And you look incredibly handsome,” she murmured softly as she reached up to cup his face and pull him down for a kiss that made it difficult to remember that he had a plan.

      “Thank you,” Bryce murmured, brushing his lips against hers one last time before he forced himself to step away. Clearing his throat, Bryce picked up the white rose corsage with red and green ribbon off the bed and placed it on her wrist. “Are you ready?”

      Smiling, Cayley opened her mouth and-

      “What is the meaning of this?” came the outraged demand that had both of them sighing heavily as they glanced back at the bed to find Sean glaring at them. “I go out of my way to pretty myself up so that I can take you to the party, only to be discarded like a piece of trash?” Sean demanded, gesturing wildly towards them.

      When Cayley opened her mouth, Sean cut her off by holding his hand up and closing his eyes as he slowly exhaled. “It’s fine. I’ll be waiting in the car,” the little bastard that was hellbent on annoying the shit out of him said as he dropped his hand away and stormed off in a huff.

      “You really should have beaten him when you were children,” Cayley said with a sad shake of her head.

      “It’s one of my biggest regrets,” Bryce said, praying like hell that this didn’t end up being another one.
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        Strawberry Manor Hotel

      

      

      “You should probably know that,” Jess said, slowly exhaling before continuing, “I’m planning on killing him.”

      “Understandable,” Cayley murmured as she followed her cousin’s murderous glare to find Sean, who really seemed to enjoy pissing off her cousin, watching them before his gaze locked on her cousin and-

      “I’m ready to go to jail.”

      -winked, setting off her cousin and forcing Cayley to grab hold of Jess’s hand before she could follow through with any of the fantasies that she’d no doubt been entertaining over the years, and pulled her back.

      “You promised his father that you wouldn’t kill him,” Cayley reminded her cousin.

      “I was six. I didn’t know better,” Jess said, her glare never leaving the bastard that really needed to stop going out of his way to piss her off as she pushed Cayley’s hands away.

      “True,” Cayley mumbled absently as she glanced around the large ballroom that Strawberry Manor had decorated and took in the Christmas trees placed along the walls, beautiful white Christmas lights hanging from every surface in the dimly lit room, tables covered with every Christmas treat known to man, and fake snow dusting the floors and felt her lips pull up into a smile when she spotted Bryce standing across the room.

      God, she loved that cranky man, Cayley thought, watching as the man that she loved more than anything shifted his glare away from his brothers, who’d been tormenting him all night, to her and-

      Had Cayley swallowing hard when that glare disappeared and was replaced by that smile that she loved. She never thought that she could love someone this much, never thought it was even possible. Every day that she woke up in his arms, she fell a little more in love with him.

      She loved the way that Bryce looked at her, the way that he held her, the way that he touched her, and-

      “Took you long enough,” Jess said, drawing her attention to find her cousin watching her curiously.

      “What are you talking about?” Cayley asked as she thought about the look on Bryce’s face this morning when she opened her eyes.

      His expression softened the way that it always did when he looked at her, but this morning, there had been something almost vulnerable in his expression, something that had her heart racing as he caressed her cheek with his fingertips. His gaze never left hers as he dropped his hand away and moved over her, settling between her legs and with a slow roll of his hips, he filled her.

      Bryce whispered her name as he leaned down and brushed his lips against hers. He took his time making love to her, kissing, and touching her, making her feel cherished. Every time he touched her, he made her feel like she was the most important thing in the world to him. It was an addicting feeling, Cayley thought as she once again found herself watching him.

      “To accept what we all knew,” Jess said as Cayley stood there, unable to take her eyes off Bryce.

      “And that is?” Cayley asked as she found herself wondering what Jason and Trevor told her was true.

      “That you were in love with Bryce,” Jess said, sounding thoughtful. “I think Kevin figured it out, too, which explains why he made sure that Bryce was there when he popped the question.”

      “What are you talking about?” Cayley asked as she glanced back at her cousin to once again find Jess glaring at Sean.

      “Do you think I could fit his body in my trunk?” Jess asked, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth as she considered the large bastard watching her.

      “Probably,” Cayley said even as she had to wonder why Sean was so determined to piss her cousin off. She should probably be concerned about that, but right now, something else had her attention. “Kevin proposed to me at the bar because that’s where we first met,” she pointed out.

      “But that doesn’t explain why he was watching Bryce as he pulled that ring out of his pocket,” Jess said, making her frown because she honestly couldn’t remember anything other than feeling sick to her stomach the moment she saw that ring. It should have been the clue that she needed to let her know that she was making a mistake, but she’d told herself that it was just excitement, but now, she knew that it had been the beginning of the end.

      “Bryce looked…destroyed. I’ve never seen anything like it,” Jess said, making Cayley swallow hard as she glanced back at the man in question to find him watching her. “I thought that he was finally going to say something. Then again, I thought that you were going to say no.”

      “I made a mistake,” Cayley said, realizing that she was making another one right now.
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      “How long do you think it will be before she finally snaps and beats the shit out of him?” Craig asked, sounding bored as Bryce took a sip of the eggnog he’d grabbed to have something to do and glanced to his right to find Sean sending Jess a pinky wave.

      “Probably not long,” Bryce murmured absently as his attention shifted back to Cayley and found himself releasing a shaky breath and-

      He was fucking terrified.

      “And how long do you think it will be before you do something incredibly fucking stupid?” Johnny drawled, taking a sip of punch as he leaned back against the wall next to him.

      “Meaning?” Bryce asked, watching as Cayley was forced to grab hold of her cousin when Sean went ahead and winked at her again.

      “You’re not there yet,” Craig said, shaking his head as he reached over and plucked a sugar cookie off a passing tray.

      “And you know this, how?” Bryce asked, his gaze flickering to his older brother before returning to Cayley, who’d been forced to grab hold of her cousin sometime in the last twenty seconds to stop her from killing Sean.

      “Because I grew up hearing the same stories that you did. Bradfords don’t propose, Bryce,” Craig pointed out.

      “I’m not proposing,” Bryce said, absently running his fingertips over the small box in his pocket.

      Frowning, Craig and Johnny shared a look. “Then, what’s in that small box that you keep caressing in your pocket that’s really starting to creep us the fuck out?” Craig asked with a pointed look.

      Sighing, Bryce pulled the small box out of his pocket and said, “The key to Thomas House.”

      “Why are you giving her a key to Thomas House? I thought you were selling it,” Johnny asked, reaching over and plucked the small box out of his hand.

      “Decided to keep it,” Bryce said, reaching over and plucked the small box out of his brother’s hand and placed it back in his pocket after caressing it with his fingertips one last time.

      “And you’re giving it to her? That’s one hell of a wedding gift,” Craig said with an appreciative whistle.

      “It’s not a wedding gift,” Bryce said, hoping like hell that they would just drop it.

      “Then, what the hell is it?” Johnny asked, plucking a cupcake with green frosting off a passing tray.

      “It’s a start,” Bryce said, slowly exhaling even as he wondered if he was really going to be able to do this and-

      She was nothing like his mother, Bryce reminded himself again, watching Cayley as he told himself that he could do this. He was going to tell her that he loved her and pray like hell that it was enough.

      It had to be.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Craig demanded, throwing him a questioning look as he finished off his cookie and grabbed another one.

      “I don’t plan on asking her to marry me,” Bryce said, only to be met with twin snorts of disgust.

      “Bradfords never do,” Brian said as he joined them with a plate filled to the brim with mini pies, cupcakes, brownies, and cookies.

      “I’m not marrying her,” Bryce said as he once again found himself watching Cayley and-

      “Please tell me that you’re really not this fucking stupid,” Craig said, sounding pained.

      “I can’t marry her,” Bryce bit out as he forced himself to look away from Cayley because saying the words while he looked at her felt wrong.

