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			Chapter One

			The Sexiest Man Alive!

			The man in front of Marin Lassiter had his picture plastered all over People this week, thanks to his being named The Sexiest Man Alive! And damn, but were they right.

			Sebastien Barnes was, without a doubt, the most beautiful man she’d ever met. That was saying something. At thirty-two, Marin had spent more than twenty years working in Hollywood, and beautiful people were common in her world.

			Sebastien was beautiful, all right. He had a beauty that went deeper than skin and it sucked people right in. Marin, included. It was more than a little disconcerting since she’d known him when he was still in diapers.

			At seven years her junior, the unbelievably gorgeous Sebastien had sinful blue-green eyes—dreamy eyes—the kind that made you think he was already imagining just how you’d taste, just how you’d feel, just what kind of sounds you’d make as he stroked his poet’s hands across your skin. His hair was longer now than normal, thanks to the part he was playing—the male lead in the movie You Wish You Knew, and thanks to the part she was playing, the things she’d wished she knew . . . well, they weren’t wishes anymore. She knew far too many things about him for her own comfort.

			Marin knew his hair was as thick and silky as it seemed. She knew his body was a woman’s wet dream, muscled in the absolute best way, and unlike a lot of the Hollywood stars, he didn’t seem to mind the light smattering of hair on his chest. She knew too many who still had any body hair above the waist—or below—removed, but Sebastien had an absolutely perfect chest, that light dusting of hair highlighting the defined, near perfect musculature. He was fit. If they ever needed a brunet Thor, the man could do it without any prep at all.

			His face was like something carved by the masters and his mouth could have made an artist weep with envy, because no way could any human alive duplicate that kind of perfection.

			She also knew the man could kiss—and she wasn’t just talking about the not particularly enjoyable kisses required for filming. Such kisses involved lots of movement, designed to look erotic, but didn’t particularly feel all that great.

			Oddly enough, she hadn’t minded her screen kisses with Sebastien. She hadn’t been bored with them or in a rush to get through them, which was her norm. Granted, most of the pleasure came from having him close, feeling his hands on her and knowing she didn’t have to feel guilty about it—it was the job, right?

			He was also an incorrigible flirt, not just with women, but with his public. A few days ago, they’d been having lunch with some others from the crew and a fan had seen them, asked Sebastien and Marin to “kiss” . . . just so the woman could take a picture.

			And, man, had he laid one on her.

			Her heart was still racing from it, despite the fact that it had been mostly casual.

			Considering how gorgeous he was, how easy it was to be around him—and considering that light, easy kiss had made her body stand up and go—more, please!—saying yes to the question he’d just asked her should be a given.

			Want to go have dinner sometime, Marin?

			He continued to watch her.

			Of all the people to ask her out . . . why Seb?

			And why in the hell was she so tempted to say yes? The very idea was insane.

			That was easy, though. When it came to Sebastien, she was tempted to do a lot of things. Sanity rarely factored into any of them.

			“Dinner, Seb?” She almost said honey instead of Seb, just to remind him of their age difference—seven years—but she didn’t. It was insulting to him and her and she didn’t need the barb to make her point.

			“Yeah. Dinner. As in a date?” He smiled, and the slow curve of his lips sent her heart rate into dangerous territory. “I mean, we’ve got plenty to talk about.” He reached out and trailed one finger down the back of her hand. “A lot in common.”

			Careful not to let him see how his touch affected her, she casually reached for her glass of wine and took a small sip. She let the cool, crisp taste roll down her throat before she answered. “Sure, we have things in common—and all of them are the job. Frankly, when I’m out on a date, I talk about other things. You live and breathe this.”

			He laughed. “What, like you don’t? This world is your life.”

			“No.” Marin managed to smile, looking away so she wouldn’t see the skepticism in his eyes. A lot of people felt the very same way he did. “It’s my job—a job I love, but it’s not my life.” And lately, she’d been feeling . . . bored. She thought maybe she needed to try something new, or take some time off, but she just didn’t know what the answer was.

			His fingers brushed over hers once more. It was pathetic the kind of heat such a light touch could generate—and that it could be caused by Sebastien. He’d been like a baby brother to her growing up, thanks to her working with his older brother Zach. That had been a lifetime ago, but she’d gotten her start in acting on the sitcom Kate + Nate, and it was probably how Sebastien had gotten bit by the acting bug as well.

			When they’d agreed to work together on You Wish You Knew, she’d hoped this odd attraction she’d developed for him would fade. That she’d kiss him and feel like she had the few times she’d had a screen kiss back when she was still working with Zach—a whole lot of nada.

			She’d felt a whole lot of bam instead.

			But it was no good.

			The idea of dating Sebastien was . . . impossible.

			Sleeping with him, maybe, if it was just a one-night thing. If they didn’t have the complicated history between them, she would definitely have gone for it. It wasn’t like she hadn’t had passing attractions in her life. A few times, she’d acted on them. A few times—very few—she’d thought maybe there was something . . . more.

			But this wasn’t a passing attraction.

			She’d figured that out over the past few weeks as they finished up shooting. She found herself thinking about him far too often, wondering what he was doing, or what he might think about this shirt, or if he’d enjoy that book. Then she’d remember he wasn’t as into reading as his other brothers and she’d think about the comments she’d heard him make over the years when other women had asked him about their clothes.

			It looks good on you, sugar. It’d look even better off.

			Sebastien, as beautiful as he was, as kind as he was under that playboy exterior, still had too much fun running around. The youngest of five brothers, he’d spent his entire life doing just that, playing, having fun. He’d worked damn hard to get to the top in Hollywood, but now that he was there, he was enjoying it.

			The truth was, Sebastien Barnes was spoiled and shallow.

			She adored him, but it was the truth. Even his brothers ragged him about it, and Sebastien had been known to agree.

			It hurt to acknowledge it, because Marin thought she could feel a whole hell of a lot of something more for him, but she wasn’t going to risk the misery that would come from getting involved with him. And it would come. Sebastien Barnes was a charmer, a true lover of the ladies, but he didn’t know what commitment was.

			Marin was ready to be the focus of somebody’s life.

			Sebastien was all about being the focus of somebody’s life, too. But only for as long as it took him to get bored.

			Sighing, she looked him straight in the eye and told him the truth.

			***

			Her eyes, a blue that was almost violet, and real, had always dazzled him, and right now, Marin’s eyes held him spellbound. For a second there, he’d forgotten what they were talking about as he thought about leaning over the table and kissing her.

			Really kissing her. Not for rehearsal and not because the cameras were rolling—no cameras here, in this relatively private area of the production set in front of her trailer. It wouldn’t be some peck like the one he’d given her for a fan, either.

			He wanted to really kiss her, the way he’d been dreaming of . . . oh, probably since he’d been twelve years old.

			They were done shooting for the day, but Marin had the habit of unwinding at her trailer with a glass of wine and going over the scenes planned for the next day. He’d waited until most people had left. Then he’d joined her.

			It was fairly quiet at the studio now, with almost everybody gone, save for a few people who were getting a jump on setting up for tomorrow. Nobody was paying attention to them.

			Sebastien had gone over this in his head a hundred times, had it all worked out. She’d say yes.

			They’d have a nice, romantic dinner—maybe at that little seafood place up the coast. He knew she liked it—they’d eaten there the last time Zach and Abby were in town. Then they’d go to his place and he’d finally have a chance to put his hands on her for real—

			“What do you mean you don’t think it’s a good idea?” he asked, jerked out back into reality as her response finally clicked.

			Marin shrugged. She’d pulled on a skinny strapped tank top over a lacy white bra and an even skinnier pair of jeans, and he’d been fantasizing about tugging her blonde waves free from the ponytail, then smoothing those straps out of the way, tugging her bra off, and filling his hands with her breasts. Small and firm, Marin’s were the most beautiful breasts he’d ever seen. She had resisted the trend a lot of women in Hollywood followed—no implants anywhere on her and she was that much more beautiful for it, he’d always thought. She was herself and she was confident with it, and she was real.

			Shaking his head clear of the fantasy, he focused on her face.

			Her dark blue gaze flicked to his for a moment, and then returned to the script. “Sebastien, look . . . don’t take this personally, but you’re not the kind of guy I’m looking for these days.”

			“Oh, yeah. Sure. I won’t take it personally . . . Oh, wait. It is personal.” Bracing his elbows on the table, he leaned forward. Insult washed away the cloud of heat that tended to fog his brain whenever he was around her. “Just what kind of guy am I? I mean, I’m not a big drinker. I don’t do drugs. I’m not an abuser. I don’t cheat.”

			Marin passed a hand over her eyes. “Shit.”

			He waited.

			When she looked back at him, he almost got up and walked away.

			But he wanted to know.

			“Well?”

			“I’m thirty-two years old,” she said quietly. “You’re twenty-five. You’re still having fun with the high life, hitting every party you can, going out there just to be seen. You like just being seen—you love being Sebastien Barnes—and that’s fine. You worked hard to get where you are, and you’re perfectly entitled to enjoy it. But . . .”

			Her voice trailed and she averted her gaze. “I’m done with that part. I want something quieter. I want to do my job and go home. I want to have a quiet dinner and curl up with a good book.” She slid him a quick look and shrugged. “I’m ready to start looking at what’s next . . . You’re all about what’s now.”

			“Why shouldn’t I be?” he half snapped, and then he wished he’d kept his mouth shut.

			It wasn’t like she wasn’t entitled to feel how she felt.

			Abruptly, he found himself remembering another day—a different day—not when he’d given her that chaste kiss that had made his blood burn and his cock pulse. It had just been the two of them. They’d decided to go out for lunch when they unexpectedly had a long break—there’d been a minor emergency and the director had told them all to just take an early lunch and meet back at two. They’d gone out instead of eating the same catered lunch they’d been having for the past few weeks.

			They’d been walking down the street and somebody had recognized him despite his attempt to avoid it. He hadn’t minded and he’d gone to catch Marin’s hand, intending to include her in it, but she’d pulled away, ducking into a nearby store while he smiled and laughed and signed autographs.

			He met her gaze and saw that she knew exactly what he’d been thinking about.

			“It’s okay to enjoy your time in the sun, Seb,” she said softly. “I know I did. But . . . after a while, it gets awful cold in that spotlight. Awful boring and empty. I need something more.”

			“Marin . . .” He swallowed, and then forced a laugh. “Look, I’m not asking you to marry me or anything. I just thought we could have fun together. Hang out. I’m not looking for anything more.”

			“No.” She pushed back from the table, picking up the script and her bag. She hefted the wide pink strap over her shoulder before she spoke. Her eyes were sad as she met his. “I am.”

			***

			It’s okay to enjoy your time in the sun.

			Brooding, he stared into his martini. Sebastien had been convinced he’d feel better once he hit his favorite restaurant, but so far, he’d been wrong.

			The maître d’ normally struck him as friendly, but tonight, the service had seemed more like . . . gushing.

			The dim light and the music, all of it had seemed too contrived.

			The martini he’d ordered was bland, and another person came by his table to talk about how they needed to get together and soon, he just might gouge his eyeballs out if another person came by.

			“Sebastien?”

			He bit back a snarl, only to swallow it completely when he looked up to see Monica Dupré standing before him.

			Monica.

			Monica Dupré. Save for the women in his family, there had been only two women who had ever really made an impact on his life. One had just shot him down flat earlier, and he was trying to tell himself it was no big deal.

			The other was now standing in front of him.

			The day before he’d planned to ask her to marry him, Monica had ended their relationship and told him she had fallen in love with another man. For a little while, he’d thought he was heartbroken, but it wasn’t long before he realized that if he was really heartbroken, then he was as shallow as his brothers always said he was—even when he was brooding over being dumped by Monica, even when the ring he’d bought was sitting on the nightstand, he still dreamed about Marin.

			He’d always dreamed about Marin. Some thought of her or what she might think had an effect on his decisions and almost everything he did.

			Yeah, well, you’ll just have to get over it, you miserable son of a bitch. As far as she’s concerned, you’ve got about as much depth as a rain puddle—here in drought-ridden LA.

			Clearing his throat, he managed to say Monica’s name and offer a hello as he rose to his feet. Sitting wasn’t an option for a Barnes man. Even though she wasn’t there, Sebastien was still convinced that if he didn’t stand when there was a lady around, his mother would hear about it, and he’d never hear the end of it.

			Monica held out a hand and he took it, lifted it to his lips. She blushed, the faint pink color rising to her cheeks, turning them almost the same color as the dusky, strapless sheath she wore. It was a pale color, somewhere between peach and orange, and it made him think of the color of the clouds as the sun was sinking below the horizon.

			Not many redheads could wear that color, but Monica didn’t just wear it.

			She owned it.

			The dress covered her from the swells of her breasts down to just below the curve of her ass, and he thought one tug would have her bare.

			And then he found himself thinking about Marin, in her simple tank top and her jeans, curled up in her chair as she went over her lines.

			Don’t take this personally . . .

			Dragging his thoughts away from Marin—the woman who’d told him no today—he focused on the woman who’d told him no years ago. “Would you like to sit down?”

			He gestured toward the empty seat.

			She did sit, but in the seat next to his, not the one across from him.

			And the flush on her cheeks deepened.

			“So, how’ve you been?” he asked softly as he sat back down. Although the martini hadn’t really been hitting the spot, he reached for it again. He needed something to wet his throat.

			She was still so beautiful, her fiery red hair cut to chin length and layered in tousled waves. Her eyes were burnished gold and when she glanced at him, he could see the nerves and shyness there. She’d always seemed so out of place: both ingenue and siren. It was why he’d loved her.

			It was probably why she’d caught the eye of Hanson Smith, too. The producer had been nearly fifty and in a position to do amazing things for her career—and he had. Monica had recently won an Academy Award and she was all of twenty-four years old.

			“I’m doing okay.” She shrugged nervously and looked away. “I’m . . . Uh, well, Hanson and I are over. I left him a few months ago.”

			Sebastien lowered his glass without taking a drink.

			“Oh?” he said. The calm note in his voice surprised the hell out of him. “I hadn’t heard. You must have kept it quiet.”

			“He’s kept it quiet. I’d shout it to the world, but . . . Well, it’s not the wisest thing to piss off one of the biggest men in the business, is it?” She managed a weak smile. “It’s been over for a while, really. It just took me a while to realize it.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that.”

			Now her gold eyes flew to his and the innocent girl seemed to disappear, replaced by a woman who was ageless. Head cocked, she asked, “Are you? Why?”

			“You were happy with him.” He shrugged. “I wanted you to be happy.”

			She laughed and the sound was so bitter, it hurt him to hear it. “Then it’s good I left, because I was never happy with him.”

			Before he could respond, the server approached.

			***

			“It was good seeing you again.”

			Covering her hand with his, Sebastien looked down at Monica and smiled. “It was,” he agreed.

			He’d thought about seeing her again a hundred times.

			A thousand.

			Each time, he’d imagined what he’d do, what he’d say. He’d tell her that she’d made the wrong choice—and she had—that she’d given up the guy who’d loved her—and she had.

			But now, all of that seemed empty. Petty.

			Pointless.

			As they stood under the awning of the restaurant, she leaned against him.

			He saw the yearning on her face. Something tugged in his heart, but again, his mind drifted back to Marin.

			Reaching up, he brushed Monica’s hair back from her face. “It took me a long time to get over you,” he murmured.

			Something flitted across Monica’s features. A smile wobbled on her lips. “And did you? Get over me, I mean?”

			A commotion rose behind them, but he ignored it, trying to find the right words to tell her what he needed to tell her—without hurting her. “You were the first woman I’d ever loved, Monica. You know that—”

			Somebody screamed.

			Sebastien turned and saw him coming with something glinting in his hand.

			Without thinking, Sebastien grabbed Monica.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“Sebastien!”

			He heard her calling him.

			Her voice was desperate and demanding.

			But it was too dark.

			Pain clawed at him, all but ripped him open when he tried to twist away from it.

			“Be still.”

			Marin?

			He tried to say her name, but couldn’t.

			A hand touched his, and he went still.

			Was that Marin?

			“You need to be still, Seb,” she said.

			It was . . .

			Still.

			That . . . That sounded good.

			He stopped trying to escape whatever monster was eating at him and to his surprise, the pain eased.

			He wanted to ask what had happened, what was wrong. But he couldn’t open his eyes and before he even realized it, he was sliding back down into unconsciousness.

			***

			Marin had been settling down with a book when the news had come on.

			Somebody had caught the entire nightmare on his phone and uploaded it onto Youtube, so now the entire world knew—and had seen the entire bloody attack. Had seen Sebastien as he was roughly shoved away from the woman he’d been talking to, had seen as he fought to keep her behind him.

			The woman was quickly identified as Monica Duprè.

			Marin’s heart ached as she thought about what had happened after.

			Sebastien was going to be devastated. Hell, she was devastated and she didn’t even . . .

			“Stop,” she whispered to herself, even as those awful moments played out in her mind over and over.

			The knife slashing out, blood blooming . . .

			Sebastien fighting like a man possessed, first to get Monica away, then to disarm the man she’d chosen over him.

			Hanson Smith had looked more like a monster than a man, splattered in blood, his lips peeled back from his teeth as he went for Sebastien. They had looked like two behemoths out there: Smith a little over six foot five, bigger than even Sebastien and armed with a knife. But Sebastien had trapped the weapon hand and started to drive a series of hard blows to the man’s ribs, looking even more powerful than some of the heroes he’d played.

			The video feed had gotten shaky and out of focus then, and what she saw next was Sebastien on the ground, rolling away and leaping to his feet. His face was a mask of blood, but that hadn’t stopped him from ramming into Smith.

			Smith might have been in his fifties, but he was in prime condition. People called him Mount Hanson behind his back, and not just because he was a formidable man to deal with. If Smith hadn’t been able to hold on to the blade, it would have ended much, much sooner. But he’d kept the weapon.

			It seemed to go into Sebastien like butter.

			Marin closed her eyes, the memories flickering through her mind in an endless reel, no matter what.

			She hadn’t been able to watch anything else after that—just seeing Sebastien stabbed had almost made her pass out. But then she’d had to hear the media recount every last gory detail.

			Smith had pulled away—laughing. People who had been standing around just staring reported that they heard him laughing. Then he pulled out a gun.

			Sebastien, still bleeding, had ripped the knife from his side and rushed him.

			When it was over, mere seconds—somebody had timed it at seventy seconds—Hanson Smith and Monica Dupré were both dead. Sebastien had collapsed next to his former girlfriend, his hand on her cheek.

			“Marin?”

			She looked up as Denise and Ron Barnes appeared in the doorway.

			“Oh, thank God,” she whispered, rushing for them.

			In a moment, she was enfolded in an embrace more familiar than that of her own parents.

			***

			Hours ticked by.

			Another bag of blood drained into him. She’d donated earlier, although the staff had told her that they wouldn’t have hers tested in time to use for him. There were always shortages, though. She’d gone through with it for one reason: Sebastien was alive because somebody else had donated blood. She could do the same thing.

			She was still queasy about it. Marin hated needles.

			Hated them with a passion. She had a horrible phobia, but because others had done it for him, she’d gone through it. Now she stared at him instead of watching as some stranger’s blood was slowly fed into his veins.

			She couldn’t stand the sight of blood, either.

			She’d slowly managed to conquer her problem with the stage blood used in some of the movies she’d starred in, but real blood? That was a different story.

			“He’ll be okay,” Denise said quietly.

			“Of course he will,” Marin said, her voice wobbling.

			“He will.” The words were firm as Denise looked at him, her blue-green eyes solemn. “I know my boy. He’s too stubborn to go down like this, because some jealous son of a bitch came at him like that on the street. He’s not going to die.”

			“Mom?”

			Marin all but leaped from her seat at the sound of that voice. “Zach.”

			She would have rushed for him, but he was already on his knees in front of his mother, so she went to Abby instead.

			“Thanks for being here with him,” Abby whispered, her voice thick and choked. “We got here as quick as we could.”

			“Of course I’m here. He’s . . .” Marin hesitated.

			“He’s family,” Abby finished as she drew back.

			“Yeah.” She smiled. The smile was exactly as it needed to be and her tone was perfect.

			But it was a lie.

			She didn’t think family when it came to Sebastien, and she hadn’t for a long time. She thought family when it came to Zach and Abby and Zane and the twins and their parents. But Sebastien?

			No.

			“Have they given you any grief about being here with him?” Abby asked.

			Marin rolled her eyes. “No.” Lifting one shoulder in a shrug, she said, “The current rumor is that we’re getting married once we wrap up production . . .”

			Her voice broke, and she clapped a hand over her mouth as the enormity of the night’s events hit her. “Oh . . . Oh, fuck . . .”

			Her knees buckled and if Zach hadn’t moved to her side at that exact moment, she would have hit the ground.

			A storm of emotion broke over her and she started to cry.

			***

			The low, monotonous beeping was annoying the fuck out of him.

			It was almost as bad as the pain jabbing into his side.

			It was even worse than whatever the hell that weird smell was.

			It was almost like a . . .

			His eyes flew open.

			Brilliant white met him and he squinted.

			“Hey, sunshine. Welcome back.”

			The sound of his eldest brother’s voice had him groaning. Bright lights, Zane, headache. Had he gotten drunk? Was he hungover?

			“Honey?”

			“Mom?” he said. Or tried. His throat was so dry, he didn’t get a thing out. Clearing his throat, he tried again, but the pathetic whisper was so soft, he barely heard it.

			“Yes, honey. I’m here.” A hand slid into his. “We’re all here.”

			“Who’s we?” he said. “Where’s here?”

			He tried to look around and realized he could see only with his right eye. Something covered the entire left side of his face. “What the . . .” he reached up, the movement uncoordinated and stiff. He’d barely touched the covering when Zane caught his hand. “Hold up, kid, okay? You gotta leave the bandage alone.”

			Sebastien stilled. “Bandage?”

			Zane’s face went taut.

			Fear fluttered inside him. He looked around, understanding dawning. He was in the hospital.

			“What’s going on?” he asked, forced to crane his head awkwardly so he could see everybody in the room. All of his brothers, his sister-in-law, Abby, along with Zane’s girlfriend, Keelie, and the woman Trey was dating, Ressa. He didn’t see his nephew, Clayton, or Neeci, Ressa’s niece and ward.

			Instinctively, he looked away from Marin. Since she seemed to be doing the same, he didn’t see the problem there.

			Nobody answered.

			“What’s going on?” he demanded, his voice rising.

			“Baby, it’s going to be okay,” his mother said gently.

			He slammed his fist down. She stilled.

			Immediately, he regretted it, and not just because it sent pain arcing through his side.

			“Sebastien.”

			At Zach’s voice, he looked away from his mother’s averted face.

			“What?”

			“You were out having dinner—you’d been with Monica,” his brother said in a low voice. Low, intense. “Do you remember?”

			“Monica . . .” Closing his eyes, he struggled to do just that. Remember. “She was going to kiss me.”

			Clouds half hid the memory, but as he focused, they started to lift. “I . . . I didn’t really much care if she did. Crazy . . . as much as I missed her. I thought I’d do almost anything to get her back.”

			“Do you remember what happened next?” Zach asked tautly.

			Sebastien swept his gaze to his brother. Pain sliced through him—his face, his side—as memory sharpened. Clarified.

			“Hanson,” he rasped.

			Clutching one hand in the sheets, he said, “Monica. Is she . . . Did he . . .”

			“Seb . . .” Zach gripped his hand. “I’m sorry, man. She’s gone.”

			Staring up at the white ceiling and the painfully bright light, Sebastien let that word roll through him. Gone.

			He could see her in that pretty dress, her hair curling around her face as she smiled at him.

			She was . . . “Fuck. She’s gone. He killed her.”

			“You did everything you could.”

			Turning his face away from his mother’s voice, he closed his one good eye. “No, I didn’t.”

			After all, he hadn’t even known she was in trouble.

			Staring at the wall in front of him, the silence behind him growing more and more weighted, he felt a numb cold spreading through him and he welcomed it. “What about that fuck, Smith?”

			“Hanson Smith, he’s . . .”

			His father didn’t finish, and Sebastien turned his head, staring hard at Ron. “He’s what?” he demanded.

			“He’s dead.” His father looked like he’d aged a decade. “He’s dead. He had a gun . . . Do you— Well, that’s neither here nor there. He drew a gun on you and you had the knife he’d . . .”

			“The one he’d rammed into me,” Sebastien said caustically. He barely recognized his own voice.

			“Yes.” Ron just nodded. “He’s gone. Died almost instantly. Nobody else was hurt or anything.”

			“Just Monica.”

			Ron came closer and Sebastien flinched when his father squeezed his shoulder. “It’s okay to be upset.”

			Upset. Am I upset? He didn’t know what he was. Slowly, he edged his legs over the side of the bed.

			When his father moved to his side, he waved him away.

			Something jabbed into his arm and he scowled, staring at the IV tubing. With deliberate thoroughness, he peeled back the tape and pulled out the needle, ignoring his parents and his brothers. He couldn’t see worth shit, thanks to the bandage, and he craned his head around, trying to see the room more clearly.

			Travis was even there, silent, like always. His face was grimmer than usual.

			Reaching up, Sebastien touched the bandage and pain flared under the light pressure.

			Blood dripped from his arm as he rose and moved over to the mirror hanging over the sink.

			The bandage was a thick, heavy pad and it covered the left side of his face from just under his hairline down to his jawbone, a bizarre Phantom of the Opera—just without an eyehole. He reached up and started to peel the tape away.

			“Damn it, Sebastien, you’re bleeding all over the place and you’re going to rip the stitches out.” Zach came toward him, reaching up to try and catch his hands. “Wait for the nurse. I’ll go get her.”

			But Zane interfered, blocking Zach and nudging him away. “He’s on his feet and steady.”

			“The nurse—”

			“Zach. Let him see,” Denise said softly.

			It was Zane who joined him at the mirror.

			Zane who came up and helped with the tape.

			Zane who took the discarded bandages and who used them to make a temporary one for the bloody place on his arm where the IV had been.

			And Zane was the one standing there when Sebastien forced himself to look at his face.

			The scar ran in a jagged line from his forehead, just above the eyebrow, all the way down until it stopped about an inch away from the corner of his mouth. His eye was taped shut, and when he tried to open it instinctively, it hurt like a motherfucker.

			The cold inside him spread even more.

			“I look like Frankenstein’s monster.”

			“Nonsense,” Denise said. “We’ve already gotten the names of some plastic surgeons—”

			“No.”

			He turned back to the bed, but Zane blocked him. “We need to get your arm looked at, Seb,” Zane said softly. “You’re still bleeding.”

			Sebastien looked down at it almost absently. What the fuck did his arm matter? He pulled away the wadded-up bandage and immediately blood started to well up, forming a fat bead before it started rolling down his forearm once more.

			A soft sound caught his attention, and he looked up, met Marin’s gaze.

			She sucked in a soft breath and he looked away.

			Yeah, he didn’t blame her for looking so appalled. His face was a scarred ruin. And the one time he’d actually needed to be the hero he was always pretending to be in movies? He hadn’t been able to do shit.

			“Marin!”

			He jerked his head around just in time to see Travis catch her.

			She’d passed out.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			One year later

			The little red number on his machine was blinking.

			He didn’t even bother to see how many messages he had—the count wasn’t right anyway.

			He hadn’t answered his phone in days. Sometimes he picked up when it rang, but more often than not, it went to his voice mail and he hadn’t listened to those messages in quite some time.

			He wasn’t totally lazy, though. Every couple of weeks, he went in and deleted the messages—all of them.

			There was one person he didn’t mind talking to these days—no, make that three.

			The pizza guy was fine because he took the tip, left the pie, and asked no questions.

			The chick who delivered his food for him was good, too. She brought in the groceries, accepted her tip, and ignored the mess—although she had once politely left a card with a number on it for a cleaning service. He’d ended up using the cleaning service. They came out twice a month now, and he had to admit they were just as discreet and quiet as she was. They must like the tip, too.

			And then there was Marin.

			Sebastien wouldn’t have thought that Marin Lassiter would be welcome, considering that the first day she’d seen him with his shiny new scars, she’d passed out, but there you go.

			His brothers, his parents, his sisters-in-law, his friends—all of them grated on his nerves. From time to time, he didn’t mind Zane or Keelie, although Zane would eventually try to get him to call the family. Travis would probably be welcome, but that guy was so buried in work, he never emerged for longer than it took to call and Sebastien didn’t do phones anymore.

			Unless it was Marin.

			When Marin called, he answered.

			When she knocked on the door, he opened.

			So today, when she appeared on his deck carrying a picnic basket, he disappeared into the house to shower and try to look presentable.

			Now ten minutes into his hot shower, he figured he was about as presentable as he was going to get.

			Well, save for the raging hard-on. But he’d grab some board shorts and a T-shirt. Half the ones he owned no longer fit. He’d put on nearly fifteen pounds during the past year and all of it was muscle.

			The thought of going out there and seeing Marin . . .

			“Get it together, Barnes,” he muttered.

			Sebastien should have been able to put Marin out of his head once and for all after what had happened that day in the hospital, but he’d never been able to. She’d been there every day, often until the nursing staff kicked her out late at night, and she’d been the one who persisted in seeing him even when everybody else got tired of his foul temper.

			Granted, he’d never really used it on her as much as the others. Even his family had tried to plan their visits around hers. He’d be an idiot not to notice that, and he’d felt like a piece of shit knowing he was pushing everybody away, but at the same time, he hadn’t cared.

			He didn’t want anybody to be his cheerleader or his therapist. He was tired of his mom trying to clean up after him, and he was tired of his dad telling him that there was a reason for the things that happened.

			Sebastien knew the reason this had happened—it had happened because he was an asshole and this was his punishment. Further proof of that fact was the long list of people who no longer wanted to be around him.

			Trey hadn’t been out to see him ever since Sebastien had told his brother’s cute fiancée Ressa that if he wanted her opinion on something, he’d ask her advice on self-help books. Until that time? She could keep her advice for her patrons.

			Trey e-mailed off and on, but Sebastien deleted them unread. Not because he was mad at his brother. Sebastien was mad at himself and he didn’t want to make things worse.

			Zach still came out from time to time, but the last visit had been a month ago and Sebastien suspected he was about to give up, too. Abby already had. He’d let them both know that he’d be joining them on all those excellent VH-1 has-been shows sooner rather than later.

			Abby had rolled her eyes but Zach had been pissed.

			Zane and Keelie didn’t rub him the wrong way, but he had a feeling Keelie might knock his teeth down his throat if he pushed her too hard. And Zane would applaud. Travis might, too.

			His father had called him a few days before Mother’s Day, and although Sebastien hadn’t answered the phone, he’d listened to the message. I know you’re going through a rough time, son. We’re trying to be here for you, but it’s hard when you don’t want us. It’s . . . It’s getting hard on your mom, her seeing you like this. If you don’t come see her on Mother’s Day, we won’t be back up there for a while. You decide when you’re ready for us to be a family again, son. We’re here for you, as soon as you decide you’re ready.

			That had been three months ago.

			Just two days ago, Zane had texted him and told him that he and Keelie had decided to tie the knot—in Vegas—before heading out to Virginia for Ressa and Trey’s wedding.

			From there, they’d leave for their honeymoon in Italy, while Trey and Ressa were headed to Australia.

			Zane expected him to be at both weddings. Zane’s unexpected one in two days, and Trey’s planned one in four.

			He had little doubt as to why Marin was there.

			***

			“I’ve already booked two tickets. First class. We leave for Vegas in the morning and then after that, we head out to Virginia.” Marin tried to pretend she wasn’t nervous as she poured sweet tea from a thermos into a glass for Sebastien, then poured some for herself.

			It was damn hard not to be nervous, though.

			She’d told Zane she’d get Sebastien there.

			Come hell or high water, she was going to do just that.

			This breach he had put between himself and his family was eating away at him and it wasn’t like he didn’t have enough shit doing that already.

			Sebastien squinted at the glass and then at her. “What’s this?”

			“Sweet tea.” She smiled as she pushed the plate she’d prepared over to him. She was in between projects—actually, she had absolutely nothing planned for the rest of the year. The other movie she’d thought she’d be doing this summer folded after the director was found in bed with a teenager—and her mom. Marin honestly didn’t even want to touch the project now, and it didn’t sound like anybody else did, either. The fact that it had been a kid’s movie was probably part of the reason she was so squicked out. The son of a bitch had been sleeping with the teenager who was the star of the movie.

			Marin would have been playing her mother on the show, and part of her wanted to spank the girl and beat her mom.

			The fall project had been pushed to the following year. Things were always getting shifted and rearranged in Hollywood, but she rarely had several months free at once and she planned to enjoy them to the absolute fullest. Come winter, she had to hit the ground running.

			But while she was enjoying her downtime, she was being lazy and enjoying some good old-fashioned comfort food—and so was Sebastien. Even if she had to force it down his throat.

			He made a face as he took a sip. “It would taste better with a little less sweet, a lot more tea, and maybe a few shots of vodka.”

			“No vodka,” she said firmly. She pointed a fork at him. “Eat.”

			He picked up the piece of fried chicken and eyed her narrowly. The left eye was no longer the pristine blue-green it had once been. It was slightly foggy and she knew the vision had been affected by the injury. There was an intensity to his gaze now that hadn’t been there a year ago, and combined with the overall sensuality—that hadn’t faded—Sebastien’s stare could almost be considered a deadly weapon.

			“You realize this is a little different from your standard fare,” he said, pointing the drumstick toward her.

			“I know. Eat. We need to get you sobered up and figure out if you have anything decent in your closet.” Lips pursed, she studied him. “Then again, we might have to go shopping. I doubt anything you used to have would fit.”

			He already had a bite in his mouth. He managed to swallow before saying, “I’m not going.”

			“Oh, yes. You are.” Marin gave him a serene smile.

			“No. I’m not.”

			She just cocked a brow at him and smiled coolly.

			***

			I’m not going.

			Sebastien thought the words to himself.

			Then, just to make sure he had them down, he said them . . . quietly. “I’m not going . . .” He thought he almost had the voice for Manny the mammoth from Ice Age. His nephew loved that movie. Or at least he used to. He hadn’t talked to the kid in forever. Scowling, he shoved the thought aside and then practiced the words again.

			Yeah, they sounded right. Sounded like he meant them.

			So why in the hell was he sitting in the back of a hired limo with Marin, on the way to the airport?

			Marin took out the Bluetooth and looked at him. “Excuse me?”

			“Didn’t I say, I’m not going?” He stared at her.

			She looked amused. “You did. And yet . . .” She looked around the car, a faint smile on her pretty mouth.

			Sebastien looked away so she wouldn’t see him staring at those lips, wouldn’t realize he still thought about kissing her. A lot. All the time.

			“So I said I wasn’t going. I meant it. Yet I’m in a car with you and I don’t really want to be. I think this could count as kidnapping.” Arms crossed over his chest, he glared straight ahead. He suspected she was about to start laughing and if she did, he’d probably smile and he didn’t want to do that. He didn’t want to go to Vegas or see his family. He’d fucked things up with them, but he wasn’t ready to fix things, either.

			He wanted to go back to his house on the beach, get drunk, and just . . . be.

			When it was just him, or him and Marin, he didn’t have to think about what an asshole he was. He didn’t have to think about what a failure he was.

			“Seb . . .”

			It wasn’t until she touched his hand that he realized she’d slid across the wraparound bench seat to sit closer. She covered his hand with hers, and in that moment, he turned his around and grabbed hers, clinging to her desperately. There was understanding in her eyes. Like she got it. Like maybe she understood what it was to mess up . . . everything.

			He wanted a drink, needed it, even. But while there might have been something stashed in the built-in bar, he wasn’t about to look. He couldn’t do that. Not with Marin here. It wasn’t like he was hiding anything. There wasn’t much to hide from her. But he didn’t have to show that much of his weakness, either.

			So he battled the urge down and let all the words come spilling out instead.

			“I fucked up, Marin. I . . . Shit, I hurt all of them. I can’t look at them now. Not yet.”

			“If not now, then when?” she asked softly, laying her hand on his cheek.

			For a second, his brain went all fuzzy and blank and he couldn’t think about anything except how nice that felt, having her touch him.

			Then he noticed how nice she smelled and he closed his eyes, his head drooping forward a bit as he breathed her in.

			His brow bumped hers and he tensed, ready for her to pull away.

			She didn’t, though.

			For a few seconds, neither of them breathed and Seb wondered what she’d do if he kissed her.

			Really kissed her, gorged on her the way he wanted to gorge on booze. He could get drunk on her instead, and he thought maybe that might help even more than the buzz from a few drinks. Maybe . . .

			Then he wanted to smack himself. She’d probably let him. Let him kiss her, at least. Because she felt sorry for him. Why in the hell else was she always coming around?

			He was pathetic.

			And he felt even more pathetic because every time she showed up at his door, instead of pushing her away, he did the exact opposite. As soon as she was gone, he was missing her again.

			Gut burning, he pulled back and turned his head to the side. In the windows, made darker by the privacy tint, he could see his face. It was just a vague reflection but it was enough to see a rough hint of the scar. That fucking scar.

			It made him think of how she’d seen his face a year ago, then passed out.

			Absently, he reached up and traced the scar with his fingers.

			When he lowered his hand, Marin caught it with hers. “I’m glad you’re here,” she said softly.

			He looked over, met her pretty blue eyes. Even now, knowing she was here only because she felt bad for him; those eyes made his heart swell up in his chest. He tightened his fingers on hers. “Yeah, me, too.”

			“Liar.” She laughed and tugged her hand free, reaching up to brush his hair back. It had gotten long and was hanging in his face and brushing his collar. He’d thought about getting it cut, but now decided there was no way that would happen. She’d done that twice, pushed his hair back. If he cut it, she’d have one less reason to touch him.

			“What am I lying about?” he asked.

			“You’re not glad you’re here.”

			He almost pointed out that he’d been talking about her—he was glad she was here.

			But he figured that might make her uncomfortable. “I’m not not glad I’m here.” Shifting on the seat, he looked over as the limo merged with the traffic on the exit ramp. “If I have to go and face the family, it’s best that I do it now.”

			Just . . . get it over with, then he’d go back to wasting what was left of his life.

			“Sebastien?”

			He looked over at her.

			“She wouldn’t want this.”

			He tensed, but before he could look away, Marin slid closer and cupped his face in her hands. “Don’t shut me out. You know I’m right. Monica wouldn’t have wanted you to live like this . . . and you know it. Sooner or later, you need to face that.”

			***

			Sebastien was willing to admit when he was wrong—at least to himself.

			And he was doing that very thing now.

			He’d been wrong.

			He hadn’t voiced it to Marin, but he’d hoped if he slouched his way in with her at his side and did it at something like a wedding where there was craziness abounding, then he wouldn’t have to worry so much about dealing with his family

			Or rather he wouldn’t have to worry so much about dealing with them on a personal level. After all, weddings were chaos, right?

			But clearly, he’d forgotten some things about his brother Zane.

			Zane didn’t do chaos.

			Apparently, neither did Keelie.

			Keelie had somehow managed to book a venue that Sebastien would have thought was unbookable. But then again, it turned out that Keelie was loaded and money opened doors.

			Apparently, Ressa and Trey were in on the last minute thing because Ressa was one of Keelie’s maids of honor. Abby was the other one. Zach and Trey stood up with Zane.

			Travis sat next to him and as he reached up to rub at his skull, his brother held out a hand.

			Sebastien scowled at the four orange pills. He’d popped enough ibuprofen over the past few months to recognize them, but it annoyed him that his brother was probably assuming he was hungover.

			He hadn’t had a drink since a few hours before Marin had arrived on his doorstep, so he was sobered up and then some, but chances were the headache had to do with the lack of alcohol in his system.

			That realization made him feel a little sick.

			He pushed Travis’s hand down, refusing the pills, and focused on his brother.

			An older man Sebastien didn’t know was giving Keelie away—the guy’s name was Paul Jenkins. Sebastien had caught that much, but he didn’t know the guy’s connection to Keelie.

			He might have, if he’d spent any time of the past year involved in his family’s lives.

			He heard his mother sniffling.

			His dad cleared his throat.

			The wedding was small, just the family and a few friends from the tattoo shop, a few guys Zane knew through his photography.

			Sebastien had a feeling it was going to make it that much harder to avoid face time with everybody later.

			He was right.

			Instead of the big reception, there was an elaborate and delicious dinner, served right there, in the glitz and glamour of a high-rise hotel with the sprawling vista of Las Vegas all around them.

			He’d managed to get through most of the meal with easy small talk. Marin deflected just about everything and if a few people gave them both speculative looks, then, so what?

			But as the cake was cleared away, while Keelie curled up against Zane, Sebastien started planning his escape. His glance at the door didn’t go unnoticed.

			Zach leaned in from his seat across the table and said, “You’re not leaving without talking to Mom. Don’t even think about it.”

			The urge to tell his brother to fuck off leaped to his lips.

			Abby bumped her shoulder against Zach’s. “Leave him alone, baby. He’s here, isn’t he?”

			“Yeah, but—” He broke off mid-sentence as their mom pushed back from her chair at the other end of the table.

			Zach gave him a warning look. Abby gave Zach the same.

			“You two, behave,” Marin said, shaking her head. She got up from her seat and gestured to Denise. “You want to sit here? Mediation might be needed in a moment.”

			Denise looked from Zach to Sebastien, lips pursed. “No, it won’t. They wouldn’t dare start anything at their brother’s wedding.”

