
        
            
                
            
        

    


    
      Bad Things

      Love is Messy Book One

    

    




      
        Emily Goodwin

      

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
        
          Prologue
        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1
        

        
          Chapter 2
        

        
          Chapter 3
        

        
          Chapter 4
        

        
          Chapter 5
        

        
          Chapter 6
        

        
          Chapter 7
        

        
          Chapter 8
        

        
          Chapter 9
        

        
          Chapter 10
        

        
          Chapter 11
        

        
          Chapter 12
        

        
          Chapter 13
        

        
          Chapter 14
        

        
          Chapter 15
        

        
          Chapter 16
        

        
          Chapter 17
        

        
          Chapter 18
        

        
          Chapter 19
        

        
          Chapter 20
        

        
          Chapter 21
        

        
          Chapter 22
        

        
          Chapter 23
        

      

      
        
          Want more?
        

        
          About the Author
        

        
          Also by Emily Goodwin
        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        BAD THINGS

        Love is Messy Duet

        Book One

        

        Copyright 2017

        Emily Goodwin

      

      
        Cover Photography: Sara Eirew

        Models: Amanda Renee and Brian Silvers

        Editing by Lindsay, Contagious Edits

        and Ellie, Love N Books

      

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

        

        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events or places is purely coincidental.

      

    

    
      
        
        [image: ]
        
      

      
        
          
          Created with Vellum
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      To anyone who’s ever felt like you are not enough…you are.
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      Diana

      A year ago…

      

      I carefully blot up the blood that’s dripping from my nose. Pain sears through me and tears fall, streaking little clean paths on my blood-stained skin. I cringe when the rag touches my broken skin. Wincing, I drag it down, cleaning up the dried blood. I watch scarlet-colored water wash down the drain as I rinse the rag under warm water, and bring it to my face again.

      My body shudders as a sob escapes my lips, but there’s no sound to hear. I’ve perfected silently crying, hiding my tears from the world. Once I’m done wiping away the blood, I go about my normal routine of removing my makeup and brushing my teeth. I change into my PJs and look at the closed bathroom door.

      My eyes fall shut. How the hell did it get so bad? I should have left.

      Yesterday.

      The day before that.

      Last week.

      A month ago.

      I kept hoping, kept thinking it would be all right. That things would get better. That he meant it when he said he loved me. He was so good at the game I didn’t know I was being played. He took away my control little by little until there was nothing left and I was a prisoner in my own home. It happened so gradually I didn’t see it coming until it hit me smack in the face.

      He hit me.

      This was the first time.

      He said it would be the only time.

      But I don’t believe him. Things were fine between us until tonight, until I told him that periwinkle was blue and not pink. It was something so small, so unimportant. Something I thought was funny. But he had a bad day at work and snapped, like he always does. Though this time, instead of hitting me with his words, he used his fist.

      And now I’m scared and alone, and it’s cold outside. Too cold to walk outside, but that doesn’t matter. I look out the small bathroom window. Snow falls down around the sleepy town. Softly. Gently. It’s so pristine. So white. So perfect.

      So unlike me.

      Tears fill my eyes and I sink down onto the closed lid on the toilet. I put my head in my hands, muffling another sob. I don’t know where my car keys are, and I won’t be told until morning when I need to leave for work.

      I wipe my eyes and stand, going to the vanity. Hidden in the bottom of my makeup bag, wrapped in a small ball of tissue are two white pills. I take them out and place them on my palm. My throat is thick and it’s hard to breathe.

      Pain tingles across my face. I close my fingers around the pills.

      I know what I have to do.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Cole

      Five years ago…

      

      “I had your ring cleaned.” I reach into my pocket and pull out a small velvet bag. “That way it’s extra sparkly so you can show it off.” I turn the bag upside down and the diamond engagement ring falls into my palm. I sit on the bed next to Heather and slip it on her finger.

      She holds her hand close to her face, admiring the large center stone, and smiles. “You’re so thoughtful.”

      I shrug. “I just want you to be happy.” And I do. Making my fiancée happy makes me happy, as lame as that sounds. She links her fingers through mine and rests her head on my chest. I flick my eyes to the closed door and listen for a moment. The house is quiet.

      “We have some time before my parents get back,” I say and wiggle my eyebrows. We’re in Orlando for Thanksgiving, staying with my parents for the first time since we got engaged. Several other family members are flying in, and we have plans to go to Disney World this weekend. I don’t normally get excited about shit like this, but fuck, I’m looking forward to it.

      Mostly because Heather is here with me.

      I kiss her and lay back on the bed, bringing Heather with me. Her arms go around my neck, but she hesitates.

      “Isn’t your brother in the house?”

      I let out a sigh. Nothing ruins the mood faster than bringing up that fucker. “Yeah, but he’s not going to come in or anything.”

      “What if he hears us?”

      I shrug again and smile. “It’ll make up for the million times I had to listen to him when we were younger.”

      Heather looks completely put-off and I can’t really blame her. “Raincheck?” she asks.

      “Of course,” I reply with a smile, ignoring the nagging in the back of my mind that this is something more than just not being in the mood. She’s been “not in the mood” a lot this past month, ever since we hashed out plans to come to Orlando and have Thanksgiving with my family.

      “Sorry. I’m just tired. And my back still hurts from the flight.”

      “You were tense that whole time.” I move around and put my hands on her shoulders. “Get a drink from the start when we fly back to New York,” I joke and start massaging her stiff muscles. Heather told me she was a nervous flyer, but I didn’t know the extent of it until we flew from New York to Florida.

      “That feels good,” she says with a sigh. “Thank you.”

      “Lay down, let me rub your back. And I won’t make a move, promise.”

      Heather gives me a kiss and then lies down. Five minutes later, my phone rings. I pick it up off the dresser to silence the call but see it’s work.

      “Everything okay?” Heather asks.

      “Yeah.” I decline the call. “It’s the day before Thanksgiving…I don’t know why anyone from the office is even calling.”

      “You can answer it.”

      “I already hung up.”

      Heather rolls over. “Call them back. I know it will bother you.”

      It already is bothering me. There are several promotions set to run this weekend, and things need to line up perfectly. There better not be a fucking problem. “You don’t mind?”

      “Not at all. I’m going to get something to eat and then take a shower and crash. You can shower with me if you’d like.”

      “I think I can handle that.” I help Heather to her feet, kiss her, and then call the office back once she’s downstairs. The email server Black Ink Press uses is down, which has created a fucking problem. I’m on the phone for twenty minutes, getting more and more irritated as time goes by. I’m not in New York, and I can’t fix the server. I don’t know why I was even called.

      Not wanting to be stressed out over the first holiday Heather and I are spending together, I put the phone down and take a minute before I go downstairs. Laughter echoes up the stairs, and I follow it to find Heather sitting in the kitchen with my brother.

      “Hey, Cole,” Luke calls, turning and looking over his shoulder. He’s at the stove, and whatever he’s cooking smells amazing, though I won’t fucking tell him that. Heather is sitting at the island counter and turns her head down. Her pale cheeks redden, and she doesn’t make eye contact. Weird.

      “Luke,” I say. “Hi.” My relationship with my brother has always been strained, but for Heather’s sake, I’m doing the best I fucking can.

      “How’s work?” he asks. “What’s new and exciting in the world of publishing?”

      I cringe, trying to keep from snapping. He’s asking a question, but it feels like a personal stab at my job. I might not be rushing into burning buildings like he does for a living, but I have a well-paying, respectable job.

      “Same old, same old,” I answer. “What about you?”

      “Same for me,” he says, turning back to the food. I sit next to Heather, slipping my arm around her waist. “And congrats on the engagement. This is the first time I’ve seen you both since you convinced Heather to join you on the Dark Side.”

      Heather laughs like it’s the funniest thing in the world, making Luke raise his eyebrows. I immediately go on the defense.

      Luke turns off the burner and grabs three plates. Part of me wants to say I’m not hungry and refuse to eat this just because he made it, but I’m fucking starving. And I’m trying not to be petty.

      “I know you’re not supposed to swim after you eat.” Luke puts his plate in the sink, “but I was going to grab a beer and get in the pool. It’s fucking hot here, even if the natives disagree.”

      “I’d love to go in,” Heather echoes right away, even though she declined my offer to get in the pool just an hour ago. Oh well, right? Heather looks good in a bikini either way.

      The rest of the day passes quickly, and Thanksgiving comes and goes before we know it. Luke leaves Friday morning to get back to work, thank God, and Heather and I drive to Disney World.

      It should be fun. It should be carefree. But Heather is quiet and distant. Something is wrong, but I’m too scared to ruin a good thing and ask. I wait it out, hoping she’ll snap back to her normal, happy self at any moment.

      But she doesn’t, and that Sunday night when we get back to New York, I can’t help myself.

      “What’s going on?” I ask her, setting my suitcase on the bed to start unpacking. “You’ve been acting off since Thanksgiving. Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah,” she says with a smile and sits on the edge of the bed.

      I go to her, wrapping my arms around her shoulders. “Heather…you can tell me anything. I love you. I want you to be happy.”

      “I can’t do this. You’re so good to me, and I can’t lie to you.” She gets up and walks to the other side of the room. Tears fill her eyes, and my heart stops as I watch her take off her ring. She extends the diamond to me, but I can’t move. If I take it back, then it’s over.

      My chest hurts, feeling like it’s caving in. “No, Heather, don’t say this. Whatever is wrong…we can fix. We can work through it.”

      “We can’t,” she whispers and tears roll down her cheeks. I want to go to her, brush them away, and kiss her. But I still can’t move. “Because I’ve been trying. I’ve been trying this whole time and I know I just can’t.”

      I blink, having to remind myself to breathe. “What can’t you do?”

      “I can’t love you the same way you love me.” She says each word slowly, and each word chips away at my heart until it’s barely together. One wrong move and the whole thing will come crashing down, breaking into a million pieces that will be too small to ever put back together.

      “No.” I shake my head, unable to think of anything else to say. “No.”

      She sets the ring down on the dresser. “Yes. I wish I loved you the same way. Really, I do.”

      “Heather…don’t do this. I’ve been busy with work and we haven’t spent as much time together lately, but that can change. I’ll cut back my hours.”

      “You can’t do that.”

      “I will. I’ll get another job. Heather—I love you. I love you enough to do anything.”

      Her strawberry blonde hair falls over her face as she tips her head down. “And that’s exactly why I can’t stay. Because you would do anything, and you deserve to have someone who loves you just as much. You deserve someone who makes you happy.”

      What is she talking about? She makes me happy. She loves me. I know it. “But you do.” I stride forward and she holds out her hand.

      “No, Cole, please, just stop! I can’t love you the same because…because I’m in love with someone else.”

      My cracked and fragile heart falls out of my chest. It hits the floor and I feel like I’m going to fall and cut myself on the pieces.

      “I have been, and I tried to stop, but I just can’t. I want to love you, Cole, but I can’t stop thinking about him. I think we have a real chance, and I can’t go on like this with you.”

      I stare at her for a minute, hands shaking. “Who is it?”

      She raises her eyes, lashes wet with tears. “Luke.”
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      Cole

      Present day…

      

      You have got to be fucking kidding me.

      “Harper, no,” I say and make a mad dash forward, lunging for my niece before she plummets off the couch and onto the hardwood floor. She’s only sixteen months old, but the kid has the athleticism of an Olympian. She’s fast and can climb to the top of anything in seconds. And I mean fucking anything.

      She immediately starts to scream and cry as soon as I pick her up, setting her back down on a rug in the living room.

      “Mickey Mouse is on,” I say, pointing to the flat screen TV mounted on the wall. “Mommy says you love Mickey.”

      She turns at the word and lights up when she sees the cartoon mouse on the screen. Distracted by the show, she forgets about climbing on the couch just long enough for me to sneak away back to the stove. The macaroni is boiling over, spewing sticky bubbles onto the stainless steel stovetop.

      Son of a bitch.

      I take a deep breath. I got this. I fucking have to. Something crashes behind me and I whirl around, heart stopping as I prepare for the worst. Harper is still happily watching TV, but the dog chases a calico cat through the living room, knocking over fucking everything in their path. The cat’s fur is raised and she leaps onto the counter, sliding to a stop right next to the oven and knocking over a package of Goldfish crackers. The bag falls into the burner. It goes up in flames, stinking up the kitchen and making the smoke alarm go off.

      Harper screams.

      Paige and Grace come running down the stairs—also screaming.

      I flick off the burner, throw the burning paper bag into the sink, turn on the vent above the oven, and rush into the living room to scoop up Harper. Tears stream down from her bright blue eyes—the exact same shade as her father’s—and she clings to me with all her might.

      Despite the chaos around me, having Harper cling to me, looking at me for safety and comfort, makes this night worth it.

      “What’s going on?” Grace shouts over the blaring beeps. “Do I need to call Dad?”

      “No,” I say, knowing she’s referencing Luke, my brother. Technically he is Grace and Paige’s stepfather. They call their biological father “Daddy” and call Luke “Dad.” It seems like it would be confusing to me, but it’s not to them. “It’s just the oven. It’ll stop in a minute.”

      “Get a towel,” Paige tells me. “And wave it by the alarm. That’s what Mommy does.”

      I grab a damp towel from the counter and do my best to fan the alarm while cradling Harper to my chest. Grace opens the window above the sink and turns the fan on in the living room. The living room, breakfast nook, and kitchen are all connected in an open concept layout, and not even a minute later, the smoke alarm stops.

      “It’s okay,” I sooth, rubbing Harper’s back.

      “I can take her,” Grace insists. She “babysits” while her mom works in the home office. “And make her stop crying.”

      “It’s all right,” I say. “You two can go back to playing.”

      “Is dinner ready?” Paige asks, looking up at me. “I’m hungry.”

      “Uh,” I start, eyeballing the mess on the stove. “Almost. I can get it dished up for you guys if you sit with Harper in the living room.” I feel like the worst uncle ever right now. Grace is nine years old and Paige turns six next week. They’re easy to watch and are overall good kids. They listen well and get along way better than I expected. Harper is a little monster, and I say that endearingly. She’s cute as hell and will snuggle the crap out of you, but you’re fucked if you turn your back for a minute. She takes after her father, that’s for fucking sure.

      The girls all look alike, despite Harper being a half-sister. Grace and Paige are technically my step-nieces, but I love them all equally. All three girls resemble their mother. Grace and Paige have Lexi’s green eyes, but Harper has blue eyes, getting it from Luke.

      “Hey little sweetie pie,” Grace coos and picks up Harper the second I set her down. “Do you need a diaper change?”

      Paige pinches Harper’s butt and nods. “Yep. She’s pretty squishy. Can we change her diaper, Uncle Cole?”

      “Sure,” I agree a little too eagerly. I’ve changed a handful of diapers since Harper has been born, but I’ll happily allow someone—anyone—else to change one. I grab the diapers and wipes from the closet for Grace and go back to the kitchen, draining the noodles and adding butter, milk, and the powdered sauce mix. I stir it together and dish it out on plates, allowing it to cool as I reheat the chicken Luke made for the girls earlier in the day. My brother is a damn fine cook, and I hate him for it. Well, with the exception of the nights when I come over for dinner. Then I’m happy.

      I put plates on the table and call the kids over, taking Harper from Grace so I can slip her in the highchair.

      “You forgot napkins,” Paige tells me as I click the straps together around Harper’s waist. She’ll climb out of her highchair if she’s not strapped in tight.

      “I’ll get them,” I say and walk around the island counter. I open the pantry, grab napkins, and turn just in time to see Harper pick up her plate and throw it to the ground. I close my eyes, letting out a slow breath.

      “Pluto!” Paige calls. “Come here, clean-up-crew!”

      “Is he allowed to do this?” I ask. I give each girl a napkin and pick up Harper’s plate. She’s happily babbling to herself, playing with the bit of macaroni that’s on her highchair tray.

      “Mom lets him,” Grace tells me. “She says he’s too old and fat to eat too much though. But we don’t have to vacuum after every meal if he eats Harper’s mess.”

      I can’t help but laugh. “Well, that’s good, I guess.” I scoop what I can back onto the plate, letting the medium-sized dog snarf up what he can and lick the tiled floor. I get Harper a small bowl of food, and sit at the table next to her, feeding her little by little.

      She follows me around crying as I try to clean up the kitchen. I can’t ignore her, so I pick her up and do the best I can cleaning one-handed. Grace and Paige go into the living room to watch TV and start bickering over what to watch.

      I set Harper down for a second so I can scoop the leftover mac and cheese into a bowl, and she immediately starts crying.

      “Girls,” I say, raising my voice so it can be heard above the baby’s cries. “Just hang on. I’ll pick something for you.”

      They ignore me, and Grace reaches forward, trying to snatch the remote out of Paige’s hands. Paige yanks her hands back and her fingers slip. The remote goes flying back in Grace’s grasp, whacking her in the mouth. Her eyes go wide and she brings her hand to her face, dropping the remote. A full second passes before she screams.

      “She’s bleeding!” Paige yells. Grace gets up and I see blood dripping from her fingers. Tears stream down her face as she cries, mixing with the blood.

      “I’m sorry!” Paige wails, on the verge of tears herself.

      “Hang on,” I say and grab a towel. I whirl around, bump into Harper and knock her over on accident. Her cries get even louder, drowning out Grace.

      Internally, I’m screaming just as loud.

      I pick up Harper and fly over to Grace, giving her the towel. It’s damp from drying dishes, but that’s okay, right?

      Fuck. I’m not cut out for this. I’m not a kid person. I love my nieces with all my heart, but I’m so fucking glad I’m just an uncle. I get to leave in a few hours, though right now it seems like an eternity.

      It takes another ten minutes to get everyone calmed down. The kitchen is a fucking disaster, and I have no idea how it got so messy. All I did was make mac and cheese and reheat the chicken. Grace sits on the couch and Paige cuddles up next to her, smoothing her hair and holding her hand. It’s fucking adorable but does little to ease my stress.

      I don’t like messes.

      I don’t like chaos.

      Harper takes in a deep breath and rests her head on my shoulder, little arms going around me. Suddenly, the dishes in the sink aren’t important. The dog and cat growling at each other from inside the dining room aren’t bothering me anymore.

      I sit next to Grace, slipping one arm around her and Paige and cuddling Harper with my other arm. Paige snuggles closer and Harper closes her eyes. I look at the three little girls and smile. Babysitting isn’t that bad after all.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “How were they?” my brother asks several hours later. All three girls are sleeping and I finally got shit cleaned up.

      “Not too bad,” I say, standing from the couch and walking into the kitchen. “Grace might have a fat lip in the morning. She and Paige were fighting over the remote and she whacked herself in the mouth.”

      “Again?” Lexi, my sister-in-law, sighs. “That’s the second time in like three weeks they’ve done that. I’m about ready to take TV away from them.” She wobbles on tall heels, shaking her head. She bends over to undo the straps and almost falls. Luke catches her, and Lexi looks up into his eyes. A smile plays on her face and she slips her arms around his waist.

      “Did they go to bed okay?” Luke asks, directing Lexi to a barstool at the island counter. She heavily plops down and works on taking her shoes off again.

      “Not too bad. I think I read a million books. The girls kept asking for one more, which turned into a lot. Harper fell asleep right away. She’s so active, I think she wore herself out.”

      “You got lucky,” Lexi says, dropping a red heel to the ground. She leans forward and her words slur just a bit. “Last night bedtime took three hours. Harper wouldn’t go to sleep, Paige was constantly hungry no matter how many bedtime snacks she ate, and Grace threw a fit her sisters were keeping her up. And Luke was at work. After I finally got them to sleep, I sat on the kitchen floor eating leftover jellybeans I found in the back of the pantry, not from this past Easter, but the one before that.”

      I laugh. “I don’t know how you do this every day. They’re exhausting.”

      “Exhausting but worth it.”

      “Very worth it,” Luke assures, going over to Lexi. She puts her hands on his shoulders and stands. “Worth it enough to have another.”

      Lexi’s green eyes go wide. “No.”

      Luke laughs and looks at me. “She’s drunk. She might let me.”

      “I might let you do something else I don’t normally do, but no babies. Not right now.”

      “I can play with your boobs again?” Luke asks, raising his eyebrows. “I’m so glad you’re done breastfeeding.” Lexi shuffles closer and I take that as my cue to leave. Before Luke and Lexi got married and he moved to Brooklyn with her, Luke lived with me in Manhattan for a while. I know what’s next on their agenda, especially if Lexi’s been drinking. I’ve heard it—and walked in on it—enough that if I never witness them again, it would be too soon.

      They’ve been together for a little over three years now, and the “honeymoon stage” never wore off. I can roll my eyes at them all day, but the truth is, I’d kill for something like that. I thought I had it once, and when it was taken away, I almost destroyed the fragile relationship I had with Luke to get revenge.

      I was so desperate to make him hurt the way I was hurting I even got Lexi involved. It’s a fucking miracle they talk to me, let alone trust me to watch their children. Sometimes I don’t think I deserve it. And I know I don’t deserve a sister-in-law as good as Lexi.

      “Thanks for watching the girls,” Luke tells me, stepping away from Lexi. “We appreciate it, and it’s nice getting a night out.”

      “It’s no problem,” I say. “They’re good girls.”

      “They are.” Luke turns to Lexi, grinning. “That’s why we should have another. Maybe we’ll get a boy this time.”

      “I wouldn’t know what to do with a boy. And we have a lot of pink.” Lexi hops off the stool. “I’m gonna go check on the girls. Thanks again, Cole.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Lexi gives me a hug and then weaves her way around the dog, picking up the cat off the back of the couch, and disappears upstairs, leaving me alone with Luke. It’s not awkward if I don’t think about it too hard. Standing here with him reminds me of how shitty of a brother I was. Not just since he met Lexi, but since we were teenagers.

      “You’re always welcome to come over and play with the girls. They’d like it,” Luke tells me, and I wonder if Lexi fed him that line. She’s worried I’m lonely.

      “Thanks. And I will. Have a good night.”

      Luke raises his eyebrows. “Oh, I will.”

      I just shake my head. “Right.”

      “Unless I go upstairs and she fell asleep. Which is entirely possible, dammit.”

      I chuckled and put on my shoes. “Better get up there, then.”

      Luke nods and runs his hand through his hair. Yep. This is awkward for him too. “Drive careful.”

      “Carefully,” I correct, and then wince. It’s a habit to correct everyone’s grammar. “I will.” I close the door behind me and jog down the stone steps to my car. Leather crunches as I sink into the driver’s seat, and the engine roars when I start the car. I back out of the driveway, dreading the drive from Brooklyn into the city, though it’s not really the length that bothers me.

      It’s because for the time it takes to get from Brooklyn to my house in Manhattan, I’m alone with my thoughts. Thoughts I don’t want to have, and those thoughts lead to feelings I want even less.

      Because no matter how hard I try to convince myself otherwise, I can’t deny it. Seeing my brother and his wife so happy and in love makes a deep feeling of unease grow inside of me, and I hate myself for it. They’re either defying the odds or it’s a matter of time before everything falls apart.

      Because I don’t think true love exists.
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* * *

      I am the villain in my own life story.

      Being the first one here Monday morning reminds me of how much I’ve fucked up in the past, of how much of a fucking miracle it is that I have the few friends I do. I push my shoulders back and drink my coffee, looking down at the busy Manhattan street below, wondering if I’ll ever be the hero.

      Heroes are inherently good.

      Don’t cave to the darkness.

      Don’t relish in the satisfaction of revenge.

      Have hearts of gold. Do the right thing no matter how much it screws themselves in the end.

      Heroes make the world a better place.

      I’m damned to be the bad guy. And everyone knows bad guys never get a happy ending. They live out a short reign of fake happiness before the hero rushes in and pulls it all out from under their feet and the world cheers. No one wants to see the bad guy ride off into the sunset, arm-in-arm with someone who makes him a better person. No, the bad guys have to be taken off their feet, given their just desserts for all the shit they did.

      And then they’re forgotten about.

      With a sigh, I turn away from the window and sit at my desk, ready to get to work and get my day started. Though it really never feels like it ends. Work is important to me. Work keeps me busy. Keeps me grounded. And work is pretty much all I fucking have. I enjoy my job, really, I do. Reading has offered an escape for me since I was old enough to pick up my first book, and having a job that pays me to read is a dream come true. And I’d be lying if I said I didn’t like correcting people’s grammar.

      I start my day by checking my emails, handling things outside the publishing house before working on in-house projects. I’ve replied to three emails when my office phone rings. My brows push together and I stare at the phone, seeing that the call is coming from inside the building. No one is here to be calling me yet. No one in the editing department at least.

      I sigh, sure whoever is on the other line is going to tell me about some sort of problem, and answer.

      “Hello, Cole,” a cool, level voice comes from the other line. “It’s Caitlin Black.”

      Fuck. I was not expecting a call from one of the owners of the publishing house this early. Or today. Or ever. Caitlin inherited her position as publisher and owner from her grandfather, who founded the company. It’s obvious she lacks passion for it, and spreads her misery by insulting any and everyone in the building anyway she can.

      “I’ve got some good and bad news, and you know how I don’t like to sugarcoat anything, so I’ll just get right to it.”

      “All right.” I reach for a pen in case I need to take notes. My heart speeds up and I press the phone against my ear.

      “I’m retiring at the end of the year and the board has decided you’re a candidate to take my position. You can decide what’s the good and what’s the bad in that. Before we move forward, I need to know if you accept or decline.”

      I blink. Inhale. Exhale. What just happened? “Of course I accept. It’s an honor to be considered a candidate.”

      “Great,” she drones dryly. “We’ll review your performance at the end of the year and come to a decision.”

      She hangs up without a formal goodbye, and I’m left motionless from the bomb she just dropped. Though, it’s a good bomb. Well, other than knowing I’ll be more under the fucking microscope than ever for the rest of the year.

      Becoming a publisher was part of my plan the day I took the assistant editing job here at Black Ink years ago. I’m not one to settle, and I set the bar high. Though wanting to be a publisher in a company that historically only employs family as publishers was an unrealistic bar.

      And now it might happen. Fuck, is that excitement I’m feeling? I close my eyes and push it away. I try not to feel anymore. That didn’t work out so well in the past, and I really don’t want to fuck up the family life I’ve miraculously scraped off the pavement. Luke and Lexi forgave me once.

      I know I won’t get lucky again.

      Besides, it’s not a done deal yet. I’m just being considered, though I see no reason not to promote me. I’ve devoted my whole fucking life to this job.

      I give myself just a minute to think about it, then snap back to reality. And reality is that I have a shit ton of work to do. An hour later, the rest of the office begins to fill. I get up to get more coffee from the break room.

      “Hey, Cole,” Lexi says as she fills her cup. She’s standing at the counter next to Jillian, her best friend and fellow Black Ink editor. “Have you recovered from your wild Friday night?”

      “Hardly.” I set my coffee mug down and grab the pot.

      “Thanks again. It was really nice getting out of the house and having a few kid-free hours.”

      Jillian shakes her head. “I can’t believe you want another.”

      My eyebrows go up, but I don’t say anything. Lexi was so sick at the beginning when she was pregnant with Harper that she ended up hospitalized and then on bedrest for nearly three months. Why anyone would want to go through that again is beyond me.

      “A bunch of us are going out for lunch today,” Lexi says. “Wanna join?”

      “Thanks, but I’ll pass. I have phone calls to make.”

      Lexi pulls her lips in around her teeth and nods. “Okay.” She takes a small step closer to me. “You don’t have to keep punishing yourself.”

      I keep my eyes on the coffee sloshing around in the glass pot in front of me. I’m still not used to how perceptive my sister-in-law can be at times.

      “I’m not.”

      “Keep telling yourself that. It’s time you enjoy life.”

      Another editor from the press walks in and Lexi changes the subject to Emma Stark—one of Black Ink’s most popular authors—and how she’s the first one to know how Emma’s series ends since she does the edits for her. I make the minimal amount of small talk I can with the other editors and then head back to my desk. I get a few more emails answered when one comes through from Caitlin Black, with a blank subject line. I mouse over it, little arrow hovering for a few seconds before I click. We spoke maybe an hour ago. She better not be saying she fucking changed her mind and isn’t retiring. I take another drink of coffee and click.

      Cole-

      I see one of your part-time editors just acquired a new project. She already has more projects per hour than everyone in the building. Including you. Fix this.

      Well, fuck. I set my coffee down and roll my neck. The book she’s referring to is one Lexi just took on and is super fucking excited about. Lexi is smart. She might overextend herself and take on more than I’d recommend, but she’s not going to do a bad job.

      Rubbing my forehead, I pull up a file listing out everyone’s projects. Lexi does have a lot going on right now, and two books have release dates less than a month apart. Plus she edits indie books at home. And raises her children. And puts up with Luke. I don’t know how she fucking does it.

      Everyone else is just as swamped. Everyone except for me. I don’t take on as many books since I manage the others. I have nothing releasing in that timeframe. I could edit this book, but I don’t want to take a project away from Lexi.

      And I don’t do romance.

      I sigh and pick up my office phone. I dial Lexi’s extension. At least she despises Caitlin as much as I do.

      “Hey Cole, what’s up?”

      “I’ve got some bad news,” I start, shaking my head at what I’m about to say. “I recently talked with Caitlin Black.”

      “That’s the bad news, right?”

      “Hah. Talking to her is bad news.” I inhale and hesitate for a second, considering telling Lexi about the possible promotion. “She said you have too many books.”

      “People have been telling me that for years. I say it’s not a problem with having too many books. It’s a problem with having not enough shelves.”

      “She didn’t mean it that way.”

      “Fuck,” Lexi sighs. She has a bit of a potty mouth, which surprised me. When our relationship was strictly professional, I never heard her drop an f-bomb. Fuck is one of my favorite words, so I’m not complaining. “I know what you mean. Is she going to make me drop one?”

      “Yeah. The newest one by, uh…” I open the file again, looking at the data. “By Scarlett Levine.”

      “But that book is so good. The first book hardly requires any plot changes at all. It’s solid and we’ve already talked on the phone about stuff. And she sent me the first three chapters of book two. It makes no sense to drop this.”

      “I know,” I agree. “But you know Caitlin doesn’t understand. Or care.” I run a hand through my hair. “Do you have time to come in here? We can go over everything and try to make your schedule work.”

      “Yeah. I can come now.”

      I hang up, knowing Lexi is more upset about this than me. She doesn’t take on a book she doesn’t believe in, and having something taken away from you after you’ve invested time and emotion into it fucking sucks.

      But that’s Caitlin fucking Black for you. It makes sense, actually, that she throws around as much authority as she can her last year. She inherited her position, and despite her know-it-all attitude, I think she’s all too aware that she’s under-qualified. Hence why she’s such an asshole. People will be so happy when she’s finally gone.