      He wanted to marry her, more than anything, but he couldn’t make himself go through with it. He just couldn’t fucking do it. He wanted to spend the rest of his life with her, but he knew that eventually, he wouldn’t be enough, and he’d be forced to watch her walk away. When that time came, he wanted to make it as easy as possible for her to leave, knowing that he would never survive the bullshit that his mother put his father through.

      It would fucking destroy him.

      “Besides the fact that Sean would kill you after her father and Dad beat the shit out of you, what makes you think that she’ll be okay with something like this?” Johnny demanded.

      “Because it’s the only thing that I can give her,” Bryce admitted as he once again found himself watching Cayley.

      “You don’t think that she’ll want more?” Brian asked as they watched Sean make his way across the ballroom to join them before glancing back at Cayley, who was busy trying to stop her cousin from going after him.

      “I’m hoping that it will be enough,” Bryce said, unable to take his eyes off her.

      “God, you’re a fucking idiot,” Brian said, shaking his head in disgust as he grabbed a piece of fudge off a passing tray and walked away.

      “Believe me, I know,” Bryce said, wishing like hell that he could give her more.

      “What’s going on?” Sean asked, happily stuffing a sugar cookie in his mouth as Craig and Johnny simply shook their heads in disgust and walked away.

      “Nothing,” Bryce said, leaning back against the wall as he watched Cayley, once again telling himself that this was enough as he ran his fingers over the box. He would do whatever it took to make her-

      “I was wondering when that asshole was going to show up,” Sean said, sighing heavily as he gestured to the asshole making his way to Cayley’s side and before Bryce could push away from the wall, Kevin was pulling her onto the dance floor.

      “Looks like he’s done waiting,” Bryce said, somehow managing to force himself to stand there when all he wanted to do was to pull Cayley out of the asshole’s arms and-

      “I told her that prick would be back as soon as he realized that she’d moved on,” Sean said, shaking his head in disgust as he grabbed a cookie off a passing tray.

      Frowning, Bryce asked, “You told her that?” only to feel his stomach drop as he watched the prick lean down and kiss Cayley before he smoothly dropped down to one knee and pulled a black box out of his pocket.

      For a moment, Bryce stood there watching her, waiting for the moment that she shook her head, ran away, looked at him, any-fucking thing that would tell him that this wasn’t really happening, only to watch her stand there as Kevin pulled the ring out of the box and slid it on her finger.

      “Oh, fuck no…” Sean said hoarsely right around the time that Bryce decided that it was time to walk away.
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      “Dance with me,” came the softly murmured words that Cayley barely heard before she found herself pulled onto the dance floor and into the arms of the last man that she wanted to see tonight.

      “Kevin, I-”

      “God, you look so beautiful,” Kevin said, smiling as he leaned down and took her by surprise, brushing his lips gently against hers in a familiar move that left her feeling...nothing.

      Before Cayley could push him away, he was stepping back with a sweet smile that had her stomach turning as he reached into his pocket and dropped to his knee in a move that she remembered all too well, and one that had her praying was just a really bad dream. This couldn’t be happening, Cayley thought, feeling sick to her stomach as she watched him open the small box and presented her with the same ring that he’d demanded back less than a year ago.

      “Please, don’t,” Cayley whispered weakly as she watched Kevin take the ring out of the box and reach for her hand just as she was about to step back and quickly slid the ring back on her finger.

      “I love you, Cayley,” Kevin said, his smile turning relieved as he stood up and reached for her, but before he could pull her back into his arms, Cayley held her hand out, stopping him.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Cayley demanded, wondering why he had to do this tonight of all nights while she moved to pull the ring off as she glanced back at Bryce, only to find him walking away.

      “What I should have done in the first place,” Kevin said, sounding more determined than ever as Cayley struggled to pull the ring off her finger, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “This isn’t happening,” she muttered, struggling not to panic as she watched Bryce storm out of the ballroom with Sean chasing after him, trying to stop him.

      “I love you, Cayley,” Kevin said, once again reaching for her.

      “But I don’t love you. I’m sorry. I can’t do this,” Cayley said, struggling to get the ring off, but it was stuck and-

      Screw it.

      She was going to have to mail it back to him, Cayley decided as she quickly made her way across the ballroom, praying that it wasn’t too late. When she reached the small foyer outside the ballroom and didn’t see Bryce, she told herself that she could fix this and-

      “It’s because of him, isn’t it?” Kevin demanded as he followed her.

      “I don’t have time to do this right now, Kevin. I’m sorry,” Cayley said, moving to go find Bryce when Kevin’s next words stopped her.

      “You are fucking unbelievable,” Kevin said as she slowly turned around, barely aware of their audience, and faced the man that she’d once stupidly convinced herself to spend the rest of her life with.

      “Why is that?” Cayley asked as the rest of the James boys joined them along with Mr. James, her aunt, and Jess.

      “I can’t believe I wasted two years of my life on you,” Kevin bit out coldly as Craig moved to go after Kevin, only to have his father reach over and stop him.

      “Ditto,” Cayley said evenly as she reached for that ring again, more determined than ever to get it off her finger just so that she could have the satisfaction of throwing it at his head.

      “You’re a fucking bitch,” Kevin said, shaking his head in disgust.

      Nodding, Cayley said, “And we’re done here,” as she turned around to leave only to go still at his next words.

      “I guess it’s true what they say, you’re as big a whore as his mother,” Kevin said as Cayley slowly turned around just in time to watch him shift his gaze to Rory as he added, “Guess it runs in the family. You’ll fit in perfectly.”

      With that, Cayley pulled her hand back as she curled it into a fist and sent it flying, only to remember too late that she was wearing a dress, wasn’t exactly coordinated, and realized that the marble pillar was a lot closer than she thought. That was followed by the reminder that she was still wearing the engagement ring, a pained gasp, and a satisfied sigh as a pair of large hands grabbed hold of her shoulders and stopped her from falling on her face.

      “This really is going to be the best Christmas ever,” Sean murmured as he gently pushed her behind him before facing the man that went too far. “You’re lucky I’m here instead of my brother.”

      “And why’s that?” Kevin bit out.

      “Because I’m only going to hurt you,” Sean said, managing to hit Kevin in the face as an audible crack made its way throughout the foyer seconds before he hit the floor.

      With that, Sean released another satisfied sigh, grabbed her good hand, and headed for the door with a murmured, “Let’s go find the asshole, shall we?” reminding her why he was her best friend.
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      He didn’t fucking need her, Bryce thought, yanking his tie free and threw it against the wall, and when that wasn’t enough, he grabbed the sledgehammer leaning against the wall and swung it, destroying the wall on impact.

      He should have fucking seen this coming.

      He should have fucking known.

      He should have-

      “FUCK!”

      She fucking played him so well, Bryce thought, reaching down and grabbed the brick he’d knocked free and threw it across the room, taking out the window by the shelves. He didn’t fucking care anymore. He was going to renovate this fucking house, sell it for an obscene amount of money, get on the first plane that would take him away from her, live his fucking life, and finally embrace the Bradford within and fuck her out of his memory.

      The asshole could have her, Bryce decided, grabbing the sledgehammer and-

      “Go away!” he shouted when he heard the knock at the front door.

      “Bryce, open the door,” came the demand from the one woman that should have known better than to fucking play with him.

      “I’m not in the mood to play this fucking game with you, Cayley,” Bryce said, swinging the sledgehammer and took out the rest of the wall.

      “And I’m not in the mood to have this argument with you through a door,” Cayley said with an annoyed sigh, followed by the sounds of her trying to open the door.

      Determined to ignore her, Bryce moved onto the other wall and swung that sledgehammer, praying that she took pity on him and went back to her fiancé so that he could lose his fucking mind in peace. He was a fucking moron to believe that he could have her. He-

      “My ass,” came the sadly mumbled words that had him sighing heavily as he looked over his shoulder in time to see Cayley pull herself off the floor, reminding him that he really needed to replace the windows soon when he spotted the window open behind her.