			“Of course not.” Abby grinned at her. “They’re too afraid of you.”

			“Well, there is that.” Denise sat down in the chair Marin had vacated, her wineglass in hand. “But there’s also the fact that they know Zane would hand them their asses and Keelie would have a piece of them, too.”

			“Nobody is starting anything,” Zach said, his voice easy. “It’s all good right, Seb?”

			“Sure.” He slid his mom a sidelong look.

			Denise Barnes smiled at him and nodded.

			Of course, she knew he was lying. He loved her all that much more for letting him have his dignity.

			A low laugh came from down the table and he turned his head, stared at Keelie and Zane. “I . . . uh . . . I think I’ll go offer them my . . . well . . .” He got up and moved down toward Zane. Zane, at least, didn’t make him feel like he was failing. Zane might know it. Hell, Sebastien knew it. But he didn’t need to see it in the faces of everybody staring back at him and Zane kept all that bottled up inside.

			When he sat down in front of his oldest brother, Zane lifted his head from Keelie’s ear and looked at him with a grin. It was a softer, easier smile than Sebastien normally associated with his brother, and something he thought he’d forgotten how to feel settled inside him.

			“Am I so out of touch that I missed everything about this wedding?” he asked, shooting for a smile. It worked, mostly.

			“No.” Zane looked amused, glancing up at his new wife. “It was a bet.”

			“A bet?” Sebastien looked from his brother to Keelie. “You two were already engaged, right? I’m not that out of touch.”

			“She’s talking about a bet with me.” Ressa leaned in, giving Sebastien an appraising look.

			He tried another smile, ready to get shot down.

			To his surprise, she smiled back. It wasn’t particularly warm, but she wasn’t shutting him out, either. “See, I told Blondie here that a wedding was a lot more work than she realized and if I wanted . . . What was the phrase you used, Keelie?”

			“I believe I said you were running around like a chicken with your head cut off—and you needed to have a glass of wine and chill out.” Keelie studied her manicure, a faint smile on her face.

			Ressa snorted. “Yeah, well, not all of us are Mrs. Moneybags.”

			“It’s Miss Moneybags,” Zane said, looking around her. “She’s the one with the money—I’m just marrying her for it. I’m spending the rest of my life as her sex slave.”

			Keelie and Ressa both laughed, while Zane’s mouth canted in his faint, familiar smile.

			“Better not let Mom hear you talking about being a sex slave,” Sebastien said.

			“If it gets me more grandkids, I don’t care if Keelie did make him promise to be her sex slave,” Denise said from behind Sebastien.

			He froze, his face flaming red and hot.

			Zane grinned at him while Keelie blushed.

			Ressa hooted, clearly amused.

			“I think you two were telling Sebastien about the bet?” Denise said, slipping into the vacant seat next to him.

			Sebastien darted a look at her from the corner of his eye.

			She was looking at Keelie as though everything was normal.

			Normal—he didn’t even know what normal was now.

			“Yeah.” Keelie shrugged and glanced over at Ressa. “Well, after I told Ressa how she looked with the chicken thing and all, she got a little snippy.”

			“I did not get snippy.” Ressa sniffed, looking put out. “I got bitchy, thank you.”

			“Oh, well. My mistake.” Keelie tipped her glass of champagne in acknowledgement. “And she told me if I thought it was so easy, maybe I should just get to planning my wedding. After all, I’d had an entire year. What was I waiting for? I told her I was being polite—waiting for her. I could get it done in a week if I wanted. And she dared me.”

			“Remind me to never do that again.” Ressa rolled her eyes. “I ended up having my bachelorette party here in Vegas.”

			“Hey.” Keelie pointed at her. “I flew your guests out here. Don’t tell me y’all didn’t have fun last night.”

			“Weeeellllllll . . .” Ressa winked at her.

			They both laughed.

			“So I’m here because of a bet,” Sebastien said.

			“You’re here because it’s family.”

			At his mother’s words, he looked over at her. He couldn’t avoid it any longer.

			She wasn’t smiling. There were tears in her eyes and the sight of them hit him like a punch. “Mom . . .”

			“Please, don’t.” She held up a hand and rose. “Weddings always make me emotional. Two of my boys now. Almost three.”

			As she hurried off, Sebastien forced himself to stand up. “I . . . uh . . . I’ll be back. I should go talk to her.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Sebastien found his mom standing out on the wide, extravagant balcony that faced most of the glittering sparkle of Las Vegas.

			She dabbed at her eyes.

			“Go back inside, baby. I’m fine.”

			“I’m not.” He shoved his hands inside his pockets and waited for her to turn and look at him.

			She did, but it was slow and Sebastien had the gut-wrenching feeling that his mother almost didn’t want to look at him.

			Her eyes were kind, though.

			“Sebastien, as soon as you decide you’re ready to be okay, you’ll get on that road soon enough.”

			He laughed and the sound was hollow enough to his own ears. “Is it really that simple? I just have to decide?”

			“As stubborn as you are?” Denise pursed her lips and pretended to mull it over. Then she nodded. “Yes.”

			She came to him then and reached up, cupping his cheek.

			He flinched as her thumb brushed against the scar but he didn’t pull away.

			“You haven’t had a drink since you got here.” Her eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “When was the last time you had one?”

			He flushed crimson. He didn’t even have to have a mirror on hand to know just how red his face was. He could feel the burn of it.

			“Well?”

			If he didn’t answer, she’d just continue to wait and it wasn’t like he’d turn his back on her. Not right now. If he was drunk, that was one thing. Sober, though . . .

			Easing away from her, he made his way over the balcony and stared down. “Marin came to my place two days ago. I was sobering up when she knocked. Haven’t had anything since.”

			“Two days. Wow. When was the last time you went two days without a drink?”

			This time, he didn’t answer, but she didn’t push.

			“You did it because you weren’t going to come to your brother’s wedding drunk and all you had to do was make that decision,” Denise said quietly. “You’re so stubborn, Sebastien. At times, that’s been a curse. Especially over this past year. You’ve got it in your mind that you’re to blame for what happened to Monica and you’re not. But it can also be a blessing.”

			He held still as she moved closer and kissed him on the cheek. “Decide you’re ready to be okay, baby. You deserve better than this.”

			She was walking away, was almost to the door when he said, “Mom?”

			“Yes, Sebastien?”

			“I’m sorry for . . .” He blew out a breath and lifted his eyes up to stare at the sky. The stars were impossible to see here so he just stared at the dark canopy overhead. “I’m sorry for everything. The past year, how I’ve acted. How I’ve hurt you—all of you.”

			“Don’t be. You’ve hurt yourself more than any of us. Just . . . find yourself. We miss you.”

			***

			“I’m happy for you two.”

			He’d stayed outside for more than thirty minutes before he went back inside, thinking about what his mother had said, trying to find the wrong in her words, but failing. He hadn’t expected otherwise, though.

			Not really.

			This was his mother, after all.

			He realized that on some level she was mortal and had messed up before, but he sure as hell hadn’t ever seen proof of it.

			He just wished he could figure out how to be okay again. How to find himself. He couldn’t.

			The one thing he could do was fake it. It was just acting, after all. Playing a part. He could do that with the best of them and nobody would ever know. He’d pretend to be who he had been—or a close version. If he went in there all happy-go-lucky, they’d see through it and that wasn’t any good.

			But he could come close.

			Smile, shake hands. Be happy for them. And he was.

			Still, as he sat in front of Keelie and Zane, smiling and offering the trite phrase, he knew they could see right through him.

			Keelie rested her head on Zane’s shoulder. “I’m glad you came out of your cave, Sebastien.”

			He winced a little, although the bluntness of her words was no surprise. Keelie wasn’t exactly known for sugarcoating things. “Yeah, well . . . I hope I don’t ruin things while I’m here.”

			“Don’t worry about Zach.” Zane glanced down the table and shrugged. “Mom’s already got him in line.”

			“I’m past the age when I need my mom to handle things,” Sebastien muttered. Yet part of him was glad to see his second-oldest brother standing at the end of the table, talking to his mother, shoulders hunched. Abby looked like she wanted to laugh but was hiding it.

			When Denise walked away, Zach rubbed the back of his head and Abby leaned forward to kiss him, the laugh bubbling out.

			“Was that about me?” Sebastien asked, although he knew the answer.

			“Dollars to donuts.” Zane smirked. “Sometimes Zach’s mouth is bigger than his brain.”

			“Sometimes?” Keelie arched her brows.

			“You’re one to talk,” Sebastien said without thinking. Immediately, he wished he hadn’t said anything.

			To his surprise, both Zane and Keelie laughed.

			“Hey, at least I try to be mature,” Keelie said, shrugging. She and Zach weren’t all that dissimilar in some aspects, a fact both she and Zach knew all too well.

			From a few feet away, Ressa laughed and Sebastien looked over at her and Trey as she leaned in, pressing her brow to Trey’s.

			“You are going to his wedding, right?” Zane asked, his voice neutral.

			“Yeah. Make me something of an asshole if I came to yours and not his.”

			“Well, everybody knows I’m the coolest brother, but . . . yeah. You need to go to both.” Zane’s gaze slid to Travis, his mouth tightening slightly.

			Sebastien knew why. Only a few seconds before the wedding had started, Travis had slid in, and if anybody had been more quiet than Sebastien, it was Travis. He spoke with the others and joked with his twin, but it was obvious things weren’t normal with him.

			But then again, things hadn’t been normal with Travis for a long time.

			Of course, who was he to make an issue of things being normal?

			He’d lost touch with the idea of that a long time ago.

			One of the bouncers who Zane had stayed friends with came up, congratulating the newlyweds, and Sebastien took advantage of it, getting up to head off to a quieter—and darker—corner.

			On his way, he snagged a bottle of champagne from a server.

			In the back of his mind, he heard his mother’s voice.

			How long has it been . . .

			He almost put the bottle down, but he wasn’t ready to do that yet.

			He wasn’t sure he was ready to try to be okay.

			So he smiled at the server from whom he’d taken the champagne and winked.

			She blushed and smiled back.

			***

			I won’t get drunk, he told himself.

			The bottle was less than half full, not enough to get drunk on but enough to get his raging headache back under control, he figured.

			And he might just have to share.

			Travis was in the same dark corner, his eyes grim, mouth flat.

			“You sure you need to be drinking?” Travis asked.

			Sebastien eyed him up and down, taking in gaunt cheeks and hard eyes. “Do you?”

			“Fuck off.”

			“Same to you, brother.”

			They leaned against the window and studied the merriment taking place in front of them.

			Ten minutes might have passed. Or it could have been fifteen.

			“You going to Trey’s wedding?” Travis asked.

			They traded the bottle of champagne back and forth and Sebastien doubted he was the only one wishing it were something stronger. “Yes. I won’t bother asking if you are.”

			Travis made a low noise under his breath and took a swig from the bottle.

			Then abruptly he shoved himself off the floor-to-ceiling window and rounded on Sebastien. Finger pointed at Sebastien’s nose, Travis spoke, his voice hard and cold. “My life is fucked up. I set myself on this road and there’s not much I can do except finish walking it. You . . . Shit, Seb. You were the golden boy. You were going to make it. All of you . . .”

			Travis looked away, blinked hard. “I know you’re pissed off. I know you’re mad. I know you’re hurting over Monica. But your life isn’t over. Stop acting like it is.”

			The intensity beat in every word Travis said and for a moment, as the brothers stared at each other, Sebastien couldn’t even blink. He couldn’t look away, could barely breathe.

			Then Travis spun away, still holding on to the bottle of champagne. Somebody called his name.

			But it wasn’t Trey. Trey could still reach his twin . . . sometimes. It didn’t seem like anybody else could. Travis just kept walking.

			Sebastien sagged back against the wall and closed his eyes.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			“Son of a bitch, boy. I think you’re sober.”

			Sebastien squinted one eye. The other was closed. He wasn’t sure why he’d answered the call but he was stuck now.

			As he lowered the heavy barbell to his chest, he blew out a breath, pondering what his manager was up to. Pushing it back up, he focused on his breathing before answering. “I’m sober.”

			“Good, good . . . then we can talk this over in depth.” His agent JD Rutherford’s voice came through loud and clear over the Bluetooth.

			“Talk what over in depth? If this is that stupid TV bio thing, I’m not interested. I might be a washed-up has-been but I’m not desperate for cash or attention.” He shoved the bar up with a little more force and wondered just who in the hell had passed his personal contact information onto the catty producer who’d contacted him.

			“No,” JD said, his voice flat. “And you’re not a washed-up has-been. I don’t work with has-beens. I’ve been trying to get you out of that cave of yours for months, but you’ve been dodging me or so drunk off your ass, it’s hard to talk to you.”

			Sebastien grunted. “Well, it’s early yet. Call back in a few and I’ll probably be on my ass again.”

			He was lying. He’d almost dumped out all the alcohol the day he got back from Trey’s wedding in Virginia, but he hadn’t. Still, he hadn’t had a drink since the few sips of champagne he’d shared with Travis in Vegas. He hadn’t talked to anybody, including Marin, and he wasn’t sure exactly what had set him off, but when he’d gotten into his hotel room, he’d walked into the bathroom and stared at his reflection.

			It wasn’t the scar or his messed-up eye that he saw, though.

			For some reason, he saw himself the way he might have been at a family thing like this a year ago. He thought of how things had gone after Zach and Abby’s wedding. He’d hooked up with one of Abby’s bridesmaids and they’d tumbled into a hotel room and torn up the sheets for a few hours and he’d left with a smile on his face.

			He hadn’t been smiling in Vegas, though.

			He hadn’t had that easy, carefree feeling inside him in a long, long time. A year. It didn’t seem like a long time, but the months stretching out between the man he was now and the man he had been seemed like an endless, timeless desert. Only alcohol had dulled the pain, just like the brutal workouts had filled the empty hours between sleeping and drinking.

			“I’ve got you on the phone now. Why would I call back?” JD said easily. “So . . . listen. Have you been paying attention to the news? Heard anything interesting lately?”

			After racking the bar, Sebastien sat up and focused his eyes on the endless blue of the Pacific outside his windows. He tried to remember the last time he’d turned on his TV or even the radio, the last time he had looked at a blog or anything but his e-mail.

			Weeks, at least. More likely, it was going on a couple of months.

			“You know, Australia could have been swallowed up by a sea monster and unless somebody came by to tell me? I wouldn’t know,” Sebastien finally said. “I have absolutely no idea what’s going on in the world. I like it that way.”

			There was a faint pause, and then JD asked, “You have completely disconnected from life, haven’t you?”

			“No reason not to.” Sebastien stood and went to grab his water, draining half of it.

			“Maybe that’s how you see it. I can understand, to some extent. But it’s time you come back to life—back into the world, kid. I’ve got a part for you.”

			Sebastien was glad he was no longer bench-pressing.

			He just might have dropped the bar straight on his chest in shock.

			His hand tightened convulsively on the bottle and he stared at the mirrored wall in front of him, his gaze locked on the scarred side of his face. His vision in the left eye was far from perfect, although he could see to some extent. There were dark spots on the outer corners and the only reason he’d even seen a doctor for that was so he could make sure he was still okay to drive. He had to get his eyes checked far more frequently now, but none of that was what bothered him. His eye was just as fucked up as his face—the blue-green color foggier, duller, and his iris irregular. It was a grotesque shadow of what it had been.

			Yeah. He could just see his ugly mug in a movie. What did they want him for? Were they doing another Scarface remake or what?

			The very idea appalled him. The water in his bottle was no longer so appealing now. Usually, nights were the worst, when he had to fight the urge to go for the booze in his kitchen, but just then, it took everything he had not to go straight in there and grab a bottle and just empty it.

			“No.”

			“Sebastien—”

			“I said no, JD.” Reaching up, he tapped the earpiece, ending the call.

			***

			Outside, night had fallen.

			Inside, Sebastien was completely unaware. With his eyes on the reels from You Wish You Knew—the romantic comedy he’d been shooting with Marin—he tried to pretend he hadn’t spent half the day thinking about the call from JD.

			“I’ve got a part for you—”

			A part. The last time he’d heard those words had been almost two years ago. He would have gotten to work on a sequel to the action comedy he’d done with a former wrestler turned actor after . . . His mind shied away from finishing that thought and just went with after. JD had stepped in and handled the production company, although the other costar had come out to visit Sebastien several times, tried to talk him into changing his mind.

			He hadn’t had any more luck than anybody else. He’d also been pretty decent about Sebastien’s mouth, too. Especially after Sebastien had called him an asshole, a sell out, and a few other choice words—he’d just nodded and told Sebastien when he was ready . . . “Give me a call, kid. I’ll be there.”

			Sebastien hadn’t called.

			Fewer and fewer people called Sebastien and he stopped worrying about it much. Then JD goes and calls.

			“I’ve got a part for you.”

			The last time Sebastien had stood in front of a camera, it had been for this movie.

			You Wish You Knew was trapped in postproduction and would probably stay there.

			The production company had been polite enough, waiting until six months had passed before they started asking him about coming in to wrap up things so they could get the movie going.

			He’d ignored the e-mails, calls, and letters.

			They started sending people out next.

			When he hadn’t talked to them, threats of suing for failure to fulfill his contract had come next.

			He’d returned the money along with an explicitly worded letter on where to shove it.

			At that point, he guessed they’d figured out to just let it go.

			It was a move to keep from losing face on their part. If they sued, it would end up in court and while he was being an asshole—and he knew he was—they’d be the ones looking like scum. He was, after all, grieving and licking his wounds. He could already picture the headlines.

			It all made him sick.

			And JD wanted him to come back to that?

			Marin’s laugh, the sound distant, imperfect, thanks to the lack of complete editing on the reels, came out of the TV and he leaned forward, studying her beautiful face, her glowing eyes as she stared back at his character.

			“You want to know what I look for in a man, Scott?”

			“Isn’t that what I asked?”

			Sebastien tried not to pretend his heart wasn’t speeding up as she leaned in. He could remember that scene. How she had laid her hand on his chest. How she had smiled up at him.

			“You wish you knew, baby. You only wish you knew.”

			“Son of a bitch,” he muttered.

			Her face . . . Man, that face. The little dimple in her cheek flirting with her smile. “Shit.”

			He shoved upright and hit the power on the giant screen before heading out of the room and up the stairs.

			That was when he realized how late it had gotten. The day had died and night had come, and a few moments later, he found himself staring out at the endless black of the ocean. It wasn’t too different from the hours that stretched out in front of him, only those hours would be a lot quieter. Throwing open the door, he moved out into the night.

			Wind slammed into him and he welcomed it, sucking in a half-desperate gulp of air.

			Why hadn’t he paid attention to the time?

			The days . . . yeah, the days were getting easier. He could get through the days, didn’t need to worry about really craving a drink—or even wanting one. Nights, though . . . nights were hard.

			And tonight wasn’t hard; tonight was a mean bitch, and the urge to grab a bottle—

			Spinning, he half stumbled, half ran inside and found himself in front of his liquor cabinet without any conscious decision to even do it.

			A drink. Just one. Hell, he’d gone a few days, had proven he could. A few days . . . He thought back.

			Five days.

			The glass bottles glinted back at him, clear, blue, red, all of them catching the light like beautiful jewels.

			Five miserable days.

			Not since he’d stood in the darkened corner with Travis, sharing that bottle of champagne.

			“Your life’s not over,” Travis had said.

			“Be ready to be okay.” Mom’s voice mocked him.

			His hand tightened on the cool, chrome plating of the cabinet. When had he even opened it? He’d been staring at the bottles through the clear glass.

			With a curse, he turned and slammed the cabinet door shut with enough force that the bottles inside rattled.

			***

			“You do still want the part, don’t you?”

			Looking up at her agent, she took a moment before she answered. Even though she loved and adored the man, Marin knew better than to let anybody know when she really wanted something.

			Even JD.

			Torn could be the most powerful part she’d ever play. Some people wouldn’t see it that way, but she saw the potential in it. She had from the beginning. But she hadn’t let JD see the greed in her. Did she want the part? Did seagulls fly? Did dolphins swim?

			“Of course I still want the part. I’m glad Townsend is ready to go forward.” She placed the script facedown and settled back in her seat, studying her agent. “He has a lot of creative control. Has he talked about who it is he wants playing the male lead?”

			JD tapped his index finger on the surface of his desk. “Actually . . . that’s part of why you’re here. I met with Townsend and Howard. They wanted to make sure you were still up for the part, and they posed a question to me.” He leaned forward, eyes intent.

			The expression made her wary. “What?”

			“I want you to talk to Sebastien.”

			The jump made her head spin. “I talk to him once a week at least, JD.”

			“I know. But I want you to talk to him about a part . . . specifically.”

			Marin’s stomach did a funny little dance. “A part?” Her voice sounded terribly faint now and she cleared her throat before saying anything else. “JD, I think Sebastien would be better off talking to you about any parts he’s interested in.”

			“I’ve already tried to talk to him, sweetheart. Talked to him two days ago—tried to call him yesterday and he wouldn’t even pick up the damn phone. So I’m calling in my secret weapon . . . you.” JD pointed a finger at her as he leaned forward and the intensity on his face only deepened. “There’s a special kind of magic between the two of you on the screen. Everybody can see it. He’d be perfect for the male lead in Torn—especially since you’re the one Townsend wants to play Marlena.”

			It wasn’t often that Marin found herself speechless, but in that moment, she couldn’t think of much of anything to say. After a few moments, she finally found her voice and offered a weak smile. “JD, as much as I’ve always enjoyed working with Sebastien, I think he’s . . . done with it. He shows no interest in coming back.”

			“That’s because he thinks he can’t. He thinks nobody wants him. He’s dealt with a lot of shit this past year and we’ve left him alone to do it.”

			“I haven’t left him alone.” She stared him down.

			“True.” JD nodded, stroking his chin. “Granted, he hasn’t jumped on you like a pissed-off bear the way he has with everybody else.”

			“Even he had, I wouldn’t have left him alone.” She knew Sebastien hadn’t been easy to handle the past year, and more than once, she’d had to smack him in the head—had even done it physically once or twice—for how he’d treated people. But the last thing he’d needed was to be left alone.

			“I suspect you wouldn’t have. The thing is, Marin . . . you can still reach him. Some of us can’t.” Leaning forward now, JD held her gaze. “Some of us felt it was best to back off for a while, but maybe we let it go for too long. It’s just . . . nobody has been able to reach him the way you have.”

			“But I . . .” She floundered, struggled to find a rebuttal to that.

			“But what, Marin?” JD studied her. “What are you afraid will happen if you go out there and talk to him? I’ve already tried. He shut me down, just like he has a hundred times. That’s the worst thing that can happen to you. Or . . . you could reach him.”

			Marin had no argument for that and she looked back at the script for the movie. Inspired by a book of the same name by author Michael Townsend, Torn had become a runaway bestseller several years back. If it hadn’t been for Townsend’s wife, the movie might have already been in theaters. But Linnea Townsend’s persistent cough had turned out to be something much more serious.

			The cancer in her throat had been far advanced by the time it was discovered.

			The movie was put on hold.

			Linnea had died six months earlier and Marin had gotten the call that the project was back on just a couple of weeks ago, but the actor previously contracted to play the male lead wasn’t going to be available for quite a while, thanks to schedule conflicts. Honestly, Marin didn’t mind. She’d never much cared for the guy anyway.

			And they wanted Sebastien.

			She closed her eyes and tried to picture him in the role.

			The male lead was known simply as Rand, and he was an assassin for a local crime syndicate. After a cop refused to back down over incriminating evidence he had uncovered, Rand was supposed to kill the cop’s wife, Marlena, as punishment, but he ended up developing an obsession with her and became her silent protector, killing those who were sent after he refused the job. Even when her husband was killed shortly before he could testify, the head of the criminal organization wanted Marlena dead, but Rand continued to watch over her, eventually bringing down the crime lord himself.

			Rand’s part was dark, deep and intense.

			Marin thought of the darkness she had seen in Sebastien over the past months, and then she looked at JD. Her manager was right. Sebastien could play that part.

			The question was . . . could she make him see that?

			And did he even want to come back?

			JD stroked a finger down his mustache, holding her gaze. “He can do it.”

			Marin looked up from the glass of wine she’d yet to touch. “Oh, I know that,” she said, her voice husky. A year ago, no. But what had happened a year ago, and everything that had happened since, all of that had changed Sebastien.

			He could do it. He could bring Rand to life in a way that would make the man who’d written him weep with joy.

			But . . .

			“It’s a matter of whether or not he wants to.”

			JD kept the electronic cigarette clamped between his teeth and she eyed the thin stream of smoke—no, vapor, she corrected—it emitted from the end. She’d always wondered how well those things worked, but then again, she’d always wondered why people would suck all that tar and rat poison into their lungs to begin with.

			Finally, she shifted her gaze back to JD and his insightful stare. He’d been her manager for a long, long time. She had been the one to tell him to take a chance on Sebastien. So many had just assumed that pretty-boy exterior was all there was. JD had never regretted a moment.

			His too-knowing gaze had always annoyed the hell out of her. “That boy doesn’t know what to think.”

			She swallowed and looked away.

			Satisfied now, he leaned back. “’Course, it gets worse when you’re around.”

			“Well, geez.” Skewering him with a look, she grabbed her wine and knocked it back as if it were whiskey. Lounging back in her seat, she gave him an arrogant look. “And here you were pointing out that I was one of the few who could get through to him. Tell me something, genius . . . why are you so certain that having me talk to him will make any difference at all?”

			“Because he wants the part.” JD lowered the slim, black pseudo-cigarette to the table and mirrored her pose. The intensity on his face told her he’d been holding this part back until it was time. Apparently, it was D-day, in JD’s eyes. “You see, when word got out that Michael Townsend had finally done the screenplay—and that he wanted you for Marlena, Sebastien started calling me. Asking me who would be playing Rand. I told him then that he wasn’t right for it.”

			Marin tipped her head back to stare up at the sky. They were sitting in a sweet little outdoor restaurant, the rush and bustle of LA muted by the greenery wrapped around the private pavilion. Overhead, she could see the almost painfully clear blue of the sky and she searched it, as if it held answers. It didn’t even hold a single damn cloud she could pretend was a fat, fluffy bunny.

			Son of a bitch.

			“He’d be right for it,” she murmured. She knew without a doubt. Sebastien had the depth to play a lot of parts, but the part of Rand would require more deep-seated pain and anger than Sebastien had ever known, had ever been through in his life. That had been the truth of it a year ago.

			But last year’s truth no longer applied.

			“When do you need an answer?”

			“Townsend won’t let it go to production until he’s got a cast he’s satisfied with. You already know that.” He lifted a shoulder and cocked a brow, a smug smile curling his lips. “You should know that Sebastien was actually his idea. He loves the projects you two have been in, although he did listen to the director’s advice when she suggested he probably wasn’t right for this part when it was first being tossed around. When we were talking things over a few days ago, he mentioned Sebastien again, though . . .” JD shrugged. “Sebastien’s different now. He had to grow up. He can play that part.”

			“So I’ve got a few days.”

			“Probably a week or two.”

			She grimaced. She might be able to pierce the thick skull of a Barnes man in that time frame.

			If she had a battering ram.

			***

			Sweat dripped from his brow.

			His muscles were warmed and tired from the hard, driving five mile run.

			Sebastien had plans for the day ahead—he usually did. Now that he’d finished his workout, those plans included a long, cool shower, a nice quick lunch, and then a long drive down the coast.

			He was trying to pump himself up to head up to San Francisco and visit his parents.

			He thought maybe he could do it.

			He missed them.

			He missed his brothers.

			He missed his little buddy Clayton, and he had to admit, he was sort of falling in love with Ressa’s niece, too. Or he had been, until he’d fallen into this hole he was now stuck in. Seeing them all again at the wedding had been . . . nice. When he hadn’t been overthinking things.

			“Not stuck,” he muttered, staring up the steps that led to his house. The waves rolled up against the beach behind him and he was tempted to just flop down until his legs no longer felt like putty, but he knew better.

			So he put one foot in front of the other and dragged himself up the steps. While his body was worn out, his brain was revved up and he felt more . . . at peace with things than he had in a while.

			A week of sobriety had done him wonders. When he’d gotten through it the other night without breaking, he’d almost felt . . . well, not good, but . . . decent.

			Sebastien was most definitely scraping rock bottom—or he had been until Marin had shown up at his door and told him he was going to his brothers’ weddings.

			She’d all but pushed his sorry ass out of the door and he was grateful.

			Seeing his folks, his brothers, Abby . . .

			He realized he was smiling when the scar on the side of his face tightened, but he didn’t stop just because of how the twisted tissue tugged, at odds with the rest of his features.

			Yeah. He thought just maybe he would go see his folks.

			***

			An hour and a half later, he was slumped in front of his computer, staring at an amateur video uploaded to YouTube, watching the spray of blood as he killed Hanson Smith.

			He’d gotten online for one simple reason: he wanted to book a room in San Francisco. He might not need it—he usually stayed with his folks—but he wanted that escape in case things got hard. He didn’t want to need it, but he’d feel better if he had it.

			But he never made it to the hotel website.

			He’d seen a headline on the home page and he hadn’t been able to stop himself.

			He’d clicked.

			Now, mind awash in memories and grief and regret and rage—and booze . . . mustn’t forget the booze—he sat there staring at an oversized image of Monica’s face.

			The memory of her, the last clear memory, kept playing in his mind over and over.

			The wind teasing her hair.

			Her lips curved in a sad smile.

			That pretty sunset dress.

			His hand tightened around the bottle of scotch and he lifted it to his lips. It was a quarter empty now. In some dim, still-functioning part of his brain, he realized that it would have been wise to just dump all the booze out, like he’d originally planned.

			The video ended.

			The link to another came up and he clicked play.

			This one showed in detail—in slow motion, guys!!!!—how Sebastien Barnes smoked that fucker’s ass.

			That was the title of the video.

			The whiskey in his gut sloshed around and he thought he might be sick.

			It would have been Hanson Smith’s fiftieth birthday today. Sebastien hadn’t known. If he had, he would have stayed the hell away from the internet. The headline that had caught his eye had infuriated him. He shouldn’t have clicked.

			He knew that. He shouldn’t have done it.

			But he clicked.

			The Tortured Life of an Artist Gone Too Soon

			It had been splashed under three pictures—Hanson, Monica Dupré, and the last publicity still of Sebastien.

			He’d been a dumb-ass and read it.

			Just why in the fuck did people want to mourn and celebrate and wonder about abusive assholes? The world was full of them and they asked questions and wondered and brooded. The person they needed to mourn, the artist needed to grieve over, was Monica.

			Not Hanson, the asswipe.

			So he’d looked back at what had been done for Monica’s birthday.

			There’d been hardly anything on the internet.

			Sebastien had gone for the bottle and started reading all the bullshit articles written about him, Hanson, Monica . . . for his birthday. They’d done write-ups about Monica, speculating if she’d driven Hanson to do what he’d done.

			Was she unfaithful . . .

			Rumors that she was leaving him abounded . . .

			His obsessive love pushed him over the edge . . .

			It was all insane.

			She’d been in trouble and people hadn’t seen it then, and they couldn’t see it now. He hadn’t seen it. He hadn’t saved her. Guilt soured the whiskey in his gut, but he still took another drink.

			“Sebastien?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			At the sound of Marin’s voice, he closed his eyes and let his head fall back.

			“Go away,” he said under his breath. He didn’t want her seeing him like this.

			It didn’t dawn on him until a few minutes later that it would have been wise to at least close the browser.

			By then, it was too late.

			“You stupid son of a bitch . . . what are you doing?” Her voice was hard and angry.

			Opening his good eye to a slit, he studied her. Or at least he tried. He found himself staring at the curve of her breast as she leaned over and shut down the browser, ending the video replay.

			She whirled on him, jabbing him in the chest with her index finger. “Is this what you do all the time? Sit around and torture yourself?”

			Nudging her back, he stood up. “No.”

			After grabbing the bottle—and swigging back a healthy gulp, he started forward. He needed to be . . . elsewhere. He wasn’t sure where, but elsewhere. Because if he sat around Marin too long, he might go back to looking at her pretty breasts.

			For a few seconds, he’d stopped seeing the blood that had filled his vision—his everything—for the past couple of hours. And his nightmares for the past year.

			“Give me that bottle.”

			He took another drink as he walked into the kitchen. Since his head was spinning a little too merrily, he thumped it down on the island. One thing he’d already figured out was that it was useless to argue with her. She’d just win anyway. He had the hardest damn time saying no to her.

			He heard liquid splashing against metal and closed his eyes. “That’s eighteen-year-old scotch, Marin. You could just drink it yourself instead of . . .” He paused, trying to remember what he was saying. “Instead of waishing—wasting it.”

			“No, thank you. I prefer to do my drinking after one o’clock in the afternoon, Seb.”

			At the soft sound of her voice, he looked over at her. The room spun around him but he didn’t stagger. Sebastien prided himself on being a rather excellent drunk. He didn’t stagger or get stupid—friends always remarked on it. What he did was get sleepy. Soon, he’d end up passing out and he’d probably forget a hell of a lot.

			Which was why he drank a lot. He got tired, he slept, and he forgot.

			Marin came closer.

			When she reached up to touch his cheek, he found himself wishing that maybe he hadn’t been so drunk because her touch felt good. It felt right.

			“Why do you keep torturing yourself, Seb?” she asked softly.

			“’M not.” He caught her wrist and squeezed, managed to smile. “I’m fine, Marin. You. . . . go on home. Come back later. I’ll be . . . I’ll be sober.”

			“You’re hardly ever sober.”

			That hurt. He’d spent the past week sober. He wasn’t even totally wasted now. Why hadn’t she come around then? He could have shown her. She might have been . . . well, not proud. Big fucking deal. Look at me, Marin . . . I’m a good little boy. I’m not drunk. But he had been proud of himself.

			Up until now.

			Now he was just pathetic.

			And he was tired of it.

			Frowning, he nudged her hand down and edged around her, moving to the cabinet where he’d taken to keeping his alcohol. He’d long since drank the supply in his bar and he didn’t entertain anymore, so why keep it in such an inconvenient place?

			He grabbed two bottles at random and moved to the sink. “Wanna help?”

			Focusing on what he was doing, rather than whether or not she’d join him, he fought with the heavy wax seal on a bottle and finally got it open. Marin had already drained the one she held before he got the stopper out of his. The room was soon filled with the heavy miasma of booze—the peaty scent of scotch, underscored with tequila and rum.

			When they were done, six bottles emptied of booze, sat on the counter.

			“No more drinking, Marin.”

			“I’m glad.”

			They shared a glance.

			Sebastien nodded, feeling awkward, and then he turned away. He staggered a little, half tripping over his feet, and the rush of blood to his face didn’t help his state of mind any. Of all the times to turn into a clumsy drunk—he had to do it in front of Marin?

			“Here . . .”

			She came to his side but he pulled away. “I can do it,” he snapped.

			“Sebastien—”

			“Don’t touch me!”

			She jerked back, stung.

			He saw the hurt in her eyes and he swore, because that was the last thing he’d ever wanted.

			“I . . . Marin . . .”

			She went to back away and he caught her arms. The strappy tank she wore left too much of her skin bare and the feel of all that softness under his hands hit his alcohol-laden brain hard and fast. The need lingering just under the surface began to pulse through his veins and he throttled it down as he grappled for a way to fix the pain he’d caused.

			“It’s not . . . I’m sorry,” he said. “I just . . . I don’t want you having to . . .” He stroked a thumb down her arm. “It’s my own damn fault if I end up on my ass, Marin.”

			She tugged away from him again and he let go, his hands falling to his sides, big and empty and useless. She turned away from him and that sense of uselessness increased, only getting worse when she sniffed. Standing a few feet away from him, she cleared her throat. “We should get you sobered up,” she said. “I came out here to talk to you.”

			Sebastien didn’t want to sober up and talk, though. He wanted oblivion, wanted to forget the misery he had caused.

			She sniffed again and drawn in by the slump of her shoulders, he came up behind her. She’d scooped her hair up, exposing the elegant curve of her neck, the vulnerable nape.

			“I’m sorry, Marin,” he murmured.

			She went to duck away and he brought his arms up, caging her in by the counter. She tensed.

			The scent of her was getting to him and he told himself he needed to listen to her—get some food in him, some water, take a shower . . . sober up—instead, he dropped his head down on her shoulder. The nearness of her already had him rock hard and all the months of celibacy began to whisper like demons in his ear.

			But when she sighed and turned around, he didn’t do anything.

			This was Marin and she’d made it clear she didn’t want him.

			“It’s okay, Sebastien.” She reached up and touched his cheek. Her thumb slid over the scar.

			He caught her wrist, ready to tug her hand away—he’d take her touch anyway he could get it, but not there.

			Except Marin wasn’t easily deterred, a fact he’d learned all too well over the past year. “You need to stop drowning your demons in alcohol and you’ve got to stop chasing them down yourself. They do a good enough job finding you on their own.”

			With his thumb pressed against the inside of her wrist, he searched for something to say in response.

			“I don’t—” But he had to stop, because he wasn’t sure she was wrong. He’d thought he was running from them, but they always caught up to him when the nights were quiet. Back when he’d been drinking them away, they’d be there waiting when the fog of alcohol cleared. Now, at night, when he lay awake, they were just . . . there.

			Too often, he’d drift to sleep only to jerk awake in a panic, thinking he was back on that sidewalk again, staring down Hanson while time slowed to a crawl as they grappled for the knife.

			“You don’t what?” Marin stared at him challengingly.

			“I killed a man. And it was all for nothing, because I didn’t save her,” he said hoarsely. “And now . . . hell, Marin. Look at me. I’m nothing now. And do you see how they talk about her? What did she do?”

			He threw out his arms as he said, his voice scathing, “How did Monica push that fabulous artist over the edge? Where did she go wrong? They blame her!” he shouted.

			“And . . .” His voice hitched. “Sometimes I do, too. Because if she hadn’t left me . . . Fuck. If she hadn’t left me, she’d be alive. And I wouldn’t have killed him. I wouldn’t know what it was like to have blood on my hands. Sometimes, I wish he had been the one to win that fight.”

			“No.” The urgency in her voice was echoed in her eyes and Marin leaned in. She was a tall woman and in the shoes she wore, she was almost level with him.

			If he hadn’t been so drunk, he might have realized what she was going to do and he could have pulled back, because it was something that would snap his fragile control.

			But if he hadn’t been so drunk, none of this would have happened to begin with.

			Marin’s hand slid to the back of his neck and she tugged him closer. At the same time, she pressed her lips to his, speaking softly. “No,” she said again. “Don’t you ever say that.”

			The second her mouth touched his, Sebastien’s thoughts faded . . . stopped . . . died.

			Say what?

			Her mouth was on his.

			Marin was kissing him.

			It wasn’t in front of a camera.

			It wasn’t for a publicity shoot.

			She was kissing him.

			It was one of those friendly little pecks—the kind one friend might give another. It will be okay . . . That’s all the kiss meant and he knew it.

			At least, that’s all it meant to her.

			But for him . . .

			In the span of a second, it seemed a million thoughts rolled through his mind. He wanted to grab her, pull her against him, and deepen the kiss.

			He wanted to take her to the floor, spread her thighs, and come inside her—although he’d need to get her naked first.

			He wanted to tear away from her and get distance between them—possibly consider a move to the Arctic because that might be far enough away to keep from throwing himself at her and demanding why in the hell she wouldn’t give him a chance.

			Instead, he pulled back. “Don’t,” he said quietly.

			In a startling second of sobriety, he realized he needed to get away from her before he did something really, really stupid.

			“Sebastien . . .” Marin’s hand slid from his neck back to his cheek.

			He went to pull away and this time; she was the one who caught his arms. Through the faded cotton of his old T-shirt, he could feel each finger, like she was imprinting herself on his skin and his blood began to pulse hot and fast in his veins.

			Lowering his head, he focused on the gleaming tiles under his feet while Marin continued to speak. His blood was roaring too loudly for him to understand even a fucking word and his cock was now pulsing in time with his heart. When her hands stroked down his arms, he finally twisted away from her and paced a few feet away. She started to approach and he spun around, bracing his hands against the refrigerator. It lit up under his touch, the opaque glass going clear, revealing the recently stocked contents but he didn’t see anything. He’d shut his eyes tightly and was focusing on breathing.

			His head was a little more clear.

			“Sebastien, would you talk to me?” Marin said.

			He opened his eyes, stared ahead.

			Inside the glass-fronted fridge, he saw a bottle. “I don’t think talking is a good idea, Marin,” he said raggedly.

			It was a bottle of vodka. He’d forgotten it was in there.

			As Marin started yet again to reach out to him—he didn’t need therapy from her—he all but ripped the refrigerator door open and snagged the bottle, striding toward the deck that faced out over the ocean.

			He had the lid off the bottle and had already downed a quarter off it by the time she caught up with him.

			“Damn it, we just dumped out your entire liquor cabinet,” she said, going to tear the bottle away from him.

			Sebastien shrugged away. “Don’t worry. I’m not buying any more once this is gone. I just . . . I really need it right now.” If he got drunk enough, his cock wouldn’t work. Since Marin wasn’t going away, he figured that was his next best option.

			She tried again to get the bottle. “You stupid ass. Why are you doing this?”

			He fumbled with the lock to the deck door a few times before he managed to open it and squinted up at the bright light of the sun as he stepped through. The treated glass of his windows left him unprepared for the dazzling brightness.

			He took another swig from the bottle, felt a comfortable numbing haze settle around his brain, and thought maybe he could relax a little.