      Lexi and I spend over an hour plotting and planning, outsourcing what we can, and come up with a solid schedule. A solid, practical schedule. And Caitlin strikes again, threatening to pull marketing dollars away from a book that “can’t be well edited and put together” since Lexi’s schedule is full.

      Another hour and a migraine later, I get off the phone with Caitlin and call Lexi back in my office to deliver even more bad news.

      “So,” Lexi sighs, looking defeated. “Are you telling Scarlett Levine or am I?”
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      Diana

      

      I am a fraud. A big, fat, motherfucking fraud. And it’s only a matter of time before everyone finds out. I pick up a colored pencil and start coloring the letter “O”. I take a deep breath and focus on the color turning the white paper a lovely shade of blue. Once the letter is filled in, I trade blue for pink and color “F”, use yellow for “U”, and start filling in the letter “C” with a soft red until someone knocks on the door.

      “Ana?” my mom calls through the closed door. “Jess is here.”

      “All right, I’ll be right down.” I slip the pencils into a pineapple-print fabric bag and close the adult coloring book of swear words. I started coloring when my anxiety became too high to handle. It’s a habit now, and very relaxing. I stand and look around the room. Unease grows inside me, and I cannot for the life of me figure out why. For the first time in forever, things are working out precisely in my favor.

      Am I so used to things going wrong, to living with a constant struggle, that life going right weirds me out?

      “I think so,” I say out loud to Thor, an old fat cat. “I know, I know,” I say to him when he gives me a stare. “It doesn’t make sense.” I sit on the bed and stroke his soft fur. He was jet black back in his youth but is starting to gray around the edges now. “Maybe I’m worried it’s all going to fall apart?”

      He closes his green eyes and starts purring. I run my hand over his head and down to his shoulder.

      “Fine. You beat it out of me,” I go on, pulling him into my lap. “And maybe I feel like I don’t deserve this. Though it’s not like this was just handed to me, right?”

      Thor lets out a low growl. He’s gotten grouchy in his old age. Who am I kidding? He’s always been grouchy. You’d think he’d be a little more grateful as an adult black cat who got adopted from the shelter.

      “I mean, after all that happened…” I shake my head and let Thor go. He jumps off me and lays down, immediately licking his fur where I petted him like he has to wash off the human touch. I take in another deep breath and look around the room, my childhood bedroom. I’m staying for the weekend, though it’s not like my little one-bedroom apartment is far from here. It’s about an hour away, in what we call “town” but is small by most standards.

      I stayed here for a short stint after I finally got away from my asshole boyfriend, Steven, but was bound and determined to live on my own. Mostly because he swore I couldn’t do it. And I’m chronically late for everything, so being closer to work is a lifesaver.

      Was a lifesaver. I don’t work there anymore, having been able to quit just recently.

      Staying with Mom for the weekend like this is fun. She took yesterday off work and we got mani-pedis—and for a change, I paid— and sat around the house drinking wine and watching Orange is the New Black. Being back here makes me feel like the person I used to be: fun, optimistic, strong-willed—or stubborn, as Mom puts it—and still a tad impulsive. But my impulses have been to have fun and be that person again.

      I miss the person I used to be, long to see her as if she’s an old friend. Sometimes I feel her deep inside, other times I fear she’s dead and gone for good.

      “Still,” I go on. “There are people who have it a lot worse than me.”

      Thor lifts his leg over his head and starts licking. I raise an eyebrow. “You know, it’s hard having a serious conversation with you when you’re licking your ass.”

      I roll my eyes at myself and go to my dresser to inspect my hair in the mirror before I go downstairs. The princess stickers I put on the wooden frame are still there, faded and curling on the edges. Looking at them takes me back, and it’s crazy to think about all the shit that has happened since I was a four-year-old who was thrilled to death to have a new sheet of stickers. Especially since those once had glitter.

      I shift my eyes to my hair. The loose curls I put in are more like waves now, but it looks good enough. My mom is throwing a little party to celebrate my recent success. Both professionally, and personally. It’s been one year since I became single, and while it’s not normally something to celebrate, getting away from Steven permits the biggest party ever.

      Tonight’s party, however, isn’t going to be huge. My best friend, a few cousins, and my aunt are coming for dinner, drinks, and cake. My sister’s boyfriend and his sister might make an appearance, and that’s it for the guest list.

      I used to be social. Used to have lots of friends and used to go out all the time. Funny how quick people are to leave your side when the going gets tough, and how slow they are to come to an understanding. But enough of that. It is what it is, and dwelling isn’t going to do a damn thing. Onward and upward, and all that shit, right?

      I fluff my hair, cursing each thick strand. It’s all fine and dandy to have thick hair until I want to actually do anything to it. Knowing that’s as good as it’ll get without getting out the curling iron, I head downstairs, putting a fake smile on my face.

      This party is for me.

      Something amazing happened.

      To me.

      I should be excited.

      But I’m not, and I just know there is something horribly wrong with me.

      “Ana!” Jess squeals from the base of the stairs. Seeing my best friend’s smiling face puts a smile on my face too. A real one. She opens her arms and hugs me. “You look great, lady.”

      “Thanks.” I hold out my arms to model the black tunic top and pants. “I went shopping today.”

      “Without me?” she quips.

      “It was a mother-daughter day. With Sophia. And my aunt.”

      Jess laughs. “I’ll forgive you. And I bought you a present.”

      “You didn’t have to get me anything.”

      “Please. It’s not every day your best friend becomes a bestselling author!”

      I laugh. “My book hasn’t even released yet.”

      “It will be a bestseller, and your present is wine. So it’s just as much for me as it is for you. Let’s go crack it open.”

      We go into the kitchen to retrieve the bottle. I grab glasses and the electronic bottle opener from the cabinet.

      “Starting already?” Sophia asks, raising an eyebrow. Other than our looks—we both have the same green eyes, dark brown hair, and defined cheekbones—we couldn’t be more different for sisters. Sophia, who’s a year younger than me, is organized, put together, always on time, and a bit uptight. I go with the flow more, and often get lost in thought.

      “We’ve got reason to celebrate,” Jess tells my sister.

      “This is true,” Sophia remarks and grabs a glass for herself. “I’ll drink to that! I’m so proud of you, Ana.” She takes a sip of pink Moscato just as the doorbell rings. She hurries off to answer it, eager for her boyfriend and his sister to arrive.

      “There’s the famous author!” Jason says, coming into the kitchen with his hand wrapped around Sophia’s.

      I swallow the mouthful of wine before I spit it out laughing. “You guys do know that the book has yet to be published, right?”

      “You got a six-figure deal,” Jess reminds me. “It’s only a matter of time before you’re the next EL James.”

      I smile and shake my head. It’s in my DNA to be modest, and this is making me a bit uncomfortable. I think back to the soul-searching moment I had with Thor not that long ago, and try to remind myself that I do deserve good things.

      “It’s so cool to say I know a published author,” Sonja, Jason’s sister tells me with a smile.

      “It is cool,” Sophia stresses. “And you will be famous. Aiden Shepherd tweeted about your book. It’s going to be huge!”

      “Aiden Shepherd?” Aunt Alberta asks, stepping over. Open a bottle of wine and my family tends to gravitate. I try my best not to cringe from the smell of her musty perfume. I read in a magazine that you become nose-blind to your own perfume since you wear it so often and get used to the scent, resulting in over-applying to compensate. It’s definitely true in her case. “The actor from the Batman movies?” She touches my arm. “Oh, he’s sexy.”

      “Yeah, he is!” Jess says. “And he’s talking about you!”

      “He didn’t really mention me,” I say slowly.

      “But he did tweet about you, right?”

      “Uh,” I start. Aunt Alberta is my mom’s oldest sister. She’s been married six times but has no children. She’s been like a second mother to me my whole life. Her eyes are wide and full of hope. There’s no point raining on her parade, is there?

      The infamous tweet was Aiden retweeting his wife’s status, which was a link to a list of Black Ink Press’s most anticipated releases this year. And my book was on that list…along with twenty-nine other books. Turns out Haley Shepherd is a big reader and is looking forward to the next book in Emma Stark’s super popular paranormal thriller series. And the list was the first place the release date for said book was mentioned, hence the tweet. “Yeah. He did.”

      “Maybe he’ll read it, love it, and want to play the part of your sexy hero.”

      “That’s the dream,” I tell her with a smile. And it is, but I’m much more of a realist than my aunt.

      “Hey, you never know,” she says.

      “That is true. Very true.” I never thought I’d land a publishing deal, let alone one that paid me such a large advance. I’m a firm believer that hard work pays off, and I’ve worked my ass off writing, revising, revising some more, and then going through a year of rejections before landing an agent.

      She loved my book and was able to get the manuscript into a bidding war between two rival publishers, which resulted in a three-book deal, the big advance, and one of the industry’s best editors working on my book.

      It’s a dream come true.

      And thinking about it makes my chest tighten. I reach for my glass of wine and take a big drink. Why can’t I be happy when good things happen, like the rest of the world? There is something wrong with me. Terribly wrong with me.

      “Do you like your editor?” Aunt Alberta asks. “From the movies I’ve seen about writers, that seems like an important thing.”

      “I’m not sure. I had been talking to an editor, but she just called me a few days ago and said another editor is taking over since her schedule is so full.”

      “Not just any editor,” Mom says, coming over with an empty wine glass. The bottle of Moscato Jess brought me is empty now as well. “The editor-in-chief of the publishing house.”

      “Wow!” Aunt Alberta exclaims. “Your book must have really made an impression.”

      I just smile and bring my wine glass to my lips, not going over how the switch happened due to scheduling conflicts and not because my book blew everyone away.

      “And he’s super sexy. Mom and I Googled him,” Sophia admits. “Here, have a look.” She pulls out her phone and shows Aunt Alberta my editor’s photo.

      “Cole Winchester,” she mumbles as she reads his bio. It’s pretty standard, with his experience and education listed, void of anything remotely personal, unlike the other editors’ bios. They all list a few things they enjoy doing or their favorite books at least. “Oh, he’s a handsome man!”

      “He is.” I can’t argue there. When Lexi, my previous editor told me the head honcho would take over edits for my book, I imagined an old man in a stuffy suit. Someone old and unattractive who doesn’t like raunchy romance, and repeatedly references “the classics” to sound well-read.

      I was not expecting Cole to look like he could pose on the cover of GQ. I glance at the photo once more. Light stubble covers his strong jaw, and full lips are pulled back to reveal straight white teeth. The photo is posed and professional, yet there is depth in his dark eyes that hold back emotion. It’s crazy to get that much from a picture, I know.

      “I’m going to New York in a few days for a meeting.”

      “That sounds so posh.” Jess leans on the counter next to me. “You’re going to New York to talk with your editor.”

      “And I’m having lunch with my agent the next day,” I add with a wink. “I am pretty damn posh.”

      “And are you writing under your name?” Aunt Alberta leans in closer and I’m gagged with the smell of perfume all over again.

      “No, it’ll be under my pen name, Scarlett Levine. It’s easier to remember…and spell…and pronounce than my real name. Diana Ventimiglia is quite a mouthful and is a lot to fit on a cover. Plus, it’s kind of fun having a penname,” I admit. I don’t have to say it, and no one dares to bring it up. Everyone knows. Having a pen name is good for another reason.

      Hopefully, by writing under a new identity, he won’t be able to find me.

      “Well,” Jess says and links her arm through mine, “make sure you remember us little people. I expect front row seats to the movie premiere.”

      I laugh again. “If that happens, I’ll make sure you do.”

      “Sophia let me read her copy,” Sonja, Jason’s sister, tells me. “And damn, you write a hot book.”

      I’m still unsure what the appropriate reaction to this should be. The book is raunchy. Very raunchy. It’s what I like to read and, consequently, write. But knowing my close friends and family are reading it…is that weird? Part of me doesn’t care. I’m an adult and am far from a virgin, though I haven’t gotten any action as of late.

      “Oh, thanks,” I say, feeling a bit of color rise to my cheeks.

      “Really. Some of those scenes were very creative. My boyfriend said to thank you,” Sonja whispers. “With scenes like that, you must live one hell of a romantic life! Please tell me you get inspiration from real life.”

      I do my best not to let out a snort of laughter. I’ve been single for the last year, and my boyfriend before that was the exact opposite of romantic. “Yeah.” I don’t know why I lied, other than being unable to bring myself to disappoint everyone and dampen the mood of the party.

      “Can’t wait to hear all about it and find out who inspired Rafael. My God, that man is hot!”

      My heart speeds up and I want to back away slowly. No, not slowly. Fast. I want to turn and run.

      Because I’m a liar. A professional liar now. There is no man behind the character. There are no crazy nights full of passionate sex to inspire my raunchy sex scenes. There is no love in my life.

      I’ve often considered myself cursed when it comes to all things romance, which is why I can write a damn good lover. It’s weird to be homesick for a person I’ve never met, but that’s exactly how I feel. My heart longs to find another to beat in perfect rhythm against it. To find that person who’d walk through hell and back for me, and who I’d do the same for in a heartbeat. That person who loves me no matter what, because despite all the bad things going on in the world, we know we were made for one another.

      I write about true love and soulmates. I should believe in it, too. But I’m not sure anymore. Maybe only the lucky find each other, while the rest of us scurry around this world alone and unsatisfied, on a never-ending mission to find our other half.

      And we never do.

      Because real life doesn’t end happily. Not for us all.

      As much as I want to have the unfailing faith in love as my characters, I just don’t. And I know what it makes me, and I’m terrified everyone will find out.

      I’m a romance author who doesn’t believe in true love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          3

        

      

    
    
      Cole

      

      He runs his fingers up the smooth skin of my thigh, slipping them under the silky fabric of my short skirt. A moan escapes my lips as his deft fingertips sweep over my wet—

      “Mr. Winchester?”

      I blink and look up, feeling disoriented. I’ve been reading Scarlett Levine’s book for the last hour. It’s good. Good enough to make me temporarily forget why I don’t read romance. Though the case of blue balls it’s giving me is a good fucking reminder.

      “Yeah, uh, yes?” I clear my throat, almost feeling like I was caught in the act. I’m fucking worked up from the erotic words I just read.

      “Ms. Ventimiglia is here to see you,” my assistant tells me. “She’s in the lobby.”

      Suddenly, I’m flustered. Scarlett is Diana Ventimiglia. And her words turn me on. Enough to need to jerk off in the shower after reading them last night. Enough to give me a semi right now. Fuck.

      “I’ll be right out.”

      “I’ll let her know.” Erica leaves the door open and goes back to her desk. I take a breath and shut my eyes, pulling myself out of the story. I adjust my pants and take my time going into the lobby to find Diana.

      The editing switch happened so fast I didn’t have a chance to get myself fully up to speed like I usually do with the authors I work with. I don’t know much about Diana and don’t even know what she looks like. Her quick response and ability to fly out to New York the next day took me by surprise. I expected her to take a while to get back to me, and need at least a day or two to make arrangements. Though I won’t chastise anyone for eagerness to get to work. It’s a trait I admire. And I want to get started on this right away to prove Caitlin wrong.

      She’s making me take on this book because she thinks I can’t handle it.

      I make my way to the lobby, eyes darting around from person to person, trying to pick out Diana before she recognizes me. If she recognizes me. An older woman with gray hair smiles at me. Is that Diana? I didn’t expect someone older than my mother to be the voice behind her words, but maybe it’s a good thing. Reading this book is making me hot enough, I don’t need a physical distraction as well.

      “Ms. Ventimiglia?” I say and she turns around. Dark brown hair cascades over her shoulder, slipping behind her back as she moves. Big green eyes meet mine, and full lips covered in red gloss pull into a smile. Long black lashes come together as she blinks and steps forward.

      She’s wearing a floral patterned dress that’s tight in all the right places, showcasing large breasts and a slim waist. The fabric sweeps over an ample ass and my dick jumps at the thought of grabbing onto that ass and giving it a good squeeze as I thrust inside her tight, wet pussy. The dress ends mid-thigh showing off long, lean legs that I want to wrap around me as I’m fucking her.

      Shit. No. I can’t think about her like that. I haven’t thought about anyone like that in a fucking long time. Why her? Why now? It has to be from her book. And the fact that she’s easy on the eyes doesn’t hurt.

      “Hi,” Diana says and holds out a hand. The other is clutching a black leather bag. “You must be Mr. Winchester.”

      I take her hand and her skin is velvet smooth. Warm. Soft.  Her handshake is firm, and her fingers sweep across my flesh. I move her hand up and down in mine and hesitate. For the life of me, I can’t let go or look away from her eyes. I’ve just met her and I already want more.

      I’m totally fucked.

      “Cole,” I say and my voice catches in my throat. “You can call me Cole.”

      “Okay. And I’m Diana, but everyone calls me Ana.”

      I’m still holding her hand. I let go and instantly want to feel her touch again. She slowly lets her hand fall to her side. “Ana it is.”

      “Unless I’m supposed to go by Scarlett here?”

      I chuckle. “Only if you want to. Some of our authors do prefer to be called their pen names.”

      “It’s still a little weird having a pen name,” she admits with a smile, pushing her hair back. It’s thick and has a slight wave to it.

      “I always imagined it would be.” I smile back and realize we’re just standing here in the lobby. We move into my office and I’m suddenly unsure if I should close the door. I usually do. The office space can get loud and distracting. I always close the door and think nothing of it. So why the fuck does this feel more like a personal meeting than a work-related one?

      I shut it and go around my desk, taking a seat. Ana sits across from me, inspecting her surroundings. With the desk between us, I regain my composure. I launch into a professional speech, apologizing for the switch and reassuring Ana that everything will be handled as smoothly as possible. We go over everything she and Lexi had worked on, and I pull up the marketing plan and lay it out on the desk.

      Ana leans forward, hair falling in her face and breast peeking out from the top of her dress. I don’t mean to look but fuck, I can’t help it. And now I can’t help wondering how they feel. I move my eyes back to Ana’s face. She’s biting her lip as she silently reads over the marketing plan.

      Her main character bites her lip as she reads. I wonder what other similarities they share.

      No.

      No, I don’t wonder. I can’t wonder. Because it doesn’t matter. Diana is my author, and I’m the editor in charge of her novel.

      “Do you have any questions?” I ask, leaning back in my oversized leather chair.

      “Nothing specific,” she replies. “You explained everything really well. Now I’m just wondering what exactly you want from me.”

      I do know exactly what I want from her, and exactly what I’d do to her. “In terms of…?”

      “How this works.” She shakes her head. “Do I send you chapters at a time or just wait until the book is finished? To be totally honest, I feel a little underqualified to have a publisher.”

      “That’s very normal for first-time authors,” I tell her and hope to ease her nerves. “I don’t normally read romance, but your book is very good.”

      “It’s good…for a romance, you mean?” She cocks an eyebrow and drills her eyes into mine.

      I’m taken aback by her bluntness. “No. I mean it’s good. For a book.”

      “Good. Because I know the stigma romance has in the industry.”

      “I’m aware of it too.” I smooth out my tie, not sure if I love or hate how direct she is. “And I don’t understand it. Romance is our biggest seller.”

      Her eyes meet mine. “Then, why don’t you read it?”

      I could come clean and tell the truth, which is what I want to do. For some reason, I want to bare it all to this woman who I’ve only known for minutes. Her words spoke to me, and the sensual and poetic way she wove her story together makes me feel like we’re old friends.

      It’s batshit crazy. I’ve read thousands of books I can relate to, and I never felt this sort of connection to the author.

      “I like science-fiction and fantasy. Being able to put myself in a whole other world offers a very appealing escape from reality.”

      “That’s what I like about it too.” The harshness in her eyes is gone, replaced with a kind of wonderment that talking about books can bring. “What’s your favorite book?”

      “Don’t judge me for this,” I say with a half-smile. “Because I know how cliché it’s going to sound.”

      “Harry Potter?”

      I laugh. “Yes.”

      “Mine too. And it’s a billion other peoples’ favorite book.”

      “For good reason! The Hobbit is a close contender though. It was one of the first books I read that stayed with me. I read it a dozen times as a kid, and from there I devoured everything I could in that genre. It was because of that book I knew I wanted to work in publishing somehow. Being paid to read seemed like a dream come true when I was a child.”

      Ana laughs and we spend the next twenty minutes talking about books and before I know it, my next appointment is here and Ana and I haven’t talked about the editing process yet.

      “What are you doing tonight?” I blurt before I have a chance to think about it. We’re walking out of my office.

      Ana stops at the door and turns around. Her lips are slightly parted and there’s a bit of color to her cheeks. “Nothing, really. I was going to sightsee, as lame as that sounds. I’m from a small town in Kentucky. Being here is kind of a big deal.” She scrunches up her nose, laughing at herself. She’s fucking adorable.

      “If you like, we can continue this over dinner. I know a few good places to eat with must-see views for anyone visiting New York for the first time.”

      Ana smiles and moves her head up and down. “I’m suddenly feeling like a real author. Having a fancy dinner in the city with my editor.”

      “You are a real author,” I say with a chuckle. “I can pick you up at the hotel. Is eight a good time?”

      “Yeah. It’s a date.”

      “Great. See you tonight.” I smile as I walk her out, not noticing how her breasts bounce with each step. But there’s something about what she said that’s bugging me.

      It’s a date.

      I know it’s a phrase, a meaningless phrase. It’s not that she said it that bugs me. It’s that I want it to be one.
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      Diana

      

      “I met my new editor today.” I cradle the phone to my ear and sink down in the oversized hotel bathtub.

      “How’d it go?” Jess asks. “Is he hot in real life or was I right about that photo being manipulated?”

      I close my eyes and think of Cole. As a man who commands attention without even trying, he intimidated me right away. The first thing I noticed were his deep brown eyes, which held back the same emotion I noticed in his image. I’ve never been good at reading people, but something tells me Cole has a past he desperately wants to forget.

      It’s something I notice because I have one too.

      “Yes. He’s even prettier in person.”

      “He’s gay then, right?”

      I open my eyes and slowly swish lavender scented bubbles around the hot water. “He didn’t give off the vibe.”

      “Married?”

      “No ring, and the only personal photo he had in his entire office—which is huge and has an incredible view of the city, by the way—was a crayon drawing that was addressed to Uncle Cole. I’m guessing it’s from my previous editor’s kids. She’s his sister-in-law, remember?”

      “Are you going to make a move on that fine piece of ass?” Jess quips.

      “He’s basically my boss, and what’s the point? I’m coming back home soon.”

      “You could stay a while,” Jess says quickly. Too quickly. And I know why, and I can’t say I blame her. Being out of town, out of his reach has given me a sense of relief I didn’t think was possible.

      “I might stay a few more days. Go see some touristy sights or a play or something. Or truthfully, I might just sit here in this fancy hotel and write. New York is rather inspiring.”

      Jess laughs. “Are you sure it’s not your sexy new editor doing the inspiring? You do write erotica, after all.”

      “Technically, it’s dirty romance and not marketed as erotica.”

      “Maybe he’ll be good inspiration for that too. You could use a little romance in your life.”

      “Hah,” I say with a snort of laughter. “You’re telling me. Maybe I’ll meet some rich investor at the hotel bar. We’ll have a dirty one-night stand and he’ll fall madly in love with me. Then he’ll buy me lavish gifts to win over my affection.”

      “I like that plan. See if he has a rich friend for me.”

      “For sure.”

      “So what are you doing tonight? Aren’t you nervous to walk around The Windy City by yourself?”

      “The Windy City is Chicago. This is The Big Apple.”

      “Fuck. Right. I always confuse the two.”

      I laugh and bring my knees up. “I’m actually going to dinner with Cole. Strictly business, so don’t get any ideas. We got distracted talking about books and ran out of time earlier, so we’re going to finish talking about the editing process over dinner.”

      “Maybe he wants more of you.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Don’t forget you’re a knockout,” Jess insists softly. “Not only have I been jealous of how pretty you are for like our whole friendship, but you’re an awesome lady too. You have a kind soul, and people like you are hard to find.”

      “Yeah.” I have to remind myself to stop there and not mentally break down all the reasons I’m not awesome. It’s hard to undo the damage that’s been done, but I’m trying. Really fucking trying.

      I don’t want to be broken anymore.

      “I do have time between this and dinner, so I’m going shopping. He said he knew of a good place with a view. So that means fancy, right? I’m so not cut out for this.”

      Jess laughs. “I think it means fancy, but not formal dress fancy. Get something sexy. Like a tight fitting dress that shows off your legs. You can’t go wrong there. Send me pics if you need help. I can veto anything you’re unsure about. And make sure you give me details later tonight!”

      “I will. But it’s just going to be writing details. Nothing that will excite you.”

      “We’ll see. Love you, Ana.”

      “Love you, too, Jess.”

      I hang up and toss my phone onto the fluffy white rug covering the stark white tiled floor. The whole room is void of color, yet is relaxing and calming. I’ve never been in a place this nice before. I feel so spoiled right now.

      Once out and dry, I fuss over my appearance, though I don’t know why I care this much. Yeah, it’s fun getting dolled up and hitting the town. But I’m not being honest with myself. I want to look good for Cole.

      An hour later, I leave the swanky hotel and head out, checking the list I made on my phone for the closest places to shop. My agent calls as I’m out, checking on me and asking if I need anything. We’re meeting tomorrow for lunch, and part of me wants to tell the cashier at this overpriced boutique that I’m having lunch with my agent tomorrow just because I feel cool being able to say I have an agent.

      I get back to the hotel with hours to spare. I set out my outfit for the night: a v-cut dress, tight enough to gain Jess’s approval, black heels, and matching black pearl earrings and bracelet.

      Setting a timer on my phone so I don’t lose track of time, I open my computer and type away. Two-thousand words later, I get up for a drink and a pee break. New York really is inspiring. On a high from pounding out the words—and I love those words—I jump back onto the bed with a smile on my face. I have a little over a half hour left until I need to do my hair and get dressed. I can probably finish this chapter by then.

      I reread the last few paragraphs I wrote and dive right back wreaking havoc on my poor characters’ lives. My phone rings and I’m so into the story that I blindly reach for it, bringing it to my face before I glance down.

      My heart skips a beat and nerves tingle throughout my body when I see the unnamed number. The area code is from my hometown. I stare at the phone as my Game of Thrones themed ringtone plays, breath catching in my chest.

      “No,” I whisper out loud. “There’s no way he has this number. Not again.”

      The call goes to voicemail and I wait, mentally counting just like the therapist told me to do when I feel close to coming undone.

      One…two…three…four…five…

      My heart slows and I set the phone down. Just a second later, a voicemail alert pops up. A shiver makes its way down my spine. I don’t have to listen. There’s nothing he has to say that matters to me anymore, and I don’t need to subject myself to it.

      But, fuck. I’m curious.

      Hands shaking, I unlock my phone. I pull up the voicemail and hit play. An automated message from the library comes on, telling me I have overdue books.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I say out loud and drop the phone down onto the bed. I roll my eyes at myself and flop back, too shook up to write a decent sentence right now. Giving up, I spend way too much time getting ready, then go down to the hotel bar for a much-needed drink.

      I still can’t relax.

      I get a Moscow Mule and sit in a lounge chair reading the newest release from my favorite author, Quinn Harlow. I fan-girled hard when I found out Lexi edits for her as well. Not even a chapter later, Cole calls.

      My heart does not speed up at the sight of his number.

      My lady-bits do not quiver.

      I have no dirty thoughts about him.

      Fuck. I’m a bad liar.

      He says he’ll meet me inside at the bar and will be here in just minutes. I end the call and use the camera on my phone as a mirror, double checking my hair and makeup. I don’t wear this much paint on my face that often. I love how it looks but am afraid I’ll rub my eyes out of habit. I’m a chronic eye-rubber and mascara doesn’t jive with that. I put the phone down and go back to my Kindle.

      I don’t know why I look up when I do, but as soon as I raise my head, Cole comes into my line of sight. Are those butterflies I’m feeling? I haven’t felt anything remotely like butterflies in…fuck…years. It’s probably because I haven’t been around a decent man in years either. Let alone one that looks as good in a suit as Cole does.

      “Ana,” he says, drawing near. I stand from the lounge chair, slipping my Kindle in my purse. “Hi.”

      “Hi,” I say back and the butterflies take flight. I close my eyes in a long blink. Get it together. We have a professional relationship, and in order to work together on this book, plus the two that follow, we have to get along. I need to ignore whatever lust I’m feeling.

      “You look amazing,” he marvels, slowly eyeing me up and down. Okay. Maybe he is into me. Or wants to be in me in a different sense. I’m not a one-nighter kind of girl, but I’m turning over a new leaf. And something tells me Cole would be a hell of a lot of fun.

      Fuck. Editor, remember?

      “Thanks. I went shopping today. After I left the meeting. Wandered around the city until I found something I liked and would be good for tonight.” Crap. That makes it sound like I put a lot of thought into this. Which I did. But I don’t want him to know that. I should change the subject and move on, but like any sane person, I keep rambling, digging myself deeper and deeper into a social hole of embarrassment. “I didn’t pack anything fancy, I mean, and I assumed this place we’re going is fancy since it has a view. Views are fancy, right? Unless you’re looking at something ugly.” My brain is yelling at me to shut the fuck up, but I can’t hear my own goddamn advice over the sound of my voice.

      Cole chuckles and his dark eyes lighten for just a moment. Then he parts his lips and trails his eyes over me again. Slowly. Intimately. Like he’s stripping me naked right here in the dimly lit hotel bar. Warmth tingles at my core.

      “Well, you do look good, no matter where we’re going.” Our eyes meet and Cole looks away, shaking him his head slightly. “But yes, I’d, uh, I’d consider this place fancy. We should, uh, head out.”

      Is it just me or is he as flustered as I feel?

      “Right.” I take a small step forward closer to Cole. He’s a good foot taller than me, even when I’m wearing these heels. He holds out his hand, and I’m not sure if he’s offering it for me to hold, or politely motioning for me to go first. Shit. Why is a simple gesture so complicated?

      It doesn’t matter because my heel catches on the carpeted floor and I trip. Cole catches me, hands flying around my waist as he helps me regain my balance.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Fine. A little embarrassed,” I admit. “It’s been a while since I wore heels.”

      “I’ve always admired women’s balance in those things.”

      “You won’t admire mine.”

      Cole gives me a smirk, and it’s like I can read his thoughts. And he’s thinking there is something else he can admire. He slowly slips his hands from my waist and holds out his arm. This time it’s obvious, though I’m fairly certain he’s only offering to link his arm through mine so I don’t eat the floor.