      “Get out,” Bryce said, shaking his head as he turned his attention back to the wall that he was taking out.

      “No,” Cayley said as she stepped in front of him.

      “I’m not doing this with you tonight,” Bryce said, placing the sledgehammer back against the wall and made his way to the cooler that he kept in the corner.

      “Well, that’s too bad because I’m not leaving until we talk,” Cayley said as he grabbed a lukewarm water from the cooler and took a sip as his gaze landed on that ring on her finger.

      “Congratulations,” Bryce said dryly, watching as she followed his gaze before her shoulders slumped.

      “It’s not what it looks like,” Cayley said, gesturing weakly to the ring that was still on her fucking finger.

      “It’s exactly what it looks like,” Bryce said, deciding that he’d had enough for one night and headed up the stairs to set to work on the master bedroom that he’d planned on sharing with her, only to decide against it and headed for the kitchen instead.

      “Would you please just talk to me, Bryce?” Cayley said, following him down the long hallway.

      “No,” Bryce bit out, grabbing the sledgehammer he’d left on the kitchen island and focused on the cabinets that needed to fucking go.

      “Bryce, it’s Christmas Eve. Let’s go home and talk about this,” Cayley said after a slight hesitation.

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” he said, taking aim at the cabinets above the sink and took it out. Normally, he would have been more careful taking them down, but tonight, he wanted to fucking kill something.

      “Bryce, please!”

      Bryce moved to take another swing, only to decide to give her exactly what she wanted. Nodding, he tossed the sledgehammer aside, completely destroying several tiles in the process. “You want to talk about this?” he asked, turning around to face the woman that fucking destroyed him.

      “Yes,” Cayley said, looking really fucking relieved.

      That is until he moved closer.

      “Then, let’s talk,” Bryce said, picking her up and placed her on the kitchen island.

      When she opened her mouth, he cut her off. “Why don’t we start by you explaining why you used me,” Bryce suggested as he stepped between her legs and placed his hands on the kitchen island as he watched her determined expression turn confused.

      “You think I used you?” Cayley asked, only to follow his gaze as he gave that fucking ring on her finger a pointed look.

      “Looks that way to me,” Bryce said, looking back to find her watching him as her mouth worked soundlessly until she gave up trying to come up with a bullshit excuse and let her shoulders slump in defeat.

      “It wasn’t like that.”

      “No?” he asked, watching as a strand of her hair slipped free and brushed against her bare shoulder.

      “I don’t know why he did what he did, Bryce, but I don’t want him,” Cayley said as he somehow resisted the urge to brush that strand of hair behind her ear and kiss her shoulder, making him fucking hate himself for wanting her this much.

      “The ring says otherwise,” Bryce pointed out.

      “No, the ring said that I didn’t realize what he was doing until it was too late,” Cayley said, sounding pissed.

      Good.

      He wanted her pissed.

      “And yet, it’s still on your finger,” Bryce drawled as he kept his gaze locked with hers.

      “Because I can’t get the stupid thing off!” Cayley snapped, reaching for the ring, only to drop her hand away with a heavy sigh as he stood there, nodding as he reached behind him for the jar of orange grease cutter on the kitchen counter.

      “That’s an easy fix,” Bryce murmured, opening the jar and-

      “What the hell happened to your hand?” Bryce demanded, all the anger suddenly disappeared as he took in her swollen knuckles and the bruise already starting to form.

      “A pillar got in the way,” Cayley muttered, dipping her fingers in the orange grease and carefully coated her finger.

      “What happened?” Bryce asked, gently brushing her hand away so that he could carefully work the ring off her finger.

      “Oh, you mean after you left me there without a word?” Cayley asked, blinking at him. “Kevin said something that I took issue with and decided to make sure that he lived in fear for the rest of his life.”

      “By punching a pillar?” Bryce asked, slowly working the ring down to her knuckle as he stood there, wondering how it would feel to slide a ring over her finger and-

      He couldn’t do this.

      He should have fucking known better, but he’d somehow managed to convince himself that he could handle this. God, the fucking pain that tore through his chest when he saw the asshole touch her…

      “Yes, by punching a pillar. How else was I supposed to establish dominance, Bryce?” Cayley asked, pulling her hand away so that she could work the ring the rest of the way down her finger.

      “Where is he now?” Bryce asked, watching her struggle to get the ring over the knuckle.

      “Who?” Cayley mumbled absently with a determined look on her face as she gave up trying to be gentle and tried yanking it off.

      Biting back a sigh, Bryce once again pushed her hand away and took over. “The asshole.”

      “Last time I saw him, Connor was kicking the shit out of him,” Cayley said, making him frown.

      “Why?” Bryce asked, knowing his brother-in-law well enough to know that he would only risk an assault charge if the asshole put his hands on Cayley or if he’d crossed a line where Rory was concerned.

      “Doesn’t matter. I took care of it,” Cayley said as he finally managed to pull the ring off her finger and placed it on the kitchen island.

      He opened his mouth and-

      “Why did you leave me there?” Cayley asked, meeting his gaze.

      “Because I can’t do this.”
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        Christmas

      

      

      “I really hate Christmas,” Cayley mumbled pathetically as she pulled her hand free from the icepack she’d made around two this morning when she’d finally managed to stop crying.

      After that, she’d settled for eating all the cookies, cakes, and pies that she’d picked up from her aunt’s bakery yesterday morning to bring to Rory’s house today. Since she was longer going, mostly because Bryce informed her that he didn’t want to see her again, Cayley decided to drown her sorrows in carbs and an insane amount of sugar. That had led to her tearing through the boxes that she still hadn’t unpacked in a desperate search of Pepto Bismol, a promise to herself never to touch another cupcake, and the decision to start off somewhere new, somewhere far, far away from Bryce James.

      After the Pepto Bismol finally kicked in, she’d grabbed a Coke, the rest of the cupcakes, and settled in on the couch and that’s where she’d stayed, watching horror movies as she did her best to stop thinking about the moment that Bryce broke her heart. She hated him, Cayley told herself as she reached up and wiped away another tear, only to wince when the move caused pain to shoot through her knuckles and slid her hand back under the icepack.

      “Your dad’s been calling me all morning wondering why you’re not answering your phone,” Sean, who’d she’d refused to call last night simply because he reminded her of his brother, said, and right now, thinking about Bryce was the last thing that she wanted to do.

      “I’ll call him tomorrow,” Cayley mumbled as she stared at the television, in absolutely no mood to try to pretend that everything was okay while her father wished her a Merry Christmas and asked about Kevin, her job, and why she couldn’t stop crying.

      “That’s probably for the best,” Sean murmured as he reached down and snatched the remote control off the coffee table and turned off her television.

      “I’m not in the mood, Sean,” Cayley said, gesturing for him to turn the television back on.

      “It’s Christmas,” Sean said as though she wasn’t painfully aware of that fact.

      “Which is why I’m wallowing in self-pity,” Cayley informed him

      “Well, wallow your ass back into your room and get dressed,” Sean said, glaring down at her.

      “I’m not going,” she said, wondering why he was here.

      “Why?” Sean demanded, apparently hellbent on pissing her off.

      “Because I hate your brother,” Cayley muttered pathetically.

      “You love him,”

      “I don’t want to talk about this,” Cayley mumbled as she gestured for him to once again turn the television back on.

      “Good. Then that will make this easier,” Sean said, tossing the remote on the chair as he gestured for her to get up.

      “Easier for what?” Cayley asked, not really caring as she turned over onto her other side so that she could stare at the back of the couch in peace while she wallowed in self-pity.

      “Let’s go,” Sean, the annoying bastard that should be at his sister’s house, said as she felt his hand wrap around her ankle.

      “No,” Cayley said, pulling her leg away.

      “Don’t make me drag you out of here,” Sean said as she reached up and wiped away another tear.