			Maybe.

			Making his way over to the railing, he leaned against it.

			Reflexes already slowed, he didn’t move fast enough when Marin made another go for the bottle. He managed to get it away, but he also managed to drop it, and the cold liquid splashed all over his bare feet.

			Glaring at her, he pointed at the boards of the deck, now soaked with vodka. “You spilled it!”

			Her eyes sparked, hard and angry. “You spilled it. Are you trying to drink yourself unconscious?”

			“Yes!” Exasperated, he shoved a hand through his hair, almost poking himself in the eye when he misjudged where his hair was in conjunction to his face. “That’s exactly what I’m trying to do.”

			Her face softened and Marin took another step toward him.

			He couldn’t back away because the railing of the deck was at his back. Also, everything was starting to spin around like a fucking Tilt-A-Whirl.

			“That’s not going to make it all better. Everything will still be the same when you wake up. You need to deal with the problems, Seb.”

			“I have.” Setting his jaw, he glared past her shoulder and tried to think about something other than the problem: a need for her that had become soul deep.

			“You haven’t. You’ve hidden away from it for the past year—”

			She stopped speaking.

			She’d gone to brush his hair back and he caught her wrist, slanting a gaze at her.

			She must have seen something on his face.

			Marin swallowed.

			Sebastien told himself to let her go and just head inside, lock himself in his room. If he got horizontal, he’d pass out. It would be for the best.

			“You think . . .” He closed his eyes and gathered his thoughts. When he looked back at her, she was no longer swimming in and out of focus, although his head sure as hell was. “I was drinking earlier to drown things out, yeah. But this time? I just want to get so wasted I can stop wanting what I can’t have, Marin. If you want to help, maybe you should just leave.”

			***

			Sebastien Barnes was a rather befuddling drunk.

			He swayed between carrying on a perfectly logical explanation to sullen silence, and although he’d stumbled a time or two, for the most part, if it wasn’t for the very clear lack of focus in his eyes, if Marin didn’t know him—and know him well—she might not have realized he was completely plowed.

			But he spoke too slowly, thought things through a little too long and moved with too much precision. He was so arrogant that even when he was plastered, he didn’t want to look like an idiot. It was like it was coded into his DNA that he couldn’t be seen looking like a mortal.

			Today wasn’t the first time she’d seen him wasted, but it was definitely a little different.

			When he finally looked at her and told her to just leave, she’d almost done it.

			But something was eating at him and friends didn’t leave friends to face their demons alone.

			Instead of listening, she cupped his face. “I’m not leaving you alone like this. You need to talk to me.”

			“Talk . . .” He murmured it, turning the word over in his mouth as though he was unfamiliar with it.

			He shifted, using his body to nudge hers around until she was the one standing with her back to the railing and Sebastien crowded in closer.

			Warning began to sound in her head.

			Not that fear sort of warning.

			No.

			Her head was sending out a different sort of alarm—it was going Oh, shit . . .

			Sebastien caught her wrists, tugging them away from his face. She curled her fingers into her palms so that when he guided them to his chest, her hands were balled up into fists.

			“You want to know what’s wrong, Marin?” he asked, pressing his face into her hair. “Want to hear all my problems? You’re so determined to help me out . . . is that it?”

			“I . . .” She paused, taking a shaking breath, a breath exploded out of her when he pushed his thigh between hers. She thought she’d quiver and just wilt away when he placed one big palm on her hip and tugged her closer to him, tucking her pelvis against his.

			Marin’s brain started to melt.

			Oh. Shit.

			Against her hip, she felt his cock pulsing and in response, everything inside her began to heat and pulse in answer.

			“See . . .” Sebastien’s lips were just a breath from her ear, his voice low and gritty and raw. “This is my problem. I’ve wanted only to sink my dick inside you for . . . hell, I can’t even remember when it started, but we’re talking years, sugar. Years. You get close to me and that scent of yours fills my head and it’s all I can do to focus. Now here I am, half-drunk and focus is one thing I don’t have. I can’t focus. I just want to fuck . . . and who do you think it is I’m wanting to . . . focus on?”

			He caught her earlobe, tugged.

			Marin sucked in a gasp. Without realizing it, she uncurled her fists, flexed her fingers, then tightened them again, now clutching the material of his shirt.

			“I either need to be inside you or unconscious and I know there’s really only one option. You made yourself clear enough last year.”

			He pulled away, but not before he raked his teeth down her neck.

			A hard shudder racked Marin all the way down to her toes.

			It didn’t go unnoticed by Sebastien, either. His eyes gleamed, but all he did was put a few more feet between them. “I think I could have you now. You want me,” he said. “But you don’t like it. What’s really shitty is that you’re here because you feel sorry for me. I don’t need that, Marin. So just . . . leave. Please.”

			He turned his back on her.

			She should have done as he asked. Left. Come back later.

			But he was wrong. At least partially.

			“I don’t like it.”

			Sebastien kept walking.

			“But you’re wrong. I’m not here because I feel sorry for you. I’m here because you’re my friend and you need somebody.”

			“Yeah.” He grunted the word out, like he’d expected her to say nothing less.

			“If the situation was reversed and I was the one needing somebody, would you be there?”

			That made him stop.

			His hands went to his hips, a stance that drew the shirt tight across his shoulders—well, tighter. He’d bulked up over the past year and the faded cotton was already straining. As he tipped his head back and stared up at the cloudless blue sky, Marin moved to cut him off.

			His bleary eyes met hers.

			“I don’t like wanting you.”

			“So you’ve said.” He sounded harsh and his eyes looked wounded.

			“You . . . Sebastien, you complicate everything. Way too much.” She could have told him more, but now wasn’t the time. “But if you think I’m here because I feel sorry for you, then you’re making me out to be much nicer than I really am. If I feel pity for somebody, I might drop by every now and then, or send a check or flowers or candy, but I don’t . . .”

			The words froze in her throat, because she wasn’t sure she wanted to give him that much. It was a huge piece of herself and suddenly, she was afraid to reveal it. Forcing a smile, she said, “I’m not going to invest the kind of time I do with you just out of pity. What we have is friendship. Not pity.”

			An awkward silence stretched out.

			After a moment, he gave a terse nod. “Fine. So we’re friends.”

			He went to go around her.

			She laid a hand on his arm, feeling like something between them was still rough and raw—damaged.

			He froze.

			Just back away, Marin . . .

			Looking into his blue-green eyes, Marin felt her heart start to race. There was a wicked, wild heat in his gaze, the kind that she’d never felt in her entire life. And it was directed at her.

			He dipped his head, pressed his lips to her ear. “You need to back away, Marin. The things I want from you are a lot more involved than friendship. My control is shit today. If you keep . . .” His mouth grazed hers.

			She tasted whiskey and him.

			The taste went straight to her head and she wondered if maybe she was the drunk one. Her control was suddenly more than a little shaky. Lifting her free hand, she placed it against his chest. “If I keep what, Sebastien?”

			He groaned and leaned into her.

			His weight had her stumbling back and he followed until she was pressed against the wall of the house, his weight securely pinning her in place.

			The heat of him was shocking, the heavy width of his chest flattening her breasts.

			“Tell me to stop, Marin,” he said in warning. “Or . . .”

			This time, he pressed his lips to her neck.

			She let her head fall to the side, eyes closed. This was stupid.

			It was so stupid.

			But as he skimmed his hands down her sides, she reached for his biceps and clung. Hard muscle bunched under her fingers. He moved between her thighs more fully and through her skirt, she felt more of him and her head started to spin.

			“Tell me . . .”

			She reached up and shoved her fingers into his hair, tugging his head back.

			His gaze focused on her face. “Do you see me?” she demanded.

			“All the fucking time.” He bit her lower lip, then stroked the small hurt with his tongue.

			She almost collapsed into a whimpering puddle of want, but forced herself to keep her eyes on his face, searching for . . . something. He was steady on his feet. He was looking straight at her.

			When he kissed her, Marin felt her toes start to curl and she decided she was done trying to think.

			Her hands slid under his shirt.

			***

			Sebastien had been waiting for them to press against his chest and shove him away, but instead, she curled her fingers in the hair she found and tugged.

			He nipped her lower lip again, briefly wondered if he’d fallen asleep somewhere between the deck and his bedroom and was now dreaming.

			Maybe.

			Just maybe.

			If so . . .

			Sliding one hand down her thigh, he began to gather up fistfuls of the loose, flowing skirt, baring long, long legs. The frothy, fussy material was so female, so Marin, and the thought of having her just like that, there where they stood, went straight to his head. He found the waistband of her panties and slid his hand inside, seeking out her curls and swearing when he found her already wet.

			She closed around the two fingers he thrust into her, a low moan vibrating out of her and he kissed her roughly. “Again . . . Moan for me again.”

			He screwed his fingers in and out until she did, again . . . and again. He wasn’t even satisfied when she came against his hand, though. He jerked at her panties until the fragile silk tore. Her eyes widened, then a faint grin curled her lips. “They would have come off pretty easy.”

			“That requires that I stop touching.” He picked her up, guiding her legs around his hips. Her skirt still tangled between them, but he left it alone. As soon as that skirt went up, he was coming inside her, and then he’d just be coming and it would be all over.

			Not yet.

			Not yet.

			He went for the hem of her shirt instead and peeled it upward, slowly, baring the long, elegant torso he’d seen hundreds of times, during take after take when they’d shot scenes for the movies they’d done together.

			But this was different.

			Letting the tank fall to the floor, he reached for the front clasp of her bra, staring into her eyes as he stripped it away. Her face was flushed, a few stray locks of her hair escaping the clip to frame her face. “Take your hair down.”

			She reached up for the hair clip. As the golden strands fell to her shoulders, he took the clip from her clenched fist and tossed it over his shoulder. With his hands, he smoothed her hair down. The ends of her hair brushed against her nipples and he let the flats of his hands brush against her, wishing his head was clearer. “Wanna remember,” he muttered, more to himself than her.

			“Please . . .” She arched against him, pushing her breasts more completely into his palms.

			Her nipples were tight and hard, stabbing into his palms and he wanted to curl his tongue around each of them and suck until she gasped out his name.

			So that’s what he did.

			She was crying out and twisting against him within minutes and the feel of her squirming against his cock turned the material between them into an unbearable barrier.

			He kissed a burning path up to her mouth. When she licked his lower lip, he sucked her tongue into his mouth, bit her lightly before breaking the kiss. Panting, he stared at her as he eased her legs down from his hips, unzipping his jeans. He’d showered earlier, skipped underwear because he hadn’t had anybody in to do laundry in a while and was too lazy to do it himself.

			Marin’s breath hitched. He watched as she slid her tongue across her lips, and then let her gaze drift down.

			When she reached out a hand and closed it around him, tugging him free of his jeans, Sebastien groaned and thrust into her touch.

			She ran her thumb across the head while he grabbed her skirt and dragged it up.

			“No more,” he said, brushing her hair aside and boosting her up. “I want to feel you wrapped around me. Now.”

			“Sebastien . . .”

			They came together; both of them moaned.

			For Sebastien, it was the sweetest sensation ever, and he kept his eyes on Marin’s face. The sight of her eyes going wide and glassy was enough to draw a deep, vicious satisfaction from him.

			Bracing her hips with his forearm, he slid his free hand up her torso, closed it over her neck. With his thumb, he nudged her chin up. “Open,” he rasped against her mouth. “Let me taste you.”

			She sighed against his lips and did just that.

			He surged up into her as he sank his tongue inside her mouth. She slid hers against his as she moved to meet him, thrust for thrust.

			The hot, slick silk of her gripped him tight.

			He rode her hard, all the buried need he had for her tearing out of him with hooked, greedy claws.

			She cried out against his mouth, then tore away, panting for air.

			He pushed his thumb into her mouth and she bit down, then sucked on him.

			Swearing, he pulled out of her and swung her up into his arms and turned, starting to walk.

			“Damn it, you . . .” She barely had the time to swear at him before he had her stretched out on the wide, plush couch just a few feet inside the living room area.

			Coming down on top of her, he caught her knees over his elbows, opening her completely. He stayed on his knees, steadying his cock as he entered her once more, slowly this time.

			The curls shielding her pussy were a darker gold than her hair and slick with need. He slid his thumb through them and lifted it to his lips before looking back into her eyes. “More,” he demanded before driving into her.

			The noise that left her echoed throughout his very being, teasing the monster his hunger had become.

			Marin’s hands curled into fists, digging into the dark, plush material of the couch while she arched her head back.

			Bending over her, he raked his teeth down the elegant line, stopping at the mad flutter of her pulse.

			Another deep, hard stroke.

			Another.

			Another.

			She grabbed his arms, her nails digging in. “Please . . .” she begged.

			Sliding his hand between them, he sought out the hard bud of her clit and stroked, working her until he found the right rhythm, and then he took her straight into a hard, rough orgasm, chasing his own as well.

			When it ended, he sank down on top of her and whispered her name.

			Marin’s arms came around him. “Sebastien . . .”

			“Hmmm.”

			She’d said please . . . had begged for him.

			He was almost positive all of this was real.

			Dimly, Sebastien thought about kissing her, begging her for . . . something, too. To stay. Something.

			“Marin?”

			“Yeah?” She combed her fingers through his hair again and he smiled. That felt . . .

			She nudged his shoulder. “What is it, Seb?”

			Sleep rushed up, grabbing him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Late afternoon gave way to twilight and still Sebastien slept.

			Marin had slid away from him earlier—once to go to the bathroom and clean up. They hadn’t used anything and she’d done a mental check, figured they were okay. Her period was due soon and she was regular as the day was long.

			There were other concerns, but while Sebastien was an awful flirt, he wasn’t irresponsible.

			Neither was she.

			Well, not normally.

			She’d grabbed her bra and tank top on the way back, then laid down next to him.

			She’d gotten up a second time to silence her phone after JD texted her.

			He’d have to wait.

			She had other things going on now.

			Curled up around Sebastien, she pressed her face to his back and tried yet again to figure out how she felt.

			She’d slept with Sebastien.

			Okay, slept didn’t describe it. She’d had raw, earth-shattering sex with him. The best sex of her life and she wasn’t certain how she should feel about it because Sebastien hadn’t exactly been sober.

			That was something of a problem.

			He talked to her like he was borderline obsessed and she got it, because while she’d claimed she was coming over here purely out of friendship, she’d drifted past friendship a while ago. She’d had an unhealthy obsession with him before and this . . . whatever it was . . . had just grown.

			They needed to figure out just what it was they had going on.

			Once he wakes up. Once he’s sober. She had to make sure he planned on staying sober. She wasn’t going to get involved with somebody who had a drinking problem, but she thought maybe he was ready to quit.

			A low, rough noise came from him and she kissed his back, smiling to herself.

			Yeah, they were going to—

			“No.”

			The word, loud and clear, caught her off guard.

			Sitting up, she looked down at him. “Seb . . .” His name trailed off as she saw that his eyes were still closed. Mouth tight, he gave a single shake of his head and said it again, “No.”

			Reaching up, she stroked his brow. “It’s okay,” she murmured, uncertain what it was he denied. At her voice, his brow smoothed and the tight fist that lay clenched by his head relaxed.

			He turned toward her.

			She stiffened in surprise when he grabbed her, pulling her against him like a teddy bear, but then she smiled, stroking his cheek. Nightmares, maybe. It wasn’t like he didn’t have a reason. Although she could have thumped him for going out and digging into those videos—finding more fodder for the things he saw in his head already.

			“It’s okay, Sebastien,” she said again softly. Tucking her head against him, she started to close her eyes.

			She was almost asleep when she had the odd sensation that somebody was staring at her.

			She opened her eyes.

			Sebastien was staring at her in the twilight, his eyes glassy. “I thought he hurt you.”

			“That must have been some nightmare,” she said softly. Resting a hand on his cheek, she pressed her lips to his. “Nobody hurt me. I’m right here, Sebastien.”

			“Not close enough.” He pulled her closer, and then rolled on top of her.

			She gasped when he probed between her thighs, slipping inside with little warning, but then he kissed her and she groaned, pushing her hands into his hair and clinging tight.

			He thrust into her hard and fast, moving higher on her so that each movement had him riding against her pelvis. She whimpered and drove her heels into the cushions of the couch, lifting up to each thrust.

			Sebastien tore away and shoved up onto his hands, his eyes staring off ahead.

			“Sebastien . . .” She reached up and touched his cheek.

			He kissed her roughly and slid his hand between them, circling her clit and pushing her into orgasm, almost before she was ready. His cock pulsed, and then she felt the hot splash of semen.

			He pulled out and dropped his head down on her breasts, feeling oddly heavy.

			“Sebastien.”

			He didn’t respond.

			“You’re big on pillow talk,” she said ruefully.

			He was also squishing the air right out of her. She had to push and wiggle out from under him, because he seemed to have already dropped straight into sleep. As twilight sank deeper around them, he rolled onto his side and threw an arm over her waist.

			“Glad you’re safe . . .”

			She smiled.

			The smile died, though, a moment later.

			“. . . Monica.”

			***

			She couldn’t drive fast enough.

			Sebastien’s home in Malibu seemed even farther from her place than usual and she had to remind herself to slow down, remind herself to pay attention as she drove home.

			She’d put the top down, twisted her hair up, and had the radio blasting. It was an attempt to make herself feel a little less foolish. Reckless was fine. Foolish wasn’t.

			But she wasn’t having a lot of luck.

			He’d thought she was Monica.

			She’d been convinced . . .

			“Convinced of what?” Tightening her hands on the steering wheel, she blew out a breath, and then, because she still felt like she was running short on oxygen, she took another one.

			She didn’t want to answer the question she’d asked herself, but she wasn’t going to be able to ignore it.

			She’d been convinced there was something between them.

			Over the past year, she’d found herself becoming more and more attached to Sebastien—something she’d known would happen. A year ago, she hadn’t even wanted to consider it, but everything had changed that day when he flung himself, bare-handed, at an armed man, determined to save the woman who’d turned him away.

			Marin had called him shallow and maybe he had been, a little. But a shallow man wouldn’t have so easily risked everything the way Sebastien had.

			Whatever she’d thought they’d had, though . . .

			It wasn’t there.

			He’d lain on that couch with her and called her Monica. Apparently, he had nightmares, or at least he dreamed about what happened. And he dreamed about the woman he’d once loved.

			Marin didn’t want to think about some of the images she had seen in the months since it all happened. The most poignant one wasn’t on most of the more mainstream media sites, but plenty of independent places had posted the image of the dead actress, while Sebastien lay collapsed at her side, one hand on her cheek.

			That was the image she had in mind as she parked her car.

			Sebastien was still grieving over Monica. She could understand his grieving. He’d never really given himself any time to say good-bye, to let go. And if he was having nightmares . . . ?

			She knew he blamed himself, just as she knew he shouldn’t.

			But if he was dreaming about another woman, still grieving for her, still in love with her . . .

			“What was I thinking?” Marin would have laughed if she hadn’t been hurting so much inside. “You’re getting too old to be naive.”

			Tears pricked the backs of her eyes but she didn’t let them fall. Bad enough she’d been so foolish, but she’d be damned if she cried about it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			“Can a lonely man join a beautiful woman for breakfast?”

			Marin glanced up at the familiar voice and smiled as Dash Harlow dropped down into the chair across from hers. “Fancy seeing you here,” she said lightly, tucking her script back into her bag. “I don’t suppose somebody tipped you off to my favorite breakfast spot, did they?”

			“Somebody?” The brown-eyed blond winked at her. “You mean somebody like our mutual manager? Now, would he do that?”

			“Absolutely.” She made a face. She’d been avoiding JD’s calls for the past day and a half. She hadn’t wanted to tell him that she hadn’t brought up the script to Sebastien. One, because she was still feeling bruised inside. Two, because she couldn’t believe she’d been stupid enough to go out there on Hanson Smith’s birthday without realizing it. She should have thought about it, realized that Sebastien would be in a bad spot.

			“He hasn’t asked you for a favor, has he?” She studied Dash speculatively as the server paused by the table.

			He didn’t answer right away, accepting the offer of coffee from the server and requesting a menu. “A favor? Such as . . . ?”

			His dark eyes were guileless. He could have been lying—probably was misleading her about something—but she doubted JD had asked him to go out and talk to Sebastien. It wouldn’t have done much good. So far, Sebastien was talking to only a handful of people and last she heard, Dash wasn’t on the list.

			“How are things going with you and . . .” She paused, embarrassed to realize her brain had completely blanked out on the name.

			“Me and . . . ?” Dash cocked a brow. “Is the list so long?”

			“I’m sorry.” Waving a hand, Marin said, “I’m distracted lately. The woman you were with last—you two were sort of serious.”

			“Well, you’re sort of right.” Dash was a notorious flirt. “But the last time you saw me, I was with a woman . . . and a man.”

			Blood rushed to her face. “Oh. Um . . . well, yeah. I remember him. How are . . . they?”

			“Beats the fuck out of me.” Dash hitched up a shoulder and looked away. “Blake decided she wanted to go monogamous and talked Felix into moving out with her.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			Dash offered her a crooked smile. “This is one of the reasons I like men—they tend to be a little more straightforward and they don’t go back and forth so much. You females just can’t make up your minds.”

			“Shows what you know.” Marin sniffed. “I’ve known—and dated—several guys who couldn’t decide on a pair of shoes for the life of them.”

			Dash chuckled.”Love’s a bitch, isn’t it?”

			“Absolutely.” Her heart gave a hard, demanding pang, reminding her of the man she’d left sleeping the day before. She had to go back out and talk to him—soon.

			She knew that, but she wasn’t ready.

			“Just who has you looking so blue?”

			“Nobody,” she said and the second the word left her lips, she knew she’d been far too quick to respond. She should have just laughed it off.

			“Hmmmm.” Dash braced his elbows on the table and leaned forward, studying her with shrewd eyes. “Not buying that. Let me think . . . I haven’t seen or heard anything about you seeing anybody. You must be keeping it under wraps.” Dash leaned back, head cocked. “The only thing anybody is saying about you is that you’re often seen traveling out to visit our beloved, and much missed, golden boy.”

			“Oh, bite me.” Determined not to let him see that he was anywhere close to the truth, she jabbed a finger at him. “You know, you could go visit him occasionally.”

			“And risk getting eviscerated? Thanks, no. I’m well aware just how that toxic his mood has become. The one time I called him, he almost ripped my throat out through the phone lines.”

			Narrowing her eyes, she asked, “Are you implying he doesn’t have a reason to be . . . toxic?”

			Dash opened his mouth, then closed it. After a few seconds, he said, “I believe I’ll go with no comment.”

			“He got into a fight that led to a man’s death. He blames himself for the death of his former girlfriend. He sees himself as completely disfigured,” Marin said concisely, ticking off some of the things that had rambled out of Sebastien—always when he was drunk, because he wouldn’t talk when he was sober. “He thinks the life he’s busted his ass for is over—”

			“Alright. Ease up, Marin.” Dash looked sheepish. “He’s had a rough go, I get it. I just . . . Hell, I think it’s easier for a lot of us to stay away because looking at him makes it too hard to think about what we might have done. Would we have gone for that knife? Would we have stepped up?”

			Marin shifted her gaze away. “You would have. You’re that kind of guy, Dash. Look, I know Sebastien’s not always easy to be around, but that doesn’t mean people need to just shut him out.”

			“He makes it kind of hard not to, from what I’ve heard.”

			Brow arched, she looked back at him. “Been talking to JD or Zach?”

			“I keep my ear to the ground.” Dash stroked his jaw. “Speaking of Sebastien . . . I’ve been wondering . . . are you two serious?”

			“We’re not anything,” she said firmly. “There’s nothing there.”

			“Certain?”

			“Yes.” She put just the right amount of annoyed emphasis.

			“Good . . .” Dash grinned at her and reached over to touch her hand. “Maybe you and I could have dinner tonight.”

			She automatically wanted to say no, because Sebastien’s face came to mind.

			But then she stopped herself. His face came to mind all too easily, just as it had for the past year . . . longer.

			But hers wasn’t the face he saw at night. She hated that he had nightmares, but at the same time, she couldn’t keep wishing for a guy who was still in love with somebody else. Especially a woman who was no longer alive. Ghosts were very hard to compete with.

			If she said no now, was she going to say no to the next guy?

			Because of Sebastien?

			“What did you have in mind?” she asked.

			***

			He woke up smiling.

			That wasn’t normal for him, at least not in a good, long while.

			He also woke up with a miserable headache and a taste in his mouth that was too familiar. That was normal. Except . . . he hadn’t had anything to drink in . . . hell, a week? He tried to think back, but his pounding head made it hard.

			He’d stopped drinking, though.

			He’d decided he was done.

			Clearly, he’d slipped.

			“Okay,” he muttered. “So I just straighten myself up and start over. First, by dumping the booze.”

			His voice sounded unusually loud and he swept out his arm, half expecting to find somebody there with him.

			That would have been . . . nice.

			Yeah. That would have been just fine.

			But the bed was empty.

			He wasn’t sure what he was reaching for. That dull headache began to pound a little harder and he grimaced, pinching the bridge of his nose. He really should have tossed all the booze out like he’d planned.

			Slowly, he sat up and looked around.

			The sheets were smooth under him. It donned on him then that he was naked. Once upon a time, that wouldn’t have surprised him at all. The past few days, since he’d been sober more often than not, he’d fallen back into his habit of stripping to his skin before he collapsed on the bed.

			When he spent the night—or the day—drowning himself in booze, he barely had the sense of mind to make sure he didn’t fall flat on his face, much less get out of his clothes.

			But he’d done it last night.

			Eyes falling on the clock, Sebastien grunted in disgust. It was almost noon. He didn’t remember much of anything after he’d gotten started reading those articles about himself, Hanson, and Monica, then decided to grab a bottle. That had been a little after noon, because he’d made himself a sandwich not much before then.

			He’d lost almost an entire day.

			So much for heading down to San Francisco to see his parents. Blowing out a breath, he rubbed at his face and gave himself another minute to sit there and process and jog his still half-fogged mind into action.

			Shoving upright, he took a minute to make sure he was steady, and then headed into the bathroom. First thing—empty his bladder. After he washed his hands and splashed water on his face, he dug out a nearly empty bottle of ibuprofen and tossed four back. He followed that with two glasses of water.

			While the painkillers got to work in his system, he started the hot water for a bath and went to grab something quick to eat. Food. Water. Bath. The headache would be at tolerable levels within an hour.

			He went to dump the scraps from the sandwich on his plate and paused. A rainbow of glass glinted up at him from the recycling bin next to the trash. Empty bottles. He counted and stopped, turning around to look around the kitchen. He didn’t remember dumping out the alcohol.

			“You wouldn’t, you dumb ass.” He lost pretty much everything after he drank enough—that was why he’d been drinking so much over the past year anyway, and if the headache he had was anything to go by, he’d had drank way more than enough yesterday.

			A nagging thought settled in the back of his mind and he went back to the fridge, tugging it open and staring inside. The vodka he’d put in there was gone. A few things he knew he hadn’t bought were in there. Fried chicken, potato salad. A thermos he knew well by now—Marin had been bringing food to him for almost a year now, like she worried he’d stop eating if somebody wasn’t there to feed him.

			Hell, it was possible she was right.

			“Okay, so she came by and saw you piss-faced drunk.” He groaned, wondering if he could kick his own ass. “Again.”

			He needed to call her and apologize but the thought of doing so made the headache worsen.

			Yeah, he’d call.

			Apologize.

			But not yet.

			First he was going to go soak his sorry ass in the tub and see if he couldn’t ease the headache into tolerable limits.

			***

			Slumped in the water, Sebastien’s lids drooped shut.

			Thoughts drifted away and he was happy to let them do just that. Thinking was overrated and more trouble than it was worth, really.

			Water slapped against his chest.

			His mind went hazy.

			When the haze went from near-blank to fantasy, Sebastien barely noticed, although it wasn’t much of a surprise that the fantasy centered on Marin. Everything seemed to center on her.

			She moved against him, her mouth on his, as hungry as his own.

			Her hands tangled in his hair while his cupped her ass.

			She rode him and with every passing second, the movements went from lazy and hungry, to driving and desperate until it was just as much war as lovemaking.

			Under the water, he closed his hand around his cock, echoing the rhythm in his daydream.

			She brought him to a hard climax while in reality, Sebastien grunted, arching up and driving his cock into his fist.

			As the water carried away the semen, Sebastien lifted his lids and looked around. He had a good idea what he’d been dreaming about earlier, and why he’d woken with a smile on his face.

			Something Marin had said or done had set him off and he had probably spent the entire night getting off in memory of it.

			“Hell, I hope she left before I said anything to her.”

			***

			Sebastien called twice.

			Each time the call went to voice mail.

			Marin wasn’t out of town. He knew that because he knew her schedule like the back of his hand. Not that he was stalking her, per se. After all, she told him when she’d be working or when she’d be taking a break, when she’d be spending a weekend alone at her place in the Smokies, and more than once, she’d asked him if he’d like to come with her—a friendly sort of thing, he knew.

			But she was in LA and she wasn’t answering his calls. Sebastien figured either one of two things was going on. Either she was too busy to talk—he doubted that. He’d left messages and the last call had been nearly five hours earlier.

			The other option . . .she was avoiding him.

			If she was avoiding his calls, then he’d probably done something stupid. The daydream from earlier came back to him and he swore. He needed to go talk to her. If he had done something stupid . . .

			It was that worry that had him driving out of Malibu and up into the mountains where she lived in the Pacific Palisades. Although they weren’t far apart, their homes were as different as they could be. Marin had a thing for mountains, something Sebastien had figured out a long time ago, and her house, sprawling and elegant, was tucked into fifteen acres, affording her more privacy than one would typically expect to find so close to LA.

			Already rehearsing his speech, he punched in a code she’d given him a couple years ago and drove up to the house.

			He practically slammed on the brakes when he saw her walking down the steps with somebody—a guy.

			A familiar-looking guy.

			And she was dressed in a sexy little black scrap of nothing, too.

			A date?

			Was she going on a date?

			The sound of his car caught their attention and wasn’t that just perfect, because he’d been about two seconds from throwing the car into the reverse and getting the hell out of there.

			Too late, though.

			Marin, her arm hooked through Dash Harlow’s, turned her head and caught sight of him. Dash did the same and Sebastien was close enough to see the wide smile creasing his old friend’s face.

			He’d shut everybody save Marin out of his life, including Dash.

			Hell, he hadn’t shut people out. He’d all but shoved them out, and a few people, he’d practically thrown them out so hard, it wouldn’t be a wonder if they didn’t have skid marks on their asses from the impact with the ground.

			And there was Dash, one of the guys he’d come down on pretty hard, smiling at him.

			While he smiled, he had his hands on Marin.

			“Son of a bitch.”

			It was almost enough to make Sebastien want to go back to his house and bury himself in booze—or would that be drowning himself? He didn’t know. But instead of swinging the car around, he finished the short distance to the house and put the car in park, climbing out just as Dash and Marin reached him.

			Dash was never one to hold back affection or enthusiasm and Sebastien found himself getting hugged while the other man pounded him on the back. “Damn, man. You finally crawled out of that hole you fell into. Glad to see you back out in the light of day.” Dash pulled back and caught Sebastien’s face in his hands, staring at him hard. Then he shook his head. “You look like hell. What are you doing, drinking yourself to death and lifting weights and nothing else? Your complexion is shit and your eyes are all bloodshot.”

			“One of them is bloodshot. The other is fucked up to hell and back,” Sebastien pointed out. He shoved Dash back, knowing the man wouldn’t take offense. “And pardon me if I don’t go and bathe in mud every other week the way you do, pretty boy.”

			“I’ll have you know I’m naturally this gorgeous.” Dash laughed at him. “You used to be. You should go see the people at my spa. A day under their hands and you’ll be back to your beautiful self.”

			Sebastien rolled his eyes. “A few days of eating right and getting some decent sleep and I’ll be fine. See, I really am naturally gorgeous.” He scowled. “Well, I was. I didn’t need people at a spa. I could live at a spa now and it wouldn’t do shit.”

			Marin spoke up before an awkward silence could settle in. “Sebastien, a spa wouldn’t do shit for you because you don’t need it. You’re not a pretty boy and never were. Leave the mud baths to those who enjoy them . . . like Dash.” She gave them both a cool smile.

			“Ouch.” Dash grabbed Sebastien again and hugged him. “I’ve missed you, Seb. Lots of people do. Tell me you’re coming back.”

			“Coming . . . What? No. Hell, no.” He shook his head and eased away, focusing on Marin. She met his gaze with an arched brow. “Hey.”

			“Sebastien.” Her smile was steady. Her voice was easy.

			But there was a warning in his head. It screamed at him.

			When he took a step toward her, even though she didn’t do anything, there was . . . something else. It was almost as if she wanted to back away, but wouldn’t let herself.

			And when he dipped his head to kiss her cheek, like he’d done a hundred times before, she held herself stiffly.

			Just a few days before, she would have hugged him. Kissed him back. Said something about how he needed a haircut or if he didn’t shave soon, she would do it while he slept.

			The scent of her rushed up and clouded his head as he slowly pulled back.

			“I . . .” Words dried up in his throat. Sebastien was rarely at a loss for words, but as he stood there holding her eyes, he couldn’t think of a damn thing to say to her. “I called you a couple of times.”

			“I know. I was going to give you a call tomorrow. I’ve just been busy.” The polite response, her voice, everything about her was perfectly . . . polite. The same way it would be if she was talking to a stranger.

			She glanced past him to smile at Dash and that was a real smile. He had the insane urge to grab her and haul her close, force her to look at him, to see him.

			I’ve lost my mind.

			“We were going to head up to a place I know on the coast, get some dinner.” Dash’s lips quirked. “I’ve been wanting to ask Marin out for a while, finally worked up the nerve and she took pity on me. And here I am . . . going to show how much I value our friendship, Sebastien. You’re not really dressed for the place I had in mind, but we can try something else if you want to come along. Marin said yes once. I can always try again.”

			It was pathetic, how close he came to saying yes.

			“Nah, man. Playing third wheel isn’t my thing.”

			Dash protested while Marin averted her eyes. “It’s not third wheel, Seb. It’s three friends going out for a meal.” Dash wagged his brows and added a lascivious smile. “You know I’m all about those threesomes.”

			“Yeah, and you know how I’m . . . not.” Sebastien snorted, shoving Dash’s shoulder as the man leered at him playfully.

			Tabloids had made Dash out to be something of a sexual pervert, a hedonistic mess, although Sebastien knew the truth of it. For several years, his friend had been involved in a steady relationship with two others, a man and a woman. It sounded like things had fallen apart if he was looking to get involved with Marin, but Dash had never made any attempt to hide the fact that he was bisexual.

			He had teasingly made a few plays at Sebastien the first time they’d worked together and Sebastien had come to realize it was just how Dash was. More than once, Dash had done the same with other guys and reactions varied from confusion to interest and disinterest to over-the-top rage.

			The flirtation was every bit as much as Dash’s way of gauging somebody’s inner asshole as it was anything else.

			Jingling his keys, Sebastien met Marin’s gaze, fight for a way to fill the awkward silence as some strange tension choked the easy relationship they’d shared. “I’ll talk to you soon?”

			“Of course.” She glanced past him, brushing her hair back. “I actually have something to discuss with you anyway. I’ll call you.”

			***

			Marin kept seeing the look in his eyes.

			Even as Dash pulled out all the stops and showed just why plenty of women in Hollywood—and outside of it—considered him to be one hell of a catch despite his somewhat alternative leanings, Marin was thinking of Sebastien.

			She kept dragging her attention back to Dash and to his credit, when they weren’t being interrupted by a server, or by another patron, he managed to keep up a steady flow of conversation that wasn’t boring.

			But all it took was for him to let the ball drop for a few seconds and her mind would slip back to Sebastien’s intense gaze and how it had gone so curiously blank as he looked from her to Dash, then back. If she didn’t know better, she would have thought he seemed hurt.

			She was pondering that alone at the table. Dash had excused himself to the restroom and while she tried not to think about Sebastien, he kept slipping inside her thoughts like a phantom.

			“You look like you are a million miles away.”

			She jolted at Dash’s unexpected voice and looked up. He was back in his seat and she hadn’t even noticed that he’d returned. “Ah . . . sorry. I was . . .” She gestured to the sun as it sank deeper and deeper into the ocean, the sky above it painted a panorama of colors. “Just admiring.”

			“Then why do you look sad?”

			“Do I?” It took no effort to smile. It took no effort to reach for the glass of wine she’d ordered to go with her dessert and she sipped from it, holding Dash’s eyes easily. “I can’t imagine why I’d look sad.”

			“Well, hopefully it’s not my company.” The teasing grin on Dash’s mouth invited her to smile with him.

			“The company is absolutely wonderful.” Tipping her glass to him, she took another sip before lowering it to the table. “The company, the food, the atmosphere. This place is a gem. I can’t believe I hadn’t heard of it.”

			Dash winked. “It’s a secret. If too many people know about it, it won’t stay all unique and wonderful and gem-like.”

			“I can see that.”

			Leaning back in his chair, Dash tapped his finger against his lips. “You know, I think I know why you look sad. You’re thinking about Sebastien.”

			“I’m not—I already told you, I’m not sad.”

			“No.” Dash wagged a finger at her. “You told me you don’t know why you’d look sad. That’s not the same as not being sad. And bullshit you don’t know why you’re sad. Before we saw him, you were just . . . you. Now it seems like you are the Marin I would see in an interview. You’re wearing a mask. You put that mask on when you want to show the world what they expect to see.” Now he leaned forward and reached out, closing his hand over hers. “For the record, the Marin I am interested in is the real one. No masks.”

			She would have argued. She wasn’t wearing a mask. Marin didn’t pull that fake routine. She was who she was.

			But then . . .

			She didn’t show the world everything she was, either.

			That could be suicide in this business. It wasn’t about lying. It was about self-preservation. Showing them who you were meant exposing weaknesses as well as strengths, disappointments as well as achievements, and as far as the media went, doing that was like offering yourself up to the vultures—before you were already dead.

			“I just worry about him.” She managed a weak smile. “I’ve spent a lot of time with him the past year. He’s had a rough time of it.”

			“He’s made it rougher than he needed to.” Dash held up a staying hand at her hard look. “I’m not saying that he hasn’t had a bad deal. He did and frankly it sucks. Who knows, I might’ve just put a gun to my head and pulled the trigger if life had sucker-punched me like it did him. But he went and shut everybody out. Everybody . . . except for you.”

			She flushed. “I was just more persistent. I don’t live that far away from him and it was easy for me to swing by and nag him into eating something or getting outside for a while, as long as I wasn’t working.” She didn’t mention that she’d curtailed her traveling just so she could stay close. “Look, it’s not like his parents can drive over there three or four times a week, with them living as far away as they do. Not to mention that his brothers don’t even live in the state.”

			“But he’s pretty tight with his family. And he shoved all them out.” Dash shrugged. “I’m pretty good friends with Zach. We’ve talked a bit about him, Sebastien. Zach was talking like it might take a sledgehammer to get in, and then it turns out you’ve been out there visiting him all along.” Stroking his hand down his jaw, Dash said, “I think he was a bit miffed, darling.”

			“What kind of guy uses the word miffed?” Maren rolled her eyes. “Zach probably tried to use a sledgehammer on Sebastien. Save for Zane, none of them would recognize subtlety if it bit them on the ass. Sometimes you need a softer touch.”

			At that, a smile spread across Dash’s face. “I’ve always been a fan of softer touches myself. Soft touches. Hard touches. I like them all. Shall I demonstrate?”

			“Pervert.” Laughing, she shook her head at him and reached for her fork. The dessert in front of her was calling her name and she needed to focus on the man who actually liked being with her.

			Not the man who called her another’s woman name in his sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			“Take your hair down.” That hair . . . fuck, he loved that hair.

			“Please . . .” Marin moved against him and her breasts, so perfect and delicate, pressed against his hands.

			He wanted to taste her nipples, suck on them until she was gasping.

			So he did.

			She licked her lips and slid her hand down, freed him from his jeans. He moved into her touch, certain this was all just a fantasy. Marin . . . she was touching him.

			Marin. She was here.

			She teased him until he thought his cock would explode, and then he grabbed her, lifting her up. “No more. I want to feel you wrapped around me. Now.”

			“Sebastien . . .”

			It was the best damn thing he’d ever felt in his life—she was the best damn thing. He’d always loved her. Always . . .

			“Open,” he rasped against her mouth. “Let me taste you.”

			Her tongue tangled with his, while her pussy squeezed around him and the need tried to drive him insane.

			“Damn it, you . . .” She swore when he stopped, but all he wanted was to have her stretched out under him. Like he’d dreamed.

			The couch was under them and he came down on her, opening her completely. On his knees, he pushed inside her, staring into haunting, beautiful eyes.

			“More.” Everything . . .

			Marin moaned and grabbed at his arms, her nails scoring him, marking him, branding him. But hell . . . she’d already done that.

			She owned him. Completely.

			Driving into her, he fisted his hand in her hair, tugging her head back until their eyes met. Marin stared at him and said his name. Then as she reached up to touch his cheek, she said, “More . . . Sebastien, please . . .”

			Sebastien lay in bed, the sheets long since kicked off, one hand fisted around his cock, eyes closed as he tried to hold on to a dream that was already fading.

			Marin . . .

			Her name was a song in his head and he could almost feel her lips on his, the echo of her taste dancing on his lips.