      The decadent aroma of food from the hotel’s restaurant mixes with his cologne in an oddly alluring scent. I haven’t eaten in hours and I’m starving. Though I have money now, I still can’t bring myself to waste it on certain things. And food here is expensive. I bought myself the world’s most expensive cup of coffee while I was shopping. It was good, but not worth what I paid.

      “How are you liking the city?” Cole asks when we get into the car.

      “It’s so different. And busy. And noisy. But it’s a nice change.”

      “You said you’re from Kentucky, right? You don’t have an accent.”

      I nod. “Born and raised there, and not everyone does. Though I’m not from a super small town like you’d see in movies.”

      “Or read about in romance books,” Cole teases and I laugh.

      “Or that, I suppose. It’s decent-sized, but you’d call it small after living here. Have you been in the city your whole life?”

      We talk about our hometowns, and the small talk feels genuine and not forced as filler to take up time. Before I know it, we’re seated at a French restaurant with a view of the city that does not disappoint. A reality TV star spots Cole as soon as we give our drink orders—Cole orders me wine and I find his confidence so fucking sexy—and comes over, all hugs and excitement.

      “Black Ink publishes nonfiction,” he explains once she leaves. “I edited her book last year.”

      “Wow,” I say and it hits me that the editor-in-chief handles the big guns. Books by famous authors, the bestsellers, and celebrity memoirs. And now he’s working with me, a brand new author with under a thousand likes on my Facebook author page.

      The wine comes, and I eagerly suck it down as fast as I appropriately can. I begrudgingly set my glass down, eyeballing the red liquid. I can’t drink away my nerves. Well, I can, but I don’t want to regret anything in the morning. I fold my hands in my lap and look around, taking in the expensive decor.

      “Is that Cole Winchester?” a man calls, being led to his table by a waiter dressed in all black.

      “Grant Miller. I haven’t seen you in ages.” Cole stands to shake the man’s hand.

      “Oh my, am I interrupting a date?” He eyes me and flashes a smile.

      “A work-date,” Cole says with a slight laugh. For some reason, his words are like a slap in the face.

      Work, right. That’s all this is.

      “A new author?”

      “Yes, this is Scarlett Levine,” Cole introduces me by my pen name.  “Her debut book comes out through our house this upcoming summer.”

      “Very nice to meet you.” Grant shakes my hand. “Cole and I go way back. I write a column for the Times. What do you write?”

      “Contemporary romance,” I say.

      He brings his hand to his chin and inspects me. “Would you be up for meeting at the bar after dinner? Tell me a little about your book, let me snap a photo or two. Your face will look great on my site. I’m always looking for new literature to rave about.”

      “Uh,” I start, mind going a million miles an hour. I assume Grant means he writes for the New York Times and having a mention there would be abso-fucking-lutely amazing. My penname gives me anonymity but my photo…fuck. I really don’t want to go into why I want to stay low on the radar due to a psycho ex-boyfriend.

      “Of course,” I force out, smiling graciously. “That would be amazing. Thank you.”

      We say our goodbyes as I mentally tell myself it’ll be okay. He doesn’t read the paper, let alone a digital column about authors.

      “Are you all right, Ana?” Cole asks.

      I blink, surprised he even noticed the blank stare in my eyes. I’ve gotten good at hiding it over the years.

      “Fine. I’m fine.”

      His dark eyes hold concern. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. Overwhelmed, maybe? But fine.” I reach for my wine and take another drink, then look down at the menu.

      “Wow. This is all in French,” I say aloud, looking down at the menu. “I don’t speak French.”

      “I do.” Cole looks up, eyes meeting mine. I watch his full lips pull into a grin, and his whole face lightens. His stubble-covered jaw moves when he talks and I watch, transfixed, trying hard not to think about how that would feel against the soft flesh of my inner thighs.

      “Really?”

      His handsome face moves in a nod. “I spent a semester in France during college. No real reason other than I wanted to go. Though it comes in handy now. I travel a bit for work. Black Ink has houses all over the world.”

      “I’m jealous,” I tell him with a smile, feeling that familiar tug on my heart, longing to push the limits and go somewhere I’ve never been. “I’d love to travel.”

      Cole’s fingers wrap around his own glass of wine. “Maybe you’ll go on some international book tours in the coming years.”

      And now I’m smiling at the thought. We order our dinner, have our wine refilled once more, and talk throughout dinner. Cole has been to so many places and has met so many famous people through work. His life sounds so exciting because of it. He tells me about behind-the-scenes disasters and authors who are nightmares to work with. We laugh and discuss all things publishing.

      Though that’s all he talks about: work. I try to sneak in a few personal questions—what does he do for fun…what kind of shows he watches—just the normal getting-to-know-you type of shit. And every time he either takes the conversation back to work or directs it to me. It’s obvious he’s avoiding talking about himself, and while it’s odd and almost rude, I think it’s more him wanting to hide from the past than not thinking I’m worthy of knowing his true self.

      For some reason, I get the feeling he doesn’t know his true self either. It makes him mysterious…and distant.

      Cole pays for dinner and looks down at his wrist, reading the time from a large-faced watch. He hasn’t checked his phone the whole time we’ve been seated. I wish I could say the same, but I use it as a distraction when I’m nervous, and being around Cole makes me jittery.

      Though I can’t say why for sure. He’s polite. Professional. Calm and collected. He’s closed-off and guarded, but so am I.

      There’s something else about him, something I can’t quite put my finger on, which only enhances my attraction to him.
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      “Lexi will kill me if I don’t ask,” Luke says, browsing a display of dolls set up around a table eating rather realistic-looking plastic lasagna. I pick up a box containing the food along with dishes. Luke shakes his head. “Paige already has that.”

      I set the box down and run my eyes over a wall full of doll clothes. I met Luke downtown on my lunch break so he could help me pick out something for Paige’s birthday.

      “Kara, Lexi’s sister, has this single friend and Lexi wants to set you two up.”

      I raise an eyebrow and give my brother a dead stare. “Are you being serious?”

      “Yes. I’m only asking because if—no, when—she asks what you said, I don’t want to disappoint her or lie to her and say I asked you when I didn’t.”

      I nod, feeling that twinge of jealousy hit me again. He’s so fucking good to Lexi, and she’s even better to him. “You don’t have to lie. You asked, and I’m saying no.”

      “You didn’t even hear the details.”

      “I’m not interested.” I point to a plastic bathtub filled with fake pink bubbles. “This?”

      “We have two. And two of those as well,” he goes on before I can ask about doll-sized salon chairs. “And two of the caddies that go with it. Mom’s having more fun buying doll stuff than the girls. I don’t know what I’ll do when Harper is old enough for this too.”

      “Right. She’s loving being a grandma.” Our mother was prepared to become a grandma since the day Luke and I graduated college but was even more excited when we all thought I was getting married. Children come after a wedding, she said.

      Luke shakes his head. “She still says she needs to make up for lost time, which doesn’t make sense. I told her we’re going to run out of space for all this shit, but it makes everyone happy, so…whatever.”

      Our mother is rationalizing lavish gift-giving by saying she would have spent the money on Luke’s stepchildren if they’d been his from the start. The whole subject seems a little touchy to me, so I happily avoid it. Our mother loves Grace and Paige like her own, and I know Luke thinks of them as his own daughters as well. He told me he wishes their biological dad—who’s a complete ass to Lexi—would drop out of the picture so he can adopt the girls as his own.

      “How’s work?” I ask, trying to divert the conversation. I’ve removed myself from romance and don’t want to get into it with anyone, let alone Luke, who never left the honeymoon stage in his relationship with Lexi. He went from a life of bachelorhood to an elaborate proposal and then married with a family in a short time, claiming love changed him.

      “It’s work,” he affirms shortly, knowing I’m trying to change the subject. But then he turns and says, “It makes Lexi worry. A lot. She doesn’t say anything, and she never will because that’s how she is, but I know how stressed it makes her. And the girls. Grace is old enough now to realize how dangerous being a firefighter is.”

      “Are you thinking about a career change?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t want to do anything else.”

      “Have you talked to Lexi about it?” I ask.

      “Yeah, and she’ll support whatever I decide. Said she wants me to be happy. She’s really fucking amazing. I still don’t know why someone as incredible as her is with someone like me. She’s so much more than I deserve.” He gets a starry look in his eye and now I think I might puke.

      “I know. She’s great.” I don’t mean to snap, but, dammit, I do.

      Luke raises his eyebrows. “You know, if you went out with this chick and got some action, you might not be such an asshole.”

      My breath leaves in a huff. “Does Paige have this?” I ask, motioning to a pop-up camper.

      “No. She’ll love it.”

      I pick up a large box along with a package of coordinating accessories.

      “Lexi tells me this friend likes to drink and hookup. I’ve seen her, and she’s pretty good looking. With big tits,” he offers.

      “I’m not interested.”

      “Come on, man. How long has it been since you got some pussy?”

      I look around. We’re in a children’s store for fuck’s sake. But that’s classic Luke, not giving a shit about what people think. My whole life I’ve admired and hated that trait.

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “It is when your dry dick makes you even more uptight than you already are. You need to get laid and loosen up. Pull that stick out of your ass and go out with this girl. Buy her dinner and have a few drinks. Hopefully you can be decent enough for an hour or two that she’ll want to go back to your place and fuck your brains out.”

      “You’re so crude.”

      “You’re such a prude.”

      “I’m not.” And really, I’m not. I don’t like talking about sex, but that doesn’t mean I don’t like having sex. The thought of taking a woman to bed is almost enough to get my blood pumping. I miss fucking. I miss throwing a lover down on the mattress, holding her hands above her head and fucking her so hard she leaves a puddle beneath us as she screams my name.

      Ignoring Luke, I make my way through the store to pay for the overpriced doll stuff. Luke falls in stride next to me, and I know he’s not going to lay off this shit. He knows it bothers me, and I think a small part of him likes pushing my buttons just to piss me off.

      Not that I can really blame him.

      I was an asshole. There’s no way around it. I let my ex-fiancée lie and manipulate me until I couldn’t see anything but red, and I wanted revenge no matter what. On my mission to hurt Luke like he hurt me, I got Lexi involved, not caring if I hurt her as well.

      It’s a fucking miracle she even talks to me. And if it weren’t for her, Luke wouldn’t be talking to me either. Lexi wants us to get along. We’re family now, and family is important to her. Family forgives, she says. Luke is right: she really is fucking great. For her sake, Luke tries to get along with me. Tries to let go of the shit I did in the past. It’s awkward, hanging out and talking with my brother, and it makes me feel really fucking shitty for all the wasted years. The last time Luke and I got along, we were still watching morning cartoons in our PJs, passing a box of cereal back and forth.

      “Don’t you want some action?”

      “I don’t have time for dating.”

      “I’m not talking about dating,” Luke counters. We get in line at the register. “Hookups don’t have to take long. It’s been years since you’ve been with anyone, right? Unless you pull that stick out of your ass from time to time to get some. Though I have to question why you’d ram the stick back up there. Unless you’re into that sort of thing. Which is fine too. Get it whenever, however, you want. You just need to fucking unwind.”

      “I unwind.”

      “Rosie and her four sisters get the job done but it’s not the same.”

      I shake my head and move up in line, putting the boxes on the counter.

      “I love this one,” the girl working the register says with a broad smile. “It’s so cute.” Her eyes move from me to Luke and back again. “Your daughter is going to love this!”

      It hits me that she thinks Luke and I are a couple. “I don’t—we—we’re—” I stammer. Luke and I don’t look all that much alike for being brothers. He has blue eyes and mine are brown. His hair is styled to look like he just rolled out of bed, and he’s wearing a t-shirt, jeans, and has tattoos up and down his arms. I’m in an expensive suit, well-groomed and manicured. We’re complete opposites.

      “Oh, they’re not for our daughter.” Luke steps close, flashing a smile. “They’re for him. He loves playing dolls, right sweetie? He has a whole room just for this stuff. It’s not really my thing, but it makes him happy.”

      I grit my teeth, glaring at Luke. “Right.”

      “Aww, that’s so sweet!” the cashier squeals. “I wish my boyfriend shared my love of dolls. You’re so lucky!”

      I finish paying and take my bag. Luke is laughing as we leave, and I just look at him and shake my head.

      “What?” he asks, falling in step with the busy foot-traffic along the storefronts. “That was harmless fun. Like I said. You desperately need to get laid. Going this long without touching a woman isn’t natural.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Keep telling yourself that. If you change your mind, let me know. I’ll even be your wingman if it means you stop being such an ass.”

      “That’s never going to happen. One-night stands aren’t my thing.”

      “You say that now…and you never know what could come out of a one-night stand.”

      All this talk about fucking and pussy makes frustration build inside me, and my mind flashes back to that dark romance and the mysterious author. To Ana’s pretty face…and her erotic words. I couldn’t stop thinking about her after dinner last night.

      “Oh, shit,” Luke exclaims and stops dead in his tracks. He tries to turn around and head the other direction but it’s too late. She’s already spotted us.

      “Luke?” she asks, and of fucking course she sees him first. “Cole?”

      “Heather,” I say in a level tone, eyes landing on my ex for the first time in a long time. We spoke for the first time since the breakup three years ago, after Lexi confronted her and convinced Heather to fess up to the truth. Luke never touched her, never gave her the slightest hint he wanted anything to do with her. She left me thinking he wanted her, coaxed her into leaving with a promise of being together, when really, she’s wanted him for years and settled for the next best thing: his brother. This woman pitted us against each other, lied to me, and disappointed everyone involved in canceling a wedding at the last minute.

      “I’ll see you later,” Luke says to me and starts to walk away. I can see the anger in his eyes.

      “Wait,” Heather calls. “I never got to say I’m sorry.”

      “You’re batshit crazy to think sorry is going to fix the fucked-up crap you pulled,” Luke spits out.

      “Stop,” I tell him, finding it so easy to go back to my ways of thinking he betrayed me and Heather was the innocent victim who fell for his playboy charm. Fire burns in Luke’s eyes, and his nostrils flare. He thinks I’m defending her.

      I shake my head. “It’s not worth it.”

      Luke gives me a curt nod and pushes his shoulders back. “Right. Not worth it at all.”

      “I really am sorry,” Heather murmurs. Her eyes meet mine and I can feel the echo of heartache all over again. Not that I have feelings for her, but pain that deep never fully heals. “I never meant to hurt anyone, let alone either of you. I think about this all the time and feel so bad.”

      It’s fucking weird, standing here, looking at this woman who I loved more than anything, who I wanted to marry and share my life with.

      Now she’s a stranger.

      “We’re fine,” Luke snaps.

      “I’m glad. And I’m glad to see you two out together, getting along.” She smiles, but her eyes linger on Luke. She’s still hung up on him? “You’re married?” she asks, spotting his wedding ring. Wrinkles form between her eyes and a frown pulls down her face.

      Well, fuck. She is.

      “I’ve been happily married for a few years now. And we have a baby,” he says it definitively, trying to drill the message to Heather that she’s never going to have him.

      “Is it Lexi? The pretty girl who works at Black Ink Press with Cole that came to see me, right?”

      “I’m not telling you fucking anything about my wife.” His voice gets louder as he speaks.

      “So it is her. Congrats on the wedding. And the baby.”

      “Luke,” I say, trying to diffuse the situation. Luke won’t hold back when it comes to defending his family, and the last thing he needs right now is this. He’s always had a hard time dealing with emotions, with a tendency to ignore them completely until things blow up in his face. And it seems like something’s about to explode.

      Standing here, looking at Heather and then my brother, who’s married to a good fucking woman, a woman who carried and birthed my nieces, makes me realize that Heather is crazy. She’s been in love with Luke since high school and Facebook-stalked our mother to get information on him. She showed up unannounced and uninvited when Luke was injured and in the hospital, lied to hospital personnel to get into the ICU, and lovingly sat by Luke’s bedside while he was unconscious, playing the part of his doting girlfriend until he woke up.

      Batshit crazy sounds like an understatement.

      “Let’s go,” I say. He nods and takes off in the other direction, opposite from where we need to go, but fuck, it’s better than a confrontation with my crazy ex.

      “Cole.” Heather reaches out and wraps her fingers around my wrist. I look down at her skin against mine. I feel nothing. “I made a mistake leaving you. I miss you.”

      I shift my gaze to her eyes. “No, you don’t. You really need to stop lying.”
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      “I printed out the article. It’s hanging on the fridge. And I might have made copies for everyone I know.”

      I laugh and lean back on the hotel bed. “It’s not that big of a deal, Mom.”

      “Of course it is! And it’s only the start of you being mentioned by the New York Times. I’ll print out the listing when you make it. Blow it up and frame it too.”

      It’s a good thing Mom can’t see me roll my eyes. Though I wish I had her optimism. It’s easy to feel hopeful for other people and not yourself. “We’ll see if that happens.”

      “Just give it time and it will. How’s everything else? I miss you dearly, but I am glad you’re out enjoying life.”

      “I am too. And it’s been great here. I had lunch with my agent today and I’ve been lounging around the hotel writing the rest of the day. I got a chapter done today.”

      “That’s great, honey. What about your sexy editor?”

      “Really? You too?”

      “You showed me his picture. He is a good-looking man. I Googled how much top editors make at publishing houses and that man makes decent money.”

      “Stop it. Nothing is happening with Cole, and how much he makes isn’t a factor anyway.” I know she’s only bringing it up because Steven spent all his money and then started spending mine.

      “You’re on a first-name basis now?” Mom teases.

      “Who’s the child in this relationship again?”

      “All right,” she laughs. “I’ll stop. Do you know when you’re coming home yet?”

      “I’m meeting with a publicist from Black Ink on Monday, so maybe after that. The flight hasn’t been scheduled yet. I’ll let you know when it is.”

      “Thanks, honey. Be safe in the city. And have fun. Call me tomorrow?”

      “I will. Night, Mom.”

      “Goodnight, sweetie.”

      I hang up and go back to my book. I reread what I had written before Mom called, trying to get back into the groove of writing. Though my writing groove was more like peck out a few words, look at Pinterest, delete what I just wrote, go back to Pinterest.

      Giving up, I stand, stretch, trying hard to push away the unease that’s threatening to take over when I think of actually being published. I’ve always been a bit of a people-pleaser, not liking when others are openly unhappy with me.

      But this abhorrent feeling of inadequacy came later. And knowing that I let Steven get to me only makes it worse. Needing to get out of my own head, I take a shower and get dressed. Going out and having dinner alone always intimidated me too much, but dammit, I’m doing it. I pack up my MacBook, rationalizing that I’ll try to get some work in if the mood strikes me, but really, I want a distraction so I don’t look like a loser sitting at a table alone. Someday I’ll muster up the courage to go out and just enjoy a fucking meal.

      I pull a black sweater over my dress—it’s purple with little printed pineapples all over it, and step into Toms. The look is too casual for someone staying in this swanky hotel, but whatever. I’m comfortable. And—fuck it—I’m not bringing my computer. No one knows me here anyway, so go ahead and think I’m a loser for sitting alone. Their opinions don’t matter in the long run anyway.

      The streets are busy, which gives me a strange sense of comfort, like no one would try to pull any shit when there are this many witnesses. That’s probably a horrible mindset to have, I know.

      Pulling up a map of the city, I start down the street. I’m not the best with directions, but I know I’m within blocks from Black Ink Press, and there are a ton of good restaurants around here. I pass up one place that has a line to the door and move onto option number two. I’m almost there when my phone vibrates in my hand from a text message.

      I don’t know the number, and I can’t place the area code. I open the text and stop dead in my tracks.

      You look good in purple. Always have, always will.

      The warm September air around me takes on a chill. My heart is in my throat and every muscle in my body aches to scream and run. I look up, staring at the people milling about in the dim light. He can’t be here. Can he? Is he watching me? I am wearing a purple dress.

      I reach for my purse, fingers shaking as I undo the clasp. I plunge my hand inside before I remember I don’t have the pepper spray. That’s not something I could take on the plane. I don’t know where I am, and he has the upper hand. Panic takes over and I rush forward, needing to go somewhere familiar. My breath leaves in a huff and everything swirls around me.

      Light.

      Traffic.

      Talking.

      Laughter.

      Someone calling my name.

      I squeeze my eyes tight. He’s not here. It’s not possible. I’m imagining it.

      “Ana?” someone calls again and a hand lands on my shoulder. I scream and whirl around. One person passing by gives me a look, but no one stops and asks if I’m all right. Until he does.

      “Are you all right, Ana?”

      It’s a different voice. Not the one that comes from my nightmares. This voice is deep and commanding, calm and assuring.

      Cole.

      I take in a shaky breath and blink several times. I’m standing just a block away from Black Ink Press, and Cole is before me, eyebrows pinched together as he looks down with concern. Now that I’m not wearing heels, I can take in just how much taller he is than me. And since he’s not wearing a suit, I can further see his firm physique.

      “Yeah,” I mumble. “I’m…I-I…I’m okay.”

      “You look like you saw a ghost.” He steps closer. “Not really a ghost, but you know how the expression goes.”

      I move my head up and down. This is worse than a ghost. Ghosts can’t do what he did to me. “No ghosts.” I run a hand through my hair and take another steadying breath. He’s not here. He couldn’t have found me. Couldn’t have seen me through the crowd of people and cars.

      I’m shaking, and don’t want to be alone right now. I look into Cole’s dark eyes. “Do you want to get a drink? I could really use one right now.”

      I expect him to say no and am surprised when he doesn’t. Happily surprised, that is. “There’s a bar down the street,” he says and motions with his eyes. “Is that—”

      “Sounds good,” I blurt and turn around. I nervously run my fingers up and down the leather strap of my purse. My heart is still racing, though standing here next to Cole makes me feel several shades better.

      Safer.

      Which is weird because I don’t really know this man. Right? But I’m not alone, and statistically, I can’t befriend yet another psycho. The odds are in my favor this time. I think.

      The bar is packed with a line out the door to get in. Cole goes up to the bouncer, exchanges a few words, then waves for me to join him.

      “How’d you do that?” I ask as we bypass the line.

      “The owner of the bar sent me a manuscript,” he whispers to me, putting his lips close to my ear so his voice can be heard over the music. It’s an innocent gesture yet it sends tingles down my spine. “It’s terrible.”

      “That’s going to be a fun one to work with.”

      He laughs. “The basis of the story is good. But the writing…” He shakes his head. “With a good ghostwriter, I think we could turn it into something people would enjoy. The main character is a bartender and he put a lot of real stories into it. Crazy shit happens in bars.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      The bartender spots Cole, waves, and disappears behind the bar, returning a few seconds later with who I guess to be the owner. He’s an older man, large around the middle, and has salt-and-pepper hair. His eyes light up when he sees Cole, and he waves his hand at two people sitting at the bar. They look confused, but get up and move, allowing us to take their seats.

      I perch on the edge of the barstool while Cole talks to the owner, who then makes us his signature drink. I bring it to my lips and take a sip. It’s pink and tastes like cucumbers. It’s a weirdly refreshing drink, definitely not something I could order at the local bar back home.

      “Were you just leaving work?” I ask Cole.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you always work that late on Fridays?”

      “Sometimes,” he admits and drops his gaze for a second, but not before I see the loneliness in his eyes. “When we’re under a time crunch or approaching a deadline, I live at work. And we’re under time crunches and closing in on deadlines pretty much daily.” He samples his drink and makes a face. “That’s, uh, interesting.”

      “Right? I thought it was just me!”

      He shakes his head. “It tastes like vegetable water with a shot of vodka thrown in. And this is one of the most expensive drinks on the menu.” His eyebrows go up. “Welcome to New York.”

      “I feel very posh drinking this now, like I should stick my pinky out when I’m drinking.”

      Cole laughs, and his eyes lighten. It’s a world different than the cool and professional demeanor he usually carries around him, and I want to do whatever I can to see it again. I hold out my little finger and bring the glass to my lips again.

      “So posh, right?”

      “Very,” he says. “But it’s even more so when I do it.” He picks his drink back up, gingerly holding the stem.

      “I feel like we should be talking in British accents now.”

      Cole takes a drink and shakes his head. “I just can’t. It’s so bad.”

      “Shhh!” I say with a laugh reaching for his hand. “Don’t let him hear you! You might hurt his feelings!” My fingers land on Cole’s wrist and I lean in, looking behind the bar for the owner. Still smiling, Cole drops his gaze to my skin on his. My heart skips a beat and I pull my hand back.

      “How are we going to get rid of these drinks? Not drinking them is just as obvious as stating we don’t like them.”

      “Crap. You’re right. Chug it?”

      “Or just don’t drink it,” he states with amusement.

      “Where’s the fun in that?”

      Cole raises an eyebrow. “Count of three?”

      I nod and prepare myself. “One…two…three!” Cool liquid splashes into my mouth and my first reaction is to spit it out. I swallow hard, forcing it down and hoping it doesn’t come back up.

      “Glad that’s over.” Cole grimaces.

      “You’re such a baby,” I tease. “It wasn’t that bad.”

      The bartender comes by to grab our empty glasses. “Do you want another?”

      “No,” I say quickly, making Cole laugh. “I’ll have a Moscow Mule.”

      “Make that two,” Cole says and turns to me. “I thought you said it wasn’t that bad.”

      “You’re right. It does taste like vegetable water, and not the good kind.”

      “Like the sludgy lettuce at the bottom of the bag.”

      “Ew!” I shriek with laughter. “But yes! That’s exactly it. So gross.” The bartender sets two copper mugs down in front of us. Cole gives him a tip and slides my drink over to me. “This is much better.”

      “I’ve never had one before,” Cole admits.

      “Really?”

      “I don’t drink that often.”

      “I wish I could say the same, but that’s not true. Why don’t you?”

      He shakes his head and looks away. “I don’t like feeling like I’m not in control.”

      “In control of what?” I ask slowly.

      “Myself.” The word leaves his throat, deep and low, sending a shiver right through me. I do my best not to squirm in my seat. His eyes are trained on me, reflecting something so dark, so deep, I’m afraid I could fall in and drown.

      I wet my lips, tasting ginger beer from my drink, and take in a rattled breath. “What would happen if you lost control?”

      “Bad things.”

      His words send a shockwave all the way down to my core. I run my finger around the rim of my mug, staring at the ice floating around my drink. I take a deep breath, another drink, and set the mug down on the polished wood bar. “Would it really be that bad?”

      “Yes.” Keeping his eyes locked with mine, Cole reaches down, fingers brushing against the tender skin on my thighs. His hand slips between, going down to the stool beneath me. He grabs it and pulls it closer, scooting me a foot from where I was sitting. My legs brush up against his, and he sweeps his fingers over my flesh as he releases the barstool. “It would be that bad.”

      “Then I take it you’ve lost control before.”

      “I have, and I don’t want to do it again.”

      I’m not aware that I’m leaning forward until my hair slips from behind my shoulder and swings in front of my face. Cole reaches out, tucking a lock of thick, brown hair behind my ear. “It can be fun,” I whisper.

      “How?” he whispers back. “How can losing control be fun?”

      The DJ starts up a new song, one with a strong, rhythmic beat. A light shines on the dance floor and he calls for people to come start dancing. I bite my lip, smile, and look back at Cole.

      “Instead of losing control, think of it as giving it to someone else.”

      “That sounds even worse.”

      “Oh, it can be horrible. The wrong person with the right control can trap you in your apartment for a week and not let you go to work, use your phone, or have access to the internet.”

      “Are you talking hypothetically?”

      I make a face and feel the alcohol hit me. “It doesn’t matter. Do you like to dance?”

      “No. I don’t dance.”

      “Right.” I reach into my purse and dig out a quarter. “Heads, we get up and dance. Tails, we finish our drinks and go on our way.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Very.” I flash him a smile and then toss the coin up.
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      Light reflects off the shiny quarter as it flips through the air. I reach up and catch it, then bring it down onto my hand. As soon as I move my fingers, I see that it’s tails side up.

      My heart sinks.

      As much as I hate dancing, I don’t want to go home.

      “Well, what is it?” Ana asks eagerly, leaning forward. A curtain of dark hair falls over her shoulder. Her green eyes light up and her lips pull back in a smile. She’s like a breath of fresh air, a little quirky and a tad innocent. Yet I can tell there is pain behind her eyes, and darkness she’ll do anything to not go back to.

      I don’t want to disappoint her.

      And I really don’t know why. She’s an author I’m editing for, and there have been many authors I’ve worked with I’d never consider a friend. I fix their novel, and then we’re done. We don’t stay in contact. Don’t hang out. And I certainly don’t feel the urge to strip them down and fuck them hard, like I do with Ana.

      “Heads,” I say, bending my fingers around the coin. “I guess I have to dance.”

      She smiles wide, nose scrunching up a bit and takes another drink before standing. “Come on,” she says, holding out her hand. I smile back and shake my head, taking her hand. She leads me to the dance floor, and besides two drunk college-aged girls celebrating a friend’s twenty-first birthday, we’re the only ones out here. Immediately, I feel stupid.

      I’m in my thirties…way too old to be stumbling around the dance floor. This isn’t professional. If any of the publishers saw me—with my author no less—they’d write off that promotion faster than the birthday girl over there downing her drinks. I’m about ready to tell Ana no, this just isn’t me, when she puts her hands on my waist.

      I turn my gaze down, away from the people at the bar who aren’t even giving a fuck about two random people on the dance floor and look into Ana’s eyes.

      “I’m not a good dancer,” I admit.

      “Put your arms around me,” she instructs. She must not feel the same attraction that I do, must not be fighting off dirty thoughts left and right. My jaw tenses as I raise my arms, letting my fingers settle on the curve of her waist. “Relax,” she goes on. “And follow my lead.”

      She starts swaying back and forth in tempo with the music, moving her hands up to my shoulders. She feels good under my fingers. Her dress is made out of a thin and soft fabric, allowing the heat of her skin to seep through and tease me.

      The song ends and another starts up right away. We keep dancing, and by the time another song starts and ends, I’m having fun too. The music slows, and Ana steps in closer.

      “I’ve never done this before,” she confesses, tipping her head up. We’re moving together in perfect harmony.

      “Danced?”

      “No, been the first ones out here like this. Now look at the floor.”

      “I didn’t even notice.”

      “Neither did I,” she says, a little out of breath, and looks at the crowd around us. We weave our way back to the bar and get another drink. Ana goes to the bathroom and comes back with a crinkled piece of blue paper. “Is it too late to go on this?”

      “On what?”

      “This.” She extends her hand, showing me a flyer for the Friedsam Memorial Carousel.

      “I honestly have no idea. I haven’t been on that thing since I was five.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “You stopped going on carousels at five?”