      “Leave me alone, Sean. I’m not in the mood to play this game with you,” Cayley said, biting her lip as she struggled not to lose it, but…

      God, this hurt.

      She never should have let herself fall in love with Bryce. She should have-

      “God, you really are a pain in the ass,” Sean said as she suddenly found herself yanked off the couch and thrown over his shoulder.

      “Put me down, Sean!”

      “And let you ruin all of my hard work? Not a chance in hell, pookie,”
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      “Stop being difficult!” came the shouted demand that had Bryce glancing out his bedroom window and felt his stomach drop when he saw her.

      Christ, he missed her, Bryce thought, swallowing hard as he watched Sean struggle to keep his hold around her as he tried to drag her back to the front door, only to curse, stumble, and swear to spank her ass when Cayley managed to break free and made a run for it.

      For several minutes, Bryce stood there, watching Cayley as she did her best to get away from Sean, slipping, stumbling, and threatening to go for his balls as she raced around her car, only to pause long enough to throw a snowball in his face, and-

      He never should have come back here.

      With that in mind, Bryce turned around to finish packing his bag and-

      “Thomas House?” his father said, throwing the bag on his bed a questioning look.

      “For now,” Bryce said, grabbing the stack of shirts he’d placed on the bed and shoved them in the bag.

      “And then?”

      “I’m leaving,” Bryce said, looking up to find his father watching him curiously.

      “You mind telling me why?” his father asked, sitting down on the edge of his bed.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” Bryce said because the last thing that he wanted to do right now was talk about Cayley. He-

      “I saw the proposal last night,” his father said, making Bryce swallow hard as he turned his attention to his bureau.

      “Half the town saw it,” Bryce said as he stood there, staring down at the small box with the green ribbon that had taken him a half-hour to tie for a moment before he grabbed it and shoved it in his top drawer.

      “And they also heard Kevin call your mother and sister a whore,” came the words that had Bryce slowly turning around to face his father.

      “Seems Kevin didn’t take the rejection well and decided to compare her to your mother,” his father drawled, making Bryce swallow hard.

      “Cayley’s nothing like her,” Bryce said hollowly.

      “No, she’s not,” his father said, looking thoughtful for a moment. “Which makes me wonder why you’re willing to let her go.”

      “It’s complicated,” Bryce said, rubbing the back of his neck.

      “She loves you,” his father said, resting his elbows on his knees as he considered him.

      “No, she doesn’t,” Bryce said, shaking his head because the last thing that he wanted to think about was Cayley being in love with him.

      “And you’re scared that she’ll never love you as much as you love her,” his father said with a pitying look that turned his stomach.

      “Can you blame me?” Bryce asked, leaning back against his bureau as he slowly exhaled.

      “Yes,” his father said, taking him by surprise as he stood up and moved to head to the door, only to pause as he added, “She’s nothing like your mother, Bryce.”

      “I can’t take that chance,” Bryce said, watching as his father absently nodded while he made his way to the door.

      “I know,” his father said as he left and-

      “Oh, fuck, no…” Bryce said seconds later when three of his brothers walked into the room, every last one of them looking really fucking determined.
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      “I’m trying to help you!”

      “You’re trying to piss me off!” Cayley yelled as she let the snowball in her hand fly.

      “Same thing!” Sean snapped, ducking out of the way and-

      “Oh, come on!” Cayley said as she suddenly found herself thrown over a shoulder that definitely belonged to a James boy.

      “This is for your own good,” Sean said, hissing in pain as he joined them.

      “It really is,” Craig, the traitor, seconded as she was carried back inside her apartment building and straight into her apartment where Mr. James stood waiting along with Johnny and Brian.

      “Everything all set?” Craig asked as he headed for her room.

      “They’re not getting out of there,” Johnny said as Craig carried her into her bedroom and dropped her on the bed with a grunt.

      As soon as she was done bouncing, Cayley moved to climb off the bed and make the James boys regret manhandling her when she saw Bryce tied to a chair in the middle of her room, looking incredibly pissed.

      Good.

      That made two of them, Cayley thought as she shifted her glare to his brother as she moved to climb off the bed and get out of there before it was too late. That was followed by her falling back on the bed with a groan when she spotted Sean standing in the doorway, shooting her a wink as he closed the door behind him, leaving her trapped with the man that wanted nothing to do with her.

      Great.

      “I really need a new best friend,” Cayley muttered as she stared up at her ceiling, not bothering to check the door, knowing that it would be pointless.

      For several minutes, she lay there, regretting her decision not to take up her father’s invitation to spend Christmas with him and-

      “Cayley, I-” Bryce started to say, but she didn’t want to hear it, didn’t want to talk to him, and right now, she wanted to pretend that it wasn’t killing her to be this close to him and not be able to touch him.

      “I’m not talking to you,” Cayley said, determined to spend whatever time that she was stuck in here glaring up at the ceiling, mentally going over all the things that she was going to have to do, find a new job, a new place, and-

      Decided that she’d rather think about this in the bathroom. Struggling not to cry because she refused to cry over the big jerk watching her every move again, Cayley climbed off the bed and rushed to the bathroom, where she slammed the bathroom door shut and fell back against the door as the first sob broke free. She covered her face with her hands as she slid down to the floor as the tears flowed freely down her face.

      She loved him and he wanted nothing to do with her.

      She just…

      She just wished that it didn’t hurt this much.

      When the tears finally dried up, Cayley climbed to her feet and made her way into the shower, where she wrapped her arms around herself and tried not to think about the man in the other room. She would never forgive Sean for doing this to her. After all the bullshit that he’d put her through over the years, he’d finally managed to cross the line.

      Long after the water began to cool, Cayley stood there, staring down at the floor before she reluctantly turned the water off and wrapped a towel around herself. She took her time drying off and getting dressed while she struggled not to cry again. As soon as she walked into her bedroom, she was going to walk to the door and say whatever it took to get Sean to open that door.

      It took her several minutes, but she finally managed to make it to the bathroom door without crying, and after slowly exhaling, Cayley opened the bathroom door and-

      “She never loved any of us,” Bryce said hollowly, taking her by surprise.

      “What?” Cayley asked, noting the pained expression on his face as he watched her.

      “My mother,” Bryce said, swallowing hard. “She never loved us. She tried, but she just couldn’t do it.”

      “Of course, she loved you,” Cayley said, but even as the words left her mouth, she knew that it wasn’t true.

      She didn’t remember her own mother, but she knew without question that her mother loved her, but Bryce’s mom…

      “She never wanted us.”
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        * * *

      

      “Did I ever tell you why I hated Christmas?” Bryce asked, watching as the woman that was breaking his heart stood in the doorway, unable to look at him.

      “No,” Cayley said, looking completely fucking lost as he sat there, struggling to get the sounds of her crying behind that bathroom door out of his mind.

      He’d never felt more fucking helpless than he had sitting there, tied to a fucking chair, forced to listen as she cried because of him. He-

      God, he was really going to fucking do it, Bryce thought, feeling sick to his stomach as he finally forced the words out of his mouth. “I used to love Christmas. More than anything. Every Christmas Eve, I would wait until my parents went to bed before I snuck downstairs and hid behind the Christmas tree waiting for Santa to come, and every year, I would fall asleep before he came.”

      “That last year, I woke up to hear my father talking to my mother. It took me a few minutes to figure out what he was saying, but once I did, I crawled out from behind the tree just far enough so that I could watch them. I watched my father beg her to stay, pleaded with her to wait until after Christmas, fucking begged her not to do this to us, but she didn’t fucking care.”

      “Bryce…”

      “She just stood there, watching him with pity as she told him that she didn’t love him, never had and when he begged her to stay for us, she told him that she’d never been able to make herself love us. She kept telling him how much she hated him, how he’d ruined her life, how she wanted so much more than he could give her, all while he was begging her to stay and not to do this to us on Christmas. He begged her to wait, told her that he would give her the divorce, anything that she wanted as long as she didn’t do this to us on Christmas. He didn’t want her to ruin Christmas for us, but she wouldn’t listen.”