			It was all just a dream.

			One hell of a dream, too.

			His balls were drawn tight against him and he was this close to climax already.

			A hard shudder wracked him as he dragged his hand back up, arching into the rough stroke. The thick vein on the underside of his penis throbbed as he twisted his wrist, all but mindless with need.

			Please . . .

			The word danced through his mind, more like memory than dream.

			Please . . .

			It was insane, this obsession he had with her.

			Insane . . . but he’d never give it up.

			Fuck trying to burn this need out with another woman. It wouldn’t work. He knew it. Fist pumping up and down, eyes locked on images he knew couldn’t be real, he worked his cock, breath coming in harsh pants.

			“Marin . . .” He muttered her name as the need to come raced ever closer. When the climax finally tore out of him, he arched his neck. Swearing, he jerked his cock harder while semen jetted out of him and splashed up his belly, across his fingers.

			Bit by bit, the tension drained away and after a while, he opened his eyes.

			The low breath that escaped through his teeth did little to express his amazement.

			Sebastien had been dreaming about Marin for most of his adult—and quite a bit of his teenaged—life.

			The one time when he hadn’t . . . well, even then he had . . . but the dreams had been quieter when he’d been with Monica. He had loved her, he knew that. Guilt made him look back at things in a different light and sometimes he wondered if maybe he loved her for the wrong reason. He’d been looking for somebody, wanting to fill the old void inside him. Granted, he’d been mooning over Marin ever since he was . . . Well, when did forever start? He wasn’t sure.

			And Monica was just there. Beautiful and sweet and she understood him.

			But if he’d met her now, he knew he’d have liked her—and he never would have made a move on her. He didn’t love her the way he should have. Maybe that was why she’d been looking for something else and ended up falling in love—or convincing herself that she had fallen in love—with Smith.

			Sebastien knew he had never looked at her the way he saw his dad look at his mom. Had never looked at her the way Zach looked at Abby, the way Zane looked at Keelie, or how Trey looked at Ressa.

			Monica hadn’t been his world.

			He’d only wished she could have been and the guilt over that—and the guilt over not being able to save her had haunted him.

			Marin, though . . .

			She wasn’t just his world.

			She was more, and she didn’t get it.

			“Fuck,” he muttered as the grim mood settled over him. He slanted a look at the grand palladium window that spilled sunlight over his bed. He needed to get up. Go for a run. Anything to get rid of the darkness trying to creep back in on him.

			Rolling to a sitting position, he grabbed the discarded shirt from the past day and used it to wipe his belly off.

			Then he grabbed some clothes and headed into the bathroom for a quick shower.

			A few minutes later, he was heading out the door for his run.

			He didn’t do five miles.

			He pushed himself harder and did eight. He might have gone for ten but it was getting hot and he had gotten a late start, so he didn’t push it. Sweat was dripping from his body and his muscles were lax, heavy as cement blocks as he dragged himself up the steps to his deck.

			He was feeling decent, too.

			As long as he got up and worked out hard enough, read long enough, then worked out more, he tended to do just fine.

			Sooner or later, he’d exhaust all the books in his library, but that was the thing about books.

			There were always more.

			But he was thinking about taking a shower and driving down to see his parents. He hadn’t made it the last time, thanks to crashing into the internet and discovering the sobfest the media was throwing for Smith.

			He’d be smarter this time and just call the woman who used to handle all his travel arrangements, see if she’d get him a place booked.

			He felt steadier the past few days and thought maybe he was ready to see them.

			If he got nervous on the drive to San Francisco, then he’d bypass it and head to Tucson instead. Maybe he’d nag Zach or Zane into making the trip with him. It would be easier if he wasn’t alone the first time, and he missed his brothers. He missed his folks, too, but it was easier to deal with being an asshole if he was around his brothers—they could be assholes, too, after all.

			There were a lot of things he’d neglected while he busted his ass working and even more things he’d neglected during his year of self-pity. Now that his career was over, he needed to take care of those things and maybe enjoy all the stuff he’d never had time for.

			As he hauled himself up the steps, legs shaking, he told himself he’d make the decision in the shower. Unlike the last time he’d thought about going to see his folks, he wouldn’t get distracted. No more time in front of the computer—he was about ready to throw it out. He could get another one when his mood was more stable.

			It was time he stopped living in the past and moved on.

			“I sound like a self-help book,” he muttered.

			But he was determined, so if the pep talk was working? He’d pep talk all the fucking day.

			One thing he hadn’t factored into his plans was the long, slim blonde who sat on his deck, her legs stretched out from under the hem of a short, skinny skirt, a pair of sparkly sandals wrapped around the most elegant ankles he’d ever seen on a woman. Even though her face was buried in a book, he knew who it was.

			After all, Marin had the kind of legs he’d know from a mile away.

			He started to itch—not in the I need to scratch way, but in the I need to touch way. His hands itched. His mouth buzzed. He felt like if he didn’t put his hands on her, he just might die.

			She peeked at him over the top of her book.

			“You going to come on up or stand there sweating to death?”

			“I’m trying to decide when you became so comfortable at my place that you felt like you could just come and go.”

			Lowering the book to her lap, she pursed her lips. “Hmm . . . well, that would be about, oh . . . twenty years ago.”

			“I didn’t live here twenty years ago.”

			“No.” She shrugged. “But I’m about as comfortable around the Barnes family as I am around my own. Besides, if I stayed at the gate in my car, I’d be recognized. Why are you such a grizzly this morning?”

			He opened his mouth, closed it. He didn’t have any answer other than the fact that his nice, mellow mood was replaced by one that was anything but nice and mellow. To be specific, he felt jumped up and horny, to the point that he felt like crawling all over her, flattening that lounge chair out and then pushing her skirt up.

			It was crazy. He was used to this gut-wrenching need for her—or so he thought. He’d gotten it under control but now he felt like everything inside him was screaming mine, mine . . . she’s mine.

			And everything was telling him he had the right to go crawl over her, touch her, strip her. Fuck her.

			Her cheeks flushed and she shifted on the chair. “What are you staring at?”

			“You.” He shrugged it off. “You’re looking like a spring day and I look like I just ran a marathon.”

			“Did you?”

			It took him a moment to process that. “No. Eight miles.” Sighing, he cut a wide path around the deck, keeping his distance and focusing on the doors that led inside. “Look, Marin. I’m hot, I’m hungry, and I need a shower.” Wanna join me? “After I deal with the hot and the shower parts, I’m grabbing a sandwich, and then I might drive down to San Francisco. Why don’t you tell me what you want?”

			Instead of answering, she asked, “Are you going to see your folks?”

			“Marin . . .” He stopped at the door and dropped his head against it. The glass was warmed from the sun and he stared through it, the thought of the cool air inside beckoning to him. “What are you doing here?”

			“You know . . . usually when I come by, you say things like . . . Hi, Marin . . . How are you, Marin . . . Want to come inside, Marin?”

			Oh, he had a come inside question for her. He wanted to ask her if she’d come inside so he could come inside her and fuck her until neither of them could think straight.

			Biting the inside of his cheek and hoping the pain would bring some much-needed composure, he wrenched open the door and stormed inside. Over his shoulder, he bit off, “Come on in.”

			He thought he heard her huff out a breath.

			He made a mental note and decided to be—what had she called him, oh, yeah. A grizzly. He was going to be a very rude grizzly if that’s what it took to get her out of there before he did something stupid.

			He could apologize for being an asshole.

			But some things . . . well, those would be harder to apologize for and if he went and put his hands on her . . .

			His brain started to melt inside his already overheated skull.

			The door closed behind him but he didn’t look back. He busied himelf at the fridge, grabbing a bottle of water. He was tempted to pour the whole thing over his head but instead, he twisted the cap off and guzzled half of it. “I need a shower. Unless whatever you have is urgent . . . ?”

			Marin waved a hand at him.

			“Good.” He barely glanced at her, knowing he’d just catch another look at long, slim thighs, delicate ankles, that beautiful hair spilling down her shoulders.

			You’re into self-torture, he told himself, cutting off the thoughts about her slim thighs, delicate ankles, her hair . . . Fuck, that hair.

			What was wrong with him?

			He strode straight to the bedroom, his head everywhere but where it needed to be, and without paying as much attention as he needed to, he shut the door only halfway. He didn’t bother shutting the bathroom door. Although he was acutely aware of Marin’s presence, he was a both a bachelor and a creature of habit.

			While the smart thing to do would have been to take a cold shower, he knew that would help for only as long as he was in the shower, so he adjusted the temperature so that it was like warm silk flowing across his skin. The crisscrossing sprays washed away the sweat as he leaned back on the wall and closed his eyes.

			His cock pulsed and ached, so heavy between his thighs, it was a miracle he’d even been able to walk down the hall without hobbling. The past few days, dreams of Marin had taken up his nights, and now it looked like they were going to start taking over his days, too.

			Maybe he’d just given up one addiction for another.

			She could be just as soul-destroying as the alcohol, but Sebastien had gotten his need for her under control before.

			He had just had to . . .

			“Fuck.”

			Swearing, he closed his hand around his cock and stroked. Up, then down. The mind-consuming lust was burning through his veins now, so hot, he thought he wouldn’t have been surprised if the water pounding down on him had turned to steam the second it hit his flesh.

			His balls drew tight against his flesh as he dragged his hand down again and again.

			The water made it easy, taking away any friction until it was just heat and wet and his fist—and the fantasy of having Marin in here with him.

			Better yet, stretched out beneath like before—

			He groaned. “Dreams, man. Just dreams.”

			He imagined having her on the couch, how she’d look, her neat curls as he spread them with his thumb just before he licked the taste of her away. She’d make a hot little mewling sound when he drove inside. She’d be just as wet as the water, silken and soft, and when he made her come, she’d shiver and clench tight around him, gasping out his name.

			“Fuck!” He twisted his wrist, jerking faster while his breaths came in harsher, broken pants.

			Semen jetted out of him and he groaned roughly, some of the tension draining out of him, just as the water washed the evidence of this vicious need straight down the drain. His hand fell slack to his side and he stood there a moment, eyes closed as the water beat at him.

			“What the hell,” he muttered, finally opening his eyes.

			Just in time to see Marin turning on her heel and disappearing.

			***

			Shit.

			Marin stood in front of the freezer, the door open, hoping it would chill her very much overheated body.

			Shit.

			The phone lay on the counter behind her and she could only imagine what Denise might be thinking. She’d given Sebastien’s mother a weak, “He’ll call you back” after she’d gotten an eyeful of him in the shower.

			Not just an eyeful, either.

			But a few weeks—months—worth of fantasy material.

			He’d stood there, back against the tiled wall, eyes closed. The shower enclosure was clear, the tiles at his back a smooth, dark brown. Water had jetted down on him and the glass had to have been treated because it did not fog, did nothing to obscure her gaze as he stroked his cock up, then down. Up, then down.

			She’d stood there frozen for a good thirty seconds and she might have stood there forever, completely entranced—or at least until he noticed her—if it hadn’t been for Denise’s voice piercing the bubble of heat that had wrapped around her. “Marin? Is he too . . . busy?”

			Marin took that to mean drunk now that she was thinking about it, but she’d hurried out into the hall before she’d answered. Her voice had been husky and rough. “He’s in the bathroom, I think. Taking a shower. I just got here after he was finishing a run.”

			And I just watched him while he . . . he . . . her mind went on a slow, spiraling meltdown as she contemplated what she might have said if Denise had pushed the issue.

			Not that Denise did. She never pushed any issue. She just . . . waited. She waited things out until almost all five of her kids—plus the girls she’d all but adopted as her own during her years bringing Zach to and from a TV set—spilled their guts to her. Both Abigale and Marin adored Denise.

			But Denise hadn’t pushed.

			She’d just asked that Marin let Sebastien know she’d called.

			Now Marin was trying to cool down.

			Realizing she’d been freezing her lungs—and her arms and nipples—for nothing, she slammed the freezer door shut and spun around. With her hands braced on the island’s surface, she sucked in a breath.

			She was still dying inside and desperate for more of Sebastien Barnes.

			Her skin pricked, giving her a microscopic warning that he was approaching and it was Marin’s personal opinion that she deserved the award of a lifetime for how casually she handled his appearance in the kitchen.

			Especially when he came over and leaned against the island opposite her.

			“Is everything . . . okay?” Sebastien studied her somberly and his voice held nothing but solicitousness.

			His eyes, though . . .

			Something about the way he watched her.

			“Why wouldn’t it be?” Marin gave him a chilly smile and straightened up, turning her back to him. “I wasn’t the one stomping around like a bear twenty minutes ago.”

			Of course, he had the luxury of . . . of . . .

			And just like that, whatever composure she’d regained shattered, falling to slivers around her.

			She moved over the refrigerator and reached inside for the pitcher of water he always kept on hand. She hadn’t even managed to grab it when she sensed him coming up behind her. The heat of him was like a brand against her back, and although logically, she realized he probably wasn’t standing that close, she thought she could feel every nuance of him, every inch.

			“I’m . . . I’m thirsty,” she said, steadying her voice. “Want to get some water. I won’t be here long. Just need a few minutes of you.”

			The words popped out, lingering there and heat suffused her face as she realized what she’d said.

			“Of me?” Sebastien’s words were spoken softly against her ear.

			She snatched the water pitcher from the shelf with enough force to send some of it splattering. Spinning around, she gave him a smile so brittle, it felt like it might break. “Your time, of course. Just . . . well, something I thought we should talk about.”

			She edged out from between him and the refrigerator, wondering what in the hell was wrong with her—with him.

			He was standing there wearing nothing but a pair of low-slung jeans and smelling like the sun and soap and Sebastien, and she wanted to grab him and just gobble him up.

			And she might have.

			If a memory hadn’t crept up on her.

			The memory of another woman’s name on his lips.

			***

			Marin was actually going to stand there and act like she hadn’t been watching him.

			Bemused and still so hard he could have hammered nails with his cock, he watched as she moved around his kitchen, her movements oddly jerky. Marin was elegance personified and to see her bumping into things, opening the wrong cabinets, and fumbling with the glasses would have been almost funny, if he’d had the ability to laugh.

			But every instinct, every fiber of him was focused on her.

			“Denise called.”

			“Hmm?” Eyes on her ass, it took him a few seconds for the words to penetrate and that happened only when he managed to drag his gaze away from that perfect part of her anatomy.

			“Your mom. Denise.”

			Slanting his gaze up, he saw her shoot a look at him and realized he needed to focus on her upper body—particularly the parts above her neck or she was going to think he was still stuck in teenager hyper-sex-drive.

			Which he was, when it came to her.

			But he was going to at least pretend he had some level of maturity.

			Her words did click, and he realized that the impossible really was possible.

			His mother could be brought up in a conversation and his sex drive wouldn’t take a sudden plummet toward Earth.

			“Okay.” Turning away from Marin, he lifted a shoulder. “I’ll call her back. I sent her a message earlier, asked if she and dad were doing anything. I’m . . . uh . . .” Self-conscious now, he gave Marin a quick look. “You asked earlier. Yeah, I’m thinking about driving down there.”

			“Oh.”

			For a few minutes, nothing was said and he busied himself with rummaging through his fridge for the makings of a sandwich. It was either that or focus on Marin and lose the fraying edges of his control completely.

			There was a downside to it, though. Once he forced himself to focus on something that wasn’t Marin, he started thinking more about that upcoming trip to see his folks and he realized that there were shades of making the impossible possible—and now, like somebody had been dripping cool water down his spine, he could feel his balls shriveling and the hot pulse of lust fading as dread started to seep in.

			“Second-guessing that trip down there?”

			He jerked his head up to see that Marin had eased in a little closer. She wasn’t close. Now that he thought about it, she had taken deliberate care to make sure she wasn’t close, and not just since he’d gotten out of the shower, either.

			The distance had been between them for a few days at least. She hadn’t called or texted and she hadn’t given him the quick, easy hug that had become the norm for them. He’d come to expect those hugs—need them, even.

			Something had changed between them, and although he knew when he’d noticed it, he couldn’t say what had caused it. It had started just before he’d seen her with Dash. The days when she hadn’t returned his calls.

			She’d hardly called him since before he’d gotten wasted—again.

			At least she’s talking to me now.

			Although to be honest, he wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing, because Marin knew him like nobody else. She knew him even better than his brothers did these days, but that was probably his own fault. He’d pushed everybody away, save for her.

			Marin . . . well.

			He hadn’t been able to push Marin out for anything.

			The thought that she might be pushing him away left him feeling like the ground was crumbling under him and he hated it.

			“There you go . . . brooding again.” She tsked under her breath.

			When he scowled at her, she laughed. “Scowl away. It didn’t work a few months ago, it’s not going to work now.” She hopped up on the counter and crossed her legs neatly, hands going to rest on her knees. “What’s the problem, Seb? You’ve been doing better. You’re actually dragging your ass out of bed before noon. You’re not drinking so much—if at all. You socialized at the wedding, and if I’m not mistaken, you’ve actually been shaving. It seems to me that you’re ready to return to the land of the living. Visiting your parents is the next obvious step.”

			“You know, these pep talks of yours would be fantastic—if I was still nine years old and getting ready to try out for my first national commercial,” he said sarcastically.

			Marin lifted a shoulder. “Seems to me that you’re more nervous about visiting them than you were about that stupid commercial. You ate a bowl of cereal and if I remember correctly, you told me that any idiot could eat cereal—but it took a cute idiot to do it right on TV and you could do it just fine.”

			Sebastien snorted. “Well, I was a cute idiot.”

			“Sometimes, you still are.” Head tilted to the side, she continued to watch him. “Are you going to chicken out?”

			“For fuck’s sake.” He tossed the knife he’d been using for mayonnaise down into the sink and stalked over to her.

			That was the first mistake.

			The second was bracing his hands next to her hips. Smooth . . . round . . . hips. His fingers wanted to curve around those hips until they dug into her backside, and then he’d pull her in closer . . . and closer . . .

			Marin’s eyes widened on his.

			“Sebastien.”

			“Marin.”

			The smell of her went straight to his head, carrying the same impact as if somebody had swung a two-by-four at him. It left him dazed and unsteady and he knew, just knew that if he touched her, kissed her . . . everything all turbulent and crazy would get better—feel steadier.

			He knew it.

			And yet . . .

			Her hands went to his chest.

			He could feel each imprint of each finger and he thought maybe, just maybe, if she stroked those hands up and pushed them into his hair, and maybe if she tilted her head back, it would be the signal he needed to kiss her.

			And damn, did he want to kiss her.

			More than he wanted his next breath.

			He wanted a real kiss.

			Not a stage kiss, not something done for publicity.

			He wanted a kiss that was his—theirs.

			Another one—

			Another?

			That thought settled uneasily in his head as she tipped her head back to stare at him.

			“What are you . . .” Marin’s words trailed away as he eased his hand closer, close enough that he could stroke his thumb across her thigh.

			A shuddering breath escaped her and her hands inched higher while her head fell back.

			The heavy fringe of her lashes swept down and he could see only a thin rim of blue now. When she licked her lips, he knew he was a fucking goner.

			Slowly, he lowered his head, still watching her. Watching, waiting, ready for her to pull away.

			But she didn’t move.

			Not at all.

			Even when he slid his tongue across her lower lip.

			She tasted like mangos and a fruit he’d never particularly cared for suddenly became one he couldn’t imagine living without. She tasted exactly the way he’d always dreamed she would—

			Dumb-ass. You’ve kissed her before. On set, hundreds of times.

			Except stage kisses weren’t like real kisses. Not even close. So why did this feel so familiar?

			It didn’t make sense, but he didn’t care. Sebastien kissed her again, teasing the entrance of her mouth. When she opened on a sigh, he slid his arm around her lower waist and pulled her in closer.

			Her thin top provided little barrier between them but it felt like too much. He would have stripped it away if he wasn’t certain that any wrong move might shatter this insane spell.

			As it turned out, it wasn’t movement that caused it.

			It was the damn phone.

			“I’m going to get rid of it,” he muttered, moving his lips along her jawline, skimming his way up to catch her earlobe. He bit gently as the phone rang a second time.

			Marin made a low, hungry sound in her throat and uncrossed her legs, wiggling in closer. By the time the phone rang a third time, she was hugging him with one knee on either side of his hips and Sebastien was ready to rip the damn phone out of the wall.

			He laid his hands on Marin’s thighs, started to slide them up under the hem of that ridiculous temptation of a skirt, but the phone had gone to voice mail and he heard his own voice saying, “It’s me. Go.”

			And then . . . Dash. “Hey . . . it’s Dash. I was wondering if maybe you’d like to get a drink or just . . . I dunno. We could take a drive or maybe go for a hike or something, like we used to do. It was good seeing you the other day. Your friends miss you. Gimme a call, man.”

			The sound of that voice was a cold splash of reality.

			Jerking back, he stared down at Marin.

			She was doing the same, her expression going tight as she slowly eased her skirt back down.

			Her eyes flicked in the direction of the phone before returning to him.

			“Fuck,” he muttered, dragging his hand down his face. Guilt slammed into him and he spun away. Sebastien could be a selfish bastard—the past year proved that—but one thing he’d never been was a poacher. If a woman was involved with somebody, then that woman was off limits and he was about ready to put his hands all over Marin.

			In fact, if Dash hadn’t called . . .

			“How serious are you?” he demanded, staring at the floor.

			“Sebastien—”

			“How serious?” He spun back around, raising his voice without intending to.

			Marin didn’t flinch, though. She lifted her chin, shoulders going back. “I’ve already discussed this. We had a date. We have another planned. I like him. He’s fun.” Then, eyes narrowing to slits, she added, “He doesn’t turn into a pissed-off grizzly when somebody doesn’t bow down and act the way he wants them to act.”

			Sebastien almost snarled, but the bear comment—one of several—hit home and he just clenched his jaw.

			“Maybe you should go.”

			“I came here to talk to you.” Marin slid off the counter, one hand going to smooth her skirt down, while the other absently went up to smooth her hair.

			That was a Hollywood queen for you, he thought. She always knew how to look her best, without even trying. “Yeah, because we’ve done so much talking—you coming into my bedroom while I was taking a shower.”

			She went red. “You didn’t close the door, you overgrown moron. I was talking to your mother when I came in and I didn’t realize until . . .”

			“Until what?” He came closer and lowered his face until he could breathe her in once more. “Until you saw me there, jacking off while I had the scent of you in my head and the thought of how you might taste burning a hole in me?”

			Marin’s eyes went opaque and it took everything he had not to reach for her and finish what they’d started.

			“You,” she said, voice shaking, “are a jackass. It was an accident.”

			“Yeah? How long did you stand there?”

			She opened her mouth, then closed it. While she stood there gaping, Sebastien struggled with the hunger inside him and wondered how he’d ever manage to be around her again without it destroying them both. Finally, she sputtered out, “It was hardly more than a few seconds. For goodness sake, Sebastien. You act like we’ve never seen each other naked. It’s not like I don’t know you have a dick.”

			Hearing those words on her lips exploded something inside his head and he almost reached for her—again.

			But he backed away instead.

			“You need to go,” he said carefully. “Because if you don’t, I’m going to put my hands on you again and I won’t stop until you’re under me and moaning my name. By the time I’m done, you won’t even remember anybody else’s.”

			Chin lifted mutinously, Marin glared at him. “Nice to know you’re still stuck in that teenage hormone rush, Sebastien. If you ever grow out of it, you’ll make some woman very happy one day.”

			He growled and took a step forward.

			Marin ignored him as she cut around the island and reached into the purse she’d left there earlier.

			“I wanted to bring this out to you—okay, no, I didn’t. JD wanted me to bring it. I told him it was a waste of time and that you’d given up.” She dumped something on the island and it didn’t take more than a second for him to recognize a script.

			“Take it back,” he said sourly. “I’m done.”

			Marin smiled at him sweetly. “That’s what I told him. You never see anything through when it gets too hard.”

			“Marin . . .”

			“It’s okay, honey. As you get older—”

			He lunged after her and she backed away, eyes widening slightly.

			Finally, she was getting it.

			He snatched up the script as she turned and walked away. “You forgot something.”

			She flipped him off over her shoulder.

			“I’d rather fuck you,” he shouted at her back.

			He waited for a response, but apparently she was done.

			He looked down at the script and in a fit of temper—mostly self-directed—he hurled it across the room. His home was done in an open-concept design and nothing separated the kitchen from the eating area or the living room. The heavy, bound stack of pages ended up by the aquarium and he continued to glare at it for untold minutes.

			It wasn’t until the alarm chimed, letting him know somebody had left the premises that he managed to snap himself out of it.

			Swearing, he dragged his hands down his face and then he made himself go over and pick up the script.

			When he saw the title, he almost dropped it.

			T O R N

			He didn’t drop the script, though. He’d throw it away. Maybe burn it in his fire pit.

			He might have been able to do it, too.

			But he saw the handwritten note next to the title of the script, which was typed in such stark font. By contrast, Marin’s handwriting stood out even more. He knew her writing as well as his own and he knew for a fact that she’d written this note well before their little . . . okay, big argument.

			Sebastien,

			Read the script. I know you wanted the part before, but it wasn’t right for you. Maybe you don’t want it now, but I can tell this part needs you, and I think you need it. This is your life and it’s time you come back to it. You’re missed, Seb. By a lot of us, and I’m not talking about your fans.We all miss you. Your friends miss you. Your family misses you. I miss you.

			I’m playing Marlena and I can’t think of anybody I’d rather have acting as the male lead other than you.

			You’re ready for this, Seb.

			Read the script.

			TTYS,

			Marin

			He gripped the script tighter, absently smoothing down pages he’d crumpled with his carelessness.

			He’d just mail it back to JD. Marin wouldn’t be back out here any time soon—if ever.

			He’d mail it back and tell JD he didn’t need a manager anymore.

			But that wasn’t what he did.

			He went straight into his office and sat down to read.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			“I’m not going to invest the kind of time I do with you just out of pity. What we have is friendship. Not pity.”

			Friends . . . fuck. The last thing he wanted was to be her friend. But yeah, shit. Whatever. “Fine. So we’re friends.”

			She reached out and the light touch of her hand on his arm was enough to set his brain to buzzing. “You need to back away, Marin. The things I want from you are a lot more involved than friendship. My control is shit today. If you keep . . .”

			She was more potent than whiskey, sweeter than wine.

			And she tempted him. ”If I keep what, Sebastien?”

			“Back away, Marin,” he said in warning. “Or . . .”

			But she didn’t back away. Instead, when he pressed his mouth to her neck, she tilted her head back and he breathed in the scent of her. Her skin was so soft, so smooth. Under his hands, the narrow span of her ribcage felt fragile, but there was nothing fragile about her. Her fingers dug into his biceps and squeezed, her nails a soft little bite.

			He shoved up her skirt, baring her thighs, but it wasn’t enough.

			“Back away . . .” What was he doing? Telling her to stop him when this was what he wanted . . . needed? She was what . . . no, who, he wanted, needed. Craved. Burned for . . . yearned for.

			Marin pushed her hands into his hair. She tugged, hard. Blinking, he focused on her face.

			“Do you see me?” she demanded.

			Was she serious? “All the fucking time.”

			***

			Another day. Another dream.

			He wouldn’t think much of it—after all, dreaming about Marin was a lot better than what usually filled his nights. Dreams where blood splattered across his field of vision, where he heard Monica scream, when he had the knife and drove it deep inside another person’s body.

			Yeah, he couldn’t say these new dreams were bad, and he definitely didn’t miss the nightmares.

			But things were different now.

			Marin had been here and she’d left that script and now his whole world was slanted a different way.

			Now Sebastien was somewhat punch-drunk and he was more than a little pleased with the fact that it had nothing to do with alcohol.

			He’d been up until almost three in the morning, and while normally that wouldn’t be a big deal for him, he’d given up on late nights a while ago, roughly the same time he’d given up on the alcohol.

			Giving up the alcohol had required he do something else to take the edge off so he’d turned to more intense exercise than even he was used to. He wasn’t working with a physical trainer now, but he’d done that enough to know how to work his ass into the ground. He fell back on the program he’d done when he’d played the part of a Navy SEAL—and added to it. Basically, he wore himself out during the day, didn’t eat worth shit—not part of the program—and then last night, he’d stayed up reading the script.

			Yeah, so he was punch-drunk.

			Top it off with another surreal dream about Marin.

			He swore if he licked his lips, he’d taste her.

			Because he’d almost be disappointed if he didn’t, the first thing he’d done was brush his teeth. Then, because his body felt heavier than a fucking ton of rocks, he headed into the kitchen and cooked a massive breakfast. If he was going to get back into it, he needed to start fueling his body, not just draining it.

			Besides, since he’d told himself he’d go see his folks and had forgotten once he got that script . . . well, he’d called instead. Mom had him on the phone for almost an hour and she’d made him promise he’d take better care of himself, so . . . yeah. Time to do that.

			He had to admit, the breakfast, followed by a disgusting mix of greens through the juicer, did wonders for the fog in his brain and he almost felt ready to take on the world.

			Almost.

			It wasn’t quite what he needed to take on Hollywood, but for now, all he had to do was talk to JD. And JD was relatively easy.

			On his way out of the kitchen, he grabbed his phone and made sure it was charged. The number of e-mails and unanswered texts, messages, and all that shit made him groan but he just ignored them. Finding his keys was harder, but he did finally find them, tossing them in the air absently as he looked around for his wallet.

			Once he’d located that, he hit the lights and turned to go.

			The phone vibrated in his back pocket, startling him—strange how easy it was to get accustomed to being out of contact. A year ago, that buzzing wouldn’t have surprised him at all, but today, it caught him off guard enough that he dropped his keys. They hit the floor and he grumbled under his breath, feeling like an idiot because immediately after the keys fell, he realized what the vibration in his pocket had come from. As he drew the phone out, he looked around for his keys and accidentally kicked them under the sofa.

			“Hello.”

			There was a faint pause before Zach said, “Wow. You answered your phone.”

			“Ah. Yeah. What’s up?”

			“Well, ah . . .” Zach’s words ended up trailing off into a bemused laugh. “Here’s the thing. We all take turns calling you every week to just try and . . . I dunno. Get you to answer the phone. But I didn’t have anything in mind to say, really.”

			“Zach, you’ve always got something to say.” Sebastien knelt down by the couch and swept under it for the keys but they were too far under and his arm was too big. Grunting, he put the phone down and put Zach on speaker.

			“Well, usually I have something to say. Gimme a second . . . it’s coming back to me. Okay, what are you up to today, Seb?”

			Sebastien shifted around a little, checked to see where the keys were before he answered. “I’m . . . uh . . . well, I’m driving into LA.”

			“Just getting out of the house for a while?”

			Sebastien scowled as he lifted the couch up. It wasn’t heavy but it was awkward. Fortunately, the keys weren’t hard to reach now. He snagged them and started to lower the couch when something caught his eye. Sparkly gems reflected the dim light back at him, set in metal the color of old gold. Memory flickered.

			“So?”

			Zach’s voice was a buzzing in his ear. “I’m going to talk to JD, Zach,” Sebastien said without really thinking about it. He couldn’t reach the hair clip. Lowering the couch, he shoved it forward, not caring if the wooden feet scratched his custom hardwood floors—and they did. He saw the clip and snagged it while Zach started making demands in his ear.

			“Come on, you stubborn bastard. What are you going to talk to JD for?”

			Realizing that Zach had probably asked that question—or variations—of it several times over, Sebastien mulled over his answer with half his brain. The other half was focused on the clip. Where had he seen it before? He couldn’t remember, but he knew he’d seen it.

			He dropped it on the table while Zach continued to nag him.

			“Sebastien, spill it!”

			“He sent me a script, Zach. I’m going to talk to him.”

			***

			Marin was pissed.

			Still pissed, almost a full day later, but that didn’t stop her from doing what needed to be done.

			She’d finished up a project three weeks before and was supposed to start another in a week, but thanks to a medical problem—aka the female lead was in rehab—that project had gone to the back burner.

			Her schedule was clear.

			That meant once she dealt with things here, she could disappear for a while.

			And man did she need to.

			JD sat across from her, his eyes shrewd as he studied her. “Is everything okay?

			“It’s fine. I’m just feeling at loose ends now. You know how I am when I don’t have things to do. But I’m going to fly to my place in the Smokies and just take some time off.” Marin offered a smile that probably looked convincing enough. “It’s been a rough year.”

			He nodded, not looking convinced. “I take it things didn’t go well with Sebastien.”

			“No.” Getting up, she moved over to the window and stared outside. “Things didn’t go at all well with Sebastien.”

			“I was afraid of that. Did he finally decide to start tearing into you, too?”

			She glanced back at him with a faint smile. “Not like he does with everybody else.” She wasn’t about to tell her manager that she and Sebastien probably would have had sex on the counter in his kitchen if Dash hadn’t interrupted them with his call.

			When he didn’t answer right away, she went back to staring out over LA. JD had most of the top floor for his agency and his office had been tucked into the southwest corner, facing out over the sprawl that was Los Angeles, California. On a clear day, Marin could stand at those windows and see forever.

			More often than not, she saw smog.

			Today, it was rain. An unseasonably chilly front had moved through, and the change in Los Angeles’s normally mild weather had people rushing for their designer coats.

			But Marin had driven here in just a light sweater, the cool temperatures making her think of chilly fall days back in the Smoky Mountains before her parents had decided to move to LA when she was still a child.

			She still went back to Tennessee on a regular basis and she kept a home there in addition to a cabin she’d bought in the Rockies and her town house in New York. She liked feeling at home when she traveled. So naturally, she just bought homes in the places where she was at most often. Hotels sucked.

			“You look tired, Marin.”

			She made a face at her manager over her shoulder. “I am tired. I didn’t spend the night in one place for more than three weeks while we were finishing everything for the opening of Whiskey Row and as soon as that was done, I was back to filming. Won’t be too long before I’ll be called back for the postproduction work, and then it will be time to gear up for the prerelease madness.” She shrugged and went back to staring out into the rain. It had been raining for nearly an hour and it made her wish she was at home with a book and a cup of coffee, not dealing with business. “But I’ll have plenty of time to rest as soon as I’m done here.”

			“Your vacation.” JD nodded as he got up from behind his desk. He refreshed his coffee and poured her a cup without asking, bringing it to her after he’d doctored it with cream.

			She accepted and took a sip. It didn’t hit with quite the same zing as always. Her stomach had been acting up on her the past couple days. Just another thing to lay at Sebastien’s feet.

			If only he wasn’t a jerk. If only he wasn’t still in love with Monica.

			Her eyes started to burn, but she refused to linger on any of that. She’d cry him out of her system while she was taking some time off.

			Putting the coffee down, she sighed. “Look, maybe in a few more months, you can try again. Right now, Sebastien is just too . . .”

			“Angry?” JD offered when she couldn’t find the right word.

			“Well . . .” She remembered the frenzied passion between them and how it had turned so quickly to anger. But was anger really at the root of it all? She didn’t know. “I’m not sure if he knows how he feels right now.”

			“Maybe he doesn’t,” JD said, moving to join her at the window. “But sitting at home and refusing to come back to his life isn’t helping, either.”

			“I know.” Without lifting her head, she shifted her gaze to the endless wall of rain. “But I think it’s getting better. He’s heading out to see his folks—or at least thinking about it. That’s more than he’s been willing to do in a while.”

			JD nodded, but his expression remained grim. “This isn’t just about the movie, you know that, right?”

			“Of course I do.” She caught his hand and squeezed. JD had been with her since she’d started out and he was just as much a friend as anything else. He cared about his clients. In a world where actors and actresses came and went more often than fashion trends, he stood by his people. He believed in them or he didn’t work with them—and JD clearly believed in Sebastien. “We want to make everything better for him, but we just can’t. That’s up to Sebastien.”

			JD didn’t have any response for her.

			After a moment, she leaned over and kissed his cheek. He was a few inches shorter than her and usually one or the other made a wisecrack, but today, neither of them had the heart. “I have to get going. I need to finish up some last minute things before I head out of town.”

			“You be careful out there,” JD said, his gaze still on the rainy skies of Los Angeles. “I’ll . . . I’ll call Zach. Maybe he can get through to Seb.”

			“Yeah. Maybe.” But it was a lie—Zach wasn’t going to get through to Sebastien, and they both knew it.

			***

			Sebastien caught sight of that familiar head of blonde hair, the skeins of it flattened to her head by the downpour. She’d accepted her keys and dashed around to the driver’s door before the valet could so much as open the umbrella he’d brought out to shield her from the rain.

			It was typical Marin.

			She didn’t worry if the paparazzi caught her with hair messy from the rain or her clothes soaked from the unseasonable downpour.

			He climbed out of the car and flipped up his collar to keep the cold mess from dripping down inside his collar. Sebastien personally hated rain, but he hated keeping up with umbrellas, too. He hardly ever needed them in LA and he wasn’t going to melt if he got wet. As he tossed his keys to the valet, he watched Marin pull away from the curb and tried to decide if he was disappointed he’d missed her. He hadn’t called before he headed over, but JD usually kept Fridays open so he could deal with backlogged work or whatever else needed to be done. As he strode in, he could feel a hundred pairs of eyes on him, and the low murmur of voices rose around him.

			He didn’t slow down.

			He kept his eyes focused on the bank of elevators and ignored the itch and tug of the scar tissue on his face.

			Nobody tried to talk to him and when he walked into the elevator, nobody got in with him.

			He punched the button for JD’s offices, high on the top floor and looked up.

			The receptionist behind the counter was staring at him, her expression flushed, her eyes wide. For one moment, their gazes locked and then hers bounced to his scar.

			The doors slid quietly shut and he tipped his head back, staring up at the ceiling of the elevator grimly. The floors sped by, taking far too long and not long enough. When the doors opened with a soft chime, he took a deep breath.

			Game on, Seb. Game on.

			He strode inside, mentally rehearsing what he’d say to Ruth, the lady who’d manned the receptionist’s desk here for as long as he could remember. But Ruth was standing behind her desk, quietly talking to JD when he pushed through the doors.

			Her polite smile froze for a moment as she turned his way and Sebastien braced himself.

			Then, even as he tried to say something, a laugh exploded out of her, shattering her expression of elegant competence as she came rushing out from the behind the desk.

			“Sebastien Barnes!” She caught him up in a tight hug as JD continued to stand there, watching him. “It’s about time you came back out into the land of the living!”

			***

			The colors were so brilliant, they all but set the skyline to flame.

			Red and orange, yellow and russet, the leaves trembled in the wind that came whistling through the mountains.

			Marin sighed with pleasure as she sank deeper into the hot tub.

			Steam rose above the hot water and cool air kissed her shoulders. She had a glass of ice water on the ledge and the sound of a cello rippled on the air. She’d needed this.

			Willing her brain to empty, she closed her eyes to the beautiful panorama all around and let the water beat at her tired body.

			She’d flown in from LA late the previous night, had driven to her house roughly an hour from the airport, and by the time she’d gotten here, she had been too tired for anything other than a quick sandwich before bed.

			She had no staff. Once a week, a lady came in to clean and a crew kept up the grounds, but when Marin came here, she came for privacy. Hardly anybody even knew this place existed and that was just how she liked it.

			A few weeks of reading, relaxing, maybe some shopping if she felt like making the drive up to Nashville—that was all she had in mind for the foreseeable future. Thanks to the now-canceled project, she could do whatever she wanted for a while.

			Unaware of everything, she let her mind drift.

			She might have fallen asleep in the hot tub if the phone hadn’t rang some time later, startling her right into wakefulness.

			She rubbed at her eyes with one hand and hit the controls for the tub with the other, looking around. The sun had set. She tried to figure out how long she’d been sitting in the water, but her mind was a muggy mess, so hazy she worried she might be getting sick.

			When the phone rang again, she snatched it, mostly just to see what time it was, but seeing JD’s name, she sighed. Responsibility was something bred into her bones and if JD was calling her on vacation, then it was something important.

			“Hello.”

			“Don’t sound so disappointed to talk to me, darling,” her manager said, his voice jubilant. “After all, I call with good tidings.”

			“It’s too early for Christmas tidings.” She reached for her water and frowned when she realized how warm it was. No wonder she was feeling light-headed. If she’d been sitting out here long enough that the water in her insulated cup had gotten warm, then she’d been out here way too long. This is why they put safety warnings on hot tubs, she told herself.

			“Well, I still have a gift for you.”

			“Let me guess . . . you finally got me a part in one of the Marvel films. You know I’m dying to play some badass superhero. Who do I get to be?” She eased herself over the side, dripping water and shivering. Hurriedly, she bundled into her robe and tried to one-handedly secure it.

			“No.” JD snorted. “I’ll keep mentioning it, doll. Now stop the tart remarks. You’re ruining my intro here. You wouldn’t believe who showed up after you left yesterday. It was almost . . . karmic.”

			Her heart stuttered for a brief second, but then she shrugged it off. “Yeah? You know I don’t believe in karma, right?”

			“You should. After all, it was something you said that got him here. It was Sebastien, Marin. He read the script you left. He’s taking the part.”

			“What?” The word came out in a hushed whisper.

			Her head started to spin.

			Her stomach, not wanting to be left out, joined in.

			“You heard me. Sebastien’s coming back.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			So maybe he would wait for her to call.

			After he and JD wrapped things up and JD said he’d get in touch with Townsend, Sebastien mentioned he was going to head out and talk to Marin.

			But JD had said he’d get in touch with her instead—Marin was unavailable for the next couple of weeks.