      “Yeah,” I say, brow furrowing. “My dad said I was too old, but he was also kind of an ass…who I haven’t seen in over fifteen years. You’re serious about wanting to go on it?”

      “I more so want to see it. I read a book where all the horses come to life and help fight a supernatural war. It sounds so lame when I say it like that.”

      I laugh. “I think I read that book. There’s a portal to the underworld in the lake?”

      “Yes! I love that book. I read it three times and forced it on my friends.”

      “I edited that book.”

      Ana’s eyes go wide. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. It was one of the first projects I accepted.”

      She moves closer and suddenly I’m all too aware of her hips brushing my thigh and the sweet floral scent of her shampoo as her hair sweeps against my chest. I steal a look down, admiring her large breasts for a second.

      “I’m trying to decide if it’s a crazy coincidence or fate.”

      “I don’t believe in fate.”

      She takes her lip between her teeth, looking so fucking hot. I swallow hard. Stop it. I shift my gaze up, and someone barges to the counter, obviously drunk and stumbling. They crash right into Ana, who stumbles forward. I catch her, though in all honesty, I don’t think she’s going to fall.

      Not to the floor at least.

      My fingers press into the small of her back. She straightens up, inching closer. “It’s getting crowded in here. Wanna leave?”

      “Sure.” It takes effort to keep my face neutral. “Where do you want to go?” Should I offer to take her back to her hotel? As in drop her off, not go in with her. Fuck. I want to go in with her.

      “Still have that quarter?”

      “I do.”

      A beat passes before she laughs. “Well, get it! Or are you wanting me to dig it out of your pocket for you?”

      I turn my head down and reach into my jean pocket. Having Ana’s hands anywhere near my dick would be fucking fantastic. She takes the quarter from my hand and holds it up.

      “Heads, we go to Central Park and find that carousel.”

      “And tails?”

      She shrugs. “We go home. Call it an early night and go to bed like responsible adults.”

      She flips it up catches it, and holds her hand out, smiling. “Let’s go catch a cab.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Maybe it’s the booze, but this is so good.” Ana breaks off a piece of seasoned and battered bread and dips it in cheese sauce. “It’s up there with one of the best things I’ve had in my mouth.”

      “One of the best things?” I smirk, mind going to a dirty place. Again. It’s easy to do with her. I would never have done any of this if it weren’t for Ana and that damn coin that’s back in my pocket. I’m having a great night with her, though I feel like being next to her is dangerous. The more I get to know her, the more I see she’s unlike anyone I’ve ever met before. And that only adds to the insane attraction I’m fighting.

      She laughs, shaking her head. “That came out wrong.” Turning, she flashes a grin. “Or maybe not.”

      We’re walking along the lake in Central Park. The carousel was closed by the time we got there, but the night in the large park was still very much alive. We got margaritas from a rather questionable street vendor and moved onto some of the greasiest, deep-fried carbs the city has to offer.

      We sit on a bench close enough that her leg is resting against mine. I look down at her exposed flesh, illuminated in a golden glow from a lamppost off the path, and see goosebumps.

      “Are you cold?”

      “Slightly,” she replies and tears off another piece of bread. I’m holding the plastic cup of cheese sauce and she twists her torso around to dip it in. “Want it? I think I’ve eaten most of this so far.”

      “You have,” I say with a laugh. It’s nice being with a woman who isn’t afraid to eat. Heather used to get weird about it, only eating half her meals or not wanting to indulge at all in front of me because she thought it made her less attractive. The waste of food was more of a turnoff than anything, and I didn’t understand hiding what or when she ate.

      I take the bread from Ana, pop it in my mouth, and hand her the sauce. I stand, remove my jacket, and wrap it around her shoulders.

      “Thanks,” she says when I sit back down. Our eyes meet and for a moment we’re completely still. Maybe it’s the night, or the cheap tequila flooding my system, but I swear something passes between us. My heart hammers against my chest, threatening to burst free from its cage.

      Ana takes in a breath and turns her eyes to the lake. “Do you ever feel like you’re just existing and not really living?”

      Her words send a chill through me, tingling down my spine. “All the time.”

      “Me too,” she whispers. “Life is too short to waste but I just…I just don’t know what else to do other than surviving from day to day. And I know how silly that sounds. My life isn’t bad.”

      “You don’t have to have a hard life to feel like you’re going through the motions.” The words leave my mouth before I have a chance to think about it. It’s something I’ve struggled with as well. I have a good job. A nice house with more space than I’ll ever need. I’m healthy. Fit. Relatively young. Yet there’s a hole inside me, painfully empty. Guilt weighs heavy on me, not just from the shit I did in the past, but in wanting more. I have more than a lot of people. Shouldn’t that be enough?

      “Right.” Her head falls on my shoulder and for half a second, I’m conflicted. Then I cave and slip my arm around her waist. She relaxes against me and for the first time in a long time, I don’t feel the wind howling through the cracks in my broken heart. My eyes fall shut, and I want this moment to last a lifetime.

      “Hey, lovebirds!” someone trills in an overly cheerful voice.

      Ana jumps and almost drops the remaining food. I tense, eyeballing the young woman in front of us. She’s wearing a bright pink dress and is holding a stack of paper.

      “The park is going to be closing soon, and nobody wants to deal with those asshole rangers. You two look like you’re not ready to call it a night though, so you should come.”

      I’m about to tell her to fuck off when Ana takes the paper from her, reading it curiously.

      “The party’s just getting started,” the woman tells us. “Only twenty bucks to get in. Hope to see you there!” She walks off, attacking the next living soul she sees with the same line she just fed us.

      “I think it’s a rave,” Ana says slowly, squinting in the dim light. “Do you want to go?”

      “No. It’s a money-making scam put on by sketchy people.”

      Ana considers my words but is still looking at the paper. “Flip for it?”

      I raise an eyebrow, unable to keep the smile off my face. “Heads or tails?” I ask her, retrieving the quarter from my pocket.

      “Tails.”

      The quarter spins around and comes down in my hand. “Heads.”

      “I feel slightly relieved,” she confesses and we both laugh.

      “Me too.”

      “Do they kick you out when the park closes? And how can a park this big close?”

      “You’ll be asked to leave if you’re caught.” I check my watch. “We still have some time though.”

      “Is it safe being out here at night?”

      “I wouldn’t recommend you come out here alone, but together we’re fine.”

      She nods and inhales deeply before getting up and tossing the food wrappers. “Thanks for hanging out with me tonight. I really didn’t want to be alone.”

      “The feeling is mutual,” I say with a smile, noticing the darkness that takes over her face. It’s only there for a second, and my mind flashes back to when I first saw her tonight. Face pale, eyes wide…she looked terrified. The city can be overwhelming, especially for someone from a small town, but whatever upset her had to be more than that.

      She comes back to the bench and sits close next to me. I hook my arm around her once more and she leans into me. Being close to her feels so natural, so comfortable. I should push her away, tell her we shouldn’t be doing this. Whatever it is. Yet I want more. I’m addicted without even having a taste.

      It’s fucking weird.

      “I think I’d like it here,” she says softly. “The city, I mean. Being out here makes me feel like I have room to breathe. I like the busy streets and the energy from the people, but this out here…it’s nice.”

      “Yeah. Sometimes I forget this is here, that we have this escape from the business district and high rises. I don’t live far from the office, actually. I go longer than I should without seeing a bit of greenery.”

      “I could see myself coming out here a lot. With a book or my computer to work. Well, when the weather is nice, that is.”

      “Do you get snow in Kentucky?”

      “Yes, but not a lot like you do up here. The thought of a big snowstorm excites me.”

      Her breasts heaving as she talks is exciting me. “You say that now…”

      “Oh, I know,” she says with a giggle. “I get sick of the few inches we get in the winter. I prefer warmer climates. I don’t like to wear clothes.”

      “Come again?”

      “I mean lots of clothes. Wait. That still doesn’t sound right. I mean layers. I don’t like feeling bunchy.” She tips her head up and smiles. “Does that make sense?”

      “It does.” She turns her attention to the lake and gets up. The wind picks up, carrying on it the promise of rain. I look up at the dark sky above us and go over to Ana.

      “Waiting for the portal to open?”

      She nods. “Would you go in if it did?”

      “Yes,” I say after a moment’s consideration. “I’ve always wanted to be a hero. In the epic fantasy sense,” I add quickly. “Would you?”

      “Oh yes. No questions asked, which is probably a bad thing. Though I’m a bit out of shape to be fighting against fallen angels right now. But you…” She eyes me up and down. “You look like you can hold your own.”

      Not knowing what to say to that, I just move my head in a nod. Working out is the only thing I do consistently besides work. Before Luke moved to Brooklyn, we went to the gym together. He’s a bit of a fitness junkie, and working out together pushed me. I’m in the best shape I’ve ever been.

      “You don’t look so bad yourself.”

      “I’ve been lazy lately. Okay. Always. I have a fast metabolism so I don’t put on weight, but I don’t like working out. Or sweating. Or feeling pain. I know I should work out for the health benefits. Maybe when I’m older. I got a few more years until I hit the big three-O anyway.”

      “You distract the bad guys with your charm and good looks until I take them out.”

      She nods, face serious. “That plan will work. And maybe I’ll realize I have magical powers that were under a binding spell while in the human world, but once I set foot inside the portal, the spell is broken.”

      “You really are a writer,” I say with a laugh. “You should write that book.”

      “Only if you edit it.”

      “I think that can be arranged.”

      Ana tosses her head back and closes her eyes. “The world is spinning, just a bit.” She holds out her arms and shakes her head. “Crap. That makes it worse.”

      I take her hand and she curls her fingers around mine. We walk through the dark park, hardly seeing anyone. For a moment, it’s like we’re the only ones left on earth.

      For a moment, I’d be okay with that.

      “How do you remember your way around?” she asks. “I’m so lost right now.”

      I chuckle. “I’ve lived here my whole life. This place can be confusing. It’s big and in the dark, it can be difficult to navigate. I got turned around several times before. I used to come here with friends when I was in high school.”

      “You had a very different high school experience than me.”

      “You said you’re from a rural town?”

      “Yep. We have lots of cows around us.”

      “I’ve never seen a cow in person.”

      Ana turns to me, raising an eyebrow. “Is it sad that’s weird to me? Like how is that possible?” We laugh and I tighten my grip on her hand. “There’s a tradition on the last day of school where everyone either rides horses or a tractor to school.”

      “Do you have horses?”

      “I did. I showed at the county fair when I was a kid. It was the highlight of my summer.”

      “And I thought you said you weren’t from a small town.”

      “We have a couple thousand people there. It’s not that small. Though I suppose a few thousand compared to the eight million in the city is small potatoes.”

      “Just slightly.” I smile at her and the wind picks up, cool air blasting us. Her hair floats around her face, and the hem of her dress rises up a few inches on her thighs. On an impulse I put my arm around her. She leans into my embrace, laughing as she tries to tame the wild locks that swirl in front of her. Thunder rumbles in the distance, and lightning flashes above us.

      “Uh-oh,” Ana says, looking up.

      “Uh-oh is right. We better speed it up.”

      With my arm still tightly around her, we quicken our pace. But the storm is faster. A loud clap of thunder rings out, bringing on a shower of cold rain. I take Ana’s hand and we start to run, laughing and cursing the storm. When we finally emerge from Central Park, stopping alongside the road, it’s pouring.

      “Should we get a cab?” Ana’s teeth chatter as she speaks. “Oh, there’s one!”

      “It’s taken.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “The lights up top aren’t lit up. Another should come by soon,” I say, voice lost under another clap of thunder. But another taxi doesn’t come soon. The wind picks up and the rain comes down in buckets.

      “I don’t live far.”

      Ana wraps her arms around herself. “Okay.”

      I hold out my hand and she takes it. My heart speeds up, and it’s not from the storm that’s raging above us.

      It’s from something within.

      We cross the street and race down a few blocks. By the time we reach my house, we’re soaked to the bone. My keys are in my jacket pocket, and my jacket is around Ana’s shoulders. She reaches inside and grabs them, and I unlock the door as fast as I can. I disarm the alarm system as soon as we’re in and the door’s closed, and then flick on the foyer light.

      “Holy fuck,” Ana mumbles under her breath, looking around. The Victorian-era townhouse has an impressive two-story entryway. Hell, everything about this place is impressive, to be honest. Many of these old houses have been converted into high-end apartments, but this house has stayed in my family since my great-grandparents bought it back in the 1920’s. It’s stayed in our family ever since.

      “Are you cold?” I don’t have to ask to know the answer to that. I’m fucking freezing.

      “Yeah.” Ana looks down at her feet, shoes squishing as she takes a step, and then up at me. Suddenly, she bursts into laughter. “I’m drenched!”

      I don’t know why it’s so funny, but it is. She peels off my jacket and I’m laughing along with her. I step out of my wet shoes and take my jacket from her. Our flesh touches, finding warmth through the cold, and the laughter stops as suddenly as it started. Our eyes meet and my breath hitches in my chest. Ana steps closer, and I’m aware of everything.

      The outline of her pert nipples through her wet dress.

      The way her dark hair hangs in clumps around her beautiful face.

      Her full lips, slightly parted, and the warm breath that passes over them.

      And the desperation to feel. To have someone’s arms go around you. To have their mouth on yours. Feel their heart beating right up against your chest. The warmth of their flesh on yours. Legs tangled around your waist.

      Fuck.

      I want to bury my cock deep inside her, to lose myself as we make love, not thinking about anything other than how fucking good it feels and how even better it is for her. I want to watch her come, feel her pussy contract around me as she squirms, panting my name and begging me not to stop.

      The jacket drops to the floor.

      Ana lunges forward. I catch her, arms going around her waist. I bring her to me, breasts crashing against my chest. She tips her head up and I watch her long lashes come together as she closes her eyes. Lips parting, I bring my mouth to hers.

      It’s been years since I last kissed someone, and even longer since someone kissed me back with mirrored desire.

      Knowing she wants this makes me want it even more.

      In a fury of passion, I slide my hands down to her ass. My cock stiffens when I pull up her dress. My fingers swipe over her ass-cheeks, barely covered by lace panties. She groans and hikes up a leg, wrapping it around me.

      With a guttural growl, I pick her up, pinning her against the door. She widens her legs, and my dick presses against her tender core. Ana grabs the hem of my wet shirt and peels it up and over my head, taking it off me one arm at a time. She throws it on the floor next to the jacket and runs her hands over the back of my head and through my hair.

      I kiss her hard, and she kisses me back even harder, taking my lip between her teeth. She leans away ever so slightly, hands traveling down my chest, stopping at the waist of my jeans. I set her down, and her eyes meet mine as she pops the button and slowly pulls down the zipper.

      I’ve never wanted someone more than I want Ana. In the back of my mind, I know I shouldn’t do this, which makes me want her even more.

      She tugs my jeans down just an inch, and her fingers brush against my hard cock. The tip is sticking out the top of my boxers, and she gazes down, looking at it with lust in her eyes. I want to throw her down right here and now, pushing into her and unleashing the passion I feel inside.

      Instead, I gently brush a wet strand of hair over her shoulder and run my fingers down her arm. Goosebumps break out over her flesh and I’m suddenly aware that she still has her wet clothes on. I bunch up the hem of her dress and slowly pull it up. She raises her arms above her head, allowing me to easily remove the garment and discard it on the floor with the others.

      I take my time looking her over. She’s wearing a simple black bra. No frills or lace, no deep plunge or extreme pushup. And yet it’s so fucking sexy on her. Her intense beauty doesn’t need to be dressed up.

      Wet hair falls in tangles around her face. A little pineapple charm hangs off a thin chain from her neck, resting above her large breasts. She’s thin but not bony, and I don’t think I’ll ever stop admiring her hourglass figure. She’s wearing hot pink lace panties, and I need her smooth legs wrapped around me. Now.

      “You are so fucking beautiful,” I breathe, pulling her back to me. I need to kiss her. Need to feel her lips on mine. She falls forward, slipping her arms around my neck.

      “Are you still cold?” I whisper between kisses.

      “Yeah. But I’m warming up fast.”

      I let out a groan in response and grab her around the waist. I pick her up and carry her into the living room, stopping by the fireplace. She sinks down onto the soft white rug, watching me start up the fire. With a gas starter, it only takes a minute. Firelight flickers throughout the room, casting shadows on Ana’s gorgeous face.

      All it takes is one move and we’re right back where we left off. Ana moves into my lap, straddling me. We’re sitting in front of the fire, feeling the warmth of the flames already. I kiss her with everything I have and slide my hands up her back, fingers finding the smooth groove of her spine.

      With one hand, I unhook her bra and yank the straps down her arms. All the years of pent-up emotion, the feelings I didn’t allow myself to have, the thoughts I pushed away all come crashing down on me. Everything is gone except for Ana, and I so desperately long to feel.

      I move forward and lay Ana down, pinning myself on top of her. She widens her legs, bucking her hips to grind against mine. I slip my hand behind her head and take a tangle of her hair. I move my mouth to her neck, kissing. Sucking. Biting.

      She softly moans, feebly attempting to take my pants off but not daring move away from my kiss. I reach down and grab her hands, then move them over her head. She pushes against me and I tighten my grip, making her squirm. The moment I let go of her wrists she moves her hands down, raking her nails up my back.

      I kiss her lips. Her neck. Run my tongue along her collarbone. Ana’s breath quickens when my tongue circles her nipple. Then I quickly dive down and part her legs. Ana gasps, raising her head off the floor to look at me.

      I take her ankle in my hand, lifting her leg up. Slowly, I run my fingers down it, feeling her tremble. I put my mouth to the tender flesh on the back of her knee and kiss my way to her inner thigh. Her muscles tense in anticipation. I put her leg over my shoulder and slip my fingers inside her panties, moving them to the side.

      Ana’s hand lands on my head, pushing my face into her. She’s so wet and warm. So ready to be fucked. My tongue lashes against her clit and I relish in her taste, in bringing her pleasure.

      “Holy shit, that feels good,” she moans, breath leaving in a huff. I work my tongue, bringing her closer to the edge. Both of her hands are in my hair. Gripping. Pulling. And then pushing me against her core, holding me there as if she’s afraid I’m going to stop.

      I move my hand around her thigh, finger playing with the warm entrance to her pussy. The damn lace panties are in the way. Sitting up and removing them will take too long. I don’t think. I just grab them at the side and tear them in two.

      “Fuck,” Ana gasps, flicking her eyes to me. “I fucking need you. Now. Make me come.”

      Her words are almost enough to make me come without my dick even touching her. I slip a finger inside and put my mouth back between her legs. I find her g-spot and Ana’s legs tighten around me.

      Painfully.

      But I get off from the pain when she’s the one causing it.

      She cries out as she climaxes, and the second the orgasm slows I move up, wiping my mouth on the back of my hand. I can’t wait any longer. I need to be inside her.

      Ana pushes my boxers down and takes hold of my cock. It’s been so fucking long since I’ve been with anyone. I close my eyes and drop my head down, resting against her forehead. She pumps my shaft a few times, then widens her legs, welcoming me between.

      I kiss her as I enter. It’s a snug fit, and it feels so fucking incredible. Slowly, she bends her legs up and hooks them around me. She’s still reeling from her orgasm so I take it slow, gently thrusting in and out until I’m sure she’s ready.

      Because once I get started, I can’t hold back.

      She starts to move her hips in sync with mine, mouth open and eyes shut. I push up, keeping my cock buried inside her, and grab her hips, moving into a new position. I’m on my knees and she’s in front of me, full breasts bouncing as I fuck her.

      I’m so close to coming, and Ana is again too. I suddenly stop and train my eyes on Ana’s face. She blinks her eyes open, looking at me.

      “Touch yourself,” I order and her eyes widen. Flickering firelight reflects off them like green glass. A beat passes and she doesn’t move, but then a tiny smile plays on her lips. Starting at her neck, Ana runs her fingers down her body, slowing at her breasts, and then plunging to her core. She slips two fingers around my cock that I’m holding still inside her, feeling every inch of me, and then touches her clit. I watch, waiting for her to get herself off.

      Her breathing speeds. Head falls to the side. I can feel her muscles clench. She’s close.

      “You’re so fucking hot,” I moan and start thrusting in and out again. It takes restraint to keep going until she comes again, and then I let loose, coming harder than I ever have before. I collapse on top of her, holding myself up just enough not to crush her. We’re both panting.

      I put my lips to hers once more and then pull out, reaching over to an armchair behind us and pulling a folded blanket off the arm. I cover us both up and wrap my arms around Ana, finding solace in the quiet between us. The fire cracks and pops, and the rustic smell of the fire fills me with nostalgia. I don’t use the fireplace often, but there was almost always a fire going—even in warmer weather—when my grandparents lived here.

      “That was fun,” Ana whispers a few minutes later.

      “Yeah,” I agree. “It was.”

      She rests her head on my arm and closes her eyes. There’s something different about her than anyone I’ve been with before. It’s almost like she’s made innocent by her vulnerabilities, though I can’t put my finger on exactly what they are. I like being with her when we’re not naked, and I really like fucking her. It’s been a long time since I’ve had sex, though I don’t remember a time when it ever felt that good. With anyone.

      “Do you want to go to bed?” I ask her and run the palm of my hand along the curve of her hip. She’s so delicate.

      “Yes,” she replies sleepily. “Sleeping sounds nice right now.”

      I wrap the blanket around her and lift her up. Ana clings to me, arms tight around my shoulders. I take her upstairs and into my bedroom, setting her down on the king-sized bed, and then turn on a lamp on my nightstand. Ana takes a moment to look around. The room is large, with a fireplace across from the bed, a sitting area, and an attached bathroom.

      I hired someone to decorate the house professionally. I spend a lot of time in here so I wanted it to be as nice as possible, and I have to say it turned out great. Way fucking better than I could have done myself.

      Ana uses the bathroom and I go downstairs, locking up and putting out the fire. Still naked, we fall into bed together. Lightning flashes in the distance as the storm begins to pass. Rain gently hits the window. I pull Ana close and close my eyes.

      For the first time in years, I am happy.
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      Diana

      

      I wake up alone in Cole’s bed. My mouth is dry and I have to pee. Clouds cover the sky, making it impossible to tell what time it is. I’m still tired, so it has to be early. Or maybe I drank more than I thought and the hangover is pulling me back to sleep.

      Holding the sheets over my breasts, I sit up and look around. Cole’s house is huge. And beautiful. Impressively decorated. My entire apartment back home could fit in the master bedroom alone. I admire the handcrafted woodwork and the beautiful fireplace across from me for a minute and then get up to use the bathroom.

      Clothes have been laid out for me. They’re Cole’s and are much too big, but will do. I pull a white t-shirt over my head and grab the boxers and socks, hurrying to the bathroom to pee and rinse my mouth out with water.

      Dressed and looking as presentable as I’m gonna be, I head to the hall and stop at the balcony. I peer over, looking down into the foyer and listen. The house is quiet. Or at least this part of it is. It’s so big it would be easy to miss someone. I start to go back to Cole’s room to wait, assuming he’ll come back to check on me at some point when I notice another staircase at the end of the hall. It’s small and narrow, and I’m immediately intrigued.

      I pause at the top of the servants’ staircase and hear the distinct sound of dishes clanking together. Slowly, I pad down the stairs that emerge into the kitchen.

      “Morning,” I say when I see Cole sitting at the breakfast table. He’s drinking coffee and reading the newspaper. A box of fresh donuts sits in front of him, and my stomach growls at the sight. I’m starving.

      Cole sets the paper down and looks up. Our eyes meet and it’s like he’s trying not to smile. “Morning.” He drops his gaze and picks up his coffee.

      Is that regret I’m hearing? I swallow hard and want to go back up the stairs.

      “Are you hungry?” he asks after a few seconds of awkward silence pass by.

      “Yeah, I am.”

      “Help yourself. And there is coffee in the pot,” he says. I move across the kitchen, finding a white mug on the counter next to a full coffeepot. “There’s creamer in the fridge.”

      “I like my coffee black.” I fill up the mug and go to the table, trying to decide where to sit. I take a spot next to Cole, feeling like I’m slipping back into a bad habit. He doesn’t move. Doesn’t give me a kiss. Doesn’t tell me last night was wild and crazy and he can’t wait to do it again. Doesn’t even look up from the fucking paper.

      Can I take a donut and run?

      “Here.” Cole slides a napkin in front of me.

      “Thanks.” I grab a pink sprinkle-covered donut and eat the whole thing without a word being said between us. I know we haven’t known each other long, but I thought there was something there. If nothing else, the sex was a-fucking-mazing. Doesn’t he at least want to do that again?

      As if he can read my mind, Cole turns to me. “Ana,” he starts. “We should talk.”

      Well, shit. Those are words you never want to hear after a night filled with lust-driven, passionate sex.

      “I, uh, finished inside you,” he mumbles, almost looking embarrassed. It’s fucking adorable coming from him.

      “I’m on the pill.”

      “Good.” He lets out a breath. “What happened last night…we, uh, we shouldn’t have done that. I’m your editor. It’s not professional to sleep with an author I’m working with on a project.”

      I set the empty mug of coffee down and take a breath, trying to digest his words. We crossed a line, one I didn’t even think about, but I suppose it makes sense. Hell, maybe it’s against company policy to mess around with an author.

      I angle my body toward Cole. His short brown hair is rumpled from sex, and I can see the outline of his muscles through the thin blue shirt he has on. Day-old stubble covers his strong jaw and his brown eyes are set.

      Serious.

      Deep.

      And still a little sad.

      Already, I miss the way he looked at me last night when he was on top of me, owning my body. He was commanding. Fierce. Passionate. Fuck, I want to feel his big cock between my legs again.

      “Right,” I force myself to say. “Not professional at all.”

      “We can’t do it again.”

      I nod. “Even though I want to.”

      His eyes meet mine. Lips part. He inches his hand forward until his fingers touch mine. “Fuck it,” he says and grabs me, pulling me to him. My lips crash against his and it’s like I cannot kiss him fast enough. Hard enough.

      He sits back in the chair, and I straddle his lap. His cock begins to harden, and I find it so fucking sexy to feel it grow, knowing I’m the one turning him on. We spend a moment kissing and groping, and then Cole takes off the boxers I’m wearing.

      Everything is moving so fast as we cave to the desperation. I yank his pants down to his ankles and move onto him again, slowly lowering myself as he enters me. I grip the back of the chair and bury my face into Cole’s neck as we fuck.

      Hard.

      Fast.

      Desperate to feel.

      Cole holds me tight and stands, moving us onto the floor. He lifts one of my legs up and looks down, meeting my eyes as he thrusts in and out. He brings his other arm around and rubs my clit, making me come in just a minute. He finishes right after I do.

      So much for not doing that again.

      Cole lets out a deep breath and pushes my hair out of my face. “I can’t seem to say no to you,” he pants.

      “I’m glad.”

      He gets up, pulls his pants back on and gets me a towel to clean myself up with. We sit at the table again, though this time the dynamic changed. I reach for another donut, trying to think of something to say. Should I promise not to tell anyone we hooked up? Ask what would happen if word got out we were fucking? Could he get fired? Would my books not get published? I make a mental note to Google search the rules on editors dating authors.

      “Your house is amazing,” I say to break the silence.

      “Thanks. It’s been in my family for a long time.”

      “Wow. That makes it even cooler. Were they the original owners?”

      “No. My great-grandparents bought it from a doctor who was caught performing experimental surgeries on homeless people.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Seriously?”

      “I wish I was joking. The doctor was horror-movie level deranged and tried putting different parts on different people. And a few animals, if the reports are completely accurate. They got a hell of a deal on it. The bill of sale is hanging up in my office and there is a bloodstain on the cement in the basement that won’t come out no matter what anyone has tried.”

      “Oh my God.”

      Cole laughs. “It’s a story I don’t tell too many people.”

      “I can’t decide if I should admit I think it’s cool and totally want to go downstairs and look at the stain or not. Not cool that the poor homeless were maimed or anything.”

      “The history is cool,” he agrees. “I have the newspaper clipping from 1932 about the doctor. I can get it, if you want to see it. Then I can show you the blood. If you’re interested. You don’t have to see it.”

      I smile. “I have a bit of a twisted mind. The sooner you learn that, the better.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The curtains are drawn in the hotel room, blocking out the muted sunlight that’s trying to filter in. I’m in bed, tossing and turning, trying to get some sleep. I can’t stop thinking about last night. And this morning. And the time right before Cole took me back to the hotel. Cole said he’d call me later but didn’t kiss me goodbye.

      Obviously he’s into me, and I’m starting to think sex is all he wants. Which might not be a bad thing, considering I won’t be in New York forever and I’m still not sure I want another go at a relationship yet. Or ever.

      I get up, open my computer only to close it, debate on utilizing the hotel’s fancy gym but end up ordering room service instead. I eat until I hate myself and then grab my phone.

      “Hey, lady,” Jess answers. “How’s New York life?”

      “I slept with Cole,” I blurt.

      Jess is silent for a moment. “What?”

      “I slept with my editor, Cole. Three times.”

      “Well, we know for sure he’s not gay now. How was it? I always wonder if pretty men are good in bed or just terribly lazy since they know they’ll get it anyway. Like they just lie there and make you do all the work.”

      “That’s what you have to say about this?”

      Jess laughs. “What do you want me to say?”

      “That it’s a bad idea. He’s my editor and is kind of like my boss in a sense.”

      “Isn’t it more like you’re his boss? He works for you, right?”

      “I guess, because I can reject his changes if I don’t like them. But that’s not the point. I think I messed up.”

      “How?”

      “I…I don’t know. I know I’m not ready to date and I think he only wants sex because he didn’t kiss me or anything when I left and the sex was spontaneous, well except after he showed me the murder-blood in the basement. That happened slower but still felt so…so desperate and I’m so confused and I don’t know what to do.”

      “Ana,” she says slowly. “Calm down. Having no-strings sex with a very attractive man who lives in a different state can be a good thing. You’re not ready to date, but I’ve been telling you for a while you should get back out there and have some fun.”

      I take a deep breath. “Right. No strings. No commitments, no worries he’s going to keep a log of my calorie intake because he thinks I’m getting fat.”

      “Ana. Stop. Don’t compare like that. Cole seems like a good guy.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Okay, I don’t. But he has a respectable job—”

      “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      She sighs. “Stop being logical. I want you to have fun. Enjoy your little vacation. Don’t let yesterday’s storm ruin today’s sun.”

      “You’re right. And I’ll be home soon anyway. Hopefully I can have fun with Cole once more.”

      “Right. And what the hell is the murder-blood in the basement?”

      I laugh. “I wasn’t sure if you caught that. Long story.”