      “Oh, my God.”

      “When she grabbed her bag and headed for the door, I panicked. I stumbled over the presents to get to her and threw myself at her. I begged her to stay. I told her that I didn’t care about Christmas and that they could take my presents back, that I would be good, anything to get her to stay. She didn’t even bother saying goodbye. She just left my father for that asshole and…”

      “Your father loves you,” Cayley said as she climbed onto his lap and cupped his face in her hands.

      “Yes, he does,” Bryce said hoarsely as he thought about that morning. The way that his father picked him up and held him as he cried, how his father kept telling him how much he loved him, that it wasn’t his fault, and promised him that he would never leave them.

      “Your brothers and sister don’t know what happened, do they?” Cayley asked, gently caressing his face with her fingertips.

      “We made sure that they didn’t find out that she left us until after Christmas, and even then, we never told them what she said. I don’t want them to know, Cayley,” Bryce said, swallowing hard as he looked into kind, warm eyes that were nothing like his mother’s.

      “And last night, you thought history was repeating itself,” Cayley guessed correctly while he sat there, unable to take his eyes off her.

      “Yes,” Bryce said hollowly, watching her as the realization of what he’d almost lost slowly sank in and-

      “Hershey Symphony bar and Gremlins.”
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      “What?” Cayley mumbled absently as she moved to climb off his lap to grab the scissors from the bathroom, wondering how long Sean was planning on keeping them locked in here. She really should have smothered him with a pillow when she had a chance, Cayley thought with a sad shake of her head. She-

      “Your favorite candy bar and movie,” Bryce said, making Cayley swallow hard as she slowly turned her head back to face the man that was close to destroying her.

      “I need you to say the words,” Cayley said, thinking about that conversation in her kitchen that felt like a lifetime ago as she searched his gaze, watching his expression soften as he leaned in and pressed his lips against her forehead.

      “I’m in love with you, Cayley,” Bryce said, pressing another kiss against her forehead before pulling back just far enough so that he could kiss the tip of her nose, her cheek, and then he was brushing his lips against hers in an achingly sweet kiss that left her trembling.

      “You pushed me away, Bryce,” Cayley whispered, tempted to say the words back to him, but…

      She had to be sure.

      “Untie me, Cayley,” Bryce said, shifting beneath her to pull his hands free as she slowly exhaled, wishing that it didn’t have to come down to this, but he really didn’t leave her with a choice.

      “I’m afraid that I can’t do that,” Cayley said with a sad shake of her head as she climbed off his lap and considered the large man currently at her mercy and-

      “Oh, shit,” Bryce said, clearly seeing the problem.

      Nodding, Cayley said, “Exactly,” as she stood there, debating her next move while Bryce began frantically yanking at the ropes securing him to that chair.

      “Does the fact that I just confessed my undying love to you mean anything?” Bryce demanded as he continued trying to yank his hands free, but he wasn’t going anywhere, and they both knew it.

      “I mean, it definitely helped,” Cayley murmured absently as she considered her options, which she had to admit were kind of limited with them being locked in here and all.

      Then again, maybe the James boys already left. It was possible, considering that it was Christmas and their sister would kill them if they didn’t show up. With that in mind, Cayley made her way to her bedroom door and-

      “Not happening,” Sean said from the other side of the door, sounding bored.

      “Shouldn’t you be at Rory’s?” Cayley asked, turning around to take in her room as she debated her next move.

      “We’re taking shifts,” Sean said with a long-suffering sigh that had her absently nodding.

      “You know that they’re not going to save you any food, right?” Cayley asked as her gaze landed back on Bryce as he continued tugging at that rope.

      “Probably not,” Sean said, not really sounding all that concerned.

      “You ate everything in my kitchen, didn’t you?” Cayley asked, shifting her attention to her bed as she debated something, but…

      No, this would work, Cayley thought as her gaze shifted back to Bryce.

      “And everything in Bryce’s fridge,” Sean murmured.

      “You mentioned something about supplies during my kidnapping?” Cayley said, watching as Bryce’s panic doubled. She hated having to do this, she really did, but she needed to make sure before she said those three little words that would seal her fate.

      “In the closet,” Sean said, sounding pleased.

      “Cayley, we can talk about this,” Bryce said, shifting nervously in his chair, but sadly, they were past the talking stage.

      Nodding, Cayley said, “You can go now, Sean,” as she made her way to the closet and found the box they’d left behind.

      “Wait. Don’t leave!” Bryce said with an edge of desperation to his voice.

      There was a heavy pause, and then Sean murmured, “Merry Christmas,” as she heard the telltale sounds of a lock click open, once again reminding her why he was her best friend.

      “You son of a bitch!” Bryce shouted when the sounds of her apartment door closing followed seconds later, leaving her to ensure that this was a Christmas that neither one of them ever forgot.
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        * * *

      

      “Now, where were we?” the small woman that should be professing her undying love for him asked with a satisfied sigh as she dropped down on the chair that she’d dragged in here from the kitchen.

      Bryce opened his mouth only to swallow hard as his gaze shifted to the assortment of items that she had lined up on the floor next to her chair. Trying not to panic, he took in everything from the kitchen shears to the can of whip cream before landing on the bottle of peppermint lube and the roll of duct tape that she got from the box before shifting his attention back to her and-

      “Why are you taking notes?” Bryce found himself wondering as he watched the woman in question shift to get more comfortable as she glanced down at the legal pad on her lap.

      “I’m not taking notes,” Cayley murmured absently as she frowned down at whatever she was reading on that legal pad.

      “Then, what are you doing?” Bryce asked as his gaze shifted back to those scissors as he discreetly tried to pull his arms free, but they wouldn’t budge.

      He was going to make the bastards pay for this.

      Oh, were they going to fucking pay…

      “I’m ensuring that this interrogation is more productive than the previous ones,” Cayley murmured, looking thoughtful as she finished reading through the list, nodded to herself, mumbled, “This will have to do,” and shifted her focus on him.

      When she only sat there, blinking at him, Bryce found himself once again glancing back down at those items by her side and-

      “How long have you been in love with me?” came the curious question that had him looking up to find Cayley still watching him as she pulled a ballpoint pen out of her pocket and clicked it open.

      “How long are you planning on keeping me tied to this chair?” Bryce countered, only to frown when the question was met with a forlorn sigh and a sad shake of her head as she made a small mark on the bottom of the page.

      “That’s one,” Cayley said with a shrug that left him even more confused.

      “One, what?” Bryce asked, watching as she muttered something to herself as she made another mark.

      “That’s two,” Cayley murmured as she glanced up at him expectantly.

      When he only glared at her, she explained, “Two strikes,” only to follow that up with, “For every question that you answer, you get a reward, but if you get a strike, you lose that reward.”

      “I see,” Bryce murmured absently as he glanced back down at the items on the floor.

      “Now, you were telling me how long you’ve been in love with me?” Cayley said, double-clicking that pen to draw his attention back to find her watching him expectantly.

      “I’ve always loved you, Cayley,” Bryce admitted, watching as she absently nodded to herself as she scratched off one of the strikes.

      “And the reason why you avoided me?” Cayley asked, throwing him a questioning look as she asked the question that he’d managed to avoid answering the last time that she tried interrogating him.

      It was the same answer that he refused to give her now.
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      “Not going to answer me?” Cayley asked, watching as that muscle in Bryce’s jaw continued to tick, letting her know that he had absolutely no plans on telling her, but that was fine.

      More than fine, in fact, Cayley thought with a heartfelt sigh as she placed her legal pad on the floor and stood up, really hating to do this, but he hadn’t left her with much of a choice. At least, that’s what she told herself as she pushed her chair back before reaching down for the scissors.