			Sebastien had been tactful enough, he thought, when he asked if everything was okay. JD had assured him everything was fine; Marin was just off decompressing after a busy few months.

			That had just made him feel worse, because he knew—or he should have known—how tired Marin must be. She’d finished filming one project right on the heels of wrapping up some major publicity, and other than a couple of weeks here and there over the past year, she hadn’t really had any time to unwind.

			She always made time to come visit him.

			She always made time to call when she couldn’t visit.

			And now that he was ready to pick up—or try—the threads of his old life, he felt a lot more stable than he had in a while and he wanted to tell her . . . something. I’m sorry. Thanks.

			But she wasn’t calling.

			I could call her. It was an idea he tossed around in his head off and on, but in all honesty, he was afraid she’d hang up. Or worse, she’d talk to him out of obligation.

			He didn’t want either, so he kept putting it off until he could see her.

			And when he did talk to her, he had a shitload of things he planned on saying. Things like . . . I’m an asshole and I’m sorry.

			Then he’d move on to You were right and I don’t know if I’m going to come back all the way, but I realized I’m not going out just because of what happened. One more project, then I’ll decide.

			And he’d finish with the pièce de résistance—whatever the fuck that meant. He heard Zane use it all the time. Of course, Zane had studied two languages and picked up at least one or two more during his travels. Sebastien had barely managed to keep up with German, between juggling that, the part time job his parents insisted he get if he wanted a car, and all the parts he had constantly been auditioning for.

			But he had an idea what pièce de résistance meant—something big.

			He planned on letting Marin know where he’d driven as soon as he left JD’s that day.

			Straight to San Francisco. He’d spent two weeks there, and then he’d gone to Tucson and spent a week with Zane and Zach. After that, he’d gone out to Virginia and spent a few days with Trey and Clayton—and his new sister-in-law.

			If he could have pinned down Travis long enough, he would have visited his other brother as well, but that was like pinning Jell-O to a wall. It wasn’t happening.

			He’d started mending fences.

			And right now . . .

			Hell. He really wished Marin would have called by this time, because he was doing the one thing he’d kept putting off hoping she’d call so he could apologize, so maybe they could get level . . .

			So maybe he wouldn’t have to do this alone.

			But she wasn’t here.

			Sebastien had told himself he wasn’t going to keep putting it off, so as the sun started to sink toward the horizon, he made his way toward Monica’s marker. Her parents had erected a memorial stone at a cemetery, although she’d been cremated, her ashes scattered when they went on a trip to Yellowstone—it had been their favorite vacation spot. He could remember some of the stories she’d told him.

			There were a few lines carved into the stone and he reached out, tracing them with his fingers.

			Don’t cry for me . . .

			He didn’t want to. Marin had been right—again—back all those months ago when she’d told him that Monica wouldn’t want this. Guilt wasn’t the only thing that had shut him down, but it was a huge part of it.

			“I’m trying to let it go,” he said. His voice came out too low, too rough, and he had to clear his throat.

			He’d hoped he’d find some echo of her here.

			But there was nothing.

			“I wish you would have come to me, said something. I would have helped you.”

			Still nothing.

			But he couldn’t base his need to say good-bye, to let go, on whether or not he thought she might hear him. Shit. What a joke that was. Tipping his head back, he stared off at the sky. The sun had mostly set now and the lights, strategically placed around the stately, elegant memorial garden were slowly coming to life. His gaze landed on the horizon and he found himself thinking about that dress Monica had worn.

			So pretty, pale orange-gold. Caught right between those two colors. Like a sunset.

			Almost the colors he was seeing now. But even that didn’t make him feel any closer to her.

			He looked at the single flower he’d brought—a calla lily. She’d always loved them. Laying it down in front of the stone, he rose. “Good-bye, Monica.”

			He almost said he was sorry, but he stopped himself.

			He was sorry. He still choked on guilt most nights.

			Maybe he’d say he was sorry one last time when the guilt didn’t threaten to swallow him whole.

			Maybe it wasn’t his fault. Marin had told him that a hundred times. More. His parents had told him, his brothers—his mother was the one who’d suggested he come here when he saw her not too long ago.

			So many people had tried to tell him and logically, he could get that, but he’d never let himself consider it.

			But he was going to get there.

			***

			Another couple of days came and went.

			Still no phone call—not from Marin, at least.

			“Yes, Mom. I’m fine.” He would have rolled his eyes, but he thought she’d hear that somehow. It didn’t matter that it was a silent action. She was a mom—and more, she was his mom.

			“How are things going for the movie?” she asked as he bent over the counter, studying the script with an absent eye.

			She knew all too well that it wouldn’t matter to him that production wouldn’t start for months. He’d be gearing up for it already—and the fact that he’d been out of the game would make him that much more nervous.

			“It’s going.”

			“You’re awful talkative.”

			“I’m still half-asleep,” he said. “I didn’t . . .” He stopped, not wanting to tell her about the nightmares.

			She delicately changed the subject and he suspected he didn’t have to tell her about them. When he’d gone to visit, he’d stayed at their place. He’d almost wished he hadn’t after the first few nights, because his dad had come in to the home gym the third day after he’d been there, asked how he was sleeping.

			Sebastien had lied through his teeth.

			His father had let him.

			Then he said, “Sometimes, it helps to talk, son.”

			“I’m fine, Dad,” he lied.

			And again, his father had let him.

			He wasn’t fine . . . but he was getting there.

			He talked with his mom a few more minutes. Then she hung up, claiming it was time to call and pester her grandson. He doubted that was the full truth—it seemed early for that yet, but Sebastien also knew her calls were mostly her way of checking on him. That didn’t bother him much, because he probably needed it.

			No, he wasn’t fine, but he was getting there.

			He felt more like himself than he had in a long while—better, really. He saw something more than the spotlight now and he understood what Marin had meant a year ago when she’d told him how lonely it could be, living there—right in the spotlight. Once it had been gone, Sebastien had been damn lonely.

			He was going to find a new focus and once he did, he’d be better for it and he knew that.

			He felt . . . decent. Good, really.

			Except for one thing—those broken pieces between him and Marin.

			He couldn’t help it. Every time he thought about her, that fight jumped up to bite him and he thought about her a lot.

			Especially because of the dreams. He was sleeping better most nights now, but that was because the nightmares came less and less. The nightmares were slowly being replaced by something else—dreams of Marin.

			Hot, torrid dreams where he had her body wrapped around his, or was under his and he learned every damn thing about those elegant, sleek curves. Dreams where he fisted his hand in that golden hair and explored that mouth in ways he’d never been able to do in front of a camera.

			They were dreams he had no right having about a friend, and they were dreams he couldn’t stop thinking about.

			That meant he thought about them a lot and when he thought about those dreams, he thought about her . . . and the fight, and the friendship he’d ruined.

			He had to fix that.

			So while he waited for her to call, he spent his time studying the script, committing lines to memory.

			JD stayed in touch, let him know they were just about done casting and most of the preproduction work had been nailed down before the project was stalled the first time around when Townsend’s wife got sick.

			But he liked feeling . . . useful. Liked feeling like himself again.

			And he’d like it even more if the damn phone would ring. Calls from Mom, Dad, his brothers . . . calls from JD, even a couple from Abby.

			But no Marin.

			She would call, though.

			She would.

			It had been just over three weeks since she’d left for her “downtime” and while she might go totally silent when she was taking time off, he knew she wouldn’t ignore him forever.

			So he waited.

			***

			Marin eyed the glass next to her table.

			Then she closed her eyes and smothered a pitiful moan.

			It was already morning.

			She didn’t like morning.

			The sun cutting in through the blinds told her that it was a typical California morning, too. Beautiful and sunny—well, it might have been atypical. She had a feeling the air was clear and bright. No smog to soften the glare of the sun.

			She didn’t like the sun, either.

			Of course, after the night she’d had—the nights, the past few weeks, why should she like the sun?

			Or anything else?

			The buzzer on her phone went off and she sat, glaring at it. Her head didn’t spin around too much so she guessed the worst was over, but she was still tempted to pick it up and hurl the damn thing across the room.

			Her mood, to put it short, was toxic.

			It had been for a while. A few weeks, to be exact.

			She couldn’t say it had been JD’s call about Sebastien that had set her off. It had come not long after, though.

			As time passed and she came to figure certain things out, she realized she had to make a decision.

			She’d called JD last night and told him.

			He’d almost lost his mind and demanded she get her ass into his office this morning.

			She’d said no, and then he had threatened her. Not with severing their contract or anything. No, he’d said he’d show up on her doorstep and that was ten times worse.

			So fine.

			She’d go see him and explain herself.

			He might not like it, but he’d just have to deal with it.

			The phone rang just as she was settling down for what might have been another thirty minutes of sleep and she could have whimpered. The sight of her best friend’s name on the screen caused a mix of emotions to rise up—one was sheer irritation. She’d needed that thirty minutes of sleep.

			The other, though . . . need.

			For the past couple of days, she’d resisted the urge to call Abigale and unload everything. Abby would listen—she might die of shock, but then she’d recover and listen.

			But Marin wasn’t quite to the point where she could tell her yet.

			As the phone rang, she huddled into the blankets and closed her eyes, trying to ignore the burn of tears.

			***

			He’d looked a little pissed himself when she stormed into his office not too long ago but now he looked . . . calm.

			Calm and clear-headed as she told him again what her decision had been.

			“No.” Tapping his fingers on the desk, he stared at her shrewdly.

			“Didn’t you hear what I said?” Marin demanded.

			“I did.” He was already reaching for his phone and she gaped at him as he held up a hand to shush her while he buzzed his assistant. Her voice came on the line and JD said, “I need Sojo and Townsend on the line. Pronto. Tell them both it’s about Torn and it’s urgent.”

			“There’s nothing you can do,” Marin pointed out. “You aren’t going to be able to change the circumstances.”

			“Some circumstances? No. But others?” He shrugged.

			She huffed out a breath and got up to pace. Now that she’d woken up, had time for her head to clear and her body to settle, she wasn’t so cranky, but that didn’t mean she regretted the call she’d made to JD.

			She was doing the responsible thing here, even if he couldn’t see that.

			“JD, this just isn’t going to work. It’s not possible.”

			“As long as you’re professional, as long as we keep our heads and think around the problem, everything is possible. Come on, Marin.” He flashed her a smile. “It’s Hollywood, after all.”

			She rolled her eyes at the absolute corniness of the statement but before she could argue, Sojourne Torré—the director of Torn—came on the line. It wasn’t more than a minute before she was joined by Michael Townsend.

			Sojo, as always, was blunt to the point of rudeness. “I don’t have time for chitter-chatter, Rutherford. If your boy Barnes has flaked out, then I’m going to find my own man to play Rand.”

			“Sebastien doesn’t flake out,” Marin said, irritated. “If he’s committed, he’s committed.”

			There was a humming kind of pause, and then Sojo said, “Well, Marin Lassiter. Please tell me that you aren’t the matter of utter urgency.”

			Her stomach clenched as she looked over at JD.

			“Everything is fine . . . for the most part, Sojo. We just had something . . . unusual come up.” JD flicked his eyes toward her.

			Marin averted her own and waved at him.

			This wasn’t going to work.

			But JD would have to figure that out for himself.

			***

			The phone rang two days later.

			As was becoming his habit, Sebastien pounced, Marin’s name already hovering on his lips.

			Then his eyes fell to the caller ID and the bubble of hope burst, going sour inside him.

			It was his manager. He talked to JD more than he talked to his brothers sometimes—and he was talking to them on a regular basis now. Well, most of them anyway.

			“Hey, JD.” Disappointed, it took him a few seconds to process the words that JD bluntly laid out. Very bluntly.

			“Ah . . . can you say that again?”

			JD did, repeating it in the same blunt fashion and Sebastien closed his eyes. He took a moment to think over his response. Still, even after taking that moment, he couldn’t think of anything decent to say. So he went with his gut response. “What in the hell do you mean, we start working in two weeks?”

			“You heard me. We’re stepping up production. We’ve had all the parts cast—save yours—for a while now. A lot of the preproduction shit was in the works before the project got sidetracked and pretty much everything will still work. They’re already hammering those details down as we speak.”

			Sebastien wanted to shout, Fuck pre-production . . . I’m not ready.

			JD continued on serenely. “They were going to spend the next few months getting ready, but something’s come up and if we want to move forward, we have to do it now. They’re starting rehearsals in two weeks and filming will follow that.”

			“What the fuck, JD? We weren’t supposed to start filming until next year!” A sweaty fist of panic wrapped around Sebastien’s throat, not that he was willing to acknowledge it as such. It had been only three weeks since he’d agreed to take the part and while he’d already pretty much memorized his lines, he still wasn’t sure if he was ready to get in front of a camera again.

			And he still had to face Marin, get things good between them.

			His throat felt dry and for the first time in several days, he found himself looking at the cabinet next to the refrigerator. It was no longer empty. He’d rearranged all the stuff in it just so it wouldn’t be empty. Now all the vitamin shit and protein powder mixes he drank daily were in there, along with a few other things that were all to remind him that he was getting back on track—getting his body healthy—getting his brain healthy.

			But he wasn’t craving some power fruit smoothie shit deal.

			He wanted a drink. He wanted some scotch, or just some good ol’ Jack Daniels.

			“Sebastien.”

			JD’s voice was mild, a steadying influence as if he knew exactly what was going on in Sebastien’s mind.

			“Yeah, I’m here.” He shoved the heel of his hand against his eye and turned to stare outside, focused on breathing. In. Out. In. Out. You don’t need a drink, man. You want it. You don’t need it. Breathe . . . breathe . . .

			“Look, Sebastien, this is how it is. The director is on board, your costar is on board. The crew is taking care of everything else that needs to be done to get ready on time. So, the question is . . . will you be ready?”

			He swiped a hand down his face and tried to ignore the fact that he was sweating. “Sure, man. You know me. Once I commit, I’m committed. Besides, it's not like half of Hollywood is knocking my door down these days.”

			“That’s your fault, kid,” JD said pragmatically.

			“Suck my dick, man,” Sebastien muttered. He started to pace, deliberately keeping his eyes on his shoes so he wouldn’t be tempted to look back at that damn cabinet. He felt more nervous now than he had in ages—maybe in forever.  “Look . . . I’ll . . . Fine. I’m on board.”

			He sucked in a breath and told himself to look on the bright side. Marin couldn’t keep ignoring him now, right? Right. “I’ll get in touch with Marin soon so we can start working on—”

			“That’s not going to happen right away. She’s out of touch for a few days still. You might be able to reach out to her this weekend.” His manager paused. “But don’t worry—you got this, Seb. The two of you are combustible on the screen.”

			JD hung up before Sebastien had a chance to say anything—or demand anything. Like . . . What the hell do you mean she’s “out of touch”? You’re talking to her!

			He almost called JD back.

			Almost called Marin.

			But he didn’t.

			He was too on edge and he knew it.

			Carefully, he hung up the phone, and then retreated to the couch, playing the conversation over in his head.

			“Combustible,” he muttered.

			Yeah, he could probably agree with that.

			***

			Marin sighed, the soup settling gently in her empty belly.

			It had been almost a week since the meeting-turned-phone-conference-turned . . . whatever. She was finally getting a handle on things, although really, it would help if JD and Sojo weren’t calling every day.

			And one of them did call almost every day. If one of them forgot, then the other filled in. She was about ready to unplug her phone just for some peace, but with time winding down, she knew better.

			Soon, they’d start rehearsals and after that, they’d hit the ground running.

			She couldn’t believe they just wanted to go ahead.

			After what she’d told them.

			But whatever.

			She took another small spoonful of soup, and then looked at the pills next to her bowl. Once she had enough food in her belly, she’d take them, but she was nowhere near ready for that yet. They made her sick enough as it was.

			Silence wrapped around her house, so all-consuming she could hear the clock down the hall as the minutes ticked by. Normally, silence didn’t bother her. She’d been an only child growing up and had always been used to entertaining herself, but lately silence, emptiness, the very aloneness of her life was getting to her.

			When a bell chimed, alerting her to a visitor seeking entrance at the gates of her home, she eyed the pills in her hand. “I’d like to use this as an excuse to not take you,” she said sourly.

			But she didn’t. Popping the pills back, she washed them down with ginger ale and moved to the console for the security system set up beside her phone. It featured a small screen, showing her the face of her visitor.

			Dash seemed to sense her staring at his image and he flashed her a wide grin. “You might as well open up, gorgeous. I let you break our last two dates, but sooner or later, you have to come out of your cave. We start work in just over a week.”

			She stuck her tongue out at the monitor. One press of the button had her talking to him. “I’m not in a cave, thank you. This is a very nice house and I’m enjoying some R&R before I put my nose to the grindstone again.”

			“It’s a very nice cave,” Dash said. “And you’re hiding for some reason. Open up and let me in or I’ll blow the house down.”

			“First it’s a cave, now it’s a house . . . is it made of hay, sticks, or bricks?” She couldn’t resist smiling at him, though. He was easy to talk to and he was . . . comfortable.

			Wonderful thing to say about the guy. She liked going out with him because he was comfortable. He was gorgeous, he knew how to kiss, and he made her feel comfortable.

			Making a face, she pushed the button that unlocked her gates. “Come on in. I’ll unlock the front door, so let yourself inside. I need to clean up a little.”

			“Sure thing, beautiful.”

			The gates would swing closed once he was past the sensors so without waiting, she carried her ginger ale off with her and headed up the stairs. She had soaked in a hot bath last night—she had planned on a taking another one, but that wasn’t going to happen until Dash left.

			She heard him calling up to her just as she pulled the brush through her hair one last time. “I’m coming. Impatient jerk,” she said, shaking her head.

			He laughed. “You love me.”

			Snorting, she started down the stairs. Her belly did a slow flip, reminding her of the pills she’d taken.

			The pills.

			Shit.

			Ignoring what the rush did to her uneasy stomach, she all but flew down the steps. Seeing Dash leaning against the counter, she gave him a wide smile and slowed to a casual walk. “So, how are you? Ready to get to work?”

			Moving past him, she shot a furtive look to the table and saw the two bottles there.

			In response to her nerves, her stomach did a rude flip-flop and she had to bite her inner lip to keep the nausea under check.

			“Not really. They sure as hell are rushing this, but I’ll manage. How are you doing?” He came up behind her and caught her in a hug, resting his chin on her shoulder. “You’ve been avoiding everybody, hiding out like some criminal. Have you been on the run, Marin? Going deep underground or something? Nobody has seen hide nor hair of you the past few days.”

			“Ha, ha.” She turned her head and pressed a casual kiss to his cheek before tugging away from him.

			It was probably the kiss that ruined things.

			While they’d been out on a couple of dates and while she enjoyed his company, Dash had been the one to make every move.

			Every single one of them.

			And he paid just a little too much attention when she casually pulled away from him and headed over to the table, just as casually picking up the bottles and dumping them in a drawer. After she’d done that, she picked up her bowl and took a bite, then grimaced because the soup had gotten cold. She put it into the microwave to reheat and when she turned, she saw Dash.

			He was holding a bottle of her pills—the most incriminating one.

			“Darling . . .” He slid his gaze from the pills to her face. “Well, I know one thing. It can’t be mine. I’m still trying to get to second base with you.”

			***

			Sebastien saw the car parked in front of Marin’s house and wanted to bite something.

			Or punch something.

			Naturally the first thing that came to mind was the owner of the car.

			Dash would have made an excellent target, except for the fact that he hadn’t really done anything wrong.

			Jaw clenched, Sebastien stared down at the low-slung vintage Ferrari. Sebastien wasn’t as into cars as some, but he remembered hearing somewhere that Dash’s favorite toy was a 1961 Spyder. It was sleek, sexy, and painted a dark blue that was just a few shades away from Marin’s eyes.

			Fuck.

			Everything reminded him of her.

			Had Dash taken her cruising up the coast in this? The top down, her hair whipping around behind her.

			He’d just go and buy his own convertible if she liked them that much.

			“Won’t matter, dumb-ass. She ain’t into you. The cars aren’t the issue.” Feeling like a moron, he rubbed his hands up and down his face before tipping his head back to stare at the sky. He pulled in a couple of deep breaths, blew them out.

			Once he had his head relatively clear, he moved away from the car and started toward the house.

			He was only a few feet from the door when he heard the raised voices—raised, follow by a shout edged with something that sounded like panic.

			***

			Head spinning, Marin gripped Dash’s arm while another spasm of nausea gripped her.

			She shuddered and got back over the toilet just in time.

			She thought she might have just puked up everything she’d eaten—not just today, or even this week. Things she’d eaten six months ago might have just come pouring out of her.

			“It’s okay, Marin,” Dash murmured, his voice steady and calm. “Just breathe . . . It will pass.”

			She wanted to punch him.

			Her entire face felt hot when she was finally able to ease back down and she collapsed against him, staring dully at the toilet.

			“This is your fault, you know.”

			“I think we’ve established it can’t be,” he said easily. “We haven’t gotten that far in our relationship. Although I’m happy to move things along . . . once you’re feeling better.”

			She couldn’t even laugh. “You’re such a hound, Dash.”

			“Hmm.” He brushed her hair back gently. “Think you can stand up?”

			She wasn’t sure, but she was damn tired of being on bathroom floors. “Sure.”

			“What the hell is going on?”

			The new voice had her stiffening.

			Slowly, she raised her head and met the eyes of Sebastien Barnes across the expanse of the bathroom. It was the smaller one tucked off of the main hall in her house, but there was still plenty of room. Marin liked having room. Lots of it. There wasn’t a single place in her home that wasn’t large enough to hold a small meeting inside it and that included the bathrooms. Not that she had meetings inside any of her bathrooms . . . normally.

			But just then, as Sebastien crowded inside, things seemed to shrink in around her. As Dash eased upright, helping her up as well, she closed her hands into fists.

			“What are you doing in here?”

			He shot Dash a dark look. “I heard yelling—sounded like somebody was in trouble.” He scraped his nails down the five o’clock shadow on his face before adding, “The front door was unlocked, so I came in.”

			Marin blinked, shaking her head. “Why . . . Sebastien, why did you think somebody was in trouble?”

			The look on Sebastien’s face was one she knew quite well. It was a typical Barnes look—stubborn, resolute, defiant. Folding his arms over his chest, he lifted his chin. “I heard you yelling. Then somebody shouted—like I told you.”

			“Oh, for the love of . . .” Too disgusted and tired to finish her sentence, she eased away from Dash. Her knees wobbled at first, but they held.

			“Are you okay?” he asked softly, still standing close and keeping his voice down.

			She didn’t know why he bothered. The smell in the air made it obvious what had happened. As they moved away from the toilet, it flushed automatically and she took a few steps toward the sink, desperate to wash away the foulness in her mouth. “I’m good, Dash. Thank you.” She glanced up at the mirror and without thinking, she added, “It’s still your fault.”

			Sebastien’s frown deepened, while Dash pressed a hand to his heart and bowed his head. “Darling, if it will make you feel better, I’ll take full blame.”

			“Sure you will.” Ignoring them both, she turned on the water and picked up a cup from the lip of the sink, taking a sip and swishing it in her mouth. She spat it out and did it three more times before she was satisfied. After washing her hands, she turned around and the wall of testosterone standing in front of her was enough to make her want to pull her hair.

			Instead, she pushed between Sebastien and Dash and made her way into the kitchen. The pills.

			Damn it. Where was that bottle at?

			“Are you sick?” Sebastien asked from behind her.

			Seizing the plausible excuse, she nodded. “Yes. You should probably go before you end up catching it.”

			“I never catch anything,” he said, shrugging. “You know that.”

			Scowling at him, she busied herself with refilling her ginger ale, all the while searching for the bottle that had started the whole thing. She had snapped at Dash and told him to mind his own business.

			He’d laughed and told her she should learn to be less obvious.

			She’d grabbed the bottle. He’d asked if he could get a drink.

			She’d told him to go ahead and he’d popped open a bottle of the beer she had in the fridge—it was a local brew and strong.

			The smell of it.

			That was what had done her in.

			She’d almost puked right there and had dropped the pills. Dash rushed after her, calling her name.

			Where had she been standing—

			Something rattled, rolled.

			With dread, she looked down and realized Dash had just found the bottle—with his foot. The large bottle of vitamins went rolling across the floor and stopped only when Sebastien caught it with his boot.

			She closed her eyes and covered her face with her hand as he stooped down and picked up the bottle, eying it narrowly before looking up at her. After a moment, he looked over at Dash.

			“I guess congratulations are in order.” His voice was low and pleasant, his gaze unreadable.

			Marin pressed her lips together and when he came to stand in front of her, she didn’t let herself back away.

			He extended his hand and she reached out, slowly taking the bottle of prenatal vitamins from him.

			“I guess you two were more serious than you let on, huh?” Sebastien gave her a tight smile and then nodded at Dash. “I assume this is what you’re blaming on him, right?”

			Dash opened his mouth, sputtering, but Sebastien was already striding down the hall.

			She went after him.

			He was already at the door.

			“Sebastien, wait.”

			She caught his arm as he went to open the door. Heat arced between them. “Did you hear me?” she demanded.

			“I heard you.” He looked down at her, eyes flat. “I need to get going. Didn’t plan on staying. I just came by to tell you something anyway.”

			“But . . .” She searched for something to say, unsure where to start. Things were moving way too fast. Two months ago, she’d been trying to fight the tug she felt toward Sebastien. Then she was suddenly naked with him and before she could even figure out how that had happened, he was calling her another woman’s name in his sleep.

			Now she was pregnant.

			And he thought the baby was Dash’s?

			Clearly he remembered nothing about their night together. She’d suspected it for a while, but it was like that entire night was a blur.

			She just couldn’t keep up.

			“You haven’t told me anything yet,” she pointed out, a desperate attempt to keep him from leaving. Even if it just kept him here a few more minutes, it would be a few more minutes she didn’t yet have.

			“Yeah . . . there is that.” He hesitated, then after a moment, slowly reached up and cupped her cheek. “I was an asshole the last time you came out to my place, Marin. I said some things I shouldn’t have. Actually, I said a lot of things I shouldn’t have. I could give you a lot of reasons why, but . . . hell. None of it matters now.”

			His gaze slid to her belly and he nodded one last time.

			“Take care of yourself. See you next week when we start rehearsing.”

			He didn’t look back at her, not even once as he headed down the steps.

			As for Marin, she would have called out his name and demanded he stop, but a weird knot, bigger than her own fist had settled in her throat and it was choking the life and voice out of her.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			“I didn’t think it was possible, but you two are even better together than I’d expected.”

			Sojourne Torré, the director, stood in front of them at the end of the first day of shooting and looked like she wanted to rub her hands together. Her dark face was creased with a wide smile and she caught Marin’s cheeks in her hands, planted a quick kiss on her mouth. “Beautiful, honey. You two are just beautiful together.”

			Marin laughed as she pulled her robe on. “You’re just saying that because you want me to go out with you, Sojo.”

			As for Sebastien, he was trying not to think about all the smooth bare flesh she was covering up.

			They’d just finish shooting a dream scene—one from his character’s point of view. It was a bit more emotionally charged than he would have expected a guy like Rand to experience, but in Rand’s defense, the man had been dying at the time.

			He accepted the T-shirt somebody offered him and pulled it on. He wasn’t much for robes, but the wardrobe staff hired for this project had plenty of people who’d worked with him before. A moment later, he was passed a pair of jeans to pull over the ridiculously brief jockey shorts and he was finally somewhat comfortable with the fact and hoped he could stop mentally imagining cow guts and sheep brains.

			Normally he didn’t have to worry about things like that, but when it came to shooting intimate scenes with Marin, he’d developed a system. He had to focus on gross, unappealing things and half turn his brain off or he’d do what was considered pretty crass in the business.

			He’d get a fucking hard-on.

			Leaving the shirt hanging out, he focused back in on what Sojo and Marin were talking about and watched as the director winked at Marin.

			“Nah, I gave up on that. You’re too straight for me.” Sojourne looked over at Sebastien and pointed a finger at him. “I had doubts about you, Barnes.”

			“What . . . me being straight? Sorry to disappoint you, Sojo, but I am.” He flashed a grin at her and everybody laughed. Sojo even cracked a smile.

			“I don’t give a rat’s ass if you’re straight, although I know a whole lot of pretty boys cry over the fact. You nailed that scene, kid. Good job, both of you. All of you. We’re done. Get some rest. Back at it in the morning.”

			She came over to him and Sebastien stood firm. There was a time when she’d intimidated the hell out of him, but he managed to smile at her easily enough. She smacked him lightly on the arm and said, “Keep up that intensity and this movie is going to blow people away, kid.”

			While he rubbed at the back of his neck, Sojo turned to the rest of the cast, talking in a rapid fire voice with an energy that seemed to belie the fact that they’d been at it for going on twelve hours.

			Sebastien wanted to follow the director’s orders and do just what she’d said, go get some rest. Actually, he wanted a cold shower. Or a hot one and some hand service.

			Screw it. He just wanted Marin, then some rest.

			But he wouldn’t get that, so . . . shower, hand service, then rest.

			Marin definitely needed rest.

			He almost told her that, but he’d learned his lesson about hovering.

			The first day of filming, she’d been so pale, he’d suggested she ask Sojo for a break and she’d snapped at him, reminding him that she’d been acting since he was in diapers, thank you very much.

			He’d pointed out that he was just worried about her, but that hadn’t done anything to lessen her ire.

			Of course, he was the only one who seemed concerned.

			Even Dash carried on like everything was perfectly normal. He was playing the murdered cop and there were a few scenes early on where he and Marin were happy, laughing, teasing . . . kissing . . . touching.

			Kind of like what they were doing now.

			From the corner of his eye, he watched as Dash whipped a flower out of a vase that stood on the snack table near the exit and offered it to Marin. She accepted, then smacked him with it and put it back. As they headed out, one of the other actors in the scene moved up to join him.

			“Never would have pictured the two of them together. You two, yeah. But her and Dash?”

			Sebastien fought the urge to bare his teeth as he turned to look at Antonio Ortega. They had acted in a few projects together early on, but over the past couple of years, their careers had gone different ways. Tony had focused heavily on crime dramas, the bloodier, the better, while Sebastien rarely found a part—or was rarely offered a part in one that appealed to him.

			Torn was the first movie they’d worked on together in almost five years.

			“Whatever makes them happy,” Sebastien said, although even he could hear the lack of enthusiasm in his voice.

			“Think you can say that with a little less joy, buddy?” Tony nudged him with his elbow and then nodded to some of the people gathering by the gates. “We’re going out, grabbing a pizza, some beer. Not going to be out super late or anything, but you wanna come?”

			The desire to say yes was strong—go out, have a drink. Hell, he would be with friends. He could have a drink, even ask Tony to make sure he stopped at one. But . . . “No.” He shook his head. “Thanks for asking.”

			“Oh, come on, man. You never do anything—it’s like you’re still shut up in your house out on the beach.” Tony grabbed his arms and shook him playfully. “Come back to the land of the living.”

			Sebastien shoved him good-naturedly. “Not up to it. Spent the last year sleeping half the time. Going to take a while to get out of the habit of not being a total bum.”

			“Whatever.” Tony held up his hand and they bumped fists. “Soon, though. Not going to let you hide away the entire time we’re working, Seb.”

			“Okay, yeah.” Mentally, he told himself he’d join them next time. Or maybe the next. Soon. Really soon. When he knew he could be around others drinking and not have to fight it so hard himself. Then he headed off, his eyes automatically scanning for Marin.

			She wasn’t with Dash.

			Like him, she was walking slowly to the gate.

			Because he was watching her so closely, he saw it—the way she stumbled. Her hand fluttered out, as if to grasp some invisible support.

			There wasn’t one, though.

			He took off without really thinking about it.

			He wouldn’t reach her in time. He knew he wouldn’t. But he tried anyway, legs and arms pumping furiously. He didn’t make it. Superman couldn’t have made that distance in time.

			He skidded to his knees, hitting the ground next to her just as everybody else realized what had happened.

			She had fainted.

			“Marin!”

			She didn’t stir. Lashes lay low against her cheeks and her skin was so pale, the dark circles under her eyes looked like bruises. Fear choked him and he pulled her up into his arms without thinking twice. Tapping her cheek, he spoke her name. This time, there was a low groan in her throat.

			Vaguely, he was aware of the crowd gathering around them and he looked up and caught Tony’s eyes as the other man knelt beside him. “Where’s the medic?” Silently, he wondered where the fuck Dash was, but he kept that question locked in his head.

			Film crews worked with a set medic on-site, but they’d finished up for the day and the medic hired for this job had hit the road the moment he was given the word.

			“Gone,” somebody said. “He just caught a ride out of here a few minutes ago.”

			Sebastien swore, and then jabbed a finger at Tony. The baby. Was it the baby? Where the hell was Dash? “Call an ambulance.”

			“That won’t be necessary, Antonio.” The calm voice stopped Tony in his tracks and Sebastien looked up, his lips peeling back from his teeth.

			Sojo stood there and everybody fell back.

			Sebastien stared her down. “She passed out. She’s—” He managed to keep that last bit behind his teeth, but just barely. Hardly anybody knew about the pregnancy and even fewer knew that Marin’s pregnancy was why production had been stepped up. “She passed out.”

			The words had no sooner left his lips then he felt Marin stirring in his arms.

			He looked down just as her lashes lifted and the impact of that connection hit him straight in the heart. The ugly words they’d thrown at each other—no, the ugly words he had thrown at her—they lingered between them like an unseen wall.

			He wanted to reach down, stroke his hand down her cheek. Pull her up against him.

			If he’d kept his mouth shut, kept his cool . . . maybe . . .

			But he’d lost his temper, pushed her. Been an asshole.

			As her eyes focused on his, he brushed his thumb across her cheek. “You okay there?” He hadn’t needed to touch her, he supposed. Except he had. It was necessary in a way. Necessary to him. Only him.

			Marin blinked a couple of times, clearly confused. Then her eyes widened as awareness washed over her. “Here,” he said, slipping an arm under her. “Let me help you sit up.”

			“I’m . . .” She scowled, tensing up as she realized they had an audience. “I’m fine, Sebastien. Let me go.”

			Let you go . . . He wanted to laugh. Did she think he hadn’t been trying?

			But he kept his face expressionless. “You passed out. You need to go to the hospital.” He tried to impress on her the importance of it. “I can take you or I can find Dash. The general doesn’t want an ambulance called.”

			Sojo didn’t say a word.

			“No.” Marin pushed at his chest again, her mouth folding into mutinous lines.

			He wondered if she could feel how fast his heart was racing.

			“Let me go, Sebastien. I’m fine. I’m just . . . I’m tired. I didn’t eat much today and I haven’t been drinking enough water, either. I’m fine.” Her brilliant blue eyes glared up at him and once more, she shoved against his chest.

			“That not eating thing is pretty common,” he responded, setting his jaw. “But the passing out? Not so much. If you don’t want me to take you, I’ll get Dash.”

			“Why . . .” She stopped and blew out a breath between her teeth. “I’m fine, Sebastien.”

			Slowly, he let her go. She certainly seemed fine, color once more returning to her cheeks. She was also looking at him. Straight at him, instead of away or through him. Unless they were working, she didn’t do a lot of that anymore.

			Nodding, he let her go and stood up, offering her a steadying hand, which, to his shock, she accepted.

			A few murmurs moved through the crowd, but he was too busy staring at her to care about what anybody else was doing or staying.

			Once she was upright—and steady—she tried to tug her hand free, but he held on. “If you don’t want to go to the hospital, fine. But if Dash isn’t around, let me drive you back to the hotel. We can tag Dash on the way, call the set medic, have him come take a look at you. Once Dash gets there, I’ll leave you alone.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			If he said Dash’s name one more time . . .

			Dash was gone—he had a date.

			She didn’t want to point that out to him, though. Sebastien still had it in his head that Dash was the baby’s father.

			Marin hadn’t been able to disabuse him of the notion. When she tried to talk to him, he went out of his way to either invite others into the conversation or he just suddenly had somewhere else to be.

			He wasn’t staying at the hotel, so she couldn’t even ambush him there.

			With every passing day, it was getting harder to figure out how to do anything about the craziness that now stretched between them. Staring at him, painfully aware of others staring at them, she closed one hand into a fist.

			“Dash had to leave already,” she said, keeping her voice calm. If she didn’t say something, Sebastien was likely to push the issue. “I’ll give him a call once I’m on my way back to the hotel. You don’t need to drive me. There are still cars going to the hotel. I’ll catch one of them.”

			“Maybe you should let Sebastien drive you,” Sojo suggested. Before Marin could even sputter out a response, Sojo took a step forward. Voice low, she added, “People are going to get curious if you keep this up, Marin. Just take the fucking ride already.”

			She gave both of them a silencing look, and then turned back to the others. “I heard there was going to be pizza and beer tonight. Is there a reason I wasn’t invited?”

			Marin looked over at Sebastien and huffed out a breath. “Fine.”

			She’d better go, otherwise tomorrow, Sojo would never let her live it down. The other woman never went out with the crew. It wasn’t that she didn’t like to hang out with the others, but she wasn’t much on socializing on a large scale. If she was doing it, it was to draw attention away from Marin.

			Sebastien gave her a look that told her he knew exactly why she’d given in, but he was courteous enough—today—not to call on her on it.

			When he laid a hand at her back, she had to fight not to jump away.

			Not because she didn’t like his touch—she did.

			Oh, did she like it.

			The feel of his fingers, the warmth of his palm was something she wanted to just sink back against. Part of her wanted to turn to him and just melt against him. The other part of her wanted to smack him, because why in the hell couldn’t he see what was obvious?

			Sojo had already figured it out.

			She’d bluntly asked Marin, “Why is Sebastien always pushing you toward Dash? He’s the daddy, isn’t he?”

			Dash hadn’t made that connection yet, but he would.

			And if she wasn’t careful about things like . . . oh, say passing out in front half the crew, others would put two and two together and realize she was pregnant, then others would start making stabs in the dark. Sooner or later, one of them would hit the target.

			The rumor mill would spin nonetheless and by the time she got home, the tabloids would be spouting off shit like maybe a Martian had impregnated her.

			“Maybe they’ll be decent and at least make it Matt Damon,” she grumbled as she trailed along next to Sebastien.

			“What?”

			She could have kicked herself. The problem with being an only child is that sometimes you just talk to yourself. It was a habit she’d developed in childhood and when she was tired or stressed, she lapsed back into it. Tonight, she was tired and stressed and now she was irritated to boot.

			Feeling his eyes on her, she managed a shrug. “The way things are going, people are going to figure out what’s going on and when the news hits the tabloids, I’ll be lucky if they don’t have a Martian pegged as the father.”

			“Ah . . . and you’re hoping they go with Matt Damon.” He crooked a grin at her. “Well, he’s better than the Looney Toons version. Although, you and Marvin would have made an interesting couple.”

			It startled a laugh out of her. As they stopped by his car, she glanced over at him.

			He was staring at her.

			Her heart skipped a few beats and she hurriedly looked away. He had the door open for her and she ducked inside but instead of closing the door, he knelt down, staring in at her. “Are you feeling okay now?”

			His voice was soft and the darkness wrapped around them, creating the illusion of intimacy where there was none.

			She managed to hide the shiver, but if she kept looking at him, she was going to lean toward him. Touch him. Kiss him. Her body was humming now that he was near again. Acting out scenes when she was wearing little more than a pair of underwear was never what she could call intimate, even with Sebastien.

			At least before.

			Now, though . . .

			Today had been an exercise in erotic torture and patience. She’d had to think about things like nursing bras and whether she’d like a girl or a boy and whether she’d keep working once the baby was born—while still keeping her brain on the task at hand. Enough to keep tuned in, yet not enough to let her body get too into it. It was a fine line to walk but she’d managed to keep all the need trapped down inside her body.

			Now that he was here . . .

			Averting her gaze, she focused on the darkness spreading out in front of the window. “I’m fine, Sebastien. I’m just tired. It’s hard to sleep sometimes and it’s catching up to me, that’s all.”

			His hand brushed hers.

			“You ever going to look at me in the eye again, Marin? Ever going to talk to me?”

			The emotion throbbing in his voice had a knot swelling in her throat.

			Talk to him . . . look at him . . .

			She needed to talk to him. She had to tell him.

			She opened her mouth to do just that when he continued. “I mean, I get that it’s not going to happen. I know you don’t . . . Hell, we’re not going to happen. You’re with Dash, you’re carrying his baby, but we used to be friends. You’re probably the best friend I’ve got. Did I totally destroy that?”

			“Sebastien . . .” Closing her eyes, she floundered for how to tell him what she needed to say.

			He took the silence the wrong way.

			“Fine. Okay. I get it. I . . . yeah. I’m sorry I was such a bastard, Marin. Really.” He shut the door with a little more force than needed and she groaned, covering her face with her hand. She went to say something when he climbed in, but again, he was already talking. “At least send Dash a message. Let him know so he doesn’t hear about it from somebody else.”

			Irritated all over again, she snapped, “I don’t have to check in with Dash or anybody else. I’m fine.”

			A taut silence hung between them, shattered only when Sebastien started the car. The powerful engine roared to life before settling into a purr as he threw it into reverse.

			The entire drive was made in silence and Marin kept her face turned from his.

			Mentally, she walked through what she needed to do.

			This had gone on too long and she had to put an end to it.

			Her heart ached every time she saw him and if she didn’t so something soon, it was only going to make it worse.

			He thought he had put some giant wedge between them, but in reality, she was creating one, just by not finding a way to tell him. The longer she waited the harder it would get, too.