      “You can’t tell me there is murder-blood in the basement and it’s a long story and leave it at that.” Laughing again, I tell her the story about the crazy doctor. “Have you talked to your mom today?” Jess asks.

      “No. I’ll call her later,” I say. And then it hits me that’s a weird thing for Jess to ask. “Why?”

      She hesitates. “Just wondering. She misses you.”

      “Jessica.”

      It only takes saying her full name once to get her to fess up. “Someone hit her mailbox again. But it’s probably high school kids. They’re bored. After Johnny Shields got arrested for tipping Mr. Jackson’s cows, there’s even less to do in this super exciting town.”

      My hands shake. First the mailbox. Then it’ll be the doors. Then my mom. No. Don’t think like that. I’m so grateful I insisted on paying for the security system. It was the first big purchase I made after getting my advance money. So fun, I know.

      “Were the other mailboxes on the street hit? If it were bored teenagers, they’d hit them all.”

      “Uh, that I’m not sure of. I’m really not, promise.”

      I let out a breath, pacing around the room. I go to the door, double-check the locks and peer out the peephole, not really aware of what I’m doing. It’s become a habit to always look over my shoulder.

      “I hate that town,” I mutter.

      “Don’t let him ruin Salt Creek. It’s not the town’s fault he’s here.”

      “You’re right. I’ll call my mom now…and my sister. Can you keep an eye on them?”

      “Of course. Everything is going to be okay. Your mom has been getting pretty chummy with Sheriff Mason, after all.”

      Jess knows just how to ease my nerves. “That is true. As much as I don’t want to think about my mom having overnight guests, he’s as good as any.”

      “Deep breath, Ana. We look out for each other here, you know that. Enjoy New York. And please, for my sake, fuck your editor again.”

      “I think I can do that. For you. Love you, Jess.” I hang up and sit on the edge of my bed. My hands are shaking and I feel guilty, though I know it’s not my fault. I crawl under the covers again and try to relax. It’s a moot point and I should have known laying down doing nothing was a terrible idea. My mind tends to run away from me and all sorts of fun thoughts run through my brain. And by fun, I mean horrifying.

      My phone rings again and my heart skips a beat. I close my eyes and let out a breath when I see that it’s Lexi calling me. How long am I going to be like this? It’s been over a year and he’s still ruining my life.

      “Hello?” I sit up, bouncing my leg up and down.

      “Hi,” a little voice comes from the other end.

      “Oh, uh, hey there.”

      “My birthday is tomorrow.”

      I can’t help but smile. “Oh wow. Well, happy birthday. Is your mom around?”

      “Yeah, she’s changing Harper’s diaper. She had a poop-mergency.”

      “Sounds intense.”

      “It was. And stinky.”

      I laugh and my nerves start to settle. Lexi has young children, and I feel bad for not being able to recall their names. “I bet you’re glad you don’t have to change her diaper.”

      “Yeah. Sometimes I help.”

      “I’m sure your mom appreciates that. What are you doing for your birthday tomorrow?”

      “We’re having a party! It’s princess themed and everyone is wearing costumes. Even Dad and Uncle Cole.”

      A weird flutter hits me right in the chest at the mention of Cole’s name. “Are they dressing up like princesses? Or princes?”

      The little girl laughs. “Dad says he’s going to be the king and Uncle Cole is going to be the joker. But I say he can be a king too.”

      Before I can respond, Lexi comes in the room. Her voice echoes in the background. “Who are you talking to, Paige?”

      “Some lady,” Paige replies.

      “Did you call someone? Paige!” Rustling comes through the phone. “I’m so sorry, Diana,” Lexi tells me.

      “It’s okay.” And really it is. That minute-long conversation was the perfect distraction. “She was telling me all about her princess birthday party.”

      “She’s so excited for it. While I have you on the line I might as well ask how things are going with Cole.”

      Cole? Does she know we hooked up? Maybe he’s really close with his brother and told him and he told Lexi and now she’s—oh, right. She’s talking about edits and work.

      “So far so good,” I tell her. “I think we got everything worked out.” I close my eyes and get a flash of his naked body on top of mine. My core tingles at the thought of his big cock pushing in and out.

      “Great. Honestly, I felt just sick over this. I love your series so much.”

      “Thank you, Lexi. For taking a chance on it I mean.” Cole might be my editor now, but this whole publishing deal came about because of Lexi.

      “It’s not a chance. It’s a done deal. This book is going to be a hit. How much longer are you going to be in New York? I still want to have lunch or something if you want to.”

      “I’d love to! I need to meet you and give you an awkward hug to fully express how grateful I am. And I’m not really sure. I think I’ll fly home Tuesday. I’m meeting with the marketing people Monday. What about tomorrow—oh you have the birthday party. Never mind.”

      “And of course I won’t be in the office Monday. Dammit. Another time. Hopefully you’ll be back in New York soon.”

      Coming back to New York means I’ll have left the city.

      And Cole.

      “I’m sure I will be.”
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      The clock strikes noon and the chiming echoes throughout my office. It’s Sunday, and I’m sitting at my desk. I spent the morning straightening up the house and then moved on to work. It’s my normal routine and is usually enough to keep my mind busy, but today it drifts to Ana.

      I want to see her again. Talk to her. Spend time with her. Fuck her. My cock grows hard at the thought, though at the same time panic flashes through me when I realize the implications our relationship can have. If I weren’t being considered as a publisher, I wouldn’t fret as much. I’m not the type of person to let a hot piece of ass get in the way of something I want. Something I’ve wanted for a long time, to be exact.

      As much as I try to tell myself that hooking up with Ana was just that—a hookup—I know I’m lying. She was more than a temporary distraction. Being with her felt good physically, for obvious reasons, but being with her felt right. Which is why I’m sitting here, tapping my pen on my desk as I rack my brain for a reason to call her.

      I open up the file for her book, thinking maybe I can find something to fix that will require talking to her. I scroll through, reading Lexi’s notes, and find nothing. Lexi already went over this with a fine-toothed comb, and there wasn’t much to fix plot-wise anyway.

      I close the laptop and shake my head. What the fuck is wrong with me? I’m hoping to find a critical error in this book just so I can talk to Ana. This isn’t me. I’m not a bumbling schoolboy made into a fool by some crush.

      Feeling a headache coming on, I get up and leave the office. Fresh air will do me good, will keep me distracted until I have to leave for Paige’s birthday party. I grab my jacket and shoes. They’re still wet from being caught in the rain. Something stirs inside me and I find myself missing Ana.

      “Stop,” I say out loud. Nothing good is going to come out of pursuing Ana. She doesn’t even live here. Tossing my damp shoes aside, I pull another pair from the closet and leave the house.

      Warmth from the sun pours down on me, filtered through the sparse trees growing in small circles of earth cut out in the sidewalk. Noise from cars and people surround me, blanketing me in the comfort of the fast-paced life the city provides. It’s easy to blend in here. It’s even easier to be alone while surrounded by millions of people. Whether that’s good or bad in the end, I’ve never been sure.

      The doors to my favorite cafe are open, welcoming in the warmth from the day. People mill in and out, chatter filling the air, and the decadent smell of coffee is carried on the slight breeze.

      I step into line, casually eyeballing the busy cafe. It’s almost impossible to get a seat here on a Sunday afternoon like this, let alone one at the good tables by the window. My eyes drift over there regardless, and I see her.

      I blink. Once. Twice. She’s still there. I open my mouth to say something only to shut it. It’s too loud in here to get her attention without gaining the attention of everyone else. I’m frozen for a moment, unable to look away.

      Ana’s hair is up in a messy bun on the top of her head. She’s typing away on her laptop, leaning forward toward the screen. She reaches for her cup of coffee, brings it to her lips and realizes it’s empty. I shuffle forward in line the same time she takes out her earbuds and turns around.

      Her eyes meet mine and she smiles.

      “Cole,” she says and stands, grabbing the empty mug. Walking away from her computer—a trusting habit from living in a small town, I’m sure—and comes over.

      “I thought that was you,” I say with a smile, trying to curb my excitement. “What are the chances?”

      She’s still smiling. “This was the place you got donuts from. I saw the name on the box. So I assumed since you approve, it has to be good, right?”

      “It is good. I come here to work quite often. Looks like you’re working too.”

      She nods. “I needed out of the hotel. Not like it’s not nice or anything, because it is. It’s just, uh, a little lonely.”

      “I suppose it would be.” We move another step forward and I’m beginning to feel awkward, though it’s not due to Ana. It’s the opposite with her, which is what is making this so fucking weird. It’s easy to talk to her. To relax. To be me.

      And it shouldn’t.

      “It’s busy in here today.” She looks around. “Or is it always like this?”

      “It’s always like this. Weekends are busier. You’re lucky you got a table.”

      “I’ve been here a while,” she confesses. “I got a lot written though and am ready for a break. Want to sit with me?”

      Yes. I do. I’d love so much to sit down and talk with her. I know I’ll end up laughing and having a good time. But I need to say no. Just one little word. Dammit, I can’t.

      “Yeah, that’d be great. Want another cup?” I turn my eyes to her empty mug. “Black, right?”

      “Yes, glad you remember.”

      “I’ll get it. You can go guard the table,” I say with a smile. “And your computer.”

      “Thanks,” she says and goes back to the table. She’s wearing black skinny jeans and a loose-fitting, dark top. Maybe it’s only because I know what’s under that flowing fabric that I think it’s so damn sexy on her.

      I get two coffees and join Ana at the little round table. She tells me a bit about the chapters she wrote and then we get to talking about nothing in particular. Before I know it, the remaining coffee in my mug is cold.

      “Shit,” I mutter when I check the time.

      “What’s wrong?” Ana asks.

      “I have to go to my niece’s birthday party. Not that I don’t want to, but I need to leave now or I’ll be late.”

      “Oh, the princess party. I heard you’re dressing up,” she laughs.

      “Sadly, I don’t have a costume. Who told you that?”

      “I talked to Lexi yesterday.”

      Cold panic flashes through me. Again. “You talked to Lexi? What did you say to her?”

      Taken aback by my confrontation, Ana’s eyebrows come together ever so slightly. Fuck. Ana and Lexi aren’t close. They’ve never even met. Lexi has no better relationship with her than she does with any other author she’s worked with. Ana isn’t going to tell Lexi about our hookup. And if she did, Lexi wouldn’t go on and tattle on me. She wouldn’t tattle on anyone.

      “Nothing in particular. Paige called me, actually. Not on purpose, I think. I was hoping to meet up with Lexi but I don’t think that’s going to happen. I was looking forward to it,” she admits. “She seems great.”

      “She is,” I agree. “As far as working with a family member goes, I got lucky.”

      “Did you introduce her to your brother?”

      “No, and how they met is a funny story,” I start. “She didn’t know he was my brother. They met at a bar and—” I suddenly cut off, not sure how to put the rest of the story. When I realized the guy Lexi was dating was my brother, I turned into a version of myself I still hate.

      Hell-bent on revenge, I didn’t tell Lexi or Luke I knew what was going on. I don’t even like thinking about the shitty schemes I pulled, though my brain likes to journey back there from time to time no matter how hard I try to avoid it. And now I think it’s a big mistake letting myself get closer to Ana. She deserves much better than me.

      And right now, she is looking at me, waiting for me to continue. “And, uh, their one-night stand turned into something more. And it was weeks later when we realized how we were all connected.”

      “Talk about a small world, right?”

      “Yeah. It’s crazy, that’s for sure.”

      “I’ll let you go. Don’t want to keep Princess Paige waiting.”

      “Want to come with me?” I blurt, still feeling like I came off too strong when questioning her about Lexi. “There will be a handful of people from Black Ink there, and Quinn Harlow is coming.” God, I’m an idiot. Why can’t I just shut the fuck up? What is it about this woman that’s making me turn into a bumbling fool?

      “Quinn Harlow? The author?”

      “Yeah. She and Lexi are really good friends.”

      “I’m obsessed with her. Don’t tell her that though.”

      I chuckle. “Lexi did tell me she recommended your book to Quinn. If she has time, she’s going to read it and give you an endorsement blurb.”

      Ana’s face lights up for a few seconds before she shakes her head. “Don’t wanna get too ahead of myself. I’d love to meet Quinn and Lexi, but I feel bad crashing a kid’s birthday party.”

      “Lexi won’t mind. She wants to meet you too. I’ll text her and ask, if that makes you feel better.” I pull out my phone and type a quick message to Lexi. She replies right away. “See?” I hold out the phone for Ana. “She’d be ecstatic if you came.”

      Ana’s eyes meet mine and she smiles again. “Since it’s a princess party, can I wear a crown?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Your nieces are adorable,” Ana whispers, sitting next to me at the kitchen table, digging into our overloaded plates. The food looks and smells delicious, and since I’m eating it, this is one of those times I’m happy Luke is a damn fine cook.

      “They are, aren’t they? They’re good girls.”

      “They seem like it. Very well behaved.”

      I think back to the shitstorm that went down the last time I watched them. Harper can’t really be blamed though. She’s still too little to know what she’s doing is wrong. “They really are. Harper’s a little monster though. She climbs on everything. Takes after her father, that’s for sure.”

      “She looks the most like him. Her eyes are gorgeous.”

      I repress a grunt. Everyone and their mother compliment Luke’s blue eyes. “She’s the only one that’s his,” I say quietly. “The other two are his stepchildren.”

      “Oh, I had no idea. They all fit so perfectly together, and all three girls look like mini versions of Lexi.”

      “They do. Grace looks more and more like her as she gets older.”

      Ana smiles, looking over the table at the kids playing. Grace and her cousin Taylor are sitting on the couch, hunched over a phone. Paige is playing with a few of her friends and Harper is running around knocking things over.

      “It kinda makes me want one,” Ana says.

      “Want what?” Jillian asks as she and Quinn join us.

      “A kid. Kind of. Harper is so freaking cute.” At that moment, Harper grabs a cup full of lemonade from the coffee table and sloshes half of it on the floor before Lexi grabs her. “And a bit of a monster, like you said.”

      We make small talk as we eat, and when Quinn asks Ana about her book, I get up, taking the empty paper plates from the table and putting them in the garbage in the kitchen.

      Luke is there, pouring drinks for himself and Lexi. They’re both dressed up for the party. Lexi is Rapunzel and Luke is Flynn Rider. I’ve seen Tangled enough while watching the girls to recognize the costumes.

      I have to hand it to my brother for being a good stepdad. He loves those two girls as much as he loves Harper. There is no difference in his eyes. Our own stepdad was the best we could ask for, and I know he made an impression on Luke. Being the older brother, it never quite felt right to let Edward in the way Luke did. I call him Ed instead of Dad, as I have for years and as of late, I’ve grown to regret it. It’s too late to change it now.

      Luke fills Lexi’s glass with wine and eyeballs me before turning his gaze to Ana. “You’re fucking her, aren’t you?”

      The dirty plates almost fall from my grasp. “N-no.”

      Luke raises an eyebrow. “Lying has never been your strong suit, you know. It’s obvious.”

      “How obvious?”

      He takes a drink of beer, knowing the anticipation is killing me. Fucking younger brothers. “Well, not that obvious.” He draws out each word. “But I know you, and I know you’re not usually this relaxed. You’re drinking beer. You let Paige put a plastic crown on you. You’re talking to Lexi’s sister who I know you can’t stand because she’s into all that new age shit. And you touched Ana’s hair. Twice. Then she put her hand on your thigh. Three times.”

      At a loss for words, I stand there and blink. “Why are you so weirdly observant?”

      Luke snickers. “So, it’s true?”

      “That doesn’t mean I’m, uh, sleeping with anyone.”

      “Why else would you bring her?”

      “She wanted to meet Quinn and Lex—”

      “Right.” Luke gives me a tight smile before clapping me on the back. “Congrats. I’ll save some cake and we can celebrate later. It’s been so long you’re bound to forget. You did remember where to put it, right? Do you need tips? Advice? Lexi loves when I—”

      “No.”

      “I don’t mind sharing my moves. It drives Lexi crazy when I—”

      “No tips. I’m fine.”

      “You sure? The last thing you want is mediocre sex. Unless she’s your bad pancake.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I ask.

      Luke lets out a breath. “And Lexi says I’m not current enough in pop culture. Basically, it’s universally known that the first attempt isn’t the best. A failure to deliver the first time after a dry spell is understandable. Though what you went through surpassed dry spell and bordered on re-virgining.”

      “That’s not a real thing, and it was fine.”

      “Fine?” He makes a face. “Fine is not good.”

      I shake my head. “It was a hell of a lot better than fine. And I delivered. More than once.”

      Luke smirks at getting a rise out of me. Dammit. I don’t realize he’s doing this shit on purpose until after he’s done it. It’s always been that way with him. “So, it really is like riding a bike, eh? The old if you don’t use it, you lose it adage isn’t true then?” He flicks his gaze down. “The little guy still works?”

      “It’s not lit—” Dammit, he’s doing it again. “Don’t tell Lexi.”

      Luke raises his eyebrow. “Why would it matter?”

      “Ana and I…she’s…we work together.”

      “Fuck, man! You’re taking a bite of forbidden fruit. Nice.”

      I glare at Luke.

      “So, what is it?”

      “What is what?” I ask, ready to walk away. I’m the oldest. Shouldn’t I be the one doing the heckling?

      “Do you like her? More than a you’re good enough to fuck kind of way, of course.”

      His question hits me right in the chest. It’s something I didn’t let myself think about too deeply because the answer scares me. Admitting I have feelings for Ana will make it that much harder to not feel them. But, dammit, I do. I do like Ana. And the fact that she’s leaving, that she’s going back to that small town in Kentucky, kills me.

      “Yes.” The word leaves my mouth and it’s like a weight has been lifted, only to be immediately replaced with a suffocating blanket of anxiety.

      “Does she know that?”

      “It doesn’t matter. She doesn’t live here and we shouldn’t mess around. It’s not professional.”

      “You’re not always going to be her editor, right? Lexi told me the plan was to switch back once her schedule cleared.”

      My jaw tenses. That was the plan I told Lexi, with the hope that I would have Caitlin’s job, which frees me from—fuck. It’s even worse for a publisher to be sleeping with an author. The thought of accusations about an unfair advantage suffocate me. I don’t want to jeopardize Ana’s chances of getting another deal from the press. I’m never getting that promotion if Caitlin sees me with Ana.

      “What?” Luke asks, tipping his head to the side just a bit as if he’s studying me. With his jokes aside, the caring part of Luke comes out. Knowing he and Lexi want me to be happy, enough to try and set me up with someone—no matter how annoying that is—brings on another wave of guilt.

      The news of the possible promotion is on the tip of my tongue. I swallow my words at the last second, knowing Luke will give me hell and say I’m choosing money over love.

      Neither are guaranteed, though I feel like it’s much more likely I get that fucking promotion than finding a happily ever after. I still don’t think they exist. “I just don’t see it working out. She leaves tomorrow soon after a business meeting with the marketing department.”

      “You’re just going to let her go like that?”

      “I guess so.” I shove my emotions to the side. It doesn’t matter that the thought of Ana leaving makes me miss her already, even though she’s just yards away. I shouldn’t have slept with her. Shouldn’t have kissed her. Shouldn’t have joined her for drinks Friday night.

      “If you want to skip out early so you can bang her again before she leaves, I won’t blame you. Lord knows when you’ll get laid again.”

      “You’re an ass.”

      “Speaking of ass…” Luke starts but stops when Lexi comes over, carrying empty plastic cups. She tosses them in the recycling and joins us, taking her wine from Luke.

      “What about ass?” she asks.

      He sets his beer down and slips an arm around her. She looks up at him, smiling. I’d give anything to have someone look at me that way, and Luke’s words echo in my mind. I’m not letting Ana walk away. She’s not mine. I have no idea if she feels anything remotely the same as I do.

      “I was telling Cole how you’re into ass-play now.”

      Lexi’s green eyes go as wide as saucers. “Luke! Why would you tell him that? I’m not really. It was a bribe. Get a vasectomy and I’ll let you come in the back door once a week.”

      Luke laughs and wraps his other arm around her. “I’m joking. I didn’t bring that up. But now he knows.”

      “Oh.” Lexi rests her head against his chest. “Sorry for the TMI, Cole.”

      “You know, I’m starting to get used to it. And a vasectomy?”

      Luke shakes his head. “I want one more baby.”

      “What if we get a boy?” Lexi asks him.

      Luke still has his arms tightly wrapped around Lexi. “Then we get a boy. You’ll be a great mom no matter what.”

      “I love you.” She stands on her toes to kiss him.

      Jillian, another editor from Black Ink Press, comes over to refill her wine glass. “You two make me sick.”

      “I was waiting for you to come over,” Lexi teases and kisses Luke again. “I know how much you love PDA.”

      Jillian rolls her eyes and looks at me. “We deserve an award for putting up with these two.”

      “You’re telling me,” I say and turn to walk away.

      “Have fun tonight,” Luke quips. I hear Lexi ask him what he’s talking about as I walk back to Ana. As soon as I sit down, the doorbell rings and Lexi hurries off to answer it. Expecting it to be another party guest, I don’t think anything of it.

      Until I hear the yelling.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Lexi’s voice carries through the house. “Leave. You’re not invited.”

      “It’s my weekend and my daughter’s birthday. I want to see my kids!” an angry male yells.

      “We went over this already. With the judge. We split the birthday weekend in half. You had the girls yesterday. I get them today.”

      “But today is Paige’s real birthday.”

      “That doesn’t matter! We already went over this!”

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Luke mutters under his breath. His face tenses and he balls his fists. With quick steps, he rushes to the front door. Shit. I know exactly who’s at the door. Lexi’s mom turns up the volume on the music that’s playing and tries to keep the kids distracted. It almost drowns out Luke’s angry voice.

      Almost.

      I stand and edge toward the door.

      “What’s going on?” Ana asks, moving away from the table.

      “Russell, Lexi’s ex-husband, showed up for some reason,” Jillian explains. She and Quinn shake their heads. “The guy is a huge asshole. I don’t know how Luke hasn’t beaten him up yet.”

      “He would,” Lexi’s sister, Kara, says. “In a heartbeat. And he’d enjoy every second of it. But Russ has been trying to get custody, and if Luke so much as touches him, they can use that against Lexi in court.”

      “Fuck,” Quinn mutters. The music is blaring in the background and the kids are none the wiser to what’s going on, yet it feels like everything has stopped and the whole party is holding its breath.

      Harper toddles away from the others and runs through the living room chanting “da-da-da-da” over and over. I make a dash for her, scooping her up before she can run to her parents.

      “Every time I see that thing she looks more and more like him. Poor kid is so fucking ugly,” Russell sneers and Luke loses it. All hell breaks loose in just seconds, and I hand Harper to Ana and race forward, pulling Luke back before he can do too much damage.

      “That’s my daughter!” Luke yells, pinning Russell up against the wall, neck of his shirt balled up in one hand and the other raised, ready to smash down on Russ’s face. “No one talks shit about my family.”

      “It’s not worth it!” I tell him, and grab Luke’s wrist. “The guy’s a loser. Don’t let him get the better of you.”

      A string of obscenities leaves Luke’s mouth as he curses and threatens Russell. Lexi’s brother-in-law pushes Russell back, and Lexi moves over to Luke, begging him to stop and not risk anything. Harper is crying in the background and Russell is trying to push past Kara’s husband and get to Luke.

      I wasn’t close to Lexi when she went through the divorce, but I saw how hard it was on her. I know the shit her ex pulled during the whole thing, and have learned how awful he treated her during their marriage. They’ve been divorced for years now and he still goes out of his way to bring Lexi down. The guy is a real piece of shit. Petty as fuck. And I’m pretty sure he’s still in love with Lexi in a fucked-up sense and can’t handle her moving on with her life.

      I’d love to step back and watch Luke pummel him. But I can’t let my brother jeopardize his family.

      He can’t hit Russell. But I can.

      With one hard shove, I move Luke out of the way, step forward, and ball my fist. Lexi goes to Luke’s side right as I raise my arm.

      “Don’t you ever insult my niece again,” I threaten, lips pulling back in a sneer. My fist makes contact with Russell’s face and the distinct sound of flesh-on-flesh echoes through the foyer. Russell staggers back, hands flying to his face. I shake my hand, feeling a tingle in my fingers. Besides the scuffs I’ve had with Luke over the years, I’ve never been in a fight. I’m not that kind of guy. But this…this felt exhilarating.

      Lexi slams the door and turns around, shaking and with tears in her eyes. Luke goes to her, wrapping her in an embrace. She buries her head in his shoulder and softly cries.

      “He ruined everything,” she sobs. “And called Harper ugly.”

      “No, nothing is ruined. The girls didn’t even know he was here. We both know Harper is the cutest fucking baby on the planet.” Luke runs his hand over her hair, trying to soothe her. He looks over her shoulder and meets my eyes. “Thanks,” he says slowly, voice heavy with emotion.

      “No problem,” I reply quietly. “Maybe we should open presents? Keep everyone distracted.”

      “Yeah,” Kara, Lexi’s sister, agrees, standing in the threshold of the foyer. She takes a look behind her at the kids. I follow her eyes, seeing Taylor and Grace still sitting together on the couch. They’re out of a direct line of sight but aren’t so far they didn’t hear the exchange.

      “Good idea,” Luke agrees. He cups his hands around Lexi’s face and kisses her before wiping away her tears. “I love you. You’re a great mom and you put together a great party for Paige. The girls and I are lucky to have you. Let’s enjoy it.” Then he kisses her, deep enough to make me look away.

      “Yep,” Jillian quips. “I hate them.”

      “I’m right there with you,” Quinn agrees. “Talk about couple goals.”

      Luke and Lexi separate and everyone scatters, not wanting it to be obvious Russell did indeed interrupt the party. Lexi’s family and friends surround her, offering support and hypothetical threats against Russell.

      Lexi’s dad goes over to Luke, putting his hand on Luke’s shoulders. Her parents love him and welcomed him into their family with open arms. I wrestle internally with jealousy. It’s not that I want to be the only one with a wife, kids, and in-laws that can’t get enough of me. Nothing should be taken away from Luke, but can’t a little be given to me?

      I’m such an asshole, I know. My life might be unfulfilling. I might be lonely. But I’m alive. I need to be grateful for that.

      Lexi takes Harper from Ana, kissing her baby’s cheeks. “I’m so sorry,” she tells Ana. “I bet you’re glad you switched editors now.”

      “Hey, it’s okay,” Ana reassures her. “We all have a crazy ex.”

      I can’t help but laugh, thinking of my own batshit crazy ex-fiancée. “I think most of us do.”

      Lexi puts on a smile and goes into the living room, calling the kids around so Paige can open her presents.

      “How’s your hand?” Ana asks me, slipping her fingers around my wrist and pulling my hand up to her face. “You’re bleeding.”

      “I didn’t notice.”

      She picks up her napkin and gently blots at the blood from the torn skin on my knuckles. “Lexi and Luke are lucky to have you.”

      I smile because I can’t say anything otherwise. She’s looking at me like I’m the hero of this story. I stepped in, armor shining under the high-noon sky, and slayed the dragon, rescuing the villagers.

      No one has ever looked at me like that. It’s something I’ve always wanted, something I’ve longed for. But right now, seeing the gleam in Ana’s eyes as she gazes at me, I’ve never felt more like a fucking fraud.
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      “Family parties aren’t usually that eventful.” Cole opens the door to his Lexus for me. “Luckily my parents weren’t here to add to the drama.”

      Stiff leather crunches under me as I sit. The door closes and I buckle my seatbelt. “It’s not a Ventimiglia family party without at least one drunken fist-fight. Last Christmas, my cousin William broke his arm fighting with his brother. He got pushed off a hayloft. Luckily the cow stalls had just been cleaned and there was a good cushion of bedding to land on or it could have been worse.”

      Cole starts the car and turns to me. “You’re from an entirely different world. I don’t think I’ve ever been in a barn.”

      “That is so weird to me. So weird.”

      “Do you miss it?”

      My mind flashes to my mom’s house and I get hit with memories from of my childhood. Good memories. Happy memories. Then he crosses my mind, tainting everything.

      “No,” I say quickly. “Not at the moment, at least. You know that scene in Beauty and the Beast where Belle sings about wanting more out of life than the small town can offer? That’s pretty much how I feel. Except my town has cornfields instead of a pretty French countryside.”

      “I do know that scene,” Cole says. “And that makes sense.”

      I watch the streets of Brooklyn pass by. “It’s strange how boxed in I felt living there when I was surrounded by open fields. It’s hard to find a quiet spot here, yet I don’t feel trapped. There are so many people here that you just kinda blend in. There’s no blending in Salt Creek.”

      Cole drums his fingers on the steering wheel. He seems a bit tense and didn’t talk to me that much as the party wound down. I chalked it up to the drama that went down with Lexi’s ex-husband. Stealing a glance at him only furthers my inability to get a good read on Cole. One minute he seems into me on a deeper level than just wanting to hook up. The next it’s like he can’t get away fast enough.

      “Do you want to go back?” he asks after at least a mile has passed beneath us.

      I inhale and shake my head. “I don’t know.” I thought leaving town would help, would ensure the safety of my family and friends and put my mind at ease. I thought being miles away would make him stop, would make him finally leave me the fuck alone.

      But I guess I was wrong.

      The smashed mailbox.

      The creepy as fuck text.

      My hand goes to my face, feeling the small trace of a scar left on my bottom lip. Easier felt than seen, I keep it covered up most of the time with a tinted lipgloss. No one has ever asked me about it, but I like to play it safe.

      That’s not me at all.

      I wasn’t always like this.

      Pressing the start button on my coffeemaker before I put my mug in place is about as risky as I get nowadays, and I hate it. I didn’t just lose myself. He stole it.

      And I don’t know how to get it back.

      My jaw tenses and I play with a loose string on the hem of my shirt, staring intently out the window at nothing in particular.

      “Are you okay?” Cole asks softly.

      A fake smile pulls up my lips. It’s a habit. Smile and nod. Don’t let anyone know the pain I’m still harboring inside. The fear that keeps me awake at night. The guilt for wasting part of my life. The anger I still hold at myself for getting into the situation.

      “Yeah.”

      He takes his eyes off the road for a half-second. “Don’t be too convincing now.”

      “Sorry. The thought of moving away is exciting but a little scary too. My hometown holds some good memories.” I don’t say how scared I am those memories are all I have left of myself. No. I blink, take a deep breath, and mentally affirm myself.

      I just signed a book deal. I’m in New York City because of said book deal. I’m sleeping with my editor.