      When Cayley stood up, she watched as his expression turned hopeful, which, honestly, was kind of sad, only to turn confused as she knelt down in front of him and reached for the hem of his shirt. “Are you going to answer me?” Cayley asked, glancing up at Bryce to find his eyes narrowing on her and that muscle going double-time.

      Nodding, Cayley mumbled, “That’s what I thought,” as she was forced to cut his shirt open. When he still didn’t say anything, mostly because he was a stubborn pain in the ass, she carefully cut each sleeve open and reached behind him so that she could pull the ruined shirt away, leaving him shirtless.

      Releasing a shuddering sigh as though this somehow pained her to do this, Cayley placed the scissors back down on the floor and sat down, clearing her throat as she waited. When she didn’t say anything else, Bryce frowned as he glanced down at his torso before glancing back at her and asked, “That’s it?”

      Wondering when he was going to learn, Cayley reached down to pick up her legal pad, thought better of it and stood up, deciding that she should get comfortable since it looked as though they were going to be here for a while. With that in mind, she reached down and slowly pushed her cotton shorts down before stepping out of them and kicking them aside as she sat back down, ready to pick up where they left off.

      “You were saying?” Cayley asked, blinking at him.

      “This is just…sad,” Bryce said with a pitying look.

      She appeared to think that over for a minute before she let her shoulders drop and sighed because he was right. “My interrogation tactics could use some work, huh?” Cayley asked, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth as she watched him begin to nod in agreement, only to groan when she reached down and grabbed the hem of her shirt and pulled it off. Once she tossed it aside, Cayley shifted in her chair to get more comfortable as she watched Bryce try to shift in his chair as his gaze dropped down to her breasts and…stayed there.

      “You were telling me why you’ve been avoiding me all these years?” Cayley reminded him, watching as he struggled to focus and since that worked in her favor, she dropped the legal pad on the floor, hooked her thumbs in her panties and-

      “Aw, fuck…”

      -shimmied out of them and tossed them aside.

      Once she was done, Cayley settled back on the chair and-

      “You chose Sean over me,” Bryce said, taking her by surprise.

      “What?” Cayley asked, frowning as she watched Bryce run his eyes over her before making their way back up and met her gaze.

      “You chose Sean over me,” he repeated evenly.

      “When?” Cayley asked, trying to make sense out of what he was saying because, if anything, the last twenty-five years of their friendship really should have been considered a hostage situation.

      “When we were little. You used to follow me everywhere, and then one day, you couldn’t seem to stay away from Sean,” Bryce bit out, only making her frown deepen.

      “Are you sure that he wasn’t dragging me everywhere? Because I seem to recall a lot of that happening,” Cayley said, only to watch Bryce’s expression turn confused.

      “Actually, now that you mention it,” Bryce said, clearing his throat as he moved to shift, seemed to remember that wasn’t exactly an option at the moment, and continued looking lost in thought.

      “Did it never occur to you to steal me back?”

      Sighing heavily, Bryce said, “I couldn’t do that to him.”

      “Because of your mother,” Cayley said slowly as everything started to click into place.

      “I couldn’t do anything to hurt him,” Bryce admitted as she sat there, nodding as she thought that over.

      “And your mother was the reason why you avoided me for all these years and pushed me away last night, wasn’t it? Because you were afraid that I would end up walking away one day,” Cayley said, watching as that muscle in his jaw started twitching again.

      “Yes,” Bryce admitted as he met her gaze.

      Nodding, Cayley murmured, “I see,” as she reached down and picked up the can of whip cream only to rethink that decision and settled for the bottle of peppermint lube instead.

      “I’m nothing like your mother, Bryce,” Cayley said as she lowered herself to the floor so that she was kneeling between his legs.

      “And I’m not letting you go,” Bryce said, “not again.”

      “Which brings us to the next item on the list,” Cayley said, flicking the bottle open and gently squeezed a line of peppermint lube from his chest down to his navel before closing the bottle and placing it back on the floor.

      “And what’s that?” Bryce asked, only to release a hiss of pleasure as she leaned forward and traced that line of lube with her tongue.

      “What happens next,” Cayley asked, placing her hands on his thighs as she sat back.

      “You untie me,” Bryce said, watching as she slowly slid her hands over his thighs.

      “That’s really not going to work for me,” Cayley murmured as she slid one hand over the large bulge between his legs and gently massaged him through his pants, earning a moan.

      “I’m going to do whatever it takes to make you fall in love with me,” Bryce said, groaning as she continued rubbing him through his pants as she reached for his belt with her other hand, pulling it loose before unsnapping his jeans and reaching for his zipper.

      “And then…” Cayley said as she carefully pulled his zipper down.

      “We’re going to fix Thomas House under your supervision, of course,” Bryce said, and since that pleased her, she reached back for the scissors and cut through the rope securing his legs to the chair.

      “And then…” Cayley said, standing up and moved around him and freed his hands so that they could move on to the next phase of her interrogation.

      “And then,” Bryce said with a soft groan as he pulled his hands free and rubbed his wrists, “we’re going to move in.”

      “Move in?” Cayley asked, frowning as she watched him stretch. “You’re not selling Thomas House?”

      “No,” Bryce said, shaking his head lazily as he toed off his boots and kicked them aside. “We’re keeping Thomas House.”

      “We are?” Cayley asked with a watery smile as she watched Bryce shove his jeans and underwear down before pulling off his socks and tossing them aside.

      “We are,” Bryce said, his expression softening as he reached for her.

      “And what are we going to do at Thomas House?” Cayley asked as she willingly went to him.

      “Besides making love in every room of the house?” Bryce asked, leaning down to brush his lips against hers.

      “Besides that,” Cayley said, reaching up so that she could wrap her arms around him.

      “I was thinking that we should fill it up with devious little girls that love to torture their brothers and little boys that will one day drive us to drink,” Bryce said, making her smile.

      That is, until he said, “But first, I thought that we should pick up where we left off.”

      Cayley opened her mouth, only to grumble when she suddenly found herself on her hands and knees on the bed, wondering how the bastard moved so fast. “But this is my interrogation,” she mumbled sadly.

      “And you were doing a great job,” Bryce said as she felt his lips press against the small of her back. “You broke me in record time.”

      “I really did,” Cayley said with a sniffle, only to moan and tighten her grip around the comforter when she felt his fingertips move between her legs.

      “Do you love me, Cayley?” Bryce asked, sliding his fingertips between her lips and over her clit when she opened her mouth to answer, only to tear a moan from her.

      “That feels so good,” Cayley said, licking her lips as she shifted her legs further apart.

      “Do you love me, Cayley?” Bryce asked again as he slid one thick finger inside her.

      “You know I do,” Cayley said, gasping when he began moving that finger inside her.

      “More than Sean?” he asked after a slight hesitation, his finger going still inside her.

      “I mean, he’s my best friend, so…” Cayley began, only to end up screaming, “Yes! He’s dead to me!” when that finger that felt really good inside her pulled free.

      “I suppose that will do,” Bryce murmured as she felt the large tip of his cock placed against her core seconds before he began pushing inside her.

      “What else do you want to know?” Cayley asked, reluctantly accepting the fact that he’d once again taken over her interrogation. She really needed to figure out how he kept doing that, Cayley thought, unable to help but moan when Bryce slowly pulled out of her. Licking her lips, she crawled the rest of the way up the bed and by the time that she was laying down, Bryce was there, settling between her legs as his lips found hers and was tearing a moan from her when he slid back inside her.

      “If you have any idea how much I love you.”
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      “What are you doing?” Bryce somehow managed to get out as he lay there, struggling to find the energy to open his eyes.

      “Nothing,” came the answer that had him frowning as he opened his eyes and-

      “What the hell are you doing?” Bryce asked as he watched the woman that he loved glared down at the Christmas lights in her hands as he ran his eyes over her, taking in everything from the Rerum Highland Construction sweatshirt that she’d helped herself to from his closet to her jeans and-

      Felt his lips twitch when he spotted the Frosty the Snowman slippers on her feet.