			As the lights of the hotel came into view, she looked over at him. “Sebastien, would you—”

			The music blaring from his phone interrupted her. Sebastien picked the phone up from the console, eyed it before dropping it. She thought for a moment, he wasn’t going to answer and she breathed out a sigh of relief.

			But then she mentally started to swear up and down as he tapped a button on the steering wheel.

			The soft, throaty voice that rolled out made Marin see red.

			Evie Taylor wasn’t exactly a woman Marin didn’t like.

			Generally, Marin was an easy-going woman so while. Evie might be considered a prima donna, the two women got along well. But Evie was also a determined predator in Prada and everybody knew she’d set her sights on Sebastien. She was playing the sister in the movie and she had a lot of scenes with Marin. Every so often, Evie would ask about him . . . or one of the other brothers.

			Marin had gotten tired of the questions about the brothers. She was as protective of them—and their wives—as if she were part of the family. She’d told Evie she was wasting her time on Sebastien’s brothers. They were stupid in love with their wives and when she’d mentioned Travis, Marin had just laughed. You won’t ever see him.

			So that had just made her that much more focused on Sebastien.

			“I was wondering if you might be interested in grabbing a bite to eat.”

			Say no. Marin stared at the console, thinking so loud it was a miracle Sebastien didn’t hear her.

			Or maybe he did. Maybe he laughed and chuckled and chatted with Evie just to piss Marin off.

			She had no idea.

			But by the time the call ended, Sebastien had made plans for Evie to meet him out in front of the hotel.

			So much for you taking me up to my room, staying with me. She was tempted to sulk and point out that he was supposed to be taking care of her, hello!

			But she was feeling fine and she’d sound like a whiny brat if she went and did a one-eighty after telling him she was okay.

			“You sure you’re feeling okay?” he asked, checking his mirror before pulling into the valet area in front of the hotel. It was crowded but he managed to work his way straight up to the front. And what a surprise . . . Evie was already out there.

			Oversized glasses hiding her face and dark red hair pulled back into a loose braid. Evie started walking toward the car with a smile on her lips. Even seeing Marin didn’t make her pause, although Marin saw her brow arch up.

			“I’m fine,” Marin said, gritting her teeth. Emotions raged inside her, everything from hurt to jealousy. She didn’t know if she wanted to cry or just turn to him and smack him. “You two have a nice . . . time.”

			She almost said something pithy, but managed to keep it behind her teeth.

			Sebastien was already out of the car by the time she had gotten her purse from the floor, but he didn’t go straight to Evie. Nope, Sebastien’s parents had raised a gentleman and he was right there, opening the door before she had a chance and offering a hand.

			She ignored it, pettiness creeping in to snuggle right up to hurt and jealousy. “You go on over to Evie, Seb.” Offering a chilly smile, she said, “I’m hungry and tired. Don’t mind me.”

			“You never did text Dash.”

			Fuck Dash.

			He must have seen something in her eyes because he went to say something but before he got it out, Evie appeared at their side. “Are you ready, Sebastien?”

			A moment pulsed between them and Marin had a weak hope that he might tell Evie he’d changed his mind.

			But he didn’t.

			He just nodded.

			“Text him,” he said again.

			Kiss my ass, she thought as she cut around him.

			She headed straight for the doors, ignoring the staff who whisked them open for her. If she hadn’t been pregnant, her first stop would have been the bar.

			As it was, she stopped by the desk and put in a request for a meal. Since she couldn’t drink, she was going to eat. Fortunately for her temper, morning sickness had finally picked a time of day—the morning. So she was going to pig out on something terrible to eat and top it off with ice cream.

			Maybe it would help burn off this temper.

			She doubted it, but she was still going to try.

			***

			Sebastien had accepted Evie’s offer for one reason and one only. So he wouldn’t be tempted to go up to the hotel room with Marin. She’d been feeling better, anybody could see that.

			If he’d gone up with her . . .

			Since he didn’t want to cross the lines he’d drawn for himself, he’d accepted Evie’s offer. He wasn’t quite sure what to make of the look he’d seen in Marin’s eyes when he opened her car door, but he’d long ago figured out that while he thought he knew Marin Lassiter fairly well, he would never understand her.

			Evie settled back in the seat while tension hummed in the air. Before she could say anything to break the silence—and he could hear it coming—he reached out and punched a button on the dashboard. When the automated voice came up, he gave Evie a quick smile. Gimme a minute, okay?

			She smiled back, shifting to face him.

			“Call Dash,” he told the voice.

			The voice operated system was quiet a moment and then it asked, “Call Zach?”

			“No.” Rolling his eyes, he said, “Call Dash. Dash Harlow.”

			After another pause, the voice offered, “Say one after the tone, if you’d like to call Zach. Say two if you’d like me to call Mom at home. Say three—”

			“You stupid piece of shit.” Irritated, he picked up his phone and held it out to Evie who was laughing at this point. “Can you find his number in my contacts?”

			A minute later, Dash’s voice was coming through the speakers, although Sebastien could barely hear him. What was he doing?

			“Hey, Seb . . . what are you up to, man?”

			“I could say the same to you.” Irritated but determined not to show it, he asked, “Have you talked to Marin?”

			“What . . . oh, yeah. She sent a . . .” There was another voice, followed by Dash’s again. “Hold on a minute, okay?”

			Sebastien clenched his teeth, the grip he had on his anger becoming more strained by the minute. When Dash finally came back on the line, it was notably quieter and Dash sounded a little less distracted. “You there?” the other man asked.

			“Yeah. I never went anywhere. You able to talk without . . . distraction now?”

			“Oh, yeah. There weren’t any distractions anyway. Save for the noise.”

			Sebastien might have believed him if it hadn’t been for the voice. A low, male voice. And that wouldn’t have stood out, except for the fact that Dash was bi. The voice cut off abruptly and Dash was level and calm when he said, “You asked about Marin—yeah, I talked to her. She said she had a spell, but you got her to the hotel and she’s fine. Was there anything else?”

			“No. I just . . . well, I figured you’d want to know.” Because he didn’t want Dash saying something that would end up all over the set, he added, “Anyway, Evie is in the car with me. We’re heading out to get some food, but you know how Marin gets. Stubborn and all.”

			A taut few seconds passed and then Dash said, “She’s fine, Sebastien. We spoke not that long ago, okay?”

			So why aren’t you there with her instead of out at some club?

			Because that’s where Dash was, he knew it.

			“Okay.” He didn’t punch the console like he wanted. Wouldn’t have done anything except hurt his hand. “Talk to you tomorrow.”

			He cut off the call before Dash’s response came through and looked over at Evie.

			She stroked a hand up his arm. “So . . . now that you’ve done the nice guy thing, how about we go do something not so . . . nice?”

			He came to a stop at a red light and Evie undid her seat belt, leaning over to murmur in his ear. Any red-blooded man worth his salt would have been all over that idea.

			“So . . . what do you think?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			The sound of a fist pounding hard and heavy against the door brought Marin out of a deep, dreamless sleep.

			Dazed, she looked around, her eyes landing on the clock on the nightstand, staring at it in confusion.

			“What the hell?”

			Another knock.

			Confused, she stared at the numbers glowing in front of her. It was two in the fricking morning. Why would somebody wake her up at two a.m.?

			But the fist pounded on her door again.

			So either the building was on fire or somebody wanted to die. That was all she could figure out. Pushing upright, she knuckled at her eyes and when somebody knocked again, she shouted, “If the building ain’t on fire, then you just stop that right now!”

			Some might have been appalled at the twang that came out. She didn’t mind the southern drawl that sometimes crept out in her voice when she was worn out. Of course that wasn’t a drawl. That was just pure Tennessee bitch right there and she was so tired, she didn’t care if anybody heard the echoes of her upbringing just then.

			Sighing, she got out of bed and grabbed the robe from the foot of it, shuffling toward the dim glow coming from the lavish living room area. She had one of the elegant suites and the place was more like a small apartment than a hotel room, but that meant it was a walk to the door. When the knock came again, she set her jaw.

			“If you knock on that door one more time—”

			She opened it mid-sentence and stopped when she saw Dash standing there.

			And he wasn’t alone.

			A tall man stood behind him, one who was almost insanely hot, in a nerve-wracking sort of way. She might have been scared if she wasn’t so tired. Ignoring tall, dark and scary, she focused on Dash. Jabbing him in the chest, she said, “Knock on the door one more time, buddy, and I’ll set you on your ass. The one night I actually managed to get to sleep and I haven’t had heartburn or anything else and you decide you’re going to wake me up at two in the morning?”

			She hadn’t had any more “spells” as Sebastien had called them since the last one nearly three weeks before. They were almost halfway done with filming. Marin was just over three months pregnant and according to her OB, she was almost past the rough spots that hit during the first trimester.

			True, she wasn’t getting sick at all hours of the day, or even in the mornings all that much. But she was exhausted and nausea still came and went. And the heartburn . . . man.

			The exhaustion was the worse, though, and it didn’t help that she was stressed out like never before.

			She was still trying to talk to Sebastien, but lately, he was hanging around Evie and she knew for a fact the man was trying to avoid her. Maybe he hadn’t told her outright, but she could read the writing on the wall.

			It might as well read:

			I’m not talking to you, Marin.

			The last time she’d tried to talk to him, it was like he had sensed her presence—or maybe it was just Evie being Evie—the two of them had leaned closer together and when the woman had gone to kiss him, Marin felt like she’d been punched in the throat.

			That had been four days earlier and each day of shooting scenes with him had been horrible. Sojo was even getting on her now.

			Which might account for her being so pissed off now, although she doubted it. Marin never liked being woken up, even at a decent hour.

			Two a.m.? Not decent. Completely not decent.

			But Dash didn’t seem perturbed. The guy behind him looked around a little nervously, though. Marin might have been amused by the sight of a guy who stood close to seven feet tall glancing around like he thought somebody might jump out from behind a corner and attack him.

			Dash braced his hands on the door jam and leaned in, his eyes half wild. “Know who called me about thirty minutes ago, darling? Again?”

			Oh, hell.

			Marin shoved a hand through her hair. “I already told you, ignore him!”

			“It’s getting kind of hard to do that when I’m this close to getting laid and the phone starts ringing every ten minutes!” he snapped. “This is the third weekend in a row! What happened, did you stub a toe in your last shoot of the day? Why in the hell is he bugging me about a body pillow?”

			That startled a laugh out of her, which didn’t impress Dash much. He swore, his eyes widening until she could see the whites all around the loveliness of his irises. “Don’t you dare laugh about this!” he said, pointing a finger toward her nose. “I’m getting blue balls over this mess. Bad enough that he’s got it in his head that . . .”

			He stopped, hissing out a breath.

			“Hey, Dash . . .” The big guy from behind him shifted from one foot to another. “Look, you ain’t gotta go talking like that.”

			“Henry, it’s fine,” he bit off.

			Henry didn’t seem to think so. He drew himself up to his full height and Marin blinked, a little impressed. Wow. He really was huge. “Look, I just don’t think you need to go talking to Ms. Lassiter like that. It ain’t her fault that guy kept calling you. I . . . Man, I didn’t know we were coming to see her.” He smiled at her bashfully and added, almost nervously, “I loved you in your last movie—the one with Sebastien Barnes? I hope you do another one with him.”

			The sincerity in his voice kept her from laughing, although the outright insanity of this whole debacle was about ready to do her in. “Thank you . . . Henry, right?”

			“Yes, ma’am.” He glanced around and then leaned, almost conspiratorially. “Ignore Dash. He’s just pissed because we were . . . well . . . having fun and he had to go an’ answer the phone. I told him not to, but . . .”

			“He should have listened,” she said soberly.

			“For fuck’s sake!” Dash shouted. “He called ten times!”

			Henry stiffened, his cheeks going red. Clearly the only thing intimidating about this man was that first impression, Marin decided. He was more like a teddy bear with feelings easily hurt. She smacked Dash’s arm. “Would you chill out?”

			Henry scowled at Dash. “Yeah, chill out. You know what? Or don’t. Call me when you have that temper under control.” He turned on his heel and strode off. It was a wonder the building didn’t shudder under his steps. Dash turned, gaping at the man’s back for a few seconds, as if he was just now processing what his short fuse had done.

			“Now that’s just another thing to be pissed off at Barnes for,” he said, looking back at her.

			“You can be mad at Sebastien for calling at inopportune times.” Marin shook her head. “But he wasn’t the one standing here like an asshole and ranting at his . . . um . . . boyfriend? Hook-up?”

			Dash opened his mouth, then snapped it shut. After a second, he sighed and shoved a hand through his hair. “Hook up. Most definitely a hook up. Hank’s a nice guy and fun, but he jumps at his own shadow.”

			“You shouldn’t have snapped at him,” Marin said. “He wasn’t to blame.”

			Dash’s eyes narrowed. “Well, I came here to snap at you. The way I see it . . . you are to blame. At least in part. When in the hell are you going to tell Sebastien that I’m not the baby’s dad? This bullshit of his is getting out of hand.”

			“I . . .” Marin groaned and turned away. Gesturing for him to come in, she shut the door and moved over to the couch. “Look, I’ve tried. Several times. The last time I went to talk to him, he was all wrapped around Evie, okay?”

			She made the bad mistake of looking up at Dash.

			He could be shallow and temperamental, yes.

			But Dash was also surprisingly insightful at times.

			Those eyes narrowed on her face and in a second, she knew he’d seen too much.

			“Son of a bitch,” he whispered. “Marin . . .”

			“Don’t.” Rising, she went to evade him, but he just caught up with her, catching her arm.

			Unable to avoid him, she focused on his chest but he cupped her chin and tilted her head back until he could look into her eyes.

			“He’s the father, isn’t he?” Dash demanded.

			Tears, always insanely close these days, sprang to her eyes.

			She tried to fight them but they spilled free and she just couldn’t stop them. “Yes.”

			“Marin . . .”

			As she started to cry, Dash drew her up against him.

			And she let him. As the misery broke out of her, she leaned against him and wept.

			***

			Okay, so maybe he’d been as ass, calling so late.

			He’d only tagged Dash because it had occurred to him that it might help Marin if she had a body pillow.

			He’d seen her rubbing at her back and although she didn’t even look pregnant yet, he knew that sometimes when a woman was pregnant, her back hurt. He knew that only because he’d been reading about it some. He was curious—that was all. While he was reading up on Google, one of the pregnancy boards he came across had mentioned that a body pillow helped.

			But if he mentioned anything to her, she’d snap at him again.

			So he thought maybe Dash could do it.

			Dash was something of a night owl, too. Sebastien knew that for a fact, so when he’d sent him the text at eleven, he didn’t think much of it.

			It was when Dash was a little bit of an asshole in his response that Sebastien got pissed off. He didn’t have to be a dick.

			If you want to tell Marin something, call her and do it, dumb-ass.

			Well, so much for trying to be helpful and nice.

			So he’d called Dash, intending to just . . . hell, he didn’t know. He tried to tell himself it wasn’t jealousy driving him, but he knew otherwise.

			He was jealous as hell but that was beside the point. He was also irritated because he had been trying to help. One might think Dash would have appreciated that.

			When Dash came on the phone, voice full of irritation and music blasting in the background, Sebastien had snapped. “Did it ever occur to you that maybe you should spend some time with your pregnant . . .” What the hell were they? They didn’t exactly act all hooked up. “With Marin?”

			“Sebastien . . .” Dash’s voice was slurred and rough. “You sexy sumbitch . . .”

			“Aw, shit. You’re drunk, aren’t you?”

			Dash laughed. “Drunk. Horny as a fucking teenager. Gonna do something ’bout that, though. You wanna come join us? You might even like it.”

			“Hell.” Dragging a hand down his face, he blew out a breath and turned to stare out the window. “Where is Marin?”

			“Marin . . .” Dash huffed out a breath. “Now there’s an innerestin’ question. I know . . . I think I’ll call her. I bet she’s not afraid to try new things.”

			Sebastien started to see red. “What the—”

			Dash hung up.

			So he called back.

			A lot.

			And when Dash eventually stopped answering, he put in a call to Marin, without even thinking because he had to . . . had to . . .

			Well, he didn’t know, but the phone was ringing now. When he saw the time, he almost hung up, but then Marin’s voice, husky and thick, came on the line.

			“Sebastien . . . what in the world do you want?”

			“I . . . Marin, are you okay?” He felt out of place and useless and he had the strangest feeling she’d been crying. Dash. That son of a bitch.

			“No, I’m not, thank you very much. But it’s past two in the morning and it’s a little too early—or late—for this. What do you want?” Her voice rose on the last word and Sebastien started to feel even more like an idiot.

			“I . . . nothing. I’ll take care of it tomorrow.”

			She hung up without saying anything and he was left standing there, glaring at the phone.

			Yeah. Tomorrow.

			Damn right he’d take care of it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			The phone call from Abby wasn’t exactly unexpected. They talked once or twice a week.

			It was pretty . . . odd, though. Especially the timing. They were filming in Chicago.

			Abby lived in Arizona. So for the call to come in at eight meant Abby was either sharing Marin’s inability to sleep or something was wrong.

			So Marin answered, nodding at the woman standing behind her. They’d just finished with her makeup for the upcoming scenes so she had a few minutes.

			“Abby . . . it’s early.”

			“Tell me about it. Just wanted to give you a head’s up.” Abby’s voice sounded entirely too cheerful.

			“A head’s up about . . . what?” Marin’s heart skipped a beat or two, because while Abby sounded cheerful, she also sounded determined. She hadn’t told Abby yet. She had hardly told anybody—her agent, the director. Townsend knew and a few select others had been told. She had a feeling a few more people on set had guessed. But even Sebastien and Dash hadn’t been told—they’d figured it out. She’d been keeping Abby at arm’s length because she felt like she was going to explode—everything wanted to come pouring out but before she told her best friend the whole story, she wanted to confront Sebastien.

			And when are you going to do it? That small silent voice jeered at her.

			The hurt woman shouted back, The next time he isn’t hiding from me or wrapped around Evie!

			“My flight. I tried calling last night but you must have already been dead to the world. Have you seen a doctor yet? You sleep all the time.”

			Marin winced. “Actually . . . wait, what? Your flight?”

			“Yeah. I just landed. I’ll be over at the set soon. Can’t wait!”

			“Abby!”

			But she’d disconnected.

			Swearing, Marin lowered the phone and went into the texts—nothing.

			She checked her voice mail—Abby had called. Once. At a quarter til nine. When Marin had been soaking in the tub. She had a ritual, nightly baths when she was filming. Ninety percent of the time, if she was working, then she would be in the tub by eight thirty, in bed by nine thirty.

			Abby knew it, too.

			“You sneak,” she said softly.

			“Hey, Marin . . . headed out to see you. Talk to you soon.”

			A few seconds later, a little message bubble popped up.

			You keep dodging me. Something’s up. So I’m ambushing you. The way friends do. Love you, A.

			Marin groaned. She went to drop her head back on the chair.

			And immediately jerked it up as damnation rained down on her in the form of a diminutive Asian. He came rushing up at her, flapping his hands and fussing. “Your hair, your hair! We spent ages on your hair!”

			I’m tempted to just rip it all out. Then we can do wigs. Dropping her phone into her lap, she settled back as the stylist checked her over, muttering under his breath about ungrateful, egotistical celebrities.

			***

			Thanks to the fact that he’d spent some time sobering up on the way to the hotel to have it out with Marin, Dash wasn’t hungover that morning.

			He was still more than a little cranky, thanks to little sleep and next to no sex for, oh . . . hell. He thought he might be looking at a record-long dry spell—almost six months. He would have ended that dry spell with Hank last night, but it was probably for the best.

			Hank was adorable, but he had commitment written all over him. Dash wasn’t interested in that kind of guy for the long term. Best to avoid it altogether because he’d hate to hurt the man.

			Despite what the gossip mags might say about him, he wasn’t the callus manwhore people thought. He loved sex—men, women, he didn’t care. He’d been going slowly crazy over the past couple of months, dreaming about Marin, imagining that blonde hair wrapped around his fist as she went down on him, those long legs squeezing his hips as he drove into her. And he liked her. That was, really, his idea of a good time. A long, lazy fuck with a person he cared about, followed by a long, lazy afternoon of laughing and then a long, lazy night of sex and more laughter.

			But he’d wasted too much time on her, because it had been pretty clear she wasn’t into him that way.

			He was a good sport, though, and once he realized that, he’d moved on. There wasn’t anybody on the project that appealed to him, really, save for Sojo or Sebastien. Sojo, the beautiful bitch, was gay and not interested in him. Sebastien, the beautiful bastard was straight. He wasn’t interested in him, either.

			Now, Evie . . . well, she’d made a few moves, but he had this image in his head. Her vagina likely had teeth and she’d use it to ensnare a man. His last lover had been like that, and she’d ensnared Dash’s other lover—the only person he’d ever really fallen in love with. He wanted to think he was magnanimous enough to wish them well. But he didn’t. He wished them hell and at the same time, he wanted Felix to come back to him. And leave Blake wherever they’d ended up.

			He’d sort of loved her, too, but she was toxic. Sometimes, love worked that way. He had no doubt that loving Evie would be like that, so when she slanted her sloe-like eyes his way, he’d just smiled and carried on about his business. He’d jerk himself off from now until eternity before he put his heart in the hands of somebody who just wanted to play with it again.

			It was miserable to love somebody who just didn’t get it.

			Brooding over that—and commiserating with Marin—he didn’t see the storm bearing down on him until somebody shouted a warning at him. Then it came too late.

			Big, hard hands grabbed him and jerked him up.

			It wasn’t the first time he’d had somebody pull something like that, so he reacted the same way any man in his right mind would have. He shouted, swung—and ended up under more than two hundred pounds of solid muscle.

			Dash was a fit guy, but he was all long, lean muscle.

			Sebastien Barnes was muscle, all right. But while he might be long, the muscle on him wasn’t lean.

			Rumor had it he’d grown up brawling with those brothers of his just for fun, too.

			Although it wasn’t the glint of fun shining in Sebastien’s eyes now. He was out for blood.

			“Oh, for fuck’s s—”

			That was all he got out before Sebastien shoved a forearm against his throat. “You keeping running around and tomcatting on her, I’m going to cut it off, you son of a bitch. You made her cry, asshole.”

			Sebastien let up on the pressure and Dash sucked in a breath but he was torn between swearing and laughing. He didn’t have to wonder about what in the world Sebastien was going on about, because he already knew. He’d been on his way out the door when the idiot had called and now . . .

			“Let me up, you dick,” he said.

			“Did you hear me?” Sebastien said, putting his weight back on Dash’s throat.

			“Hey!” Tony Ortega came bearing down on them, followed closely by a couple of the security guards.

			But it was the sound of Sojo’s voice, followed closely by Marin’s, that caused any real reaction.

			“Uh-oh,” Dash said as Sebastien slowly rose. Giving the man a wicked grin, he rolled to his feet and smiled at him tauntingly. “I bet we’re going to get called to the principal’s office, Seb. Want to get our stories straight?”

			Marin was gaping at them both. Sojo jabbed a finger in their direction. “Get your asses to my trailer. Now.” Then she looked over at Marin. “You, too, darling.”

			“Me?” She pressed a hand to her chest. “I didn’t . . .”

			“You, too.” Sojo’s voice brooked absolutely no argument.

			The devil in Dash made him want to laugh and he almost did. But Sojo must have sensed something because she gave him a dark look and turned on her heel. Most of the director types were all cut and dried, all work and that was it. Generally, that was Sojo. But if she sensed something might upset her steady ship?

			Well, hell would freeze first.

			Dusting off his clothes, he tucked his hands into his pockets and started to walk.

			There was one good thing to all of this. He didn’t have scenes until later and wasn’t due in for makeup or wardrobe for another hour. At least he wouldn’t have to face the wrath of wardrobe because he’d dirtied his clothes.

			If Sebastien had brought that hell down on him, he would have really been pissed.

			***

			“Boy, did I pick a day to come visit.”

			Marin groaned at the sound of Abby’s voice coming from behind her.

			She shot her a quick look and waved at her before leaning over to Sebastien.

			“What in the hell was that about?” Marin hissed under her breath.

			Dash was between them and Sojo and she was hoping it was enough to keep the tall—and somewhat scary—woman from hearing them, but Sojo barked out, “We’ll all hear the answer to that one, Marin.”

			Rolling her eyes at Sojo’s back, she shot Sebastien a hard look. Then, knowing she wouldn’t have time until later, she leaned over and gave Abby a quick squeeze. “Hey.”

			Abby hugged her back. “You better go. I don’t want to incur her wrath.”

			Sebastien lingered until she’d finished and nodded at Abby without saying anything. A muscle in his jaw pulsed, his eyes unreadable.

			He kept his gaze focused straight ahead for the longest time, but as they drew nearer to Sojo’s trailer, he finally slid her a look. Then he caught her hand and stopped altogether.

			When he reached up and touched her cheek, Marin could have sworn her heart stuttered in her chest. “You were crying,” he said simply.

			Then he started to walk again, shoulders a straight solid line.

			Staring at his back, she thought those words through, confused.

			“You were crying.”

			He’d called last night.

			Yeah. She’d been crying—over him.

			But . . .

			Sojo was standing by the door of her trailer impatiently. Dash went to duck inside and he half turned, caught her eyes. Giving her a cocky salute, he disappeared, followed quickly by Sebastien. Sojo grimaced and then went inside, leaving the door open.

			It was pretty damn clear that she expected Marin to get her ass inside.

			And Marin would.

			She had no choice.

			Sebastien’s words made complete sense to her now.

			He thought Dash had done something to make her cry.

			From the corner of her eye, she caught sight of Evie, but she ignored her. Abby was talking to Tony, probably getting the rundown—oh, man. This was all going to suck. Jamming her hands into the pockets of the robe she’d been given to wear over her wardrobe for the day, Marin strode ahead, jaw tight, her head spinning. How in the hell was she supposed to fix this?

			They were all inside, Sojo seated on a chair that made Marin think of a throne. Sebastien was leaning against the counter in the kitchen, his stance casual, but she wasn’t fooled. He was on edge and pissed, the scar on his face paler than normal, seeming stark against the harshness of his features.

			He was still so beautiful, but it was a hard beauty now.

			She wanted to go to him and kiss him, brush his hair back from his face and press her mouth to his, then trace that scar, move down—

			“Sit down, Marin,” Sojo said softly.

			Marin frowned at the woman who was, for now, essentially her boss, but she did sit, curling up on the couch with all the casualness she didn’t feel. Dash was in an armchair, looking for all the world like he was ready to watch a football game. The avid light in his eyes made her think he found all of this highly entertaining.

			“Tell me something, Marin. You’ve got some . . .” Sojo ran her tongue across her teeth. “Information that we’ve been protecting. Do I need to be careful of what I say here?”

			“They both know,” she said, irritated already.

			“Excellent.” The way Sojo’s golden eyes gleamed made Marin feel like she’d just been cornered by a lioness.

			As the woman leaned forward, Marin wondered if maybe this was what a mouse felt like when it was being stalked by the house cat. The idea pissed her off and she squared her shoulders, realizing she’d been slinking back into the cushions of the couch.

			“Any idea what these two school boys were fighting about, Marin?” Sojo asked.

			“Well . . .” Marin drew the word out slowly. “I can’t speak as to what was going on in Dash’s mind, although from what I could tell, he was just taunting Sebastien. Sebastien was the one who started it.”

			“Indeed.” Sojo’s smile widened. “And just what do you think was going on in his mind?”

			“He hasn’t had a good brawl with his brothers in a while,” Marin said sourly. “He probably needs one of them to come up here and knock him around, help him blow off steam. Maybe he saw Dash and thought a fight would do him good.”

			Dash tried to turn his laugh into a cough, but it didn’t work.

			Marin didn’t look at him.

			Sojo arched a brow. “You really think this was about Sebastien needing to . . . brawl?”

			“You don’t know him like I do.” Giving Sojo an innocent look, she lifted a shrug. “I was around all of them growing up. It was like if they didn’t fight once or twice a week, they stopped getting oxygen to their brains. And he hasn’t spent much time around his family lately.”

			Sojo looked like she wanted to laugh, but she didn’t.

			Throughout all of this, Sebastien stood stone-faced, staring at the wall, saying nothing.

			He might have gone on saying nothing if Sojo hadn’t shifted her tawny eyes his way and said in a silky voice, “Well, Sebastien?”

			“Well, what?” He sounded bored, like she wanted to discuss the weather.

			“Are you just suffering from a massive testosterone buildup? I could call Zach, see if he’d fly out here for a tussle. If I’d known that was the case, I would have told Abigale to make sure he came with her. It could be fun . . . and a fascinating promo for the movie.” Sojo studied him the way one might examine a rare and strange insect.

			Marin really didn’t envy him.

			But she had to admire him. Maybe it was because he’d been the object of such intense female scrutiny before. After all, Denise Barnes had one hell of a look and Sebastien had been known to end up on the wrong side of his mom before.

			All he did was slant a look at Sojo and shrug.

			“What does that shrug mean?” she asked. “Yes, you are suffering from testosterone poisoning? Yes, I should call Zach? Give me something here, Sebastien. Otherwise, I might start speculating.”

			“Speculate all you want, Sojo. I’m not the problem here.” He jerked his chin toward Dash. “Casanova over there is.”

			“Hey!” Dash pressed a hand to his chest. “I don’t think I deserve that.”

			He grumbled under his breath and it was so quiet, Marin knew neither Sebastien nor Sojo could have heard it. She did, though and she almost choked. “I haven’t gotten laid in almost six months . . . I’m going to have to turn in my Casanova card, asshole.”

			Marin hid her smile behind her hand as Sojo angled a look at Dash. “What was that?”

			“Oh. Nothing, general.”

			That didn’t settle quite so well with Sojo. She was well aware of her nickname and honestly, Marin thought she appreciated it—in private. But she didn’t appreciate it as much when it was laid out in front of her. Still, she didn’t address it. Instead, she kept her attention mostly focused on Sebastien. “Just how do you figure that Dash is to blame for the fact that you grabbed him—while he had his back turned, no less—and threw him to the ground? Really, Sebastien. That’s not like you.”

			Marin saw the temper burning in Sebastien’s eyes and she started to shift uneasily on the chair, wondering if she should say something, do something.

			“Yeah, Seb,” Dash asked, his voice sly. He scraped his fingers down his jaw, lightly raking the faint stubble his part in the movie called for. “Why don’t you tell Sojo and Marin just why I’m to blame for this . . . mess?”

			His eyes gleamed and Marin could feel the pit of her stomach dropping out.

			“Dash.”

			He shot her a look and she read all sorts of trouble in it.

			He’d held her while she cried the night before and then demanded she lay things out for him. Why does he think I am the father, Marin? You slept with him, right?

			It had taken her some time to screw up the courage, but eventually, she’d laid it all out and Dash, God love him, had listened, nodded, patted her back. Then he’d called her an idiot and told her she had to tell Sebastien. Immediately. She’d reiterated that she’d been trying.

			Apparently Dash decided he’d just pave the way for her.

			I’m going to kill you, she mouthed.

			She had a good feeling he knew exactly what she’d said because he said softly, “You’ll thank me eventually, darling.”

			Sojo took in this exchange with no comment but before either of them could say anything else, she pointed a finger at Marin. “Be quiet.” That finger then arrowed in Sebastien’s direction. “Out with it. Just why is Dash to blame for you acting like a Neanderthal?”

			“Shit, are you blind?” Sebastien shifted on his feet, one big shoulder moving in a restless shrug. “She was awake half the night crying. She’s not sleeping all that great to begin with and I was figuring it was because of the baby, but now I think it’s because that dick can’t keep his dick in his pants.” Sebastien gave Dash a look that should have skewered him.

			Except Dash had nothing to feel guilty over. Rising from his chair, Dash smacked his palms against his thighs as if dusting them off. “See, this is where you’re messing up, Seb. It’s not my dick that caused this.” He looked over at Marin, offered a faint smile as if to say, Sorry, darling.

			Marin just covered her eyes.

			“Huh.” That was the only noise to penetrate the silence.

			Marin parted her fingers, peering at Sojo through the crack. The woman had stood up and was shaking her head, looking both bemused and frustrated. “Well, I’ll give you credit, Sebastien. If that’s what you’re thinking, I can see how you might be pissed off. But how about you take your head out of your ass?” Then she leveled a finger at Marin. “And you . . . clear the air. Come on, Dash. We’re going to do some fast-talking and change up the schedule. These two need to talk. Marin won’t give me much but shit work today if she doesn’t deal with this.”

			Sebastien still hadn’t said a blessed thing.

			While the other two left, Marin rose, smoothing her robe down. “I’m going to my trailer,” she said calmly.

			She was out the door, had almost closed it before he snapped out of whatever fugue he was in. But by the time he was moving and calling her name, she was already outside and Sebastien was smart enough to know that having this out—whatever this was—where everybody on set could see them wasn’t ideal. He caught up to her easily, his long strides eating up the ground. Tension all but emanated from him and it was hard not to respond to it, but Marin kept her movements casual and unhurried.

			“I’m coming with you,” he announced unnecessarily.

			“Really.” She glanced over at him. “I wouldn’t have ever guessed.”

			They said nothing else until they were inside her trailer but once she’d closed—and locked—the door, Sebastien rounded on her, his blue-green eyes burning bright. “What in the fuck did he mean by that? He can’t mean he’s not the dad. You told me he was.”

			“No.” It was strange, really. But in the walk from Sojo’s to here, Marin had felt an odd sense of calm wash over her. Dash wasn’t wrong. She should have already done this and she couldn’t put it off. Jealousy over Evie aside, worry about his reaction aside, Sebastien needed to know.

			Sebastien screwed up his face, scowling at her. “What in the hell do you mean no? No, what?”

			“No,” she repeated. “As in no, I didn’t tell you that he was the father.”

			“Yes, you did.” He took a step toward her.

			Marin held up a hand, and although she couldn’t understand why, she felt like smiling, so she did. “Let me refresh your memory, shall I? I had just finishing puking up everything I’d eaten in the past decade—or so it felt. Dash had come by and he’d seen my vitamins, just like you did. FYI, that’s when he found out. Both of you are nosy bastards, really. He was there when it hit me—he opened a bottle of beer and the smell just gagged me. You said you heard shouting, it was probably him. He was worried when I suddenly took off running for the bathroom. It freaked him out and he called out after me. You came barging in—like a Neanderthal— saw him with me and you assumed.”

			He went to interrupt. “Oh, I’m not done, honey,” she said, slashing a hand through the air.

			Sebastien clamped his mouth shut and lifted his chin.

			“Then, while my head is still spinning, trying to figure out how to explain . . .” She sighed and the weight of everything crashed down on her. The sleeplessness from the previous night caught up with her, her fear over how he was going to react . . . all of it. Pressing her fingertips to her eyes, she leaned back against the counter.

			She sniffed and irritation exploded when she realized how watery it sounded. Damn it, she was not crying again.

			“Ah . . . Marin? Hell, you’re not crying, are you?” He looked at her uneasily and when he shot a look toward the door, she thought she might grab something heavy and hit him.

			Bad enough that every time she’d tried to tell him, he’d just avoided her—or he’d been letting Evie give him a good look at her tits. Now he was looking panicky because she was getting a little upset?

			“Guess what, Sebastien? I’m pregnant!” She shouted it loud enough that he winced. She realized she probably needed to get her temper under control and it was entirely likely that her secret wasn’t so secret now—these trailers weren’t exactly made with shouting in mind. But just then she didn’t care.

			That one rational part of her mind sighed and flung up her hands. You will . . .

			“Marin, come on, now . . .” He took a step toward. He shot a look toward the window and offered her the same charming smile he’d used to get himself out of trouble a hundred times.

			It wasn’t working. She pointed a finger at him. “Bite me. You insisted on coming with me. You wanted me to explain, guess what? That’s what I’m going to do and if I start crying, it’s your fault.”

			“I’m not trying to make you cry!” Sebastien said. He jammed his hands into his pockets, looking put out.

			“You can’t tell by me! Avoiding me all the time, letting Evie rub her tits all over you—pushing me toward Dash all the time.”

			“He—” Sebastien clamped his jaw shut just before he could finish.

			“Smart man,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. She wanted the damn robe off. It was annoying her, but they were shooting—or supposed to be shooting one of the scenes where somebody broke in on her while she was changing and Sebastien’s character rode in to save the day. She was wearing only a bra and panties for it, up until he grabbed clothes for her to put on, right before hauling her out of the house. Under the robe, all she wore were the bra and panties. Sojo had announced, privately, that they would get any scene that involved her scantily clad out of the way early on. Since the robe was supposed to protect the lingerie and she needed the lingerie for today’s work, she was stuck. She wasn’t about to have this argument—discussion—whatever—with Sebastien while she was in her panties.

			Sebastien finally spoke and this time it was through clenched teeth. “How about you explain to me how you didn’t tell me he was the dad, because I distinctly remember . . .”

			His voice trailed off and Marin cocked a brow. Propping her hands on her hips, she started to tap her foot. “Yes? You distinctly remember . . . ?”

			It was almost cute, how he glared at her for a minute and then spun away. Stalking over to the window, he stared outside, although she doubted he was seeing anything out there.

			“Let me refresh your memory. You decided that congratulations were in order—for both of us. Even though we both tried to cut you off, you just kept going and before I could correct you, you just climbed on your high horse and rode on out of there. I even chased after you, trying to catch up with you on the porch and you didn’t want to wait—not even for two minutes.”

			“I was fucking jealous!” he shouted, spinning around to glare at her. “I’ve had a thing for you for as long as I can remember and there you were—” He stopped, sucking a breath and blowing it out so hard, his entire body worked with the movement. “I was jealous, okay? So maybe I assumed it was Dash’s. You were dating him and . . .”

			“One or two dates doesn’t exactly paint us as any sort of fixture, Sebastien. I haven’t even slept with him if you must know.” Her heart was twisting in her throat now. The look in his eyes wasn’t that much different than if somebody had knocked him across the head, but she was too busy processing what he had said. “What . . . you . . . just what does that mean that you had a thing for me? You were . . .”

			She huffed out a breath and crossed her arms over her chest. “You’ve been all shut down over the past year because of Monica. You were going to ask her to marry you.”

			For a moment, Sebastien said nothing. He looked like he was still taking in everything that had been said in the past few minutes. Finally, he sighed. “Hell, Marin.”

			As she watched, he moved over to the couch and dropped down, scraping short nails down his jaw and drawing attention the fact that he, like Dash, was expected to be scruffy-looking for much of this movie. Dash, whether he had five o’clock—or even ten o’clock shadow—still managed to look pretty. A year ago, she might have been able to say the same about Sebastien.

			Now he looked dangerous. Heart-stopping. Breath-stealing. The scar stretched from his left eye down his cheek, almost to his mouth, paler against his tanned skin and that imperfection somehow just drew more attention to the surreal beauty of his face. He was still beautiful. She knew he didn’t see it, but he was still so beautiful. His eyes came up to hers and the hard sigh that left him seemed to come from the very bottom of his soul. “I did love Monica. But I was a kid when we hooked up and what I was looking for . . . Shit, it wasn’t what you need to make it last. I get that now. I know the difference. I . . .” He looked away, then. “We don’t need to do this. Look, I care about you. Maybe a little too much and it was rubbing me wrong thinking that Dash and you were . . . well . . . Top that off with the fact that the hound dog can’t keep it in his pants and that’s why I was going nuclear. I’m sorry. I’ll apologize to him and I’ll . . . I’ll get my head straight. I thought I was getting better at that, but guess not.”

			He shoved upright, the muscles in his arms straining against the sleeves of his white T-shirt. He started toward the door.

			Marin said softly, “You’re always trying to walk away when I’m trying to tell you things. I wasn’t done talking to you yet, Sebastien.”

			One big hand clenched at his side. “Marin . . .”

			“Sebastien . . .” She echoed his low tone as she moved closer. “Here’s the thing. You . . . well, you need to hear what I’m saying, okay?”

			He turned slowly, facing her.

			“Yeah? Why is that?”

			Marin licked her lips and went to slide her hands into her pockets, only to remember she was in the dumb robe.She looked down at it, and then shook her head. Pointing at him, she said, “Don’t leave. Otherwise, I’ll just hunt you down and if we end up having this out on the damn set, you’ll be sorry.”

			He grumbled behind her and she moved down the short hall to the small bedroom the trailer was equipped with. There, she had a real robe, not that pitiful excuse for one and she shrugged out of it, reaching for hers just as Sebastien appeared in the doorway. She caught sight of him and stilled.

			His eyes slid down, lingering on her breasts.

			Hurriedly, she grabbed her robe and jammed her arms into the sleeves. “Damn it, Sebastien.”

			Heat burned in his eyes. “Sorry.” Then, in a mocking echo of the words she’d flung at him weeks before, he said, “It’s not like I haven’t seen you all naked before.”

			“That’s not the point.” Heat rushed to her cheeks as she remembered those seconds where she’d seen him fisting his cock, pumping up and down.

			His pupils dilated and for a second, she thought he’d make a move toward her, but all he did was close his eyes, then shake his head. When he looked back at her, that heat was gone and there was a tight, curious blankness to his face.

			It pissed her off.

			It pissed her off enough that she left the robe hanging open as she slid past him, swaying just a little too close. Her left breast brushed against his arm and while she’d been prepared for the contact, it still sent a jolt through her.

			Sebastien hadn’t been prepared.