      My eyes pop open. Okay, that last one…I look Cole up and down, feeling warmth growing inside me. There’s so much more to him than he lets on. I want to get to know him, to uncover his wounds and compare scars. Though I don’t know if he’d allow it.

      “Even good change is hard,” Cole tells me. “Getting rid of a bad habit is hard, for example. You want to fall back into your routine, keep doing what you know. Even when it’s not good for you.”

      “That’s so true. I never thought about it, but you’re right. Sometimes it is easier to keep doing what’s familiar, even when it’s bad for you, instead of breaking into the unknown.”

      “Routine. Consistency. Knowing what kind of shit to expect is safer than not knowing what the fuck is going to happen.”

      “To fear the unknown is to rob the spirit of knowledge. I read that in a fortune cookie once,” I say with a laugh. “But I’ve always liked it.”

      “You know,” Cole starts. “I wouldn’t take you for a person who fears the unknown.”

      His words bring a smile to my face and I feel like I’ve slipped back into my old self again. “Thanks. I like trying new things and pushing myself out of my comfort zone.”

      “That’s something I don’t do very often,” he admits, stealing another glance at me. “I guess I’m a victim of routine.”

      I think he’s a victim of something else, but I don’t dare say it. A broken heart, perhaps? Or maybe something deeper, like a betrayal. Something that made him become rigid in his routine that made him like to stay in control at all times.

      We talk the rest of the way to the hotel, getting rather existential as we discuss life and the meaning behind it all. It’s easy to talk to Cole again, and we’re on the same wavelength for so many things.

      Then he shuts down when we get to the hotel. He offers to walk me in, but doesn’t make a move for my hand, or even walk next to me. It’s like a completely different person exited the luxury car. He walks tensely behind me, looking around as if he’s afraid to be seen.

      We step into the elevator—we’re the only ones there—and Cole grabs me by the waist, pushing me up against the wall. My heart thumps rapidly in my chest and my knees tremble. I wrap my arms around his neck and stare into his deep, dark eyes.

      “Is this out of your comfort zone?” he growls, lips going to my neck. I gasp, feeling my pulse pound through my core. His teeth graze my skin and his warm tongue lashes out, reminding me how fucking good it felt to have his mouth between my legs.

      I pull on his shirt, untucking it, and slip my hands underneath, taking in the warmth of his skin and the rippling muscles in his back. They flex as he lifts me up, spreading my legs around him and pushing my back into the side of the elevator. He grabs a fistful of my hair and brings my head back, exposing my neck, running his tongue up and down. I shiver and forget where we are.

      I push Cole back and drop down to my knees, madly unbuckling his belt. Cole widens his stand and puts a hand on my head, looking down at me with so much lust in his eyes I can hardly stance it. His hard cock presses against the confines of his pants, begging to be touched. I put my hand over it, feeling the outline, body longing for that big cock to push inside me and fuck me into oblivion. I pull the zipper down and the elevator dings. Cole pulls me to my feet and we stand close together, covering up his undone pants.

      “Oh, this is my floor already,” I pant. Cole takes my hand and steps off. “This way.” I lead him down the hall, stopping in front of my door to dig the keycard out of my purse. In my haste, I can’t get it to work.

      I try again.

      And again.

      Cole takes the card and tries.

      The door won’t fucking open.

      “Something’s not right with the card,” he says, shaking his head. I flip the thing over and look at the strip. Everything looks fine.

      “I don’t get it. It worked before the party.”

      Cole zips his pants up and sighs. “We have to go downstairs and find out what’s going on with it.”

      “Want to find a broom closet first?”

      He laughs and pulls me to him. “That’s tempting. But what I want to do to you requires more space than that.”

      Fuck, this man. Though I expect no less from Cole Winchester. I lean up and kiss him, feeling butterflies take flight the moment our lips touch. Cole breaks apart.

      “I can’t keep kissing you like this or we’re going to have a problem. Fucking you on the floor in the hallway is probably frowned upon.”

      “Most likely.”

      He takes another lingering look at me, then turns to go back downstairs. After only a minute of talking with the concierge, we’re aware of the problem. The hotel fucked up and double-booked my room, moving my check-out day up. According to their computer, I’m late to checkout, which is why the keycard stopped working.

      “I don’t like confrontation,” I whisper to Cole as the girl behind the counter calls her manager. “And it’s easy to make a mistake. She’s freaking out over this. I can take another room.”

      Cole looks at me and then to the concierge—who’s pale-faced and shaking, afraid of getting in trouble for the mistake she didn’t do—and then back at me.

      “Stay with me,” he offers. “If you want to, of course.”

      “I do.” I have the feeling I’d be staying the night with Cole one way or another. He tells the girl not to worry about the room and gets a new key to use so I can get my stuff. We get back in the elevator, though this time we’re not alone. Cole takes my hand and brings it in front of him. My fingers brush against his semi-hard dick. He looks at me out of the corner of his eye and smirks.

      I bite my lip and step closer, impatiently watching the numbers go up as we ride to my floor. The key works without a hitch this time, and the second we step into the room, Cole and I tangle up in each other’s arms.

      “How much time do we have?” I ask between kisses.

      Cole flicks the bar lock at the top of the door. “As much as we need.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      It’s dark when we leave the hotel. Fog hangs over the city, wispy tendrils spiraling down in front of me as I walk along the sidewalk, blanketing me in sticky humidity. We’ve just arrived at Cole’s house, and he’s retrieving my suitcase from the trunk of his car.

      I get out of the car, grit and loose cement crunching under my feet as I step onto the sidewalk. There aren’t as many people walking about in the nasty weather. I wrap my arm around myself as the damp air sets in and gives me a chill.

      “Ana,” someone calls from down the street, and it’s like someone slides an ice cube down my spine. I tense, not moving. Forgetting to breathe. Shaking. Scared.

      Weak.

      Defenseless.

      “No,” I say to the darkness. “I’m not defenseless.” He wanted me to think I was. Spent years making me believe it was so.

      “I’ve been looking for you,” the man calls, voice drowned out by a passing car. My heart speeds up, thumping painfully in my chest. It’s not him. It can’t be. There is no way he found me.

      My palms sweat.

      Ears ring.

      I want to scream and run away.

      “Ana?” Cole asks, hand landing on my shoulder, making me jump. “Is everything all right?”

      I whirl around and turn my face up to him, taking solace in his deep, dark eyes. “Yeah,” I force out, pushing back the tears that are threatening to form. A group of people walks down the sidewalk on the other side of the street. That’s whom I heard. No one was talking to me. “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t seem fine.” He says each word slowly, a little afraid of offending me, but with his concern overriding. Cole edges closer. I can smell his cologne, feel the heat of his skin. The memory of his naked body on top of mine—hot, sweaty, commanding—sears into my brain and brings me comfort. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      My lashes come together and everything I’ve been desperately holding onto falls apart at my feet, turning into smoke and dissipating into the fog.

      “No.”

      Cole sets my suitcase down and wraps me in his arms. I let out a breath, head resting on his chest. Wrapped in Cole’s strong arms, the fear starts to leave me. Right here in his tight embrace is all I need.

      I feel safe.

      “I’m fine, really,” I insist.

      “Friday night,” he starts, “when we ran into each other, you seemed pretty damn freaked out. Kinda like this.”

      I swallow hard and shake my head. “I have an over-active imagination.” Technically, that’s true. Yet it still feels like a lie. But I don’t want to open up, to rip my chest open and lay my heart out on the table. It’s battered and bruised and seeping crimson blood. It’s far from pretty. Even farther from desirable. “It makes me get scared easily sometimes.”

      Cole doesn’t look convinced. Instead of pushing the issue, he brushes my hair out of my face and kisses me. Softly. Tenderly. Making me want him all over again, even though I’m a little sore from the epic fuck we had against the hotel room door.

      I close my eyes and relinquish the anxiety, leaning on Cole. I want him physically for obvious reasons. The man knows his way around my body, that’s for sure. But I want him more than that. Even though I tried hard not to, I’m starting to have feelings for Cole.

      Real feelings.

      Deep feelings.

      Confusing as fuck feelings. Because I know what I want. I might not admit it to myself, but I know it, and the dream creeps into my mind at night when I’m lying there, vulnerable to my thoughts as I try to drift off to sleep.

      What I want is there, buried under a thin layer of sub-consciousness. But Cole…I don’t know what he wants.

      He’s like the ocean, pulling me in and then pushing me out. I want to surrender to the current, to let him take me out to sea and feel the waves all around me, floating in cool water with the sun on my face.

      But I don’t want to drown.

      “Let’s go in,” he says gently and pulls away. “Are you hungry? I can order takeout.”

      “Nine out of ten times I am going to answer ‘yes’ when someone asks me if I’m hungry.” I grab my computer case from inside the car. “Can we get Chinese takeout? In like every movie set in New York City, people order it.”

      Cole picks up my suitcase as if it weighs nothing. “We can’t have you missing out on the full Big Apple experience now, can we?”

      “Glad you understand.”

      “I have to say, I’ve never seen a Captain America suitcase before,” Cole muses, looking at my luggage.

      “I’m a bit of a comic book hero fan.” I wrinkle my nose as I talk. “I am named after one after all.”

      “Diana…Wonder Woman.”

      “I’m impressed you know that. Everyone and their mother know the Avengers, but my Diana is forgotten.”

      “It’s weird,” Cole says. “She’s badass and always depicted by an attractive actress, yet she’s often an afterthought.”

      “Don’t get me started. I can rant and rave about the sexism of pop culture all day.”

      We pause, letting a car go by, and then cross the street. “So, your parents must be big superhero fans to name you after Wonder Woman then.”

      “My dad was,” I tell Cole. I spin around, subconsciously doing my checks. Fishing my keys out of my purse and stopping at the door to unlock it scared me. I’m not the one doing the unlocking, but it’s a habit. Having my back turned leaves me feeling open to an attack.

      Dammit.

      He’s not here. He couldn’t have found me. But the text…and the mailbox…

      “Go ahead.” Cole opens the door. He shuts off the alarm with his phone and comes in right after me, setting my suitcase down in the foyer. The darkness creeps in around me, and I feel like we’re not alone.

      I’d rather it be the ghost of the murder victims coming up from the basement. I’ve seen every episode of Supernatural. As long as I get some salt and that iron fire poker from the living room, we’ll survive until Sam and Dean come to rescue us.

      I turn to Cole. He has a younger brother. And their last name is Winchester. Maybe that’s why he’s so guarded. He and Luke secretly fight demonic crime at night. Hah, if only. I close my eyes and get a flash of blood slowly dripping into a white, marble sink.

      My blood.

      Inhale. Hold it. Exhale.

      “Do you care if I shower?” I blurt. I need a moment alone to collect myself.

      “Not at all. I’ll take your things up. You can use the bathroom off the master if you’d like.”

      “That’s fine,” I say, remembering the large glass and tile shower. Whoever did the upgrades in this place kept up the standard of luxury. “Thanks.” We go up the stairs and I wonder if Cole is hoping I’ll invite him to shower with me. I don’t want him to, but I want him to want to…which is a weird mess to want, I know.

      He sets my suitcase on the fabric bench at the foot of the bed and goes downstairs to order food. I flip open my suitcase and grab my shower stuff. I start to dig through for my PJs and hesitate. I’m staying with Cole out of convenience, yet he put my stuff in his room. We’ve had sex several times, so sleeping in the same room makes sense, and I’m sure he’s hoping to get busy again before the night is through.

      Is that all he wants? He’s so hard to read. It’s like I’ve just opened the cover and all the pages are written in invisible ink. I grab a tank top and pajama pants and get in the shower, doing my best to relax. I fly home tomorrow evening. I can go back to worrying and stressing then. Right now, I just want to be me.

      After showering, I get dressed and towel dry my long hair the best I can before putting it in a loose braid. I get down the main stairs, expecting to see Cole in the formal living room at the front of the house. The room is dark. I follow the sound of a TV through the large house, finding Cole in another living room. This one isn’t as fancy, and has a large TV mounted on the wall.

      He turns the moment I walk into the room and smiles. Cartons of Chinese takeout are on the coffee table. My stomach grumbles. I ate my weight in pasta and cake at Lexi’s house not all that long ago. I must have burned it all off fucking Cole.

      “You really like pineapple, don’t you?” Cole asks, smile still playing on his full lips as I sit on the couch next to him. He hands me a plate.

      Oh, right. My pajama pants are black with little yellow pineapples printed all over. “I do. They taste good, first of all, and I like what they represent.”

      “Pineapples represent something?”

      “Yeah. Have you seen a pineapple? They’re big, tall, and totally ostentatious. Pineapples give no fucks. They’re totally over the top as far as fruit goes. They’re tough on the outside, sweet in the middle, and have that fancy stem-thing that looks like a crown. Be a pineapple, Cole, and your life will be infinitely better.”

      He laughs and dishes fried rice onto his plate. “I’ve never thought that much into pineapples before.”

      I reach for an eggroll then look at Cole. “I guess it’s sort of silly, but it’s something I like to remind myself of. You can be tough and protect yourself without losing who you are inside.”

      He drops my gaze, smile fading. A beat passes before he says anything. “That’s a rather deep sentiment to get from a piece of fruit.” The smile is back but his dark eyes still hold the same emotion I saw the first time we met. What happened to him?

      “Is there anything in particular you want to watch?” he asks me.

      “Not really. Want to see what movies are on?”

      We search through Netflix, settle on a comedy, and eat. Cole puts his arm around me and we cuddle when we’re done eating. Things feel so right and I’m so fucking comfortable. This is not helping the what the hell is going on between us vibe I can’t decipher. Asking Cole would get me the answer, but I can’t do that. It’s too easy and takes the fun out of the constant state of angst I’m feeling.

      I’m so logical sometimes I scare myself.

      A text comes through, dinging from the iWatch on Cole’s wrist. “Lexi wants to know if we want to meet her for lunch tomorrow,” he reads. “Their dog chewed the foot off Paige’s new doll so she’ll be in the city to get it replaced.”

      “Oh, that’d be great.”

      “And speaking of tomorrow…” he reaches forward to grab his phone, able to reply faster that way than with the watch. “I leave early. You don’t have to get up and go in with me. You don’t have to be there until eleven.”

      “How early is early?”

      “I get there around seven.”

      I recoil at the word. “Yeah, way too early for me.”

      He chuckles and plays with the end of my braid, slowly wrapping it around his fingers. My head is resting on his chest and I have his other hand clasped in mine. “You’re welcome to stay here. My housekeeper comes around ten, so you can leave and not worry about locking the doors or anything.”

      He says it so casually like it’s not a big deal. Though on this street, I bet it’s not. It’d probably be a big deal to not have a housekeeper. “Oh, uh, okay.”

      “And also, about tomorrow,” he says and I turn, looking into his eyes. He looks away. “When we’re at the office we have to not act like we’re….we’re…that me and you, uh, we…”

      “Don’t tell people we’re sleeping together?”

      “Yeah. That.” He gives a tight smile and I know the subject is making him uncomfortable.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not a kiss-and-tell kind of person.”

      “Thanks.” He kisses my neck and relaxes, wrapping both arms around my waist.

      It’s weird how fast things can change. Words put together into sentences. Sentences turn into questions. And the answers spoken can change everything in just seconds.

      I’ve been told there are no such things as magic words, but I beg to differ. Things said, words uttered in anger, in passion, in fear or uncertainty can be as beautiful as a love spell or as dangerous as a curse. And right now, I’m not sure what I’ve been hit with.

      Cole mentioned before the two of us together wouldn’t look professional. But he didn’t say he’d get in trouble, didn’t say I’d lose my publishing deal. If it wasn’t so obvious I’d double check with my agent, but I’m certain there’s nothing in my contract that says outright I can’t have a personal relationship with a Black Ink employee.

      My mind flashes to the future—a scary place I try to avoid—and I wonder what would happen if Cole and I continued this thing we have going on. Would I have to hide it? I like Lexi, and Luke seems like a really nice guy. I don’t want to lie to them. I don’t want to lie to anyone.

      And I don’t want to live with secrets. Not anymore. I’m done being ashamed, done hating myself. The glue is still wet, and the broken pieces of my heart can slip and fall out of place. Getting involved with someone who doesn’t want to let the world know we’re together isn’t something I should do right now.

      But I’ve never been good at doing what I should do. Self-destruction is my strong suit.

      “What time should I leave the house?” I ask, needing to fill the silence. I can’t pretend what was spoken isn’t nagging at me in the worst way possible, but I can’t keep sitting here thinking about it either.

      “Ten-thirty,” he says. “It won’t take that long, well typically it doesn’t barring traffic, but that’ll give you time to come in and get settled.”

      “Okay.”

      A few beats of silence pass between us. “Want a drink?” Cole asks, and I wonder if he’s feeling the same awkwardness I am. Because the whole I-want-to-have-sex-with-you-but-not-tell-anyone thing is really fucking awkward right now.

      “Yes, please.”

      We go into the kitchen and Cole uncorks a bottle of red wine. I take my glass and sit at the island counter, looking around and admiring the large house all over again. I down half my glass and reach for the bottle, topping it off. I tap my fingers on the cool stone countertops.

      “What do you do all day?” I ask. “In movies, editors are depicted on one end of the spectrum or the other. So, you’re either running around crazy or sitting in a quiet office reading.”

      Cole laughs. “I’m more towards the first end, I suppose. I oversee the other editors and am on the phone a lot. Or answering emails.” He tells me more about his day, which seems a little boring, to be honest.

      “Is this what you’ve always wanted to do?”

      “Yes,” he says and his eyes meet mine. I don’t know how, but I know he’s lying. And I have no idea why. “I’ve always liked books and reading. I was a pretty shy kid growing up, and had an asshole for a dad who liked to take his anger out on me. Going into my room and quietly reading was a good way for him to forget about me.”

      “That’s so sad.”

      Cole shrugs. “It was a long time ago. Did you always want to be an author?”

      “It wasn’t even on my radar, but only because I didn’t think I’d ever be good enough. I made a bucket list when I was in seventh grade and ‘write a book’ was number one on that list, which I still have, by the way.”

      Cole smiles, eyes lighting up in the way that I love. “What else is on that list?”

      “Oh, gosh, I don’t remember. Okay, I do. But a lot of it is embarrassing.”

      He leans forward on the counter. “Now I need to know.”

      “I think audition for MTV’s Real World was on there.”

      “You think?”

      “Fine. It’s there. Number two on the list, if you will. I used to think that show was cool.”

      Cole laughs. “Luke used to watch that. It’s the show of oppressed douchebags.”

      “Oh my God,” I say with a snort of laugher, leaning back. “I agree with you now. But as a preteen in a small town, that show was the shit.”

      “Is it even on anymore?”

      “I think so. Or it made a comeback or something. I don’t really know. I just watch Netflix and HGTV now.”

      Cole finishes his wine. “I like Chip and Joanna Gaines and their Fixer Upper show,” he admits. “I’ve never told that to anyone before.”

      I smile, eyeing this gorgeous man in front of me. The embarrassment on his face is adorable. It’s not there often, that’s for sure. The Cole the world knows is professional. A bit uptight. Put together at all times. Maybe it’s the wine, but I’m starting to feel rather lucky for being able to see this side of him.

      “Me too! I sometimes want to move to Texas and buy a fixer-upper house just so they can do the renovations.”

      “I could never part with this place,” Cole says. “But I’ve thought about a summer home.”

      “You’d totally fan-girl over Joanna, wouldn’t you?”

      Cole shakes his head. “No. Over Chip.” He refills our wine and sits next to me, thigh brushing against mine. I take a minute to look him over and realize that no matter what, for the time being at least, I’ve made a really good friend.
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      I rub my temples, cursing the headache that’s coming on. It’s not even nine fucking AM yet and the day already turned into a shitstorm. It started with Caitlin Black being, well Caitlin Black. I got the feeling she’s regretting retiring from publishing. But not because she’ll miss the business or the books. She’ll miss being able to boss people around and being a total dick.

      Case in point with her emailing me, complaining about the lack of changes I made to Diana’s book. I used to think she didn’t understand how the publishing process worked, but now I know she’s just being an ass. The three bottles of wine Ana and I drank last night aren’t helping either.

      I lean back in my chair, looking at the time once again, and smile when the image of Ana’s pretty face crosses my mind. A weird fluttering feeling spreads across my chest, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d think I was having a heart attack.

      The truth might be worse.

      Because the truth is, I’m starting to really feel for Ana. There’s so much more to her than she lets on, and I can tell she’s trying hard to cover up her broken heart. I don’t know what happened to her, and I don’t understand how anyone would be capable of hurting such a beautiful soul.

      It’s getting exhausting keeping my feelings on the surface, never diving deeper or getting to know her on a grander level. But I can’t. For her sake, I can’t. Because if there’s the slightest chance she likes me the same way, I need to stop it before it starts.

      I’m no good for her.

      I’m no good for anyone.

      Ana deserves better than me. I’m not the guy she needs who can mend her broken heart and torn spirit. I’ll only hurt her more in the end because that’s what I do.

      Disappoint people and cause pain.

      I will never be the hero.
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* * *

      “Mr. Winchester?” Erica calls through the intercom. “Your brother is here to see you.”

      It’s ten till eleven and I was really hoping Ana would get here soon. I miss her, and truth be told I wanted a quickie in my office. Though that can’t happen. Not now. Not ever. I’ll never get promoted if I’m caught with my pants down. Literally caught with them around my ankles as I drive my cock into Ana’s sweet pussy.

      “Send him in,” I tell her, and save the edits I was reading through. Assuming Lexi is with him, it throws me to see him walk into the office alone. “Hey,” I say. “Where’s Lexi?”

      “You really can’t stand a minute alone with me, can you?”

      I let out a breath. It seems Luke is going to be in annoying-as-fuck-little-brother mode today. I’m actually not sure he has any other modes to him.

      “It’s pretty painful, to be honest,” I shoot back, making Luke grin.

      “Lexi’s showing off Harper to people in the office. The doll hospital wasn’t busy today so we got here early. It’s weird, getting places early with Lexi.”

      I chuckle. “When her last review came up, I said she always arrives on time.”

      Luke laughs. “Better hope they don’t catch you in that lie. Is Ana here?”

      “No, she’s coming later. I leave the house pretty early and—” Fuck. I just gave myself away. Luke already knows I’m sleeping with Ana, but dammit.

      He raises an eyebrow. “She’s at your house?”

      “Yeah. The hotel accidentally checked her out and it was easier than getting another room.”

      “Sure it was.” He’s still grinning. “This is good, bro.”

      “Don’t call me bro. And it’s nothing.”

      “She’s nothing?”

      “Of course not, but it’s…it’s…fuck. I don’t know.”

      Luke takes a seat on the leather chair across from my desk. “You already admitted you like her. Please tell me you’ve told her.”

      “I’m sure she knows.”

      Luke shakes his head and sighs. “Why not just say it? Not telling the whole story from the start caused a hell of a lot of discord between Lexi and me, if you don’t remember. Just tell her how you feel.”

      “It’s not that easy,” I mumble. Luke doesn’t get it. Things come easily for him. Always have, always will. He’s outgoing and able to talk to anyone with ease. That’s something I’ve had to learn in order to further my career. Besides, I don’t have to say it. Luke already knows.

      Ana deserves much better than me.

      “It could be. Pull your balls out of your man-gina and say it. Unless you’re enjoying the no-strings sex. That never ends well, by the way. It either fizzles out or you end up married with two stepchildren and a kid.”

      “We can’t all be so lucky,” I say dryly.

      “I am lucky,” Luke says slowly. “It’s not like I don’t know that. But not everything is left to chance or luck, you know.”

      I nod, thinking back to that shiny quarter Ana tossed into the air that night that changed everything. I still have it, safely stowed away in my desk drawer.

      “Hey, guys,” Lexi calls from the doorway. Harper toddles in, a big smile on her little face. She stretches out her arms for Luke, who scoops her up with a kiss. Ana is at Lexi’s side, and all talk about telling anyone how I feel is dead and gone. “Whatcha talking about?”

      “You.” Holding Harper, Luke goes over to Lexi. “And how lucky I am to have you.”

      “Really?” she asks.

      “Really,” I tell her and shake my head. “I don’t know what you did to him, but he’s a changed man, Lexi. And you’ve gone over three years of marriage without killing him. You deserve an award. Or a statue in Times Square.”

      “I do,” she agrees as Luke takes her hand.

      “Seriously?” Jillian quips as she walks by my office. “I’m a newlywed and I don’t get as much action as the two of you lame parents get. Stop making me feel bad about my relationship.”

      Everyone laughs and then I notice Ana standing there, hands clasped on her elbow, watching Luke and Lexi with a bit of sadness in her eyes. I want so fucking bad to go to her, pull her to me and kiss her as hard as I can, not caring who sees because I can’t get enough of her either.

      Instead, I stand behind my desk, swallowing the yearning I feel inside. I shouldn’t have gotten her into this mess. I shouldn’t have introduced her to my poison.

      “I’m starving,” Lexi says, taking a step back from Luke. “You guys ready to head out? I called and got us a table at Mickey’s. I used your name, Cole.” She turns to Ana, telling her about the little pizza parlor that’s become a favorite amongst us at Black Ink. It’s small and hard to get a reservation at but has the best pizza in the city. And it’s within walking distance. Luke and Lexi pass Harper back and forth as we walk, trying to keep her entertained. All she wants to do is walk on her own, which surprisingly causes a hell of a lot of anxiety for me. She’s my niece, and the thought of her dashing onto the busy street makes me sweat.

      “Mom’s feeling so guilty she missed Paige’s party,” Luke says as we sit down at the restaurant. “I told her to come out for the weekend.”

      “You’re hilarious,” I say sarcastically and then turn to Ana. “Our mom and stepdad live in Orlando. Whenever they come out, they stay with me. I love my mom but having her stay with me…you’d understand if you met her.”

      “I love your mom!” Lexi exclaims, unable to keep from laughing. “But she’s very involved. And a little nosey. The last time she was here she kept hinting that she’d take the girls so Luke and I could have ‘alone time’ and make another baby.”

      Ana laughs. “Nothing is sexier than having your mother-in-law manage your sex life.”

      “I know, right? Totally sets the mood. She even promised to call first before they came home so she wouldn’t interrupt anything.”

      Everyone laughs and I shake my head. “She means well, but she’s a lot to take. Mom’s great in small doses.”

      “We did not take her up on that offer,” Lexi tells us. “In case you were wondering. We managed fine the first time.” She looks down at Harper and smiles. “You leave tonight, right?” Lexi asks Ana.

      Ana looks at me for half a second and then smiles. “Yeah. I’m meeting with Melissa after lunch to go over marketing stuff then I’m free to go.”

      “Did you enjoy the city?”

      “I really did! I’m going to miss it.”

      Luke is making a face at me, and I kick him under the table.

      “There are events and parties Black Ink puts on,” Lexi says. “You could come back for that. The Halloween party is my favorite. I like wearing costumes.”

      “That would be fun,” Ana says and looks at me again. “Do you go to those?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t usually wear a costume.”

      Luke takes Harper from Lexi, trying to keep her busy. The kid is getting bored just sitting here. “Is the ninth floor still empty?” he asks Lexi, raising his eyebrows.

      Lexi gives him a what-the-hell look and shakes her head.

      “What’s on the ninth floor?” Ana asks.

      “Nothing,” Lexi hisses, glaring at Luke.

      “The ninth floor in our building?” I ask. “Some new business just opened up offices there.”

      “Damn,” Luke says, shaking his head. “It was a quiet, secluded spot.” He raises his eyebrows and looks at me. It hits me what he’s implying. Ana is leaving and he knows she and I are hooking up. I shake my head and mirror Lexi’s glare, even though the thought of fucking in the office turns me on. And then I realize that he only knows it’s a nice secluded spot from personal experience.

      “Really?” I look from him to Lexi. “At work?”

      “Technically, she was off the clock.”

      “Luke!” Lexi exclaims.

      Luke laughs. “We think Harper was conceived there.”

      Lexi puts her hand over her face and shakes her head. “Oh my God. You seriously did not just say that. Though it doesn’t surprise me.” She drops her hand and looks at Ana. “He told everyone at Thanksgiving we try out all the sex scenes I edit. We don’t.”

      “Not all of them,” Luke says with a laugh. “But a lot. Gotta make sure those scenes are realistic, right?”

      “I’m glad Harper has no idea what we’re talking about.” Lexi gives Harper a sippy cup from her bag and gives Luke another glare. But behind her anger is humor and even more affection for my brother. “Poor kid would be traumatized.”

      Ana laughs. “My grandma would bust out her Bible if we talked like that around the dinner table. Especially on Thanksgiving. She’s never allowed to look inside my books. Or at the cover. Or know I write romance. Her memory is a bit iffy these days so she might not remember who my pen name is anyway. Thankfully, I should say. That’s a horrible thing to be thankful for, isn’t it?”

      The conversation flows between the four of us, so natural it almost seems odd. I’ve had a practical reason to be around Luke over the last few years, like when he came with me to help me pick out a present for Paige. I got him signed books to give to Lexi for Christmas, and we both picked out a Mother’s Day present to send to our mom. I’ve been to their house on all the special occasions, and they’ve invited me over for dinner at least once a month since Harper was born. I go, but it’s so the girls can get to know me.

      I’ve never just hung out with Luke like this. Never even thought about a double date together.

      It’s kinda nice.

      “So, what’s this Halloween party?” Ana asks. “I love creepy things.”

      “Not me,” Lexi says. “I get scared so easily.”

      “Then you probably hate the story about the deranged doctor doing surgery in the basement, right?” As soon as she says it, Ana realizes that knowing the history of my house could give us away. Lexi doesn’t seem to notice.

      “Is this a new book?”

      “Our grandparents’ house,” Luke starts, “was owned by a doctor who did experiments on homeless people. In the basement.”

      “You never told me that!”

      Luke laughs. “It never really came up, I guess. It’s not something I talk about that often.”

      “But I slept over there! Oh, my God. I told you I heard footsteps. I knew that house was haunted.”

      Now I’m laughing. “It’s not haunted. I’d know if it was.”

      “And ghosts aren’t real,” Luke tells Lexi.

      “I think they are,” Ana chimes in. “I’ve seen some freaky shit.”

      “See!” Lexi holds out her hand. “I think they are too. And I’m pretty sure my old house was either haunted or cursed. Paige used to have horrible nightmares and would wake up saying a man was in her doorway. As soon as we moved, the nightmares stopped.”

      “Sounds like a ghost to me, and that’s really freaky,” Ana agrees and looks at me. “Do you believe in ghosts?”

      “I want to, but I’ve never seen anything to make me think so. Though I have to agree the whole man in the doorway thing is creepy. And why else would the nightmares stop?”