      “Kidnapping you,” Cayley murmured absently as that glare shifted to his legs, where she’d apparently already started wrapping Christmas lights around his ankles.

      “And you’re doing a really good job,” Bryce said around a yawn as he reached up and rubbed his hands down his face before dropping them away and glanced at the alarm clock by the bed, only to frown when he saw what time it was.

      “I know,” Cayley mumbled as she went back to doing…whatever it was that she was doing.

      “Umm, is there a reason why we’re doing this at two in the morning?” Bryce asked as he moved to sit up only to drop back on the bed with a sigh when she turned a murderous glare on him.

      “Yes,” Cayley said with a firm nod, making his lips twitch as he watched her struggle to wrap the rest of the Christmas lights around his ankles, only to give up with a sigh and pull them off with a muttered, “I’m going to need you to walk out to the car.”

      “And why’s that?” Bryce asked, reaching back to shove another pillow behind his head.

      “Because you’re really freaking heavy,” she said, making him chuckle.

      “And…”

      “Because I’m kidnapping you,” Cayley said with a firm nod.

      “And you’re doing a great job,” Bryce said dryly, wondering if Sean put her up to this.

      “You’re a lot heavier than I thought,” Cayley said accusingly, looking fucking adorable.

      “Mind telling me why you’re kidnapping me?” Bryce asked, reaching over and took the Christmas lights from her and tossed them aside before taking her hand in his and gently pulling her closer until she took the hint and climbed onto his lap.

      “To make sure that you never doubt how much I love you and want you,” Cayley said with a firm nod as his hands found her thighs.

      “And kidnapping’s the way to do this?” Bryce asked, admittedly debating a few things as he waited for an answer.

      “According to your family, it is,” Cayley said, sighing heavily as she gestured for him to get moving.

      “I’m only wearing boxers,” he pointed out.

      “Because that’s all I could manage to get on you. I did mention that you were heavy, right?” she said, glaring accusingly down at him.

      “I believe that you mentioned that,” Bryce said, beyond fucking amused by the turn of events.

      “And the Christmas lights?” Bryce asked with a pointed look at the tangled mess on the bed.

      “I wanted to make this festive,” Cayley said with a firm nod as she crossed her arms over her chest while she continued to glare at him, most likely hoping that the move would get him to move his ass.

      “And it is,” Bryce murmured in agreement before adding, “Do you mind if I make a suggestion?”

      “What’s that?” Cayley absently asked with a determined look on her face as she worried her bottom lip between her teeth, no doubt trying to come up with another way to pull this off.

      “Run,” Bryce said, making her frown in confusion as he sat up and picked her up, placing her on the bed next to him. When she continued sitting there, frowning adorably, he explained, “I already found your birth certificate and packed a bag for you while you were sleeping.”

      “But…this is my kidnapping,” Cayley mumbled sadly.

      “It really would be better if you ran,” Bryce said with a pitying look as he climbed off the bed.

      “Why?” Cayley asked, still sitting there for some reason.

      “Tradition,” Bryce said, only to glance at the Christmas lights as he added, “And I’m afraid that I’m going to have to tie you up.”

      “But…” Cayley mumbled sadly, only to curse, climb off the bed, and stumble before self-preservation finally kicked in and she did what generations of Bradford wives had done before her.

      She ran.

      With a satisfied sigh, Bryce grabbed the Christmas lights off the bed as he went after her, deciding that this was the best Christmas ever.
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        One Year Later…

      

      

      “Why are you doing this to me?” Cayley mumbled weakly against her pillow.

      “It’s Christmas,” the sick bastard that had made her life a living hell for the past month said.

      “Go away,” Cayley muttered, curling more tightly into a ball and-

      Quickly decided that now was a great time to get up when her stomach suddenly turned, leaving her with no other choice but to open her eyes and move her ass, praying that she made it to the bathroom in time. Within seconds, she was racing across their large bedroom and…slowly coming to a stop as she tried to make sense out of what she was seeing.

      “Is…is he dressed like a reindeer?” Cayley found herself asking as she stared down at their baby boy, dressed in a brown onesie with antlers to match, only to wonder why their son was glaring at her.

      “Rudolph,” Bryce said with a satisfied sigh as he stepped up behind her and wrapped his arms around her so that he could place his hands over the soft curve of her belly and did his best to calm her queasy stomach, something that they’d learned worked early on during her first pregnancy.

      “Ummm, and is there a reason why you’ve dressed our son like a reindeer?” Cayley found herself asking as she took in the small red circle on Drew’s nose.

      “He wanted to dress up for Christmas,” Bryce said with a satisfied sigh as Drew’s eyes narrowed dangerously on her.

      “He’s only three months old. I don’t think he really had a preference,” Cayley pointed out, only to feel her lips twitch when Bryce said, “He peed on the Frosty outfit I showed him.”

      “I see,” Cayley murmured as she cleared her throat and pointed at their son’s blanket. “And is there a reason why you switched out the blanket your father gave him?”

      “It wasn’t festive enough,” the man that had taken her by surprise the day after Thanksgiving by taking her Christmas tree shopping said.

      At first, Cayley thought that he was just being the incredibly sweet, adoring husband that he was, but that all changed when she tried to choose a Christmas tree. That’s when the glaring began. It was probably one of the most deeply disturbing moments of her life and she was including the incident where Sean broke into the delivery room so that he could glare at her and tell her to hurry the hell up so that he could hold his godson.

      For a moment, Bryce glared at her before narrowing his eyes on her and informing her that she wasn’t about to wreck their son’s first Christmas by picking out a tree that wasn’t worthy of all the new Christmas decorations that he’d bought. That had been quickly followed by him banning her to the hot cocoa booth while he took Drew around the lot, taking his time picking out the perfect tree and after that…

      Cayley really didn’t like to think about all the deeply disturbing things that had occurred over the past month, but somehow, her husband, who’d once hated Christmas with a passion, had found the Christmas spirit. He’d decorated the house, inside and out, created a winter wonderland on their front yard for the neighborhood kids, somehow made his father dress up like Santa and read A Christmas Carol to Drew, who hadn’t looked any happier about it than his grandfather had, baked every Christmas treat known to man, dragged her to everything even slightly Christmas related over the past month, went nuts Christmas shopping, took a week to decide on the perfect Christmas wrapping paper, watched every Christmas movie ever made, twice, and because that apparently wasn’t enough, he’d somehow bullied the rest of the fathers in the neighborhood into going Christmas caroling, and…

      “Is that a matching Rudolph costume?” Cayley found herself asking when she spotted the brown footie pajamas hanging on the back of their door.

      “Mmmhmmm,” Bryce murmured as he pressed a kiss against the side of her neck, “and I’m going to need you to change into it before we open presents.”

      Swallowing hard, Cayley glanced back at the alarm clock on their nightstand and weakly mumbled, “It’s barely five in the morning.”

      There was a heavy sigh, and then, “You don’t want to keep Santa waiting, do you?”

      “I want to go back to sleep,” Cayley mumbled, throwing their bed a wistful look.

      “You can do that later,” Bryce said, pressing one last kiss against her neck before he released her and picked up their son, who, for some reason, was still glaring at her.

      “But sleep…” Cayley mumbled sadly as she gestured weakly to the bed behind her.

      “Don’t you want to find out what Santa brought you?” Bryce asked, kissing the top of Drew’s head.

      “I would rather go back to bed,” Cayley said, only to grumble when Bryce went back to glaring.

      Knowing that she really didn’t have a choice, Cayley pouted as she made her way over to the footie pajamas waiting for her and grabbed them before turning around and made her way to the bathroom, where she grumbled the entire time. Ten minutes later, her stomach was settled, she was wearing the deeply disturbing reindeer pajamas, and she was making her way downstairs to find her husband waiting for her in the living room and felt her heart melt when his expression softened.