			His body stiffened. She glanced up at him. “Excuse me.”

			Nostrils flared, he stared at her. The harsh rise of color in his cheeks, the way his pupils grew so large and intense, the black all but swallowing the blue-green of his irises.

			Raw, sexual hunger arced between them. It was palpable. If the very air around them had caught on fire, she wouldn’t have been surprised. She suspected if she leaned in and kissed him, he’d have her pressed to the wall at her back in five seconds. He’d be inside her within fifteen.

			And nothing would be solved.

			Still, she couldn’t resist the urge to torment him, just a little. Marin slid her tongue across her lower lip as she held his eyes. An odd noise emanated from him and she had to hold back a smile as she turned away and moved back into the living room. She got herself some water from the pitcher in the fridge and when she looked back, Sebastien was as far away as he could be without being in the bedroom she’d just left.

			“Just what do you need to tell me?”

			Marin sipped her water and studied him over the rim of her glass. “Are you going to hide back there or come out here so we can discuss this like adults?” Resting one hand against the counter, she lowered the glass and gave him a challenging stare.

			He held her gaze for one taut moment before his eyes slid down, lingering on the way the silvery-blue silk cupped her breasts, then farther, where more of the silvery blue swathed her hips. The lingerie was beautiful, almost demure, a touch-me-not kind of sexy, which of course was designed to make men think of touching.

			She had a feeling that Sebastien was thinking of doing a lot more than touching as he prowled closer. Eyes roaming over her, he stopped just close enough to touch and Marin knew her heart skipped a few beats when he reached out.

			All he did was grasp the tie of her robe and belt it shut. “If you want me to carry on a rational conversation, maybe you shouldn’t tempt me, Marin.”

			She could have pointed out that she wanted to do a lot more than tempt him, but now so wasn’t the time.

			Instead, she just arched a brow. “Well, we have discussed the fact that we’ve seen each other . . .” She slid her eyes down, then back up. “Naked.”

			A muscle pulsed in his jaw.

			Before he could back away, she lifted a hand and touched his cheek. “You are probably going to be mad at me.”

			“I’m already mad.” His mouth twisted. “I get the feeling you’re trying to drive me crazy and it’s not much of a stretch at this point.”

			Marin didn’t share his sardonic smile, though.

			It was time.

			“When was the last time you had a drink, Sebastien?”

			The change in subject threw him. She could tell.

			“What’s that got to do with anything? I’m—” As she pressed her finger to his lips, he stopped speaking.

			The feel of his mouth against her skin had her nipples tightening inside the silk of the bra and only the padded cups kept him from seeing. “Answer the question.”

			He caught her wrist first, tugging it down. But he didn’t let go. His eyes held hers and Marin felt goose bumps rise in the wake as he dragged a finger up, then down the inside of her wrist. “It’s been a couple of months. That son of a bitch Smith—it was his birthday and I didn’t know. I’d logged in online and was looking around, thinking about . . . I dunno, taking a trip. Seeing my folks, but I didn’t want to stay at their place. Not yet. I wasn’t ready. And I didn’t know it was his birthday. It seemed half the damn internet was lit up with pieces on that bastard Smith. Me . . .” His voice had gone rough.

			Marin reached for him with her free hand. “Monica.”

			His eyes came to hers and he just nodded.

			“Why were you torturing yourself like that?”

			“Because I’m a dumb-ass,” he said flatly. “I saw one article and I just couldn’t stop myself. So I clicked. And then I grabbed a bottle and I clicked more. Drank more. Clicked . . . drank . . .”

			“I know.”

			His eyes moved to hers. “You . . . you came by. I’d thought so. There was food. Right?”

			“Yes. And you ended up pouring out almost everything. I’d . . .” Marin bit her lip, guilt washing over her. “Sebastien, I came by to tell you about the script. I hadn’t been online much, either, or I would have been over there well before you even surfaced. By the time I got there, you were already wasted.”

			“You’re not my babysitter, Marin.” He went to pull away.

			“No. I care way too much for that role, thanks.” She didn’t let him pull away, sliding her hands up to cup his face. “I know why you don’t drink much in public and you never did drink much around me, but I had no idea just how much time you lost when you were wasted. Do you remember anything from that day?”

			“I . . .” He frowned, eyes narrowing. “Why?”

			Marin licked her lips, the words she’d rehearsed a thousand times just . . . dying. There had never been a more important time for her to actually say something and she just couldn’t.

			So she reached down and caught his hand.

			His lids flickered at first. He was standing rigid, solid as a piece of stone but he let her take his hand, guide it to her belly. “I didn’t know you were that drunk and you seemed to be sobering up. Then you went and touched me and . . . shit. I didn’t think. I’d been fighting this thing I had for you for a while and . . . hell. You put your hands on me. I put mine on you and it just happened.”

			He jerked back.

			Marin felt it to the pit of her soul and the way he looked at her was something she’d carry for a long, long time.

			As he spun away, she wrapped her arms around herself.

			“Fuck,” he whispered. “Those dreams—I haven’t been going crazy.”

			She wanted to ask what he meant, but she didn’t dare.

			He turned on his heel and came stalking back, catching her by her arms. “Are you . . . Marin, is that baby mine?”

			“Yes.”

			He let go and staggered away, rubbing at his face as he sank down on the couch. “I . . .” He stopped and just shook his head. For the longest time, he didn’t speak. When he finally did, he asked, “Why didn’t you already tell me?”

			“I’ve tried.”

			Blue-green lasered into her. She felt gouged from the impact of that glare.

			She shoved off the counter. “I’ve tried. You’ve been avoiding being alone with me for weeks. I wasn’t about to just start discussing it on set.” Slashing a hand through the air, she demanded, “Should I have just dropped the bomb while we were all gathered around having coffee during one of the breaks?” He started to speak, but she cut him off. “I mean, I can see that conversation . . .”

			Taking a deep breath, she leaned against the counter and mimed holding a cup of coffee. “So . . . Sebastien. Do you know that a couple of months ago I came by to talk shop? Never had the chance, because you were wasted. And man, you really do lose time.”

			Marin could feel the threads of her control slipping from her and she wanted to just get away so she could calm down, but there was no calming down until this was done. “I was going to ask you to come up to my hotel room when you took me back to the hotel a few weeks ago, but you went and made plans with Miss Megatits.” He went to open his mouth and she took a step closer. “Then the next time I tried to talk to you, you suddenly had a super important phone call from Trey—”

			“Trey did call!” He shoved upright, scowling at her.

			“And that meant you had to run away like a hornet had gotten inside your shorts?” Marin sucked in a breath. Her hold on her temper was gone and it was all out now—her accent was there and pure Tennessee was showing in her voice.

			“It was a family thing!”

			“I already know Ressa’s pregnant! She texted me right after he called you!” she shouted. “Guess what! They consider me family, too!” Tears burned her eyes and her voice cracked which just made her feel stupid. “Damn it, you’re making me sound like a harpy.”

			Sniffling, she turned away and swiped at the tears that had slid free. She’d known she was going to cry. She’d known it and despite that, she was still pissed off by the waterworks. She grabbed a couple of tissues and wiped at her eyes, but when she tried to grab more to blow her nose, the box was empty. “Damn it.”

			“Here.”

			Something soft was pushed into her hand and she blinked away the blur enough to see that it was a handkerchief. “Wardrobe will kill you for letting me use this,” she said, blowing her nose.

			“Makeup is going to kill us both—you for crying and me for making you cry.” He brought his arms up, caging her in when she would have moved away.

			Feeling defeated, she just stood there.

			“Okay. We should . . .” He paused, then tried again. “You’re right. I have been avoiding you. Every time you come within ten feet of me, my dick gets hard. I’ve been dealing with that kind of thing with you ever since I was a teenager, but I can usually control it better than this. Lately, I have to think about boring or disgusting things when we’re working or I . . .” He turned his face into her hair, the words trailing off.

			But he stood so close, it wasn’t hard to imagine the or I part.

			The warmth of him seared her through her robe and the pitiful excuse for underwear and she wanted to pull him even closer, but this—they had to figure it out first. “Why weren’t you there when I woke up?” he asked, his lips grazing her neck. “I remember waking up. I remember feeling . . . right. It was the first time I’d felt right in a long time and I had the damnedest feeling that . . . well, I knew I wasn’t going to be alone. But you weren’t there. Why weren’t you there, baby?”

			Marin hitched up a shoulder and wished she could have shriveled inside herself. “I . . . look, haven’t we . . .”

			“Marin.” There was a warning in his voice now.

			It was enough to have her back up, but she knew it was time they got all of this out. They had to.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			The look Marin gave him from under her lashes made his gut tie itself into about a dozen slippery, ugly knots.

			And here he just started to breathe somewhat normally, too.

			“What?” he asked, hardly letting himself breathe now.

			When she didn’t answer, he backed away and sucked in a breath. “Marin, I didn’t . . . Did I hurt you?”

			“No.” A smile wobbled on her lips for a few seconds before firming and he wasn’t even sure if he could believe it.

			She didn’t seem to want to look at him and that made it hard for him to really get a good feel for anything she was saying.

			It was possible she was being straight with him.

			But at the same time . . .

			“Marin, what—”

			“You called me Monica’s name.” She shoved past him and strode down the trailer to her bedroom, leaving him staring behind her.

			He went after her. “What in the hell are you talking about? There’s no way I would have—”

			“You can’t tell me what you would have done or not done,” Marin said, her voice pithy. “You were drunk. So drunk you don’t even remember that day!”

			“I might have been drunk, but calling her name when I’ve been in love with you for years . . .”

			The rest of the words died and Sebastien stood there, staring at her.

			Marin blinked at him, looking confused for a moment. Then she shook her head. “That’s . . . Okay, that’s bullshit. You said you had a thing for me—whatever that means, but you asked Monica to marry you.”

			“I was twenty-two years old! It was a lifetime ago and I’m not the same guy I was.” Stalking closer to her, he crowded in through the door, lowering his face until his lips were right against her ear. “And even when I was with her, I dreamed about you. I looked for you. Even after she broke my heart, I dreamed about you. I looked for you. I’ve done that since I was sixteen years old, Marin.”

			“You said her name,” she said again, but the murmur was softer, weaker even.

			Sebastien had no idea what to tell her. Other than . . . “I’m sorry. I . . . Hell, Marin. I’ve had nightmares about that last day ever since. Maybe I was . . .”

			A knock interrupted them.

			“Go away!” Sebastien shouted.

			“I don’t think so, pretty boy!” It was Sojo out there.

			The director. And you can’t exactly ignore the director.

			Sebastien wanted to punch something, hit something.

			But Marin edged around him and moved to the door before he even had a chance to decide.

			***

			“Makeup. Now.” Sojo had pointed a finger at Marin and sent her packing.

			She could imagine why. She probably looked like a nightmare. She felt like an automaton, moving through each motion mechanically and while makeup was never her favorite aspect of the job, she figured it wasn’t a bad thing that she was going to sit her ass in a chair for the next little bit.

			She’d use it to get her focus back.

			I’ve been in love with you.

			Sebastien had said he was in love with her.

			Or had been.

			Was he still?

			Did it matter?

			Her heart jeered at her. Does it matter . . . The nagging bit of flesh practically blew a raspberry and rolled imaginary eyes at her stupid question. Did it matter if he was in love—had been in love?

			Absently, she slid her hand down and rubbed at her belly, ignored the hands glopping something on her face and the nagging whine of the makeup tech working on her. What were you doing, peeling onions?

			That would have been more pleasant, less destructive.

			And . . . less fulfilling.

			Sebastien had said he was in love with her.

			If he was . . .

			“So.”

			Marin opened her eyes.

			“Don’t move your face!” Geneva smacked at Marin’s arm.

			Marin glared at her. “Watch it, Gen.”

			Gen huffed, sulking a little but she lapsed into silence as Sojo took the empty chair next to Marin’s. “You are causing me a headache today, Marin.”

			“Well, I could be like some of the other people you work with.” Marin gave her a look of mock innocence. “I only give you a headache on occasion. Some make it their fulltime occupation.”

			“Don’t be cute.” Sojo’s mouth thinned out as she continued her study. “Are you two going to be able to finish this project?”

			“Of course.” Seeing the pissed-off look coming from the makeup artist, Marin closed her eyes. “You know me better than that. I finish what I start.”

			“Well, true. Under normal circumstances. You’re not under normal circumstances now, though.” There was a faint brush of cloth against leather. “Be ready to knock me dead today, Marin. We’re not spending all night shooting these scenes.”

			She heard Sojo stalking off and tried to tell herself she could breathe easier. But Geneva wasn’t done. “Keep your eyes closed,” she said irritably. “And the next time you think about crying over a man, think of me instead. I can make you cry more.”

			Marin sighed. She didn’t want to tell the woman that she hadn’t been crying over Sebastien—exactly. But she wasn’t going to confirm or deny anything right now. She knew better than that.

			And Geneva was fishing. She was one of the biggest gossips in the business and everybody knew it. Because she was a genius, people pretended otherwise, but Marin wasn’t about to play into her games.

			“I’ll keep that in mind, Gen.”

			Then she settled down and started to work on clearing her mind.

			She was going to need calm more than ever before.

			“I dreamed about you. I looked for you. Even after she broke my heart, I dreamed about you. I looked for you.”

			***

			“I’ll have you know that Zach owes me fifty bucks.”

			It was the final break of the day and Sebastien and Marin were both taking great pains to look unaffected. Everybody else was taking great pains to look uninterested in them—save for Abigale Applegate Barnes—Sebastien’s sister-in-law and Marin’s best friend.

			She’d shown up just as Sebastien issued his warning to Dash and had spent most of the day watching and speculating—and listening. She didn’t pay as much attention to the filming process, but Abby had grown up on the set of a TV show. She didn’t much care for the bright lights of Hollywood anymore.

			Besides, the real life drama playing out between Sebastien and Marin was a lot more entertaining.

			Marin paused in the middle of taking a drink of water. “What are you two betting on now?”

			“You.”

			She sat down on the couch, nudging Marin’s slim hip with her own, decidedly less slim one. Abby was a study in lush curves. After she’d left Hollywood behind, she’d stopped watching every calorie, stopped concerning herself with whether she should or shouldn’t. Her life plan had been all about doing the things she hadn’t been allowed to do growing up in front of a camera. It had ended up a wreck—then that wreck had turned into Zach, so it was all good. And she still didn’t have to count calories, so she was happy.

			“Why are you betting on me?” Marin narrowed her eyes.

			“Just something I said once. Zach told me no way, no how. I told him it could happen.” Abby slid Sebastien a look and smiled at him. “Now you two just need to get all official so I can collect.”

			Sebastien stared at Abby for a long, hard moment. She just smiled, and then leaned over, murmuring something so low, only Marin heard.

			When she got up and walked off, Marin gulped water.

			“What did she say?”

			Somebody shouted out the time, signifying the end of the break.

			Sebastien didn’t move, still watching Marin.

			She got up, starting toward the door.

			“Marin.”

			Huffing out a breath, she glared at him. “She’d planned to take me out to dinner, but she thinks I’m probably already otherwise engaged. She said she’s got to fly back tomorrow so I better stay in touch. She also had a warning—you Barnes boys can be a headache.” She sniffed. “Like I didn’t already know that.”

			***

			“No.”

			Sebastien folded his arms across his chest and glared at the assistant director. Eddie Horowitz was a great guy, an artist in his own right, and while Sebastien could see where he was coming from, he wasn’t doing it.

			“If you want that specifically, we need her body double.”

			Marin stood to the side, rubbing her temples while Sojo stood between Eddie and Sebastien.

			“We won’t be able to get the up-close scenes of her face that I want if we use the double. This is bullshit. Marin’s done this sort of thing before. It’s a cakewalk.” Eddie waved it off, like it was a done deal.

			“Sebastien’s right,” Sojo said when Eddie turned to her.

			As Eddie exploded, Sebastien moved over to Marin. She looked tired. It had been a long day already and they still had this last scene to finish up. She was wearing the clothes for the scene: a shirt half-buttoned over the pretty, silvery blue bra and jeans, no shoes, her hair artfully disheveled.

			While Eddie demanded to know when actresses had turned to fading flowers, Sebastien caught Marin’s eyes. “How are you feeling?”

			“Tired,” she said shortly. “And right now, I’m getting more and more irritated.”

			Her gaze shot past him when Eddie’s voice rose, threatening to break the sound barrier. She stepped to the side and said, “Hey! I’m right here . . . if you want to get any more insulting, why don’t you just say them directly to me?”

			Eddie opened his mouth, then shut it.

			Sojo looked at him like she wanted to smack him. “Can we please wrap this up?”

			Sebastien stepped aside and let Marin go in front of him, and the crew and cast once more took their places.

			It had become rote by now—or it should have been—but as he went through each step, rushing Marin—no, Marlena, through her house, pausing when she started to fight—then picking her up—this was where the assistant director wanted to change things, make it more of a struggle, Sebastien kept finding himself going back to what she’d said earlier.

			You put your hands on me. I put mine on you . . .

			There was hardly any noise save for Marin’s voice as she went through her character’s lines. “Put me down, you son of a bitch . . . You can’t . . . You can’t . . .”

			She kicked him and he caught her around the back of the knees. “It’s okay to be afraid. I’m not going to hurt you.”

			They got through the door.

			Sojo called cut.

			“You see?” Eddie demanded. “You see? It would have a lot more visceral impact if the struggle was more intense. We need to show her fear.”

			Sebastien ignored him as he eased Marin back to her feet. She pushed her hair back, her gaze cutting straight to Eddie. “She’s begging him to leave her alone. He has her pleading in the car. I think that’s visceral enough. We’re not shooting torture porn here. He’s her savior, Eddie. Try to remember that.”

			Eddie jerked as if he’d been slapped.

			Sojo pressed her lips together, hiding a smile.

			Sebastien didn’t bother.

			“Are we done?” Marin asked, looking at Sojo.

			***

			Filming was a blur.

			The scenes with Sebastien were a hot, erotic blur.

			She knew she’d done her job because Sojo gave her that short, tight nod that indicated pleasure and when she called for them to wrap up for the day, she gave Marin a pat on the arm.

			Marin got the hell off the set and hurried through the rest of what had to be done as quickly as she could.

			She wanted to be alone in her trailer so she could fall apart. She was pretty sure she would.

			She was equally sure that she wouldn’t stay alone and she was right. She’d barely had a chance to switch into the jeans and sweater she’d worn to the set that morning when there was a knock at the door.

			She didn’t even have to guess who it was.

			Sebastien raked her over with a look. “Are you ready to leave?”

			“I . . .” Part of her wanted to stall, but she was just too tired. “Yeah. I just need my shoes.”

			He gave a terse nod and went back to staring out over the set. Guess that meant he wasn’t coming in. She closed the door and dropped down on the couch, in almost the same spot where he’d been a few hours ago. Staring off into the distance, she tried to get her mind in order, but there was a rough jumble of thoughts. She kept seeing Sebastien as he’d stood in front of her earlier, how he’d been last year when he’d asked her out. How he’d been over the past few months.

			And how he’d looked when he called out Monica’s name while holding her, only moments after making love to her.

			Did she buy the answer Sebastien had given her?

			She didn’t know.

			What was really pathetic was the fact that she was starting to want him enough that it didn’t really matter what the answer was, as long as he wanted her, too. And she knew he did.

			Through the window, she heard somebody call his name, and although she couldn’t make out the response, she heard the deep, mellow cadence as he responded. Time to go, she told herself, slipping her feet into a pair of shoes and grabbing her bag.

			Checking to make sure she had her phone, she saw there were a few messages.

			One from Abby.

			She read it.

			So, you and Seb, huh? I think we need to talk. Call me. I mean it. I know something’s up.

			Marin bit her lip. Then, without letting herself brood about it, she responded.

			I will. Soon.

			Sebastien was on his feet and turning toward her the second the door opened. Self-consciously, Marin locked the door to the trailer while he stood close enough that she could smell the soap he’d used as he showered away the sweat of the day. It was always hot under the lights, hotter still when you added Sebastien Barnes into the mix.

			Her brain started to feed her images as she turned back to him, still holding the key to her trailer. She clung to it, her palm damp as her memory replayed the brief seconds she’d seen him in his shower. Had he touched himself today? Did he do that a lot—

			“I don’t know what you’re thinking, but whatever it is . . .” Sebastien dipped his head and pressed his mouth to her ear. “You need to stop, otherwise we’re going to be giving a hell of a lot more than speculation to the gossip mill, Marin.”

			He pulled back, but she reached out. Driven by too many emotions to name, she caught his arm. “So?”

			Something hot and bright lit his eyes. He reached out and caught her chin, tilted her head back. “So . . .” He moved a little closer—not a lot. There was still plenty of room between them, but the impression of intimacy was there. “Just what are you saying, Marin?”

			Marin wasn’t sure she knew what she was saying, but one thing she did know—she was tired of all the confusion roiling inside her. And she was tired of struggling to pretend that she didn’t feel anything more than friendship. It was damn obvious she felt a lot more, although Sebastien hadn’t seen it.

			Moving closer, she took away that impression of intimacy. There was no denying it now. She was standing all but in his arms. He slid one hand up, gripped the damp weight of her hair and tugged. She arched her neck back, staring at him, breath catching as she waited.

			But he didn’t kiss her.

			She was desperate to feel his mouth on hers. All day, they’d worked on a handful of scenes, his character barreling in, then all but undressing her. When she resisted him, he picked her up and threw her over his shoulder. In the car, he’d put her down and touched her cheek. “Stop screaming. I know you’re scared, but you have to listen to me. I’m not here to hurt you. I could never hurt you . . .”

			There was a deep intimate connection between their characters and the scenes they’d filmed today had only added to the tension from earlier.

			She needed him to kiss her.

			But Sebastien just studied her eyes for a minute before letting his gaze slide down to her lips. Then he let go of her hair and stepped back.

			Damn.

			***

			Sebastien thought about taking her to his place.

			He wanted the privacy it offered, but at the same time, he didn’t know if it was the right thing to do. They had talking to do and it seemed it would be better to do it on neutral ground, but where in the hell was that?

			In the end, he figured her hotel was closer to neutral ground than anything else. She was no more at home there than he was in any old hotel and he already knew he’d done something pretty awful. Otherwise she wouldn’t have shut him down and shut him out so thoroughly. Giving her whatever comfort she felt in her own space was the least he could do.

			But they were definitely going to finish this.

			Marin was getting more nervous by the second. He could see it in the way she held herself as they rode up the elevator, her shoulders rigid, her stare taking on that aloof quality she presented when dealing with reporters and others she wasn’t really happy about dealing with.

			He wasn’t going to take offense, he told himself.

			She was on edge and stressed and . . . pregnant.

			Pregnant—and it was his baby.

			Marin was carrying his baby.

			It hit him then in a way it hadn’t all day. He’d deliberately blocked it out of his head, because he hadn’t had much choice. He had to do his job, right? But now . . . the elevator doors slid open on a soft chime just as he staggered, his back slamming into the wall. Marin turned to look at him, her eyes widening a little. “You’re pregnant.”

			“Ah . . . yes. You’ve known this.” She placed a hand on the doors as they started to close. “Come on, Sebastien.”

			“You’re pregnant. It’s mine. She’s mine—he’s mine. Whatever. You’re pregnant.”

			Marin gave him a smile, wobbly at first but it settled into place. “I know.” The elevator made a buzzing sound and she gave him an exasperated look. “I don’t think the elevator likes this much. Can we get off?”

			“Fuck the elevator,” he muttered. But he managed to shove himself forward and momentum got him the rest of the way. Once he was off the elevator, he reached up and touched Marin’s cheek. “Are you . . . are you happy about this? The baby, I mean?”

			The smile that settled on her face this time was the most beautiful, most amazing smile he’d ever seen. “I don’t think happy touches what I’m feeling, Sebastien.” She covered his hand with hers, then lowered it, closing her fingers around his as she started to walk, all but leading him to her room. “Come on, Seb. The hallway isn’t the place for this.”

			Sebastien thought about telling her he didn’t care where they were, but then he decided maybe he did.

			Because now that the impact of everything had really hit him, he had . . . questions. Questions that didn’t relate at all to why she hadn’t been there with him in the morning or what had happened or why it had taken so long for her to tell him. He wanted to know more about this . . . the baby. Her. How she felt. Did she feel anything . . .

			He realized he was getting to the point of sounding stupid, and he didn’t even care.

			Hell, he couldn’t even sound stupid yet because he hadn’t voiced the questions, but that didn’t matter. He’d be stupid for Marin Lassiter. He’d been that way his whole life anyway. Why change now?

			Mind racing at a hundred miles an hour, he followed her into her room and stood there as she dropped her purse and turned to look at him. Arms folded across her chest, she stared at him and it hit him that he’d never seen her look vulnerable.

			It made him want to pull her against him and protect her from the whole damn world.

			It also made any lingering anger he felt drain away.

			He’d been stupid drunk. She’d been there for him—again.

			And things had . . . happened.

			Now they were going to have a baby. Maybe if he was lucky she even felt something for him.

			He took a step toward her.

			Marin lifted her chin.

			It made him smile and that made her narrow her eyes. She had the most stubborn chin. Coming to a stop in front of her, he reached up, fisting his hand around her braid and tugging. When her head went back, he pressed his lips to her chin, then skimmed down lower.

			Marin held herself still.

			Since she wasn’t arguing, he decided to move lower still.

			She’d pulled on an oversized men’s dress shirt over a tank top and he curled an arm around her waist, steadying her as he went lower, his lips tracing the lacy edge of the tank.

			Her hands went to his hair. “Sebastien, what are you . . .”

			The words trailed away when he cupped her breast in his hands. “You’re already getting bigger.”

			“I know.”

			Lifting his head, he stared into her flushed face. “I want to see you.”

			“I was half-naked in front of you and the crew for most of the day,” she pointed out.

			“That’s work. This is . . .” His gaze dropped lower and he gripped the hem of her shirt. “I want to see you.”

			After a few seconds, she shrugged out of the dress shirt. But when she went to pull the tank top off, he took over. All day, she’d worn that sexy, alluring underwear, designed to tempt a man to insanity. Now she was basic black and Sebastien didn’t think he’d ever seen anything quite so enticing.

			And she was bigger, her breasts so full, they were straining the cups of the bra.

			When he freed the front clasp, she made a soft noise in the back of her throat.

			His eyes shot to hers. “Okay?”

			“Ah . . . yeah.” She licked her lips and he leaned in, rubbing his mouth against hers. “I just . . . Why aren’t we talking?”

			“We are talking.”

			“You’re working on getting me naked. That’s a different kind of talking and we both know it.” Her hands gripped his shoulders, tightening as he went to his knees and pressed a kiss to her belly.

			“True. I just . . .” Sebastien pressed his mouth to her belly again. Marin was slim. Hollywood pretty much dictated it, but she’d been blessed with a long, slender frame anyway. Her belly was still flat, but under his mouth, he was almost positive that there was a firmness that hadn’t been there before. “You’re pregnant. My baby is growing inside you.”

			Slowly, he lifted his eyes upward and stared at her.

			Marin’s lips parted on a shaky sigh and she nodded. “I guess . . . well, you don’t look mad about it.”

			“Mad . . .” Sebastien stood up and pulled her against him. Her lower body tucked in tight against his cock. “Well, I guess it would all depend on your definition of the word. Mad, desperate, insane . . . if that’s the usage you’re going with? Maybe I am mad.”

			He rubbed his cheek against hers, breathing in the scent of her.

			Her fingers curled into his shirt, drawing him closer, although there just wasn’t any way he could get as close as he wanted to be, as he needed to be. Not unless she was naked and he was inside her and she was clinging to him, as desperate and driven as he felt.

			“But angry . . . no.” He caught her lower lip, tugged. “I’m not angry. I’m a lot of things but that’s not what I am now. Maybe earlier, but not now.”

			“What are you?” Her voice shuddered, trembling.

			“I don’t think it’s possible to explain that in words.” He picked her up then and carried her over to the table—it was the nearest flat surface. Her breasts lifted for him, the cups of the bra falling to the side. He caught the straps and smoothed them down, out of the way. There were faint red marks under her breasts from the band and he kissed them. At the same time, he splayed his hand over her belly. “I can’t really explain how I’m feeling. I know I’m excited. Happy. And I know what I want.”

			“And what is that?” Her voice broke into a whisper and she stared at him, almost afraid to ask.

			“This . . .” He rubbed a slow circle over her belly. “I want this.” He pressed a kiss to her chest, just above her heart. “And this.”

			He came back up over her and kissed her mouth. “This. All of you . . . the baby. Everything. Can I have you, Marin?”

			Her response was to reach for him.

			It wasn’t the yes he’d been hoping for, but for now, he’d take it.

			Her skin felt almost feverish against his, shockingly hot. Her eyes burned hot, bright. “Are we really doing this?” she asked.

			“Unless you tell me to stop.”

			Marin closed her eyes, her lashes laying against her cheeks. “I should. We never . . . We haven’t talked.”

			“We will. Do you want me to stop?”

			“Hell, no. You’re just plain bad for me, Sebastien . . . and I can’t find it in me to care.”

			Rolling to his back, he pulled her on top of him, sliding his hands up so that he cupped her breasts. “I don’t have to be bad.” He didn’t want to be bad for her.

			She bent low over him, her breasts like an offering now and he rose up, catching one tight nipple between his teeth. She made a low, hungry noise and arched against him. The pressure against his cock was almost enough to make his eyes cross, and then she started to move, finding a rhythm that might drive him to embarrass himself if he wasn’t careful.

			It drove him mad, made him want to grab her and flip her over, strip her naked and come inside her—

			Swearing, he gripped her hips and arched up, grinding against her.

			Marin whimpered and met his movements. He thought maybe he could feel the heat of her through all her layers of clothing.

			“Naked,” he said, mental powers reduced down to the absolute basics. “You need to be naked.”

			She blinked down at him.

			Another slow blink when he shifted their positions again, tucking her back under him. He pushed onto his knees and reached for the button of her jeans, looking into her eyes. Her lashes swept low for a few seconds, but then she looked straight back at him. When he started to tug her jeans down, she lifted her hips to help, and then she sat up, grabbing the hem of his shirt and dragging it upward.

			Sebastien hissed as she leaned forward, her mouth hot and open. She dragged her lips from his heart and began to move them, going to her knees as she skimmed her mouth toward his neck before continuing on. Her hands dipped into his hair as she kissed him, her tongue tangling with his, the taste of her a sweet, hot glimpse into paradise.

			She tugged at his jeans.

			Impatient, he went to deal with it, but she slapped his hands away. “Mine,” she said, her voice husky.

			Well. He was okay with that.

			It was the truth anyway, even if she didn’t realize that. Everything about him was hers.

			“You make my brain melt.” He managed to keep his voice easy and calm as he said it, although his fingers shook a little as he cupped her face. Her eyes were hazy, hot with need. She focused on his face and the smile that curled her lips was enough to make a saint weep.

			That lovely face . . . she could have played Helen of Troy—she might have been Helen of Troy. Beautiful beyond words, but Sebastien’s obsession with Marin Lassiter wasn’t because she was beautiful.

			Beauty alone wasn’t enough to trip him up. He was surrounded by beautiful women and he knew how shallow that beauty could be. Marin might have been beautiful, but that wasn’t what had him ready to go to his knees in front of her.

			Slowly, he slid one hand down the midline of her torso, staring into her eyes as he cupped her in his hand. Wet heat greeted him. Parting her slick folds with one finger, he caught the broken moan that fell from her on his lips. She moved against his hand, her nails digging into his shoulders as the rhythm of her body became more demanding.

			She was slippery and tight and the thought of feeling her around him was enough to make him crazy. She closed her fingers around his cock and he growled. Wrenching her hand away, he tumbled her onto her back and shoved his jeans down, freeing himself. He settled between her thighs and cupped her face in his hands. “This isn’t the last time, Marin.”

			A shaky breath left her.

			“It’s not.” Sebastien licked at the entrance to her mouth before he continued. “I want to lay between your thighs and eat you up like candy, and then I want to start all over again.”

			Her face went pink. Sebastien pretended not to notice as he bit her lower lip, tugging gently. “How do you feel about that?”

			“I think . . . I think I’m okay with it.”

			Okay? Marin’s saner self—that one part of her mind that could still think and wasn’t a jabbering, wilting mess of nerves and need—yet—laughed at her. She wasn’t okay with anything that didn’t involve him coming inside her now.

			“Good.”

			But the way he’d said it, and what he was doing . . .

			He kissed her, his hair falling down to brush against her face. She cupped his cheeks in her hands. Her thumb brushed against the ragged lower edge of the scar and she held him close when he would have tugged away.

			His bare legs rubbed against hers. Her breath caught, held in her lungs and she arched up, that desperate, hungry need starting to coil inside her. Marin slid her hands down his chest, feeling his chest hair against her hands. She tugged on it lightly and he grunted, muttering her name. He pushed his knee between her thighs and the feel of him moving against her had her arching higher, trying to get closer.

			She had the fanciful thought that he could dissolve inside her and it wouldn’t be enough. Continuing the downward path with her hands, she caught his hips and pulled demandingly. Sebastien caught her wrists, dragging them up.

			“In such a rush.” He nuzzled her neck before lifting his face up to meet her eyes.

			She didn’t want to look at him, though. She felt more than naked with him like this—she felt exposed.

			Curling her legs around his hips, she stared at him from under her lashes. “Yes. I am. Are you going to make me wait?”

			“Witch.”

			He moved high and when she felt the head of his cock, she gasped. One more move had him gliding back and forth between the wet folds of her sex and Marin whimpered, arching up to take him deeper.

			Her eyes drifted closed and she fell into a sea of sensation and hot, molten pleasure.

			“No,” Sebastien whispered as he started to pull back. “Don’t look away. Don’t close me out.”

			Forcing her eyes to open, she stared at him. He pulled out and surged back in, deeper, harder and the aching need inside her spread, growing until she knew it would swallow her whole. She clutched at his hand, her nails biting into his skin.

			Even when his mouth took hers in another deep, drugging kiss, she couldn’t look away.

			He didn’t, either.

			It was madness and bliss, and he rode her hard, pushing them straight into the heart of it.

			She exploded, dissolving into sensation.

			Sebastien raced along after her, all but chasing the orgasm, and when his cock swelled, then pulsed inside her, she whimpered, twisting against him. It was too much. Too much.

			***

			They lay side by side in the darkness. Sebastien was on his side and he had the flat of his hand spread over her belly.

			Marin would have been over the moon happy if she could just figure out how Sebastien felt.

			She’d been afraid for so long and now . . .

			“How did you feel when you found out?” Sebastien asked in the dark.

			“I . . .” Frowning, she thought through the question and realized it was one she hadn’t really considered much.

			Had she thought about how she’d felt?

			She’d known how she felt especially after a few days and the time to think it all through. She wanted the baby, was more excited about him, was more excited than she could ever recall being about anything.

			“I was . . . happy.” The smile came unbidden. She looked toward his face, realizing her eyes had adjusted well enough that she could see him despite the dim light that filtered in. “I am happy. I . . . well, I haven’t told my folks yet, but I know they’ll be happy, too.”

			He put his hands on her belly and started to rub in slow circles.

			She turned her face toward his. “What about you?”

			Sebastien didn’t know how to put what he was feeling into words. He’d never been particularly good when it came to explaining himself. He could make a character come alive; people who didn’t even exist—well, he could make those people relatable to millions of viewers. But one on one? When it came to things that mattered? He knew how to be charming in interviews and he knew how to say the things people wanted to hear, but all of that was shallow shit.

			How could he tell Marin that he’d spent the past couple of months reading up about babies and pregnancy and that he could tell that sometimes her back bothered her already and he knew she wasn’t sleeping too great lately? Well, he could tell her but he’d sound like a fucking stalker.

			Uncertain, he flattened his hand over her belly and slid his eyes up to her face. “I told you earlier. I don’t think words can cover what I’m feeling.”

			Faint light from the narrow slit in the curtains fell across her face and he could just make out her eyes. A faint smile curled her lips and she moved in closer. As she snuggled up against him, he tucked her head under his chin and closed his eyes.

			They could make this work.

			Damn. He was going to be a dad.

			***

			Phone calls at four in the morning weren’t welcome. Having somebody knock on the door was slightly less annoying, but only slightly. Marin was still trying to knuckle the sleep out of her eyes when she realized Sebastien was already at the door, speaking to somebody in a low voice.

			She forced herself upright and grabbed her robe from the foot of her bed, slipping into it just as he closed the door.

			“What was that?”

			“Somebody from the front desk.” He came toward her and slid his arms around her waist, pulling her in close.

			Heat pierced the fog of sleep as he untied the belt and slid his hands around her waist, drawing her in closer.

			“What’d they want?” She was trying to focus and he was busy trying to distract her.

			“Message from Sojo. We’ve got the next four days off.” The words were spoken against her belly and she caught her breath as he went lower, his tongue coming out to stab at her clit through her curls.

			Message . . . dimly, she realized there was probably more to that message than he’d relayed.

			Then he circled his tongue around her clit and the ability to think just sort of faded away. Her knees went weak and he caught her, easing her back onto the bed. He came up over her and kissed her, the taste of her mingling with the taste of him and she moaned. She reached for him, her fingers digging into the heavy ridge of muscle at his back.

			Denim rubbed against her thighs and she pulled back from his kiss long enough to ask, “Why are you wearing clothes?”

			“Because I try to avoid answering doors naked.” There was a laugh in his voice but it was gone in an instant as she reached between them and tore at the opening of his jeans.

			She had his cock in her hand in seconds and when she stroked up, then down, Sebastien muttered her name, voice low and rough. When she repeated the caress, he shoved himself into her palm, reaching between them to cover her hand with his, tightening her grip.

			He braced his weight on his free elbow, lifting up to stare at her, the blue-green of his eyes locking with hers.

			She passed her thumb over the head of his cock, felt the dampness seeping out.

			He stopped with a snarl and nudged her thighs wide. “Now.”

			“You’re the one who stopped to get dressed,” she reminded him. She might have said something else, but he was inside her in the next moment and the only noise she was capable of making was a long, wordless keen of hunger.

			She moaned as he pulled out and surged back in, each dig of his hips taking him deeper and deeper. Marin couldn’t even tell where he ended and she began, but she knew that he still wasn’t close enough. Clutching him to her, she sank her teeth into his ear and gasped out his name. His cock swelled inside her, big, thicker. It was too much.

			Her climax seemed to open up under her, swallowing her whole.

			It wracked her entire body, spasms that left her shuddering and twisting against him. When it ended, she was so drained, she couldn’t even move. One hand slid off his back to smack bonelessly against the floor.

			Sebastien said something to her, but the words didn’t make much sense. She was already half-asleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Her first thought was that she’d overslept.

			Sunlight was coming in through the curtains and she knew that wasn’t right. She was supposed to have been on set when the sun came up, so if the sun was up . . .

			She jerked upright and saw Sebastien tucking something into somebody’s hand—money, her mind filed away—while two others bustled around, setting up breakfast. Her belly grumbled, particularly at the smell of bacon.

			“Sebastien . . .”

			His gaze slanted toward her, a smile crooking up his lips. But he just kept speaking in low tones to the hotel staff. The man in front of him didn’t even look at Marin, just dipped his head and said, “Of course, Mr. Barnes. You needn’t be concerned.”

			She had no doubt what they were discussing—Sebastien was asking for discretion. The concierge—she recognized him—was assuring him they’d have it.

			There was a fifty-fifty chance. The concierge was a nice guy. She liked him and she could tell he liked his job. It was the others she didn’t know about. But she’d already resigned herself to the fact that news about her and Sebastien was going to come out, probably sooner than later. After yesterday, it wasn’t even a question now. If somebody was going to sell that story to the tabloids, she’d rather it be somebody who needed the money instead of somebody on set looking to be petty. It had happened to her more than once.

			The doors soon closed behind the hotel staff and they were left alone.

			She held the blanket to her breasts as Sebastien came toward her, wearing only his jeans, the light dusting of hair leading down in a thin ribbon toward the low-slung waistband of said jeans. “What . . .” She cleared her husky throat. “What’s this?”

			“Breakfast in bed. Sorry to wake you, but we’ve got to hit the road soon.”

			“We . . .” She frowned at him. “Why are we hitting the road?”

			“We’ve got a few days off. I thought we’d do something useful with them.” He picked up two plates and came toward her, offering her one, and then putting his down on the table next to the bed.

			She studied hers, found it loaded down with scrambled eggs, bacon, and toast. While he went back to where the breakfast had been so elegantly spread out, she picked up a piece of bacon and nibbled on it. Sebastien grabbed two glasses of juice and came back to her. “We’ve got a plane to catch in four hours.”

			That had her arching a brow. “Is that right?” She could just bet she knew what he was thinking.

			“Yeah.” He put her glass of juice down, but lifted his to his lips and half guzzled it. “I thought we could go to Tennessee, tell your folks.”

			She bobbled the plate. “Tuh . . . We’re going to Tennessee.”

			“Unless you’d rather call them.” He leaned forward then, eyes serious. “After yesterday, people are going to talk. People are going to speculate. After you passed out on the set, and then what happened between us . . . sooner or later, somebody is going to toss it out there and this time, they’ll be right. I’d rather tell my parents. Wouldn’t you?”

			Instead of answering, she nibbled on another piece of bacon. Taking her time, Marin drank some juice, and then looked over at him. Because she knew Sebastien, she asked, “And when do we head to San Francisco?”