      Luke shrugs. “Kids go through phases. Night terrors are normal.”

      That sparks a debate about the afterlife. It’s civil. Interesting. Fun. And very fucking weird. Though as strange as it is to feel like I’m on a successful double date with Luke and Lexi, the fact that Ana is leaving in just a few hours weighs heavily on my mind. I look over at her and feel that fluttering deep inside again.

      Is there any use denying it to myself?

      I suppose it doesn’t matter. She’s leaving, will be back to her life, and safely away from me. I know she’s been hurt before, and given my track record, it’s only a matter of time before I hurt or disappoint her.

      Ana is a rare and beautiful person. Inside and out. It would be a damn shame if I fucked that up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          12

        

      

    
    
      Diana

      

      “She’ll be here soon,” Cole tells me. We’re back at Black Ink, and Melissa, the head of the marketing department, is running behind. Cole has a conference with an agent and has to get back to work. “There’s almost always a crisis going on around here.”

      “I don’t know if you could pay me enough to do PR.” I shake my head. “Seems so stressful.”

      “It is,” Cole agrees. “Do you want anything while you wait?”

      “I’m good. I have a coloring book in my purse.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Do you have crayons too?”

      “Hah. No. It’s an adult coloring book.” I pull out a little gray journal that says “Find Peace” on the cover. “It’s very calming.” I debate telling him that this was a recommendation from my therapist. But that means explaining why I went to therapy in the first place.

      And that is not something I want to do.

      “Oh, I’ve seen those. Black Ink published two last year. They did surprisingly well.”

      “It’s a trendy thing right now,” I say. “So, don’t worry about me. I’ll be over here coloring. With pencils, not crayons.”

      His eyes linger on me and he smiles. “Okay. Your meeting should last about an hour. I’ll find you before you leave,” he says softly. We’re in the lobby and aren’t alone. The moment we walked through the doors to the press, it’s like a flip was switched, turning Cole into business-mode.

      His hand landed on my thigh more than once during lunch, but as soon as he realized it, he snatched it back like my skin was on fire. Luke gave Cole several weird looks throughout our meal, making me wonder if he knows what’s going on. I’ve only seen the brothers together twice—which is a bit of a shame. It’s amazing two people who share DNA can look so different and still be so incredibly good-looking—and they’ve gotten along both times, but something tells me they didn’t always. I can tell there’s history between the two, but I don’t dare ask.

      If Luke picked up on something, Lexi didn’t. Harper only wanted her mother, so Lexi was a bit distracted. Would it be that big of a deal if they did know? I color a wing on a butterfly, playing back everything in my mind.

      There’s a difference in being desired and being valued. Obviously, Cole and I desire each other. But value? I let out a breath. I’m leaving tonight. Cole will be out of sight and eventually out of mind. Well, until I have to send him my book.

      Shit.

      “Scarlett Levine?” a woman calls from the front desk. She has to say it twice before it gets my attention. I’m still getting used to the pen name. Melissa is ready for our meeting. She leads me into the offices again, going down a row of desks and into a conference room. I see Cole in his office through the open door. He’s on the phone, taking notes on whatever he’s saying. Suddenly I feel like I’m under the microscope of everyone in this building.

      I’m a brand-new author.

      I want to make this my career.

      I want to build a fan base.

      I’m already sleeping with my editor and lying to everyone about it.

      What the hell kind of mess did I get myself into?

      [image: ]
* * *

      Sunlight reflects off the shiny gold key. I flip it over in my hand, slowly walking down the busy sidewalk. I’m not keeping up with the foot traffic, and have gotten bumped into more than once. A text comes through and I feel my phone vibrating in my purse. I close my fingers around the key, holding it tight as if it’s the one ring to rule them all and Gollum is behind me.

      I pull out my phone, smiling when I see Cole’s name. My meeting with Melissa ended half an hour ago. Cole is buried under book-world drama and was in a meeting with publishers, authors, and agents that couldn’t be interrupted when I left. He had his assistant give me the key to his house along with a handwritten message to go in, make myself at home, and he’ll be there as soon as he can.

      My smile turns into a frown when I read his words, saying the author in question, who’s trying to weasel his way out of the breach of contract accusations, is making things as difficult as possible. Which translates to Cole not being able to leave anytime soon.

      I have to be at the airport in four hours. I doubt the meeting will take that long, but four hours doesn’t leave us with much time. After all we went through together this past week—no. It doesn’t matter. I shake my head, trying to rid the vision of Cole standing up, dramatically tossing papers to the side and running out of his office to get to me, to tell me to stay, to confess that he has feelings for me like I do for him.

      That’s not going to happen. Life isn’t a love story. Life doesn’t end with happily ever afters. Most don’t even get a mediocre happy-for-now. Life isn’t full of meant-to-be moments. Life is work. Responsibilities. Putting your own desires to the side for the sake of getting a paycheck. I want to believe in epic love. Of feeling so strong everything else is tossed to the wind because without this person in your life, you’re just surviving and not living.

      I want it so much it hurts. My heart swells painfully in my chest, longing for something I’ve never had, filling my head with crazy notions that I’d do anything to feel that loved, that desired, that valued. Because when you have someone to share your heart with, everything else just falls into place.

      The bad things aren’t as bad when you’re not alone.

      And the good is even better when there is someone there to celebrate with you.

      I walk up the stone steps and pause on the porch of Cole’s ostentatious townhouse. Uncurling my fingers, I look at the key for a moment. My heart is in my throat. Dammit. I wasn’t supposed to come to New York and complicate my already complicated life.

      “Whatever,” I mumble to myself and pick up the key with two fingers. I go to stick it in the lock when the door opens, startling me as well as the women leaving. Wearing matching blue polo shirts and holding buckets of cleaning supplies, I know they are the housekeepers right away. I left right as they came this morning and didn’t get a chance to see them.

      “Oh, sorry, Miss,” one of the women say. She’s young, probably no older than twenty-one and has pretty blue eyes. “I didn’t see you there.”

      “It’s okay. Great timing, right?” I chuckle and stand aside to let them through.

      “Thanks,” she says and carefully pulls a vacuum cleaner out with her. “Have a good day.” She walks down the steps and the other woman, who’s older with neatly braided gray hair, gives me a quick look up and down.

      “I’ve been cleaning Mr. Winchester’s house for a long time,” she tells me. “It’s nice to see he’s not alone anymore.” She gives me a warm smile and follows the other housekeeper, going about her day with no realization that her words are leaving me stunned.

      Cole hasn’t dated anyone in years? He’s been so alone even his housekeepers noticed? I don’t need to know why. I don’t want to know why. And I’m not thinking about that deep sadness I saw in his eyes.

      God, I’m a horrible liar.

      I close and lock the door behind me, and then head upstairs. The bed is remade, ten times neater than the way I had it when I left. My PJs are neatly folded at the foot. I take them and stick them in my suitcase, and go into the bathroom to grab my toiletries, which have been dried and organized as well. Once everything is packed, I take my laptop to the sitting area in the master bedroom and start writing.

      An hour later I realize my steamy love story has taken a bitter tone. I’ve added more angst, more disappointment, and have pretty much written off the chance of the lovers actually getting together. Sighing, I minimize my writing program and open up Facebook.

      My personal profile is set to private and is pretty pointless to have at this point. I deleted most of my pictures and hardly post anything in fear of getting stalked. Again. I keep it not so I can “stay in touch” with family, but to mindlessly creep on people I used to be friends with. I spend a few minutes scrolling through my newsfeed, wishing I could post about the fun times I’m having in New York.

      I switch over to my Scarlett Levine page, happy to find friend requests from Lexi and a few other people at Black Ink. Melissa from the marketing department stressed the importance of a strong social media presence. I feel silly posting as Scarlett now, but it gets easier and feels natural, she promised.

      I spend another half an hour posting as Scarlett—it’s weird that posting on Facebook is actual work—and then call my mom. Another street got hit with smashed mailboxes last night, leaving us to believe it really is rebellious and bored teens and not a threatening message for me and me alone. We talk for twenty minutes, and then I wander around the house and end up in the kitchen looking for something to eat.

      And now there are only two hours left until I have to be at the airport. My stomach churns, but I’m not sure what this discord is from.

      Worry I won’t see Cole before I have to leave?

      Or frustration with myself that I want to see him again.

      I walk into the large pantry, searching for junk food. I need to eat my feelings right now. Cole seems to keep mostly healthy food stocked, so I settle for a bag of pretzels and some sort of fancy carbonated flavored water. I sit at the kitchen table, not trusting myself to not get crumbs all over the freshly cleaned couch.

      My phone vibrates again, and I eagerly reach for it with the hopes of a message from Cole. But what I see makes my blood turn to ice.

      I hope you’re enjoying New York City. You never liked crowds before.

      It’s from the same number that texted me before about my purple dress. Instantly, my heart races and the pretzels I just ate threaten to come up. My breath catches and I can’t get any air. I stand, recoiling from the phone. I clasp my hands over my elbows and look around.

      The house is too big. With places to hide. And wait. And plan and plot. I shake my head. If Steven saw my photo in The New York Times to know the color of my dress, he knows where I am. It doesn’t mean he’s following me. Watching me. Right now. While I’m alone.

      My phone vibrates again and I’m scared to look down, scared to read the message. Images from every horror movie I’ve ever watched flash through my mind and goosebumps break out over my flesh. Slowly, I edge toward the table, forcing myself to look at the screen.

      I miss you.

      No…just no. I sharply inhale but get no oxygen. I don’t know why I thought I could do this. Thought I could move on, start a new life. Get away from it all. My hands shake and I feel like I’m spiraling down a dark hole, spinning so fast I can’t stop. Going down, down, down faster and faster. The world fades into black and I can’t slow down, can’t get a grip. I throw my arms out, desperately trying to get a hold of something—anything—to keep me from crashing at the bottom.

      “Ana?”

      Heavy hands land on my shoulders, steadying me. I’m not spinning. Not falling. I open my eyes, blinking in the light. Cole’s face comes into focus, features twisted with concern.

      Tears fill my eyes. He doesn’t speak, just pulls me close. Holds me. Comforts me. Saves me from the darkness. A single tear rolls down my cheek, spilling out onto his chest. I’m still shaking. Another minute passes and I can breathe.

      “What happened?” he asks gently.

      “Do you remember how I said everyone has a crazy ex?”

      “I do.” He strokes my hair and takes my hand, pulling me into his lap as he sits at the table. I keep my arms fastened around him because for some reason while I can’t trust anyone else, I trust him.

      I feel safe with him.

      I don’t need to put up a front with him.

      I can be myself around him.

      God dammit, I’m falling for him.

      “Well, mine takes crazy to a whole new level. A criminal level and he just got out of jail.”
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      “Jail?” I echo. “What was he in for?”

      “Lots of things,” she admits, then closes her eyes, trying to gather her composure. She takes in a breath and opens her eyes, trying to convince me she’s okay. Her body language says otherwise. One arm is tightly wrapped around me and she’s pulling on the little pineapple charm hanging from her necklace. “Long story short, he wasn’t happy I broke up with him.”

      “That sounds dangerous.”

      She shrugs, forcing a smile. “I guess so. And I got these texts that freaked me out, but if primetime cable crime shows have taught me anything, it’s that you can pretty much get a facial recognition app. He saw my photo in The Times and figured out who I was, where I was, and what I was wearing.”

      “He knows where you are? That’s serious, Ana. Is this guy threatening you? Maybe we could contact the police.”

      “And tell them what? My ex-boyfriend told me he misses me? Trust me, they won’t see that as a threat.”

      “You make it sound like you’ve been through this before.”

      “I have. And it’s okay. My ex is a low-life creep and is trying to get to me. But I won’t let him. The last text—” she grabs her phone to show me —“really freaked me out for a minute. Made me feel like he was watching. Then I remembered that article mentioned how the journalist ran into ‘debut author Scarlett Levine’ at a restaurant in New York City.”

      “That’s still fucked up,” I say slowly. She’s withholding some big details, and I’m not satisfied. This asshole is upsetting her more than she’s admitting to. He had to do some pretty messed up shit to have that kind of effect on her. She didn’t hear me come into the house. Or call her name. Or walk into the kitchen. When I saw her there by the table, eyes closed and hands shaking, it was as if her mind checked out and she was mentally going through whatever hell he put her through all over again.

      I want to crush his bones for hurting her.

      “It is, but I’m okay. He’s not here. You’re here, though. How did the rest of the meeting go?”

      I can tell she’s putting up a front, and I want so fucking bad to be the one to tear down her walls. I want to tell her she’s safe with me, that I’d never let anyone lay a finger on her. I want her to know how much I care, and how much it’s killing me to know she’s going to leave in a few hours.

      But I shouldn’t.

      It’ll be a mistake if she trusts me and puts her fragile heart in my hands. It’ll only be a matter of time before I break it. Not on purpose, no, I could never do anything to hurt someone as beautiful as Ana. But that’s what happens when I let my emotions run the show.

      I fuck up.

      I can’t fuck up. Not with her. Not when she’s already been hurt before. She needs someone who can heal her, not hurt her. And that person isn’t me.

      “The meeting went fine. A pain in the ass, but fine in the end. Are you sure you’re all right?”

      “I’m a little embarrassed you saw me freaking out over nothing, but I’m good.”

      “Ana,” I say. “This guy is messing with you. This isn’t nothing.”

      “If I told you it was nothing new that wouldn’t help, would it?”

      “No.” I run my fingers down her arm. Every muscle in her body is tense. I hate that she’s guarded, that she’s hiding this and dealing with it on her own. I want to help her through it. Talk about it. Be there for her. Bottling feelings up inside doesn’t bode well for anyone. I have some great first-hand knowledge on how that goes. “If he recently got released from prison and is already harassing you, the police should be contacted. Is he on any sort of probation that you’re aware of?”

      Fear flashes behind her green eyes. It’s only there for a second, but I saw it and no matter how much she insists she’s fine, I know she’s not.

      She’s fucking terrified.

      What the hell did this guy do to her?

      “His uncle is a judge, so he got off easy. That’s America for you though, right?” She laughs, but it’s strained and higher pitched than normal. My chest tightens against the words that fight to come out. The words that will form the sentences that will tell her how I really feel. Confessing everything to her right this very moment is all wrong. All out of place. Yet seeing her like this, broken and scared but holding herself together with such grace, is making me realize just how fucking special she is. She told me she was named after Wonder Woman and wants to be a hero too. She’s not fighting crime or stopping bullets, but she’s strong. Brave. Courageous.

      I won’t meet a woman like Ana ever again.

      She’ll meet many men better than me.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her, and the two words sound lame as soon as they come out of my mouth. Of course I’m sorry. Anyone with even a portion of a soul would be sorry someone was treated like shit to the point an arrest was made.

      She opens her mouth to protest, but sighs instead. “Thanks,” she says quietly and lets her hand slip off my shoulder. She drops it down and links her fingers through mine. I bend my elbow up, bringing her hand to my face so I can kiss her fingers.

      “This guy lives in your hometown?”

      “No. The next one over.”

      “He’s still close. And if he’s sending you threats while you’re all the way out here, being closer to him is dangerous. My experience with ex-criminals is limited to crime fiction, but I do believe it to be true that vengeance is on the top of a lot of lists when someone gets out of jail. He could come after you.”

      “I guess so,” she whispers.

      “I don’t want to scare you. But I don’t want you to get hurt either.”

      I look into her green eyes, fighting back the urge to bare it all to her. To tell her to stay. For one more night. One more week. Until things settle. Until we know she’s safe, that this loser really isn’t following her.

      Or waiting for her to return.

      But I don’t say anything at all.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll stay at my mom’s for a while, and she has a lot of dogs that bark when people so much as look at the house. She’ll cook for me and do my laundry while I’m there, which means more writing time for me. I need to get this book done on time or my editor will be all over me.” She bites her lip and smiles. “Won’t you?”

      She’s purposely shifting gears to get off the subject of her past. I can’t blame her. I don’t like to talk about mine either. As much as I want to strip her naked and fuck her so hard she’s screaming my name, I can’t.

      I’m too fucking concerned to be distracted by her body. She’s not just a hook-up. She’s not just a friend with benefits. I like her, but I know it’s more than that.

      I’m falling for her.
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      Cole’s chocolate eyes are a dark mirror of my own soul. Focused, fooling the world. Sights set on what’s right there in front of you, ignoring the emptiness that burns inside.

      But also sad.

      Desperate.

      Lonely.

      Forever searching for the one thing you know you’ll never find.

      He shifts his gaze to mine and smiles. “I might be willing to give you a pass. Just once.”

      “Well, that’s good to know. But I could always make it up to you.” I take a breath and shift my weight, going from sitting in Cole’s lap to straddling him. His jaw tenses and he closes his eyes in a slow blink. I know he’s still upset from hearing about my ex. He’s worried, and his worry is warranted. But I don’t want to spend the last few hours we have together fretting over Steven.

      I look at Cole’s handsome face, heart pressing against my chest, beating so fast it hurts. Please tell me to stay. I don’t want to go home, but I have no reason to stay. Give me a reason to stay.

      Cole’s head tips down against my breasts. His arms fasten around me and he suddenly stands up, setting me on the table. I spread my legs and he steps between, hands moving to my waist. He dips me back, lips not even an inch from my face. His eyes search mine, and I can’t help but think I know exactly what he is looking for.

      “Cole,” I whisper, but the words die in my throat as he puts his lips to mine. I surrender to his kiss, letting go of all the bad things that are stuck in my mind. All the time I was made to feel like I was worthless. When my every move, every thought, was criticized. When I felt like I wasn’t enough. And the shame I still feel for falling for it.

      It’s all gone when I’m with Cole. Because despite this fucking mess we’re in, there is something beautiful happening between us and I can’t even begin to explain why or how.

      When I’m with him, I feel like I’m enough.

      And that’s all I’ve ever wanted.

      His tongue enters my mouth, soft at first. Once he gets a taste, Cole doesn’t hold back. He carefully leans me back onto the table and moves over me, kissing me like he’s drowning and I’m his only source of oxygen.

      We kiss for a moment before he scoops me up, holding me to him like I weigh nothing at all. I put my mouth back to his, unable to stop kissing him. Blindly, he walks forward, foot catching on the leg of a chair. He stumbles but recovers fast, and still, I can’t stop.

      Because it’s starting to feel like this is going to be our last time. My relationship with Cole won’t end, but it won’t be the same after I leave. The passion, the uncontrollable way we can’t keep our hands to ourselves will be dead and gone. I’ll be just another author, and he’ll be the guy who proofs and critiques my books. Tears fill my eyes at the thought.

      I didn’t want to risk my heart again. I didn’t want to get my hopes up for something that will never pan out, to think that finally, finally, I found what I long thought was just a myth.

      We get to the back staircase in the kitchen, and Cole stops. He pins me against the wall and my legs tighten around him. He moves his lips to my neck, sucking hard. His teeth graze my flesh and I shiver, sending tingles all the way down my spine. They spark and warm me, and all I can think about is taking Cole’s clothes off. He runs his tongue across my collarbone, and it’s almost more than I can bear.

      “I want you,” I pant.

      “I need you,” Cole growls.

      “Now,” we both breathe at the same time. Cole loosens his grip and I slide down the wall. He grabs the bottom of my top and pulls it over my head. I raise my arms, easing it off. He takes a moment to admire my breasts, lips parting as his desire grows. I reach forward and slip my fingers through the belt loops of his pants. Dressed for the office, Cole is wearing a charcoal gray suit and a silver tie. There is something so fucking sexy about a man in a suit. The only thing hotter will be stripping him out of it.

      He takes off his jacket as I undo his pants. It’s chaotic. Desperate. Passionate. We can’t get each other naked fast enough. I pull on his shirt and a button pops off and rolls away. Cole’s muscular chest heaves as he inhales, diving back down onto me. His hands slip behind my neck and into my hair as he kisses me. I plunge my hand into his boxers, fingers wrapping around the wet tip of his hard cock.

      Cole lets out a moan and brings one hand around to unhook my bra. He takes it off and cups my breasts, trailing kisses down my neck. Suddenly, he drops to his knees and pushes my back up against the wall. He bunches my skirt up around my waist and kisses my thigh. I lean back, head hitting the drywall behind me, groaning with pleasure as his warm breath rolls over me.

      One hand goes around my leg, and he slowly drags it up to my ass and slips his fingers inside my panties. His nails graze my skin and he puts his mouth on me, tongue lashing out in a tease against the fabric of my underwear.

      “Ohhh,” I moan and close my eyes, Cole parts my legs further, head buried between and kisses the inside of my thigh again. I steal a glance down the exact moment he flicks his eyes up. I’m so fucking turned on. This is so fucking hot.

      I’m not aware of where we are. That there is a window right next to me and another across the room. Anyone can look inside and see us. None of that matters.

      Slowly, Cole peels my panties down to my ankles. He runs his fingers up my legs, then takes one behind the knee and lifts, freeing that leg so my panties sit on the floor around the other. His hands slide back up and circle my entrance.

      “Wet already?” Cole’s voice vibrates off me.

      “Yes,” I pant.

      “Who’s making you wet?”

      I lick my lips and risk another look down. “You. You are, Cole.”

      The moment I say his name he grabs my waist and moves in, mouth open, tongue flicking against my clit. Pleasure bounds through me and I grab a tangle of Cole’s short brown hair. He keeps one hand wrapped around me, fingers pressing into my ass-cheek. He uses the other to spread me wide, licking and sucking until I’m not sure I can stand anymore.

      My breath quickens and my muscles tense. I squeeze my eyes shut and press my back into the wall. Cole shifts his weight and tosses one of my legs over his shoulder. I don’t know how he’s able to hold me up right now. Because there is no way I can stand on my own.

      “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!” I breathe and then can no longer speak. Cole slows, takes his mouth off me and kisses my stomach. My pulse is pounding and my clit is screaming to be touched again. “Don’t…don’t…stop.”

      He flashes a wicked grin and lowers his face, putting his mouth back. My ears begin to ring and my toes start to tingle. The orgasm begins slowly and then hits me with full force, making its way up and down every single nerve in my body and leaving in a hot, wet rush.

      My mouth is open, eyes still shut, and I can barely breathe. It takes a minute before I’m even aware that my legs are shaking so bad, Cole is holding me. There’s no way I can stand on my own two feet right now. Still keeping me upright, he stands and pulls me close. Feebly, I wrap my arms around him and cling to his chest.

      Cole kisses me, and tasting myself on his lips is such a fucking turn-on. I’m still reeling from the orgasm, but it makes me want to fuck him and give him something just as good. Taking a steadying breath, I finish undressing him and take his dick in my hands. I lick my lips when I look at it, admiring the length and girth.

      We kiss once more, and then Cole’s hands land on my shoulders. He turns me around, slaps my ass, and gently pushes me forward. I fall onto all fours on the stairs. He slaps my ass and comes forward, entering me from behind. We both moan in pleasure.

      Keeping his hands on my ass, he pushes that beautiful cock in and out several times and then stops.

      “Ana,” he says, voice all breathy.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “No. I want to look at you.” He pulls out and I turn around, perching on the edge of a step. “I want to kiss you as I fuck you.”

      “Oh,” I say, suddenly non-verbal. Cole is hot-as-sin but there’s more to his lovemaking. It’s deep. We’re connected more than physically.

      I don’t want this to end.

      I put my feet on the step below and widen my legs. Cole moves in, hands landing on the stair my head is resting against. I guide his cock back inside and then hold onto him as he drives himself in and out, picking up speed and pushing in harder each time. His lips meet mine in a gentle kiss. Soft, fleeting. Then he sticks his tongue past my lips and is kissing me hard.

      I’m getting close to another orgasm, and I can tell he’s close too. I buck my hips so that his cock hits my g-spot in just the right way. Spots fill my vision as the second orgasm hits me. I cling onto Cole, body on overdrive. My nails bite into his skin and he thrusts faster and faster until he comes too. He pushes himself in deeper and holds his cock there. I can feel the warmth rush out of him and his dick pulsing deep inside me.

      Breath leaving in huffs, he lowers his head against mine. I bring a weak arm up and cup his cheek, stretching my neck up so I can kiss him. I’ve never had sex like this before. I didn’t think it was possible for it to be this intense. This amazing.

      This connected.

      Slowly, Cole pulls out and uses his discarded boxers to wipe me off. Then he picks me up and carries me upstairs like he always had intended to do. We go into his room and get into bed, ripping the neatly-made covers back. My skirt is still around my waist. I take it off and drop it next to the bed.

      Cole covers us with the sheet and spoons his body around mine. I’m still floating on post-sex bliss. I’m comfortable in this bed and even more so snuggled up next to Cole. I could easily drift to sleep and miss my flight.

      It wouldn’t be a bad thing.

      Cole lets out a deep sigh and tightens his grip around me. I close my eyes and wiggle closer, enjoying the heat of his skin even though I’m still hot and sweaty from sex. Cole runs his fingers through my hair, and I really do start to drift off.

      “You should probably get dressed,” he says, each word coming out slowly like he doesn’t want to say it, like he doesn’t want me to leave.

      “Right.” I let out a breath, wishing he would tell me not to go. That he’ll miss me. Something. Anything. “Everything is packed up and ready to go. Next time do you think you can get Black Ink to fly me first class?”

      Cole chuckles. “Next time. Yeah, next time for sure.” I roll over and he hooks his leg around me. I can feel his heart beating up against mine. Tell me you’ll miss me. If he doesn’t say it now, he never will. Maybe he never meant to and everything I think he’s feeling is wrong.

      It wouldn’t be the first time I messed up when it comes to romance.

      The silence is deafening as I wait for him to speak, trying to use the Force and get the words out of him. Only, I want them to be true.

      I close my eyes and sigh, feelings of defeat hitting me hard. And then Cole takes my hand in his and brings it to his lips. “Ana?” he asks.

      “Yeah?” I look into his eyes, heart in my throat. He’s going to beg me to stay. Tell me that it’ll kill him to see me go. He’ll at least make a plan to see me again. He has to.

      “I’ll drive you to the airport,” he says.

      That’s it? That’s all he has to say? I force a smile. “Thanks.” I turn away, knowing there is no way I can hide the disappointment on my face. “I’m going to get cleaned up.”

      “I’ll bring you your clothes.”

      I just nod and get up, picking my skirt up off the ground, and hurrying into the bathroom. My stomach is starting to hurt and I’m feeling like the world’s biggest idiot. Why would Cole like me? I turn on the shower, waiting for the water to warm up, and fight off one of those moments that hits me every so often. I’ve had them less frequently as time goes on, but when it does indeed hit me, it hits hard.

      I’m not worthless. There is plenty to like about me. For example… I… uh… fuck. I step inside the shower and quickly wash myself. I’ll come back to this later. I have good qualities. More than one. More than two. My therapist had me make a list of them once. I was able to come up with thirty-six things I like about myself.

      I keep the list in my wallet.

      It might look weird, or incredibly self-absorbed, if anyone were to find it without knowing the origin, though it makes me angry that women can’t embrace and celebrate themselves without being labeled selfish.

      My clothes are on the bed when I get out of the bathroom. Cole is in the sitting area, looking out the window. I silently get dressed and wait for him to turn around. Together, we go downstairs. Cole carries my bags to his car and we set off for the airport.

      Cole talks about books and work on the way there. It’s almost like he’s going on about it in order to avoid talking about us.

      If there ever was an us, that is.

      As soon as we get inside the airport, Cole falls silent. He walks with me as far as he can go before security, and we stop.

      “Well,” I say. “Thanks for everything. I’ll, uh, send you my book when it’s done.”

      Cole nods and hands me my things. I turn and take a step, feet feeling like lead. My emotions are in overdrive. I can still feel Cole between my legs as I walk. Can still feel his arms around me. Smell his cologne. Hear his laugh.

      He’s just feet behind me, and I miss him.

      I miss what could have been.

      “Ana, wait.”

      I whirl around and see Cole rushing to me. His eyebrows are pinched together and his jaw is tense. He stops in front of me but doesn’t say anything.

      “Cole?”

      The line of worry slowly fades as he gazes upon my face. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a quarter. “Heads or tails?” he asks and flips it into the air.

      “Tails.”

      He catches it and holds it up for me to see. Three running horses on the Nevada state coin look up at me. It’s the same quarter from that night. Our first night together. Cole closes his fingers around the quarter and smiles.

      “What does that mean?” I ask and swallow my pounding heart.

      “It means I’m going to kiss you one more time.”

      And oh, how he does.
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      “What did you tell Mom?”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Luke asks groggily. “Why are you calling so early?”

      I press my cell phone against my ear. “I just spent the last twenty minutes trying to convince Mom that I’m not going through a mid-life crisis.”

      “Did she buy it? Because I don’t.”

      “I’m not at my mid-life yet. Luke! What the fuck did you say?” I lean back in my chair and look at the closed office door. The day has just started and I already want it to end. “I have a meeting in ten minutes. Just tell me what you said.”

      “I told her the truth. You’re becoming even more of a shut-in. You won’t let yourself move on. Lexi and I forgave you but you won’t forgive yourself.”

      His bluntness takes me by surprise. Both at the accusation and of speaking about forgiveness. Lexi used those words, told me she forgave me for all the shit I did, but Luke never did. I was able to pick up on his forgiveness for me being a total asshole by his behavior, like not trying to punch me when we were around each other, and things gradually got better from there, to the point where he asked me to be Harper’s godfather.

      My office phone rings, and I can tell by the extension it’s Caitlin Black. I’m not in the mood to talk to her right now. Hell, I’m not in the mood to talk to anyone right now. Ever since Ana left yesterday, I’ve been feeling particularly shitty. And short-fused. It’s going to be a long fucking day.

      “Look,” Luke begins and his tone changes. “When I thought I was going to burn to death, my life didn’t flash before my eyes like it does in the movies, but it did hit me how I’d been living for me and me alone. I realized that my life had been wasted.”

      I ignore the incoming call, hitting the button to silence it. Four years ago, Luke was badly injured in a fire that almost took his life. He’s never talked about it to me before, and I’ve never allowed myself to think about him, lying there trapped under a fallen beam, surrounded by flames.

      My chest tightens. Luke and I didn’t get along as kids. He’s always irritated the shit out of me. I’ve always been jealous of how easily things come for him. But right then and there, it hits me how close I was to losing my brother.

      And how much that would hurt.

      If Luke, who pulled people out of burning buildings, responded to car accidents, and other horrible situations, thought he was wasting his life, what the hell am I doing with mine?

      “I never thought having a successful career was a waste,” I spit a little too bitterly.