      Wondering if he had any idea how much she loved him, Cayley moved to pull him into her arms so that she could show him, only to find herself frowning in confusion when she saw the Christmas tree. All of the new ornaments and lights that Bryce picked out were gone and in their place were worn and somewhat familiar-looking ornaments that had her moving closer to the tree and-

      “Oh, my God,” Cayley mumbled weakly as she reached over with a trembling hand when she spotted the Christmas ornament that she’d made for her mother when she was little.

      Swallowing hard, she moved to run her fingertips over the Christmas ball with the word, “Mommy” crudely written in black magic marker as she took in all the Christmas ornaments that she’d made when she was a little girl, only to forget how to breathe when she spotted the hand carved wreathe that looked brand new with a picture of her mother smiling down at her when she was a baby.

      “Where did you find this?” Cayley asked, running her fingertips reverently over the ornament.

      “Your father found an old camera in the attic. When he had the pictures developed, he found this one and I convinced him to let me have it,” Bryce said, wrapping his arms around her.

      “Do you like it?” he asked, gently caressing her belly.

      “I love it,” Cayley whispered. “I can’t believe you did this.”

      “And I can’t believe just how unbelievably happy you make me.”
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        Pretend

        The Neighbor from Hell Prequel

        Fifteen Years Ago…

      

      

      “I never really liked Amber,” Jason, his asshole cousin and the reason why Eric was trying to wrap his mind around what just happened, said, sounding thoughtful as Eric sat there debating beating the shit out of him, but…

      God, he couldn’t fucking believe this.

      One minute, Eric was trying to tell himself that this wasn’t a mistake and the next, he was walking in on the little bastard fucking his fiancée in the men’s room all because the other little bastard bet him that he couldn’t do it. Then again, since Eric actually thought that Amber was in love with him, he probably would have taken that bet, too. That, and according to the woman that he thought he would end up spending the rest of his life with, she’d been saving herself for marriage.

      “I don’t know what you saw in her,” Trevor, the little bastard that made the bet, said with a pitying shake of his head as Eric sat there, slowly taking a sip of the beer that Amber’s parents were paying for as he once again wondered how he’d missed the fact that his fiancée was a manipulative bitch.

      “Bradfords don’t propose,” Uncle Jared said with a sad shake of his head as he helped himself to another steak dinner that Amber’s family abandoned after everything went to hell.

      Eric opened his mouth to tell them that the Bradford curse was bullshit only to finish his beer instead. He should have listened to his family, Eric thought as he handed off his empty bottle to a passing waiter and gestured for another beer. His family had been on his ass for the past year, telling him that he was making a mistake, but he’d refused to listen because he was a fucking idiot.

      “You didn’t love her,” his father said, dropping down onto the chair next to him with a heavy sigh.

      The sad part?

      He couldn’t really argue that, could he? How else would Eric explain his reaction to hearing his fiancée begging his cousin to fuck her? He’d heard the panted demand, stood there for a moment, fucking sighed, turned around and headed back to the bar for a beer. He should have been pissed, should have yelled, decked his cousin, called Amber a bitch, but instead, he’d calmly ordered a beer while he’d told the asshole that almost became his father-in-law that the wedding was off.

      He never should have-

      “I love bubbles,” came the slurred announcement that had his lips twitching as he looked over at his best friend to find Morgan hugging a bottle of champagne against her chest.

      God, she was just so fucking adorable, Eric thought, reaching over to push the glasses that were always threatening to fall off, back up her cute little nose. Her wavy dark brown hair that she always seemed to wear in a ponytail hung free around her shoulders, one thin strap of the black cocktail dress that he’d never seen her in before made its way down her arm, and-

      Had him fucking sighing as he took a sip of beer, realizing that the only good thing that came out of this whole mess was that he got to see Morgan in a dress, something that he never thought would happen again after the unfortunate incident that occurred at their prom.

      “I know you do, Morgan,” Eric said, unable to help but smile for the woman that always had his back as he reached over and plucked the bottle of champagne out of her arms.

      “My bubbles,” Morgan mumbled sadly as she watched him hand the bottle over to a passing waiter.

      “I’ll get you more bubbles later,” Eric promised her even as he gestured to his cousin to hand him the bucket of ice on the table behind him.

      Jason grabbed the bucket and moved to hand it to Morgan when Eric snatched it out of his hands with a glare because letting the little prick next to her was the last fucking thing that he was going to let happen.

      With a sheepish smile, Jason murmured, “Right,” grabbed an abandoned beer from one of the tables next to them and took a sip while Eric shifted his attention to his best friend and-

      “Where are the bubbles?” Morgan mumbled sadly as she stared down at the glass of water in front of her.

      “They’re sleeping,” Eric told her even as he tried to remember if he’d ever seen her this drunk before.

      Normally, Morgan didn’t drink, but those few times that she did were always memorable. There was the time that he stole beer from his grandfather’s house only to end up trying to convince her that the squirrels throwing nuts at her did not want to be her friends. Then there was the time when they were in college and he dragged her with him to a fraternity party and ended up chasing her through the math building at two in the morning because she didn’t want to be late for a class that she wasn’t even fucking taking. The last time he saw her this drunk was probably her twenty-first birthday, which was something that he’d promised himself that he wouldn’t think about again.

      “But I love them,” Morgan mumbled sadly as he placed the bucket of ice on the floor between them and took her small hand in his only to wince when he saw how swollen it was.

      Morgan didn’t get pissed often, but when she did…

      “Can I hit Amber again?” she asked, sounding hopeful.

      “Maybe later if you’re a good girl,” Eric promised her as he examined her hand to make sure that it wasn’t broken.

      Nodding, Morgan said, “I’ll be good,” making his lips twitch as he grabbed a handful of ice from the bucket and pressed it against the back of her hand.

      “I know you will, baby girl,” Eric said, wondering what he’d done to deserve someone like her in his life.

      Morgan always had his back no matter how badly he’d fucked up and he’d definitely fucked up this time. She never judged him, never threw his mistakes in his face, or made him feel like shit when he screwed up and he fucking thanked god for that right now, because the last thing that he needed was one more person telling him how badly he’d fucked up his life.

      “Is it later?” Morgan asked, sounding hopeful as she glanced around the insanely expensive restaurant, most likely looking for another chance to bitch-slap Amber.

      “Not yet,” Eric said softly, watching as Morgan’s small shoulders sagged in defeat.

      “Looks like it’s time to leave,” Trevor said, drawing his attention to Jack, Amber’s father, who looked seriously pissed as the manager handed him the bill for this mess.

      “Probably a good idea,” his father murmured in agreement as he stood up and headed toward Theo, who wasn’t letting the fact that he was barely fourteen stop him from trying to pick up a waitress. Eric watched his little brother lay on the Bradford charm only to wince in sympathy when their father grabbed him by the back of his shirt and dragged him out of the restaurant.

      “Well, that was fun,” Trevor said around a yawn as he got up.

      “Not really,” Jason said, grabbing another beer as he headed for the door.

      “You want help?” Trevor asked, gesturing to Morgan, who was staring intently down at the bucket of ice.

      “Did you see that?” she mumbled, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth as she glanced up at him.

      “See what?” Eric asked, dropping the ice back in the bucket as he stood up.

      “I turned the bubbles into ice with my mind,” Morgan whispered as he plucked her glasses off her face and carefully placed them in his jacket pocket.

      “I did,” Eric said, nodding as he reached for her.

      “Do you think this means that I’m a Jedi Master now?” Morgan asked as he picked her up and carefully threw her over his shoulder.

      “I really do,” Eric said as he headed for the door.

      There was a sniffle and then, “I knew this day would come,” making his lips twitch even as he tried to figure out what the hell he was supposed to do now.
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