			“We don’t.”

			“We don’t,” she echoed, not quite believing him.

			“It’s . . . ah . . .” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, you know Abby’s birthday is coming up. It’s on Sunday. Zane’s is on Wednesday. My folks are going to be in Tucson this weekend, so I thought we’d crash the party.”

			“And the movie?” She frowned at him. “You never did tell me why Sojo announced the sudden break.”

			“Yeah. That.” Face grim, he looked away. “Sojo’s mother passed away. She had to leave to make arrangements. I . . . Hell, I called her earlier, offered my condolences. She told me to keep them, expects us all to be back and ready to work our asses off come Tuesday. Doesn’t much sound like she’s grieving. She just sounded pissed off.”

			“Sojo’s mother threw her out of the house when she came out about being a lesbian.” Marin plucked at the sheet. “They reconnected—sort of—over the past year, but it wasn’t really friendly. It was mostly just being cordial if they saw each other at other family events. Her mother never really forgave Sojo for . . . well, for being Sojo...” Marin shrugged.

			“Bullshit.” Sebastien shook his head. “Why’s Sojo even bothering to help, then? Let other family members do it.”

			“Because Sojo still loved her mother. And if she sounded pissed off, that might be why.”

			***

			Telling her parents had been easy compared to this. And oddly enough, neither of them had been surprised.

			Mom had given her an appraising look when they’d shown up on the front porch and Marin had the weirdest feeling that her mother had known—maybe not about the baby, but about her and Sebastien.

			Of course, her father had teased them both something awful about her snagging a younger man. Sebastien had taken it all in good-natured humor and after spending the night, they’d caught a flight to Arizona.

			This was going to be the hard one.

			She didn’t know why, but ever since she’d disembarked in Tuscon, she’d been entirely too nervous.

			She didn’t get it.

			She was about as close to Ron and Denise as she was to her own parents—they were like a second family. This should be easy.

			Speeding down the highway in Sebastien’s rented Corvette, Marin found herself lifting her hand to her lips—to bite her damn nails. A habit she’d broken years ago.

			She stopped and clenched her hand into a fist, turning her head to stare out at the desert around them.

			“Why are you nervous?”

			“Who says I am?” Marin shot Sebastien an easy smile, determined not to let him see how her belly felt like it had gone and twisted itself into a hundred thousand knots. It was just plain stupid. She was going to see Ron and Denise, the rest of the brothers, and Abigale. The only person she didn’t know particularly well was Keelie, but they’d always gotten along. No reason to be nervous.

			Sebastien held out a hand.

			Curious, she looked down and then put hers in his.

			“Other hand.”

			Rolling her eyes, she complied. She’d already uncurled the fist. The second their skin touched, he turned her palm upright. “You’ve gouged your nails into your skin. But you’re not nervous.”

			Snatching her hand away, she tucked her hand under her thigh, hiding those little half moons of evidence from him. “Don’t be silly. There’s no reason to be nervous. I mean, I’ve known your parents for more than half my life. Zach is like a brother to me.”

			“Yeah.” There was a faint half smile on Sebastien’s face as he hit the blinker and started to slow down. A massive house up ahead caught her eye. “That’s the place.”

			Marin lifted her brows. “Wow.”

			“Yeah. So . . . since there’s no reason for you to be nervous . . .”

			She smacked him on the thigh. “Shut up.”

			***

			It was almost like any other get together with them.

			Marin sat on a lounge chair under a huge sun umbrella. Both Sojo and Geneva would have her hide if she went back with any kind of tan or sunburn. Slathered in sunscreen and hiding under the protection of the umbrella, she felt confident she’d avoid incurring their wrath and she was quite comfortable. The heat of the day made her lazy, and when Sebastien brought her some tea, she guzzled almost half the glass before stopping.

			“You should have said you were thirsty.” He sat at the foot of the chaise, his eyes on the crowd rather than her. But he had his hand on her ankle and the way his thumb kept rubbing over her skin was doing things that were a little crazy for such an innocuous touch.

			“What were you and Zach talking about?” she asked.

			Sebastien sent her a quick look. “Nothing important.”

			“He looked pretty intense.” From behind the protective shield of her glasses, Marin was able to look at Zach and she saw him glancing at them again. It wasn’t the first time she’d caught him eying them strangely. She doubted it would be the last, either.

			Zach was always trying to play the hero. He’d been like that as long as she’d known him.

			“He’s just being Zach. Abby might have hinted that we were . . . involved. He’s protective of you, you know.” Sebastien crooked a grin at her. “If he gives me trouble, it’s not a problem. I did it to him first.”

			She might have asked about that if Denise hadn’t come toward them in the next moment, carrying two plates. “Here. I know you two are on a job, but you can still eat. Once I heard you were coming out, I asked Abby to make sure there would be something you could both eat.”

			“I’m not supposed to be a bean pole, Mom.” Sebastien studied the pile of greens on his plate, but grinned at her. “At least I got some chicken.”

			“Abby made it so you know you’ll like it.”

			“You made her cook for her own birthday party?” Marin laughingly accepted the plate.

			Denise waved a hand. “Fine, she didn’t cook it. Her staff did. She’s had to expand, did you hear?”

			Marin nodded, stabbing at a fat strawberry with a fork. “She’s pretty pleased with it, but I think she’s done growing. She’ll have to start turning people down.”

			“That’s the life of a successful businesswoman.” Denise sat in the chair nearest them, gazing out over the throng. The only ones missing were the twins—Travis had claimed work, as he always did. Trey also had work, but then there was his family. He had a deadline and Ressa hadn’t been able to get off work, so they’d called in the night before. “She’ll decide she wants to expand or she’ll decide she’s happy where she is and as much as she hates turning people down, that’s what she’ll have to do.”

			Denise’s blue eyes, eyes she’d passed on to her boys, looked bright and happy. “You heard about Trey and Ressa’s pregnancy, didn’t you?”

			“Yeah. He called me.” Sebastien nodded.

			“Ressa sent me a text. She’s a wonderful lady—exactly what Trey needed after . . .” Marin stopped, sighing. Trey’s first wife had died in childbirth and it had seemed as though he’d never emerge from the dark depression that had gripped him. Ressa had turned his life upside down and he was that much happier for it now. “If only you can get somebody to have that kind of effect on Travis.”

			“Humph.” Denise blew out a harsh breath through her nostrils. “I think that boy will need the earth to open up under his feet before he gets a clue. Kind of like you, Sebastien.”

			Sebastien jerked his head up, the fork in his hand almost slipping. He had a mouth full of food and he couldn’t say anything with his mother sitting there—she’d get on him for that. Hurriedly, he chewed. “What? I don’t . . .” He stopped, shaking his head. Jabbing his fork toward his mother, he said, “You worry about Travis all you want. He needs it more than I ever did. He needs it more than Trey did.”

			Denise’s mouth went white around the corners, but all she said was, “I’ll worry as I want to, thank you very much.”

			“I think that’s a mother’s prerogative,” Marin said, kicking Sebastien lightly when he would have said anything else.

			He caught her ankle and squeezed.

			It didn’t go unnoticed by Denise, either.

			Marin caught the speculation in her eyes and felt herself blushing and damn it all, that only made it worse. Sebastien noticed, too, and he gave Marin a quick look. She read everything in that look and tried to keep her cool as he smoothed his hand up from her ankle to her knee. “You know, Mom . . . there’s actually something I wanted to tell you and Dad. You think he’s got time?”

			Denise’s eyes widened a fraction. “Well, I’ll just go and get him, whether he has time or not. Is this private?”

			Marin snorted. “Nothing stays private in this family for long, does it?”

			“Well . . . not generally.” Denise laughed as she rose, dusting off her long, rose-colored skirt. “I’ll be back.”

			Abigale wandered over and nudged Marin’s knee, sitting on the other side of her. “You know, it’s a good thing the chaise is a large one,” Marin said ruefully, eying her best friend.

			Abby was too busy taking in Sebastien. He hadn’t moved his hand. “So . . .” Abby propped her chin on her fist and studied Sebastien. “I saw you and Zach talking earlier. Is he going to pay up yet?”

			“I’m not responsible for helping you collect on money owed, Abs.” Sebastien winked at her.

			“You know, Zach was telling me—”

			“So!” Denise sailed back into their orbit, her husband bringing up the rear. Ron gave her a nod and stroked his hand down his wife’s back.

			“She’s all aflutter,” Ron said. “Ever since Trey and Ressa let us in on their news.”

			“Another baby.” Denise’s eyes went misty but that didn’t keep her from narrowing her focus in on Sebastien. “So what is it you wanted to tell us, honey? I’m so happy to see you back at work, you know.”

			“Ah, thanks, Mom.” Sebastien rubbed at the back of his neck and glanced at Marin from the corner of his eye. You or me, the look seemed to say.

			She cocked a brow at him. This was his show.

			Denise caught the look and she clasped her hands in front of her. “I knew it—there’s something going on between you two, isn’t there?”

			“Ah . . . yeah. You can say that.” Sebastien stood up while Marin snickered.

			“Are you two—” Denise stopped, closing her eyes. “No. You tell me.”

			“I’m trying, Mom,” Sebastien said, looking exasperated.

			By now, more than a few people had gathered around. It wasn’t just family at the house, but friends of Abigale and Zach, Keelie and Zane. That included some of the employees from the tattoo studio, Steel Ink, co-owned by Keelie and Zach. One of them was a bright, bubbly blonde and she clapped her hands, squealing. “Oh, wow! Are you two getting married? That would be so f’in’ awesome.” She bobbed her head at Denise. “Sorry, ma’am.”

			Before Sebastien could respond, Zach snorted. “They ain’t getting married. Marin’s too old for him.”

			Marin felt the hot rush of blood rush to her cheeks and for a few seconds, she was so embarrassed, she couldn’t say anything. The guests all found somebody or something else to look at

			Sebastien’s jaw was like granite, eyes icy as he glared at his brother. Abigale didn’t look any happier as she stood, crossing her arms over her chest. “Seriously, Zach?”

			He looked around, his expression growing sheepish as he realized how it might have come off.

			Marin knew him well enough to know he hadn’t meant to be insulting. Zach had a bad habit of just inserting his size twelve shoes in his mouth at the drop of a hat. Still, her mood was precarious and as she stood, she dusted her clothes off and gave herself an assessing once-over before looking at him. “I hadn’t realized it was time for me to be put up on the shelf with the rest of the old maids. Think I need to start looking for different roles soon, Zach?”

			“Hey . . .” He opened his mouth, then closed it with a snap. “Look, I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just . . .” He shoved his hand through his hair. “Sebastien is just a kid.”

			Marin laughed. “Hardly.”

			“I’m twenty-six years old.” Sebastien took a step toward his older brother. “Yeah, I get that I was more spoiled than the rest of you, and I know all of you saw me as an immature, arrogant ass for the most part.”

			“Sebastien.” Denise stepped up. “That’s not true.”

			“Yeah, it is. I was immature and arrogant. I’m still an ass sometimes.” He shoved his hair back, baring the scar completely and turning his face so that his ruined eye stared back at Zach. “But I’m pretty sure most of my . . . immaturity was cut out of me the day I nearly lost my eye. Killing a man, realizing you didn’t—couldn’t—save the girl . . . getting cut up in the process—all of that has a pretty rough effect on you.”

			Zach’s mouth was tight, but he didn’t say anything. Just about everybody who wasn’t family had retreated.

			Marin moved toward Sebastien and took his hand. She squeezed it, willing him to look at her.

			And he did.

			He brushed her hair back and her heart stuttered as he lowered his head and rubbed his mouth across hers. “Well, this kinda got fucked up.”

			“Only if we let it.” She squeezed his hand again and looked over at Denise, then Ron, Zane and Keelie, finally settling her gaze on Abigale and Zach. Abigale didn’t look happy but her face softened with a smile as their gazes locked. “We came out to tell you all something. Be happy or don’t . . . it’s up to you, but I know you guys. I figure you’ll be happy. Even Zach, once he pulls his head out of his ass.”

			She lifted Sebastien’s hand to her lips and kissed it. “We’re pregnant.”

			***

			“Okay. . . . first off, Zach really does owe me fifty. I always had this feeling about you two. But . . .”

			Marin looked up as Abby slid into the room. People were still gathered outside, but Marin had retreated indoors, away from the heat and the noise. “But, what?”

			Abby lifted a shoulder. “But . . . when? How? Wasn’t that long ago he was still stuck in the bottom of a bottle. And I know you. You’re not going to fall into a bottle with somebody. So I’m wondering how it all happened.”

			Marin wasn’t surprised by the question.

			Amid the congratulations and well-wishes and hugs from Denise and Ron, she’d caught the curious looks.

			If somebody had told her that this would be her reality eighteen months ago, two years ago, Marin would have kindly suggested the person get a reality check. Then she would have tried to explain how things in Hollywood work and how the paparazzi will try to sell anybody as a couple and the production companies were happy with it because it was PR. It was good for a movie if people believed the leading actors were involved. Marin got that, even though she didn’t particularly see why it mattered. People loved the idea of people being in love, whether they were or weren’t. Just like plenty of people loved to see a star fall, she brooded darkly.

			As Abby settled down on the stool across from hers, Marin picked up her sparkling water and debated her answer.

			Finally deciding to keep it light, she said, “I’m surprised you don’t already know this. But . . . sometimes when a boy and girl like each other very much . . .”

			Abby threw a piece of popcorn at her. Marin swayed to the side and caught it. “Thanks. I was getting hungry.”

			“I’m not surprised. You didn’t eat enough to nurture a stick—not even a dead one,” Abby said dryly. Rolling her eyes, she braced her elbows on the kitchen island. “It’s just us. So . . . spill.”

			“What’s there to spill? We slept together. I’m pregnant.” Marin shrugged.

			“And how long have you been seeing each other?” Abby studied her closely. “I mean, when I saw the two of you last week in Chicago, it seemed like it was pretty obvious and now with the baby and all . . .”

			Marin sighed and twirled her straw around in her glass.

			“Okay, so you’re not seeing each other?”

			“Would you let me finish talking?” Marin asked mildly. “Good grief.”

			Unwittingly, her gaze slid up past Abby’s shoulder and she stared outside, unerringly seeking out Sebastien. He was talking with Javi and Keelie and the three of them were laughing. Javi was one of the tattoo artists who worked with Zach and Keelie. As Marin watched, he reached out and slapped Sebastien on the back with enough force to make the taller man stumble.

			“So what is there?” Abby asked softly. “I can tell you that Sebastien’s had a thing for you for a long, long time. Zach keeps telling me that was back when he was a kid, but . . .”

			Marin couldn’t keep from smiling. “Zach’s a funny one to be mentioning things like that, now isn’t he?” Then she shrugged. “Sebastien? Now, he hasn’t been a kid for a long, long time.”

			The two of them shared a look and finally a slow smile cracked Abby’s face. “Well, you aren’t kidding there. He’s a like a little brother to me, but . . . damn, he turned out pretty, didn’t he?”

			“Mine,” Marin advised.

			Abby chuckled and reached over, grabbing Marin’s hand. “Don’t worry. I’ve got my own Barnes boy to deal with. And trust me . . . one of them is more than enough. You sure you're ready to take that on?”

			Marin laughed. “Well, ready or not . . . I’m doing it.”

			After a few more minutes, they went back outside, Marin mostly because she wanted to find Sebastien—and get something else to eat. Shooting would be done in two more weeks and she was starving. Screw the cameras. She could have one day to eat, right? Abby was checking on the food. Birthday or not, she didn’t know how to not work, it seemed.

			Sebastien wasn’t anywhere to be found, though, and when she noted that Zach was missing, she heaved out a sigh and hunted down Abby once more. “Any idea where Seb and Zach might have gone?”

			“Ah . . . if they are going to knock heads, you might as well let them do it.” Abby hitched up a shoulder. “You know at some point a couple of them always end up brawling at these family things. It would almost be . . . boring without it, I guess.” She paused, lips pursed as she thought that over. “No, never mind. I take it back. No, it wouldn’t. It would be lovely.”

			“This is over me.” Grimly, Marin turned her back and stared over the sprawling yard, trying to figure out where they might have gone. If they’d come in through the kitchen, she would have seen that. But the house was huge, with a patio that spread around the backyard and half the side yard, opening the house up, so that in almost any room on the lower level, somebody could wander out and stare at the endless panorama of the desert.

			One of the rooms was completely off to the side—and completely out of sight from the majority of the people in the backyard. If Marin and Abby hadn’t been standing near the back where a tiki bar had been set up with ice and drinks, Marin wouldn’t have seen it.

			“They wouldn’t want Mama Barnes to know,” she said, narrowing her eyes.

			Abby followed her line of sight. “She always finds out. Marin, just let them bash heads.”

			“How about I bash their heads?”

			Lips pursed and drawn to the side, Abby pondered that idea. “I’ve thought about doing that more than once, actually.”

			But Marin wasn’t listening. She was already halfway across the yard.

			By the time Abby caught up with her, both of them could hear the voices coming from inside the house. A few others could as well, but they were being polite and pretending not to notice. Or maybe they were just pretending not to notice so Denise wouldn’t pick up on their interest, thus ruining their fun.

			***

			“You’re going to be a daddy, Sebastien. I think that requires a little more than you having some sort of high school hang-up on one of my oldest friends!” Zach snapped. “Are you ready to grow up or not?”

			Sebastien was trying hard not to lose his temper, remembering a time when he’d decided to open his mouth about Zach and Abby’s relationship—he’d been a dumb-ass and in this moment, he could understand just how much of a dumb-ass he had been.

			“I’m pretty sure this doesn’t really involve you, so why don’t you let Marin and me handle it, okay?” The scar on his face was itching—it tended to do that when he was stressed—or pissed—and he was fighting the urge to scratch at it. It wouldn’t help at all.

			“How in the hell can it not involve me?” Zach gaped at him, looking like he was two seconds away from exploding. “She’s one of my best friends—she’s my wife’s best friend. You’re my brother. The two of you are having a kid. You’re not really even involved or we would have heard something about it before now.”

			“Zach,” he said, warning in his tone.

			But Zach was too riled up to hear it, pacing now. The tattoos on his arms rippled and danced as he shoved both hands through his hair. “What the hell happened . . . Were you two rehearsing and just decided to say fuck it—”

			“I’m in love with her!” Sebastien shouted, his hold on his temper cracking.

			Zach stopped pacing, slowly turning to face Sebastien.

			But if Sebastien thought his older brother had finally gotten the point, then he was in for a rude awakening. Zach just sighed, shaking his head. “Hell, kid. You thought you loved Monica. You were ready to ask her to marry you not that long ago. And now you think you’re in love with Marin?”

			For a second, Sebastien didn’t say anything. Then he started to laugh. “Shit, are you and me the same person? Didn’t we have this argument—only it was reversed? I was convinced you would be happier in Hollywood and you kept telling me you were happy with Abby . . .” He gestured between them. “We’re talking at each other—or rather I’m talking to you and you’re talking at me because you won’t listen to what I’m saying.”

			“I am listening.” Zach sounded exasperated. “Look, I just . . . You say you love Marin, but what about the past year? You’ve been brooding, and don’t try to act like it wasn’t about Monica. That’s what has you so depressed. It’s not like you don’t have reason—”

			“Just stop. Right there.” Sebastien pointed a finger at his older brother and something in his voice must have cut through. “Now this?”

			He made a gesture toward his face, but it wasn’t so much about the scars, or his messed-up eye and the impaired vision. It was about what had led to it—Hanson. Monica. All of it. “Just stop. This is one area you have no say in—no right to speak. You think I’ve been brooding . . . over Monica.”

			Taking a few steps toward his now silent brother, he said, “In a way, you’re right. I have been—because I’ve been blaming myself.” When Zach started to speak, Sebastien just talked over him. “I should have seen it, realized something was wrong. I should have been able to save her—something. It was my fault—that was why I was brooding. But over the past few months, I started to realize maybe it wasn’t. Maybe I didn’t need to drown myself in a bottle. The person to blame was the son of a bitch who killed her—and the bastards who let him walk every time somebody else accused him of abuse. But not me . . . and not her.”

			Zach opened his mouth, then closed it.

			“What, nothing to say there?” Sebastien crossed his arms over his chest. “

			“Seb . . .” Zach expelled a harsh breath of air. “Look, I know you went through a rough time. I think . . . No. I know that’s why this has me tripped up. I don’t want you latching on to something and hoping it will last just because it seems like . . . I dunno . . . something good.”

			“Something good? You think me being in love with Marin is something I’m latching on to because it’s . . . something good?” Sebastien didn’t know if he wanted to laugh and explode. “You’re not getting it. I’m not latching on. I’m in love with her. She’s pregnant with my baby. That’s all good . . . and it’s all real. I don’t have to make up fairy tales to be happy and I’m not chasing oblivion in a bottle, either.”

			“Not yet.”

			The calm response had Sebastien jerking his head back. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Marin. She’s in love with you?” The words, so flatly stated, caught Sebastien off guard.

			“What?”

			Zach turned around, shoving his hair back before leaning over the desk. They were in a library, a bright open one with windows that faced out over the property. The sun slanted in through the windows, but the party was taking place out back and these windows faced out over the side yard and the desert.

			“Well, that answers the question.” Zach nodded, but not like he was happy with himself.” You two don’t act like people who are in love with each other, Seb. Abby sees me and she kisses me. I see her and I do the same. Keelie can’t keep her eyes off Zane, and have you seen how Ressa is with Trey? He can’t be near her without playing with her hair or touching her in some way. And Mom and Dad? Married almost forty years and they’re the same way.” Zach turned to him. “I haven’t seen you touch her except for when you two dropped that bomb on us. You’re not dating. The papers would be having a field day with it if you were. Marin always tells Abby when she’s hooked up and I end up hearing about it through her. Abby’s been teasing me about how she thinks you two might have something going, but if Marin was in love . . .” Zach laughed a little. “When she falls in love, we’re always the first to know, Seb.”

			Zach continued to stare at him, commiseration in his eyes.

			“You know what, Zach? Fuck you.”

			***

			Zach’s words echoed in her mind as she strode away from the library.

			“When she falls in love, we’re always the first to know.”

			She loved him, but sometimes, she wanted to smack him. She’d almost walked right into the library and done it, right there.

			But she’d stopped herself.

			She had a better idea.

			Marin strode through the house, one goal in mind.

			“Hey, wait . . . Wait up. Where are you going?”

			“I’m taking care of something.” When Abby caught her arm, Marin slowed, but only a little.

			“Look, all of that . . .” Abby tried for a smile, but it was a miserable attempt. Hard to tell she used to be an actress. “Zach means well, you know that.”

			“Zach’s a dumb-ass,” Marin retorted. “When you go yell at him, be sure to tell him I said that.”

			When Abby saw Marin grab her purse from the stand by the door, her eyes widened. “Hey, you’re not—oh, no. You are not leaving. Not like this.”

			“I’m not leaving, per se.” Marin grabbed Abby and hauled her in for a quick hug. “Like I said, I’m taking care of something. And do me a favor—make sure you tell Zach what I said. I’ll be back soon.”

			“But . . .”

			Marin closed the door on Abby’s attempt to stop her, striding for the rental car. Sebastien had listed her as a secondary driver, although she’d told him she didn’t plan on driving his phallic symbol. Now she was glad he had, because she needed transportation.

			Zach’s words circled in her head, over and over.

			“When she falls in love, we’re always the first to know, Seb.”

			“My ass.” Throwing the car into reverse, she left a little plume of dust as she backed out and another when she came out of the three-point turn. Just because she wasn’t overly fond of the Corvette didn’t mean she didn’t know how to handle a sports car.

			She was in Tucson in under thirty minutes and at her destination in under forty.

			Overall, her trip took less than two hours. Impressive, considering she was making one of the biggest purchases of her life.

			***

			“You are a dumb-ass.”

			Zach flinched as a book smacked down on his head.

			Abby glared at him.

			“What?” he asked warily, although he had a bad feeling forming in his gut.

			She went to smack him again, but he dodged. That caused him to spill the whiskey he’d been drinking and it went all over him and the nice, comfy jade-green leather couch. Well, at least it wasn’t white. And leather cleaned up pretty easy, right?

			Still wary, he got up while the whiskey continued to soak through his jeans. “What’s this about, Abs?” He gave her the smile she’d once told him melted her knees.

			“Dumb-ass,” she said again, not swayed by the smile at all. She threw the book down, still glaring at him.

			“You’ve said that.”

			“The first one was for Marin.” Abby crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. That position did amazing things for her breasts, but when his eyes strayed, hers narrowed and he immediately focused back on her face. “The second time was for me. I might say it again, too.”

			Running his tongue across his teeth, Zach pondered that, and then he said, “If I’m going to be verbally abused, I need to refill my glass.”

			“Don’t you want to know why Marin and I think you’re a dumb-ass?”

			Zach thought he probably didn’t want to know. Especially if it had Abby mad at him. “Well . . .”

			Not giving him a chance to finish, she came up behind him and leaned in, her lips just an inch from his ear. Abby was a tall woman and with the heels she’d worn, it put them just about eye to eye. He’d told her earlier that he planned to turn her around and put her over the couch the second they got home. She’d gotten pink in the face and told him she’d hold him to it. Now he was thinking he might be sleeping on the couch—alone.

			For a week.

			“You didn’t close the door all the way, baby. Some people heard that man-to-man talk you had with Sebastien. Including me . . . and Marin.”

			Zach closed his eyes, squeezing them shut so hard he saw starbursts of color behind his lids. “Son of a . . .”

			“Bastard.”

			He jerked his head around and saw Sebastien standing just a few feet away.

			“Aw, hell.” Tipping his head back, he stared up at the ceiling. Then, because there wasn’t much to be done for it, he refilled his whiskey and tossed it back. He considered having another because this was going to hurt. Sebastien’s hands were almost the size of dinner plates nowadays and he had plenty of muscle to back those hands up.

			But he didn’t. Setting the glass down with a decisive clink, he turned to Sebastien and held out his hands at his side. “Come on, then. Get it over with.”

			Abby made a derisive snort as she came around to stand between them, looking from him to Sebastien.

			“Seb . . .” she began.

			Zach cut her off. “It’s cool, Abby. I probably deserve it and it will make him feel better.”

			“No.” Sebastien was the one who spoke, his voice gentle, deceptively so. “It won’t.”

			He turned around and walked off.

			Abby sighed and looked at Zach. “You’re almost right, Zach. I think you do deserve it. But it won’t make him feel better. Marin left.”

			Zach’s mouth fell open. “She . . . what?”

			Abby turned and walked away, leaving him there. He didn’t see the smile curling her lips. He felt bad, which she figured was what he needed—for a little bit. Marin had already texted her and told she’d be on her way back soon.

			She had no idea what her friend was up to, but she’d seen something in Marin’s face when her friend looked at Sebastien.

			Zach hadn’t quite figured it out yet, but he would. The man she married wasn’t an idiot. Willfully blind, maybe, but not an idiot.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Where are you?

			He’d sent Marin the text maybe ten minutes after the mess with Zach, and it had taken her twenty minutes to text back. During those twenty minutes, Sebastien had figured one thing out.

			Marin wasn’t at the house any longer. That brilliant deduction was made upon discovering the absence of the rental car. He’d kept from texting her again, waiting until his temper cooled, because he didn’t want take his anger out on her—Zach’s hard head would be better.

			Her answer had just now popped up.

			About ready to head back. See you soon.

			He almost texted her again, but held off.

			He didn’t know why she’d left. Okay, it had something to do with what she’d heard. He didn’t know what she’d heard, exactly. Quite a bit had been said. He didn’t know how much she’d heard.

			Hopefully she’d tell him.

			He might have to rethink his decision to hit Zach, but for now, he was staying exactly where he was, right on the porch that faced out over the road.

			Keelie and Zane had no neighbors.

			The beautiful house was set back from the road on an isolated piece of land and it made it easy to see when somebody was coming.

			It took a little more time to ascertain that the vehicle coming maybe a half hour later was the Corvette he’d rented. She drove it like a pro and he couldn’t help but smirk as he recalled the dry remark she’d made about the overtly “phallic-ness” of the car—or something to that effect. Apparently she knew how to handle penis symbols.

			He was on his feet as she turned down the drive and walking toward her when she pulled the car into the empty spot at the end of the U.

			He opened the door and without waiting for her to say anything, he caught her chin and kissed her, rough and desperate, one arm going around her waist while he pushed the other into her hair. They were both breathing harder when he ended the kiss. “Where in the hell did you go?”

			“I . . . um . . .” She paused and licked her lips. Her lashes lifted up and the lambent heat there made him want to kiss her all over again.

			He almost did, but he made himself stop before he could. “Well?”

			“I decided to go shopping. Sometimes a girl just gets that urge, Seb.” She turned away and reached back into the car.

			His eyes dropped to her butt and the way the long, skinny skirt drew tight against her curves. He didn’t touch. At least not until she was facing him again, and then he rested a hand on her hip, searching her eyes. They were bright, glinting with a hot light. But he knew Marin—despite what some asshole brother of his might think. She wasn’t mad, but she was up to something.

			“I know you heard,” he said, deciding that the beating around the bush bullshit was for the birds.

			She smiled and leaned in, pressing her lips to his. “I’m not surprised. I told Abby to give Zach a message.”

			“What, that he’s an idiot?”

			“Close.” She nudged him back and he let her, watching as she closed the door. She held one bag in her hand.

			One.

			“If you had a mad rush to go shopping to vent some fury, you didn’t buy much.”

			“Well, if you know what you’re looking for, you don’t need to buy much.” She took his hand and they started to walk. “Come on. My sunscreen has probably worn off. We don’t need to piss Sojo off.”

			Sebastien scowled but managed not to mutter, “Fuck Sojo,” under his breath. If he had done that, she’d probably hear about it and she’d make his life hell. He didn’t need that on top of the rest of the bullshit he was dealing with. Judging by the look Marin slid him, she was picking up on his thoughts just fine, though.

			“You can’t yell at me for thinking something,” he said.

			“I can’t read your mind.”

			“Yeah, you go ahead and say that. I can tell by the smirk on your face you knew exactly what I was thinking.” He opened the door, still looking over his shoulder at her and almost crashed into Zach. Stopping in his tracks, he hissed out a breath. “You’re not who I want to see right now, Zach. Maybe in a few hours. Or in a few days. Thanksgiving, at the very latest.”

			Zach opened his mouth. Marin slid between them, even as Abby popped up, from out of nowhere, it seemed to Sebastien. How a tall, redheaded bombshell could manage to remain inconspicuous until that very moment, he had no idea, but he could have sworn she hadn’t been in the entryway. “Zach needs to say something, Seb. Then I’ll drag him away, okay?”

			This time, he was the one who opened his mouth—and Marin cut him off. Looping her arm through his, Marin tugged him away from Zach and into the living room as she said, “Zach can talk in a few minutes, Abby. Trust me, he had the floor long enough earlier. It’s my turn to speak now. Where is everybody?”

			“Outside—” Abby started to say, only to be cut off by Keelie.

			“Some of them are. I came in to refill the margaritas. They are going like mad out there. Hey, Marin. You’re back.” Her gaze slid from Zach to Sebastien, and then she glanced over her shoulder. “Zane, you might be playing referee in a few minutes.”

			“Shit. I’ll just get Mom. I’m not getting involved in this. If Zach’s going to be stupid . . .” Zane wandered in, looked from his wife to his brothers, then to Abby before finally settling his gaze on Marin. A slow, smug grin lit his face. “Nah, matter of fact, I think Marin can probably handle this.”

			He made his way farther into the living room. “Come on, Keelie. This will probably be fun.”

			Sebastien said, “Actually, I think this is—”

			“Oh, it’s going to be entertaining,” Marin said, cutting him off—again. Then she leaned over and pressed a loud, smacking kiss to his lips. He was caught off guard by that enough to go quiet. For a minute. “Hey, Abby, why don’t you and the hero go round up everybody else?”

			“I’m not—” Zach snapped.

			Abby slapped his arm before he could finish, and then hooked hers through his elbow and began to drag him along. “Come on. I might let you out of the doghouse in the next month if you do whatever it takes to keep our pregnant friend happy, Zach.”

			Javi and his wife passed by next, pausing to wave at Keelie and tell Zane bye and happy birthday. Marin waved them in. “Stay a little longer. I’ve got . . . something.” She didn’t want to go any further than that.

			“Something bigger than ‘we’re pregnant’?” Javi joked. “What, you getting married now? Can I sell it to the tabloids and get money?” The beautiful woman at his side elbowed him sharply and he consoled her. “I’m joking, mi corazón . . . I’m joking.”

			While the two of them bickered, Marin turned toward Sebastien. If she knew Abby, her friend would have the rest marching in here in no time so she smiled up at him.

			“Zach and Abby used to be the first people to know,” she said, leaning against him and wrapping her arms around his shoulders.

			Sebastien didn’t have any trouble following, either. He knew exactly what she was talking about. “Marin, look . . .”

			Sliding a hand down, she pressed a fingertip to his lips. “But if you ask Abby when the last time I called her all bubbling over about a guy? She’s going to tell you it’s been a while. A long while. Probably . . . man, five or six years. I used to think every other guy I met might be the one. Then it got harder and harder to figure out who the one might be, because none of them were the one. So I stopped calling.”

			Swaying closer, she pressed her lips to his, a warm, satisfied pleasure curling through her. Eyes still on his. “The first time I really started feeling a tug for a guy was . . . well, I didn’t want to think too much about it. He seemed all wrong. Younger, focused on so many other things and definitely not headed in the direction I was.”

			Sebastien had gone rigid against her. But Marin didn’t stop speaking. He needed to be the first to know.

			It had just hit her not that long ago, but it was right. All around her, people had gone quiet and she realized some of those standing close might be able to hear. But that didn’t stop her. “Then this awful thing happened . . . and well. We won’t get into that. I started spending more time around him, though, and that tug got stronger and stronger, but I still didn’t tell Abby . . . or Zach. It just didn’t occur to me. They’re still my friends, but I’ve got another friend—he’s probably the best friend I’ve got. And yes . . . I did know what you were thinking outside.”

			Grinning at him, she said, “Don’t worry. I won’t tell the director what you were thinking.”

			“Marin . . .” Sebastien said, his voice a low growl.

			“Hush . . . I’m getting to the point of the story.”

			“Get to it already!” Abby said, her voice bubbly with excitement. “I’m kinda dying here.”

			“It’s not your story,” Marin retorted. But she didn’t look away from Sebastien. “It’s ours.”

			Sebastien gripped her hair in his fist and tugged her close, lips to her ear. “You’re trying to drive me nuts. Again.”

			“No . . . I’m trying to tell you I love you,” she whispered, so quietly only he heard. “And I wanted you to be the first one to know.”

			The hand in her hair tightened almost painfully while the arm he’d wrapped around her waist spasmed. Marin felt her feet leave the floor as he straightened, her body weight supported against his.

			“Marin . . .” The word came out of him in a choked whisper.

			Turning her face into his neck, she kissed him. “I love you.”

			He lifted his face and she reached up, tracing her fingers over his brows, the scar, then his mouth. “I love every beautiful, battered inch of you. You’re mine, Sebastien Barnes.”

			Everybody heard that.

			While some of them broke out into applause, Marin wiggled and pushed at his shoulders. “Now that I’ve said that . . . one more thing . . .”

			Sebastien just clung tighter. “No. Not one more thing. You’re making my head spin.”

			“And I’m not done doing it, either. Put me down. Then you . . . Hell, just put me down. I’ve got to finish the scene, baby.”

			He did put her down, but first, he kissed her, hard and fast.

			That had Keelie whistling and Javi howled.

			Sebastien flipped him off.

			“That will end up on Twitter,” Abby said, shaking her head.

			“Like I care,” Sebastien muttered.

			“No, I’ve got something better for him to post on Twitter.” Marin picked up the bag she’d put down with her purse and turned back to Sebastien. “I don’t want there to be any doubts here. I know you love me and I love you and I’m keeping you.” Narrowing her eyes, she asked, “Got that?”

			“Think you’re going to hear any arguments?” Sebastien reached out and caught her wrist, tugging her toward him, but Marin resisted.

			She suspected some of their audience had already figured it out, but Sebastien hadn’t.

			That was fine. Spoiled, sexy Sebastien . . . so set in his ways, he’d probably already started thinking about how he would do this. But Marin was just as stubborn as he was and she’d made up her mind.

			She pulled the box out and held it out to him.

			He glanced at it, then at her.

			That was when it started to hit him.

			“What . . .”

			“Will you marry me, Sebastien?”

			She opened it. “I figure by the time we’re done wrapping up production here in a few weeks, a really good wedding planner could have a wedding mostly arranged, especially if a really good friend of mine steps up to the plate and runs interference.”

			Sebastien was still staring at the ring. For a second, he didn’t react much at all. Then, slowly, he lifted his face toward hers and their eyes met, the beautiful blue-green and the scarred imperfection of his bad eye. “You think, huh?”

			“Yes. How do you feel about that?”

			Sebastien pretended to mull it over—for about two seconds.

			His answer was spoken against her lips as he grabbed her against him and hauled her in for another kiss, this one deeper . . . and sweeter.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			The bed next to her was empty.

			That wasn’t right.

			Just eighteen hours earlier, she’d said her vows—she was now Marin Lassiter Barnes—and oh, how the press had had a field day with the fact that she was changing her name. She was tempted to post something to her Facebook page, something along the lines of Bite me—and she might, if they were still at it when she got back from her honeymoon.

			But she intended to spend the next two weeks just enjoying Sebastien.

			And that would have been easier if he were in the bed with her.

			Getting up, she walked through the suite and out on the balcony where the sun was slowly rising.

			She found him leaning against the railing, wide shoulder rounded forward, muscles clenched.

			Sliding her arms around his waist, she pressed her lips to his back. “You had another nightmare, didn’t you?”

			“Yeah.”

			He turned, then, pulling her up against him and tucking her head under his chin. She held him tighter, smoothing a hand up and down his back. “Are you okay?” she asked.

			“Hey, I’ve got my beautiful wife standing here practically naked. How can I not be okay?”

			She smiled against his chest. “You are naked. And this isn’t a private beach.” Somebody would get an eyeful of his excellent ass if they happened to look. “You’re also avoiding the question.”

			“No, I’m not.” Then he eased back, frowning as he looked up and down the beach. “Let’s go inside.”

			“What . . . you’re getting bashful now?”

			Judging by the dull red flush on his cheeks, he was getting something, probably worried about the idea of him getting caught butt-naked on a balcony—and his mom finding out. Once they were inside, he tugged her down the bed and pulled her up against him.

			“Sometimes, I . . .” He started in a halting voice, clearly not wanting to talk. But maybe had to, because he continued. “Sometimes I dream about Monica. But other times, it’s Smith. This time, it was him. Just me and him. He put the knife in my hand, then made me stab him. Told me that I did it because I wanted to, because I enjoyed it. The rest of my life . . . am I going to live the rest of life seeing that bastard when I close my eyes?”

			Heart aching, Marin reached up and cupped his cheek. “I don’t know. You might. I . . . Seb, baby, you might want to talk to somebody about these nightmares. I know they’re getting better, but you’ve got to know by now that you aren’t to blame. If you hadn’t fought back he would have killed you.”

			He closed his eyes and tried to avert his face.

			She didn’t let him. “Don’t look away. Look at me. Do you see me?”

			“All the time. Everywhere.” He gripped the back of her neck.

			“If you hadn’t fought back . . . we wouldn’t be here.” She eased her weight to the side and caught one of his hands, guiding it to her belly. “If you hadn’t fought back, our baby wouldn’t be here. You did what you had to do.”

			He was silent a moment, and then he rolled her onto her back.

			Marin was quiet as he dragged the short silk nightshirt up, baring her belly. When he kissed her belly, she closed her eyes.

			“Mine,” he murmured.

			She slid her fingers through his hair and said, “Mine.”

			“Claiming a battered, broken up wreck like me . . . I think I got the better end—hey!” Sebastien rubbed at his scalp, glaring at her.

			“Keep insulting yourself like that and I’ll do more than pull your hair.” She sat up and tugged at him until he did the same. Pressing her mouth to his, she gave him a soft, slow kiss. “You’re mine. That’s what you are, Sebastien . . . mine.”

			“Yours.”

			They lay back down, arms around each other, content to watch the sun coming up over the ocean. He had his hand on her belly, going around and around.

			“We’re supposed to get an ultrasound soon. You want to find out what we’re having?” she asked after a while.

			Sebastien pushed up, studying her. “What . . . huh. I don’t know. I hadn’t thought about it. Do you?”

			“No.” Marin smiled. “Call me weird, but I actually like being surprised.”

			“Okay. We can be surprised.” He lay back down, staring at the sky once more. It was that pale, orangy-gold color, he realized.

			A breeze blew in.

			He found himself thinking, one last time of Monica.

			And there, of all places, with his hand on his wife’s belly, in a luxury beach bungalow halfway around the world, he realized he was ready to let go. “I don’t think I ever forgave myself for not saving her, Marin.”

			“It wasn’t your fault.”

			“I know that. I just wasn’t ready to believe it. Not until now.”

			The sun broke over the clouds, limning them in the purest of golds.

			Sebastien felt the breeze brush against his face. He closed his eyes.

			Good-bye . . .

			Then, rolling onto his side, he pulled Marin up against him and whispered into her ear. She laughed, then . . . gasped. A few moments later, she was sighing out his name and that was pretty damn spectacular.
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