      “I don’t think it is either. If that’s what makes you happy then go for it. But I don’t believe you’re happy.”

      “Since when do you care?”

      “You’re my brother,” he states as if it’s obvious. “We’re family. That’s what we do: care.”

      I clench my jaw but feel a knot in my chest loosen. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t get sappy on me.”

      I roll my eyes. “Seriously, now, what did you tell Mom?”

      “I told you that you met this great woman who was into you obviously enough for everyone to notice and you pushed her away. Because you did. Ana left yesterday, and I know you didn’t tell her how you feel. If you did, I’ll call Mom back and tell her I’m wrong.”

      I can’t recall a time when Luke ever admitted he was wrong about anything. Hearing him admit it would be fun. Dammit. He’s not wrong now, either. I close my eyes and think back to the airport. Ana was leaving, getting on a plane and traveling miles and miles away.

      Away from the city.

      Away from me.

      Away from the risk of her heart getting broken.

      Again.

      I’ve made mistakes in the past and I don’t want to make them again. Live and learn. Doing the same thing twice and expecting a different result is the definition of insanity. I’ve loved. I’ve lost. I’ve let the heartache bring out the worst in me.

      And then it hits me so hard I almost drop my phone. I’m not just afraid of hurting Ana. I’m fucking terrified of her hurting me. I’ve closed up my heart, put up walls so high I didn’t even see it coming.

      I don’t know if I can survive another heartbreak. I don’t know what I’ll become if another failed love is thrown my way. I don’t want to be a monster again. I don’t want to go so far into the dark no amount of light can bring me back.

      I pulled that coin out of my pocket, mentally giving control to each side. Heads, and I’ll tell her how I feel. Tails, and I send her on her way with friendly well-wishes. The coin landed on tails, but I couldn’t help myself and I kissed her, blurring the lines between a romantic confession and a friendly goodbye.

      “She’s coming back,” I tell Luke. “This weekend.”

      “Hell yeah,” Luke says, and even though he’s tired—I’m pretty sure I woke him up, forgetting he works nights and most likely just got home and into bed an hour or two before I called—he sounds genuinely happy for me. Which of course annoys me. Because that’s the kind of black-hearted person I am. He’s happy for me, thinking Ana and I are dating.

      But he’s wrong.

      “So, you told her you like her then?”

      I sigh. I invited her back to attend a book release party for one of Black Ink’s most notable fantasy authors. It’s the last book in his twelve-book series, and only a handful of us here know he’s retiring after this, and he is making the announcement at the party.

      So yeah…I chickened out of inviting Ana back for personal reasons. And I don’t want to tell that to Luke. Though if he wasn’t half asleep, I’m sure he’d figure it out. He’s accompanying Lexi to the same party and knows I have to be there.

      “I have to go to my meeting,” I say, cutting him off. “Talk to you later. Tell the girls I said hi.”

      “Wait,” Luke says and I cringe. I really don’t want to be called out right now, and I don’t know if I can control my temper.

      “Yeah?”

      “What are you doing Thursday night?”

      I blink. Did I hear him right? “Nothing. Why?”

      “Lexi is having some sort of legging party at the house and I was planning on going out and getting out of the way. Do you want to come with and get a drink?”

      “Yeah,” I say before I have a chance to reconsider. It might be the most awkward night in the history of nights, but my mind flashes to that shiny quarter and Ana’s words about not needing to be in control of everything. Luke is trying to get along.

      I want to try too.

      “Awesome. I’ll, uh, text you Thursday. Bye.”

      I hang up and set my phone on my desk, rubbing my temple. What the hell just happened?

      [image: ]
* * *

      “That sounds like a solid plan,” I say, looking across the table at Caitlin Black. I’ve been in a meeting with her for the last forty-five minutes and have on my best poker face. Inside, I’m screaming “what the fuck?” over and over again and mentally creating a countdown until the lady retires. I think I’ll bring Champagne and cake into the office that day. Say it’s a going away party but really it’ll be a fucking celebration.

      My stomach growls and all I can think about is getting something to eat. I skipped breakfast since I was on the phone with my mother and then Luke this morning, and Caitlin has held me, as well as Melissa, the head of the marketing department, hostage throughout lunch.

      Caitlin redid the plans and schedules Melissa and I have spent countless hours working on, and her new way makes no fucking sense. She’s done this before, making changes with no real reason other than she can. The other publishers—who aren’t part of the Black family, know what an asshat Caitlin is and won’t make us implement her changes. But the time she’s wasted…we can never get that back.

      Yeah, it’s going to be a fucking party here when she finally leaves.

      “Cole,” Caitlin snaps when we all stand to leave. She curls her boney fingers in, motioning for me to come near. If she were wearing a black cape and a scythe, I’d think Death himself was calling to me. “I’ve been watching you.” Her words give me a jolt and I’m positive she knows I’ve been sleeping with Ana. I don’t know how, but she’s a fucking creep as it is. I wouldn’t put it past her to follow me around. “You’ve done good.”

      I resist the urge to correct her grammar, instead smiling politely. “Thank you.”

      “And the preorder numbers are impressive for Gregory Lawrence’s book. Though I still think you asked for an awfully big marketing budget. We’re not made of money here, and you’ll have to learn that if you want to move up.”

      I blink, working hard not to give her a “are you for fucking real” look right now. Black Ink has deep pockets and Gregory’s series has spanned fifteen years, growing in popularity with each release. This last book concludes his series and people are going fucking nuts for it. I honestly wonder if Caitlin pays attention to anything coming out of the press. Well, besides her paycheck.

      She forces a tight smile, and the expression looks odd on her, like she’s not sure how to do it sincerely. Without another word, she turns and leaves the conference room. I pull my phone from my pocket, having felt it vibrate during the meeting, and smile when I see Ana’s number on my screen.

      Ana: I just woke up. New York City wore me out.

      Me: Lucky. I’ve been in meetings all day and have one more conference before I can head out.

      Ana: I don’t envy you. My only plans today are putting on new PJs, eating junk food, and writing a chapter of my book.

      I start to type out a message, asking her if she went to her mom’s like she planned. I called her last night to see how her flight went and to make sure she got home safely. She assured me she was locked inside her apartment and nothing was out of place. Her neighbor across the hall had been keeping an eye on things for her while she was away. Our conversation didn’t last long; Ana’s mom and sister came over with dinner and ended up staying until late. She texted me at eleven PM her time and said she was going to bed. This is the first I’ve heard from her since.

      I delete what I was writing and look at the blank text box. Fuck. I don’t know what to say. Luke’s words echo in my mind about being happy. I could have all the success in the world when it comes to my career, but it wouldn’t make me truly happy. Maybe it’s enough for some people, but it’s not for me. Hell, I’d take a demotion down from editor-in-chief to a plain old editor if it meant I could be with Ana…and if she could be with me.

      I shake my head and look back at my phone, typing out a message.

      Me: I’m looking forward to your next chapter.

      I internally cringe as soon as I send it. Could I sound any lamer? And less interested in her?

      Ana:  Hopefully you like it. I’ll be working on a sex scene today. I guess you could say yesterday was rather inspirational.

      Her text catches me by surprise and all of the sudden I’m getting turned on at the thought of her naked. Under me. On top of me. Fuck, I want her.

      Me: Glad I could help. If you ever need more inspiration…

      “Hey Cole,” Lexi says, walking by the conference room. Still smiling, I look up, remember where I am, and snatch my phone down to my side.

      “Lexi. Hi. I didn’t realize you were here today.” I was too distracted to notice, that’s more like it. Lexi only comes into the office a few times a week, and what days she’s here varies based on when Luke works so one of them can be home with Harper. I don’t keep a tight schedule with Lexi, and I suppose someone could argue it’s a conflict of interest since she’s my sister-in-law. Lexi’s disorganized and a bit scatterbrained, but she always turns in projects on time, does an excellent job and has an impressive track record for taking on books that land on the bestseller lists. If it ain’t broke don’t fix it, right?

      “Texting Ana?” she asks with a kind smile, eyes landing on my phone.

      “No,” I say automatically and she gives me her best mom-glare. “You know?”

      “Luke can’t keep a secret from me to save his life. He thinks he can, but he can’t. You two were hardly out the door at Paige’s birthday party and he told me.”

      “Oh. It’s not like that.”

      She raises and eyebrow. “Like what?”

      “Whatever Luke said.” I’m sputtering and she knows it. But Lexi is too nice to call me out.

      “All he said was you two were hooking up, you like her, but you won’t do anything about it.”

      “It’s…it’s complicated.”

      “Isn’t everything complicated when it comes to dating?”

      I let out a snort of laughter. “Yeah. Can we talk in my office?”

      “Sure. I was actually looking for you to sign off on this.” She holds out a folder and I raise an eyebrow. “You’re accepting another project? After you were forced to give one up?”

      “It’s a proposal from an established author and we won’t even start for another three months. I’ll be done with Katie James’s latest novel in two months so the timing is perfect.”

      “Works for me then.” I take the folder from her and we move into my office. Lexi shuts the door behind her and sits in the leather armchair across from my desk.

      “I like Ana,” she starts. “Not in the same way you do, of course, but she’s really nice. And a good writer. Don’t forget I discovered her. You might be editing for her right now, but I accepted her book.”

      I smile back at Lexi. “You can take the credit on that one.”

      “So, you do like her though, right? I mean, if you two are hooking up, I’d assume so. I’ve never put much thought into your sex life, but you don’t strike me as the no-strings type of person.”

      “I’m not. But she’s my author.”

      “Is that the only reason you won’t move forward with things?”

      “It’s a big factor.” It’s the truth, but only part of it and I hate that it feels like a lie.

      Lexi shrugs. “You don’t have to go around the office telling people you’re dating right away. But you should at least tell her you want to date her.”

      If I weren’t up for the promotion, things would be different. Anxiety spreads through me, making my empty stomach churn. Desperate impatience burns inside. I don’t want Ana to move on and forget me. I don’t want someone else to sweep her off her feet.

      “It’s not that easy. It’s a messy situation.”

      “Life is messy, Cole. There’s no way around it. Shit happens, plans get muddled, and things get dirty. I used to think a spotless life was what I needed in order to be happy. It took me a while to realize that going through life without a single hardship or disappointment meant a life where you’re just merely existing, not living. Life is full of constantly cleaning up messes. And love, well, love is even messier and the dirt is harder to scrub off. But instead of focusing on how clean you can get it, focus on who’s there to help you pick it up.”

      I look out the office window at the city below, and the sentiment of Lexi’s words hit me hard. “I know,” I say softly, debating on telling Lexi about Ana’s ex. I don’t even know the guy’s name, let alone the major details. But knowing she’s been hurt—badly hurt—makes me hesitate. How can I heal her broken heart when I’m not sure mine is whole? I turn around and sit at my desk.

      “Messy is worth it. Obviously, the start to my relationship with Luke was a hot fucking mess. But I’m so glad I muddled through. I love him so much. The girls love him. And he loves us. I was about to give up hope that true love was even real…and then I met Luke, under very out-of-character circumstances for me, I should add. It was meant to be, now that I look back at it.” She smiles at the thought, getting a bit of a glazed-over look in her eyes. “Messy can be hard. But I promise you, it can be worth it.”

      “The last messy situation I was in didn’t end well.”

      Lexi’s expression softens. “I don’t think…you’re, uh, you shouldn’t…”

      “Just spit it out, Lexi.”

      “You shouldn’t compare what you had to the possibility of a new relationship. That’s not a representation of love. You might have loved Heather, but she never loved you. You never experienced true love. Shit. That was so harsh. I’m sorry.”

      “No, you’re…you’re right. She didn’t really love me. I gave her everything, and it wasn’t enough. So why would…forget it.”

      “No. Don’t forget it. I understand.” She puts her hand on mine. “Why would someone else love you when you weren’t enough the first time around? After you put everything you had into it and it still wasn’t good enough, so the only possible reason things failed was because there was something horribly, irreversibly wrong with you.”

      I look at Lexi and feel a tug on my heart. “Something like that. I didn’t know you felt like that.”

      “Honestly, I still do from time to time. It took a while to realize that I can’t control how Luke feels. I look at myself and see my flaws, but Luke…Luke sees something else. For some reason, he loves me and my vices. And it’s the same for me with him. We both have flaws. Luke can be a bit of a hothead and I tend to jump to conclusions—and usually the worst ones—but we embrace each other for it. He helps me think rationally and I keep him calm. No one is perfect. No one is without fault. Just because you can’t see the good in yourself doesn’t mean it’s not there.”

      I smile and give Lexi’s hand a squeeze. “I still think you’re too good for my brother,” I say with a smile.

      Lexi smiles back. “Oh, we both know I am. I remind him of it on a daily basis so he’ll keep fighting to keep me.”

      Being at the point of joking about the subject is huge. I liked Lexi before she became my sister-in-law, and I like her even better now. I was with Heather and Lexi was married when she first started working at Black Ink. She’s an attractive woman, but given our relationship statuses at the time, I never thought of her as anything else. I’m fucking grateful for that.

      “You’re not a bad person, Cole.”

      “I was.”

      She shakes her head. “No. I never believed you were. Good people can make bad choices. I know I have a time or two.”

      I nod. “Right.”

      “Stop beating yourself up. Life is short. If you care about her, give this a chance. Tell her how you feel. You regret the things you don’t do the most, after all.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I look at my phone, trying to think of something clever to say. Some sort of reason to text Ana. The workday is coming to an end, and I’ve thought about what Lexi said all day. Being with Ana complicates the hell out of things, but not being with her, not giving this a chance, is even worse.

      She might not want to date me.

      Or she might.

      We might not last more than a month together.

      Or things could go on forever.

      I have no control over the unknown, and I hate it. I don’t like surprises. I like being prepared. There is nothing exciting in not knowing what’s coming.

      I start and stop typing a text three times. I want to let her know how I feel, but I don’t want to do it via text. Or even over the phone. I’ll tell her when she comes back here this weekend for the release party. We’ll have time to get away, just the two of us, where I can confess everything. We’ll be together at an office function, further proving that I’m all in for giving things a shot. So for now, I just want some sort of casual conversation going because I enjoy just chatting with her. I don’t need a reason to do that. Or maybe I do?

      Fuck. I’m not good at this. I dated other women in between my times with Heather, but it was never this hard. I suppose it was because I never cared this much.

      Me: Your agent sent me your author bio. It doesn’t sound like you at all.

      I send the text and—again—cringe at myself, worrying that could sound like an insult. I start to type out another message, but Ana is faster.

      Ana: I had a hard time with that, to be honest. It’s weird writing about myself in the third person. What should it say instead?

      My office door opens, and Caitlin steps in without knocking. I set my phone on my desk with the screen down and out of sight.

      “Cole?”

      Her voice is like fucking nails on a chalkboard. And babies crying. And forks scraping against plates. All at the same time.

      “Yes, Caitlin?” I answer, looking up from my computer. She’s been bugging the shit out of everyone today, barking out orders and bossing around anyone she can. Two assistants broke down in tears after running into her. I think Caitlin realized her days are numbered and she’s panicking, needing to belittle and undermine as many employees as she can before she holds no more weight.

      “My niece is coming into town tomorrow night. She’s in graduate school and wants to be an editor. I told her she could shadow you on Friday.”

      There’s no way I can hide the “are you fucking kidding me” look this time. “Another editor would be a better example of what she can expect. Jillian Rogers is great—”

      “I want her to spend a day with Black Ink’s best. Since you’re the editor-in-chief, I assume you’re the best. If not, then I was wrong to assume you’d be fit for the promotion.” Caitlin’s lips curve into what some would call a smile, but I know it’s a sneer. “What time should I tell her to be here?”

      “Eight is fine,” I say flatly. I can get through the day. Because that night, Ana will be here. I’ll go through hell to get to that night.

      “Oh, and she’s going to Gregory Lawrence’s release party.”

      “Okay,” I say, not knowing why she’s telling me. Everyone from the press is invited. At least half are going.

      “She was worried that she wouldn’t know anyone and doesn’t have a date. I’ve already put her down as your plus one.”
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      “You’re still in your pajamas?” Jess asks, stepping into my apartment. “And you’re day drinking?”

      “I’ve decided to fully embrace this author thing.” I shut and lock the door behind her. “Don’t judge.”

      She takes her shoes off and tosses her coat on the couch. The foyer in my apartment is nothing more than a two by two square of laminate flooring in front of the door. The living room is immediately after, and the kitchen/dining combo is squished up against that. The place is small and old, and all I could afford at the time.

      “I’m not judging. I’m jealous. Wanna know how my day went?”

      I grab another wine glass for Jess and sit on the couch next to her. “Tell me when.” I fill her glass to the brim with wine.

      She takes a long drink. “My day started with a kid drinking out of the class rabbit’s water bottle. And ended with another telling me that his brother shares his ‘beer and nudie magazines’ with him. That was a fun phone call to make.”

      “I do not envy you. How’s the kid that poops his pants all the time?”

      “We’ve gone thirteen days with no poop.”

      “School days?”

      “I wish. Total days. I don’t know why I took this job.”

      “Because you went to school to be a teacher?”

      She takes another drink. “Oh, right. I don’t know why I did that either.”

      I laugh. “You’re a great teacher, and you’re doing a great thing. You know that.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she says, waving her hand in the air. “I’m shaping the future, one first-grader at a time. Days like today make me glad I work in Salt Creek and have a small class size. Anyway, how was New York? Your texts have not been satisfactory, by the way. I want more details.”

      “I loved it! There’s so much going on and there are people everywhere. It’s a constant buzz and energy flow yet at the same time there are places to go where everything is still. It’s beautiful and chaotic and I actually miss it already. And I think I’m dating Cole.”

      Jess raises an eyebrow. “You think you’re dating him?”

      “I’m not really sure. We spent a lot of time together after that initial hookup, but nothing was said, so I don’t know. I’m going back Friday.”

      Her eyes widen. “To see him?”

      I take the pineapple charm from my neck between two fingers and give it a tug. The only reason I said I’d fly all the way to a release party for a series I haven’t read yet is to see him again.

      “Kind of. There’s a big release party and he said it would be fun if I went. And I could meet some more authors. The publicist there says it’s a good idea to be friends with other authors.”

      Jess looks at me for a few seconds, and then takes another gulp of wine. “So, you’re sleeping with your editor, nothing has been established between you, and he invited you back this weekend for a “release party”, right? Where are you staying?”

      “His place.”

      “You’re either dating or you’re a booty call. An out-of-town booty call.”

      I put my head in my hands. “I don’t know. Though when you say it like that, it sounds like that’s what it is.”

      “Is that a bad thing? It’s a bit—”

      “Sleazy?”

      “I was going to say exciting. But really, what do you want out of this?”

      I sit up, grab my wine, and lean back. I look at my best friend. Deciding I need more alcohol in my system before I answer, I take a few swallows of wine and then a deep breath, like I’m about to trek out in some sort of dangerous territory.

      When it comes to matters of the heart, the road is always rough.

      “I like him enough to want to be together,” I confess for the first time. Both out loud and to myself. “I really like him and yeah…I’d like to date him. The sex was great, but it was more than that, and I know it’s probably stupid to think that, right? I mean, we haven’t known each other long and—”

      “Ana, stop. You like him. Don’t try to convince yourself otherwise.”

      I nod, because that’s exactly what I’m doing. “Do you think it’s too soon for me to be looking for someone to date, though?”

      “No. You’ve been single for a year. And I really don’t think you can put a timeframe on love. Or even lust. You just happen to feel it or you don’t. I can’t think of a legitimate ‘bad time’ for having feelings for another person. Well, I suppose besides if you were in another relationship and were cheating, but that’s not the point. The point is, you like this guy and you should do something about it.”

      I almost spit out my wine. “Me? Make a move? Pssshhh. You’re not serious, right?” I laugh.

      “I am, and I think you should. You’ve always been my gutsy, balls-to-the-wall best friend and I’m starting to get you back. If the roles were reversed and for some insane reason I decided I wanted to settle down, you’d tell me the same thing.”

      My eyebrows push together in an exaggerated pout. “Dammit. You’re right. And I’ve felt more like myself the last few days than I have in a long time. Getting away, being with Cole…it was really nice. I even like his crazy family.”

      “He introduced you to his family?”

      “Just his brother. And then his sister-in-law, Lexi, who was my first editor. Oh, and his nieces. Lexi’s kids.” I take another big drink of wine and feel the alcohol start to hit me. Sometimes it’s embarrassing being such a lightweight. Other times it’s nice because I can drink less and still feel the welcome effects of a small glass of wine. “And oh my fucking God. His brother is a hottie. I shouldn’t say that because he’s Lexi’s husband, but seriously, those Winchester boys are unreal.” I shake my head and sip on my wine. Along with being a lightweight, I tend to drink rather quickly. Paired together, shit can hit the fan quite easily if I’m not careful.

      “I do love hot brothers. Maybe one night you could—”

      “No. Lexi’s husband, remember? They have kids and everything.”

      “Maybe she’ll be into it.”

      “How does that even work with four people? Wait. I don’t want to know. Fuck. I do.” I grab my computer. “I’m going to regret Googling this in the morning.”

      Jess laughs and scoots closer, drinking more of her wine. I poured my last bottle, and need to go grocery shopping. For more than just booze, of course. If I go to the store and get food, then I’m stuck here for a few days at least. I remember the creepy texts and don’t want to be alone. Fuck. I’ll be calling Mom once Jess leaves.

      “That’s interesting,” Jess muses, tipping her head to the side. “And I am not sold on the double penetration thing. Looks painful to me.”

      “Me too. And I’m not a fan of anal.”

      “You might be if you did it with someone who knew what they were doing.”

      “Nope,” I say with a shake of my head. “I’ve tried it and it feels like a reverse shit.”

      Jess laughs. “Again, if your man knows what he’s doing, it can enhance your pleasure.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “You will never convince me of that.”

      “Maybe Cole can.”

      “Nope. My backdoor is closed. And locked. And nailed shut for good measure. Oh, and has one of those metal bars across it, just to be safe,” I say, though I know if anyone can convince me of anything, it’s Cole.

      “In all seriousness,” Jess starts. “What are you going to do?”

      “Nothing,” I blurt, the result of being a bad liar and having drank a lot of wine on an empty stomach. “Yeah, I like him, but I don’t know if he feels the same. He’s so direct and knows what he wants…I just think if he wanted me, he’d have said something.”

      “But you’re still going to have sex with him this weekend?”

      “Maybe.”

      Jess raises one blonde eyebrow incredulously. “You’re staying the weekend at his house and you think sex might not happen? Ana, you know I love you and will support whatever you do. And you know how much of a fan I am for celebrating female sexuality and fucking whoever, whenever you want. But I know you. You’re a romantic at heart and you won’t do well in this no-strings, booty-call kind of relationship.”

      I shake my head, the words burning in my mouth. I used to be that girl. I used to believe in love and consider myself a hopeless romantic.

      But I don’t anymore.

      I opened my heart. Gave Steven everything I had. I thought he loved me. I thought I loved him.

      “I don’t know, Jess. Maybe this is what I should do. Just have fun. Fill the void in what little ways I can. And really, the thought of being in a relationship again freaks me out a bit.”

      “I don’t blame you there. After what you went through before, taking things slow is a good idea.” She polishes off her wine. “I don’t want you to get hurt,” she admits softly. “I’m just getting you back.” Tears fill her eyes and she puts her hand on mine. Jess knows everything. She’s the only one who does. I told the therapist what he needed to know to treat me, and my family knows minimal details. But Jess…I’ve never been able to keep anything from that girl.

      “I don’t want to get hurt either. Which is why I’m just going to go at this the, uh…what did you call it—exciting?—yeah, the exciting way. I like sex. Cole is a fucking sex god. The two go hand in hand.”

      “As long as you’re clear on that. To yourself, I mean.”

      “I am.” I take another drink, silencing the urge to tell Jess that she doesn’t have to worry. I’m not going to entertain the thought of a future with Cole because I don’t believe I’ll have a future with anyone. I just don’t see how it could work. I don’t see how I can trust anyone enough for me to take those vows, to want to spend forever with.

      Don’t get me wrong. I want to believe in love as much as Fox Mulder wants to believe in aliens. I thought I had it, thought I’d been beamed up onto the mothership and was flying high in the galaxy.

      And then it came crashing down. I got hurt. The whole abduction had been a sham, and I was left stupid for believing it was real in the first place.

      I trade my wineglass for my phone, checking for missed texts just in case I missed one. Cole and I have been texting throughout the day, and his last text came through not long before Jess arrived.

      Right as I open my texts—there’s nothing new—someone knocks on the door. My stomach lurches and my heart immediately beats a little faster. I close my eyes and let out a breath, doing my best to calm myself. I hate that I still panic. When will that automatic reaction go away?

      “Expecting someone?” Jess’s voice is tight. The reaction hasn’t left her either.

      “No,” I say with a shake of my head. I get up, wish I had one of my mother’s German Shepherds with me, and edge to the door. I locked it as soon as Jess came in. Not knowing who’s standing on the other side of the thin piece of wood separating us brings chills over me.

      Get a fucking grip. All I have to do is look through the peephole and not think what could go wrong.

      Steven is standing there, alone.

      He’s standing there with my mother or sister, using them as bait.

      He’s standing there with a gun pointed at the little round glass, waiting to pull the trigger.

      I close my eyes. Fingers twitching. Hands shaking. The springs in the couch groan as Jess gets up, falling in step behind me. Having her there helps, and I take another step. In the back of my mind, I know how ridiculous it is to feel this much fear and anxiety over walking to the fucking door.

      But Steven is there too. He’ll always be there, taking up space and refusing to let me move on.

      Slowly, I lean my face in toward the peephole. A woman is standing a few feet back from the door, holding a vase of red roses.

      “It looks like a flower delivery.”

      “From Cole?”

      I shake my head, biting the inside of my cheek. “I never gave him my address. Though I suppose he’d be able to get it from the Press.”

      “It’s totally from him.”

      “No,” I say and step back to unlock the door. I mentioned it in passing, but I know Cole was paying attention. Red roses are too traditional. They’re expensive, but thoughtless. Easy. Sending me red roses would almost be an insult because I’m weird like that. I position my feet in front of the door so that it’ll only open a few inches.

      “Diana Ventimiglia?” the delivery woman asks, fumbling with my last name.

      “Yes.”

      “These are for you.”

      “Who are they from?”

      “There’s no name on the card,” she tells me. “And I just deliver the orders.”

      Jess comes up next to me and takes the flowers. I shut and lock the door the moment I can, and go into the kitchen to look at the roses. Jess is holding the little white card that’s stuck in with the buds, and her face is pale.

      “What does it say?” I ask. Jess looks up, tight-lipped. “Jess?”

      She shivers and reads out loud, “Welcome home.”
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* * *

      Water runs down my wet hair, falling onto my feet and dripping to the hardwood floor. I unwrap my towel from my body, flip my head upside down, and dry my hair. It’s a little after eight PM, and I just got out of the shower at my mom’s.

      My heart hasn’t stopped racing.

      The lump of vomit is still sitting in my throat, threatening to come up.

      Steven is watching me, and there isn’t a fucking thing I can do about it. Sending flowers isn’t criminal. I know the intentions are to creep me out, but I can’t prove that.

      Cole called me on my way to my mom’s, but Jess was in the car with me and I knew I wouldn’t be able to talk to him and act like everything is okay. We’re not dating, so there is no need to open up the dark can of worms that is my past. Plus, knowing I have a stalker ex-boyfriend isn’t exactly the thing you want to hear from your booty call. If that’s what I am to him, I mean.

      I get dressed and sink down onto the small, twin bed. I’m safe here. The alarm system is armed. Mom’s three dogs are sleeping at the top of the stairs, and we own several guns. As do the neighbors across the street. And next door. Pretty much everyone who lives in Salt Creek owns a gun, actually. Steven isn’t allowed to own firearms anymore, but that doesn’t mean he’ll abide by that law.

      As much as I hated growing up in a small town where everyone knows everything about each other, it is nice knowing the entire population of Salt Creek knows Steven is unwelcome here.

      I open my computer, see the battery is at three percent, and get up to find the power cord. My phone dings from a text, and my heart stops again.

      “Fuck you, Steven,” I say through gritted teeth. Then I shake my head. I’m not going to play the blame game. I’m not going to assign faults to my fears. Yes, it’s because of his psychotic obsession with me that I’ve become a shut-in basket case, but blaming him, saying it’s all his fault, gives him control.

      I’m scared, but I choose to keep going. I’m not going to sit here and put time and energy into hating him. That’s what he wants. He’s like a vampire, but far from the tall, dark, and brooding kind. No, Steven just takes and takes and takes until there is nothing left.

      A smile comes to my face when I see Cole’s name on my phone screen. My heart stops racing. The nerves settle back into place. I unlock my phone to read his text.

      Cole: I rewrote your author bio and emailed it to you. Let me know what you think.

      His text was all business? I can’t help but be a little disappointed. Though I am the one who didn’t call back. I open my email, finding Cole’s at the top and start reading.

      Scarlett Levine is a hot-as-hell romance author who can act out her sex scenes even better than she can write them. When she’s not busy writing, Scarlett can be found charming the pants off her editor, making him miss deadlines at work because she’s constantly on his mind, and making him miss her like crazy even though it’s only been a day since she last saw him. Outside of writing, Scarlet has a love affair with all things pineapple, drinks her coffee black, prefers a spontaneous night on the town over a fancy dinner date, and has an affinity for the paranormal.  She’s not afraid to admit that cats rule and dogs drool (though she’s sure she’ll get hate mail for it) and has a deep love for comic book heroes. She’s both fucking adorable and incredibly sexy, which is a rare combination and probably why said editor cannot stop thinking about her. Her green eyes are like two emeralds in sunlight, and are easy to get lost in. Scarlett’s debut novel All I Need is one of the most anticipated reads coming from Black Ink Press this year.

      I smile, read the email again, then text Cole back.

      Me: Looks great. Should I forward it to my agent now? ;-)

      Cole: Better add an author photo.

      Me: Is this your way of asking for a nude?

      Cole: If you’re willing to send one, then yes. I’ll need to approve it before your agent sees it, after all.

      I laugh and lay back on the bed, fanning my wet hair over the pillow. The ends are half an inch away from Thor’s paws. He glares at me and extends his claws, trying to take up that extra half an inch and act like my hair is in his way.

      “Oh, please,” I tell him. “If only you knew the shit I put up with from you.”

      I smile and look back at my phone, closing my texts so I can read the email again. There’s no doubt that he’s flirting with me. But it was also sweet. My smile grows and I read the email for the third time.

      “Dammit,” I mumble, looking at Thor. “He’s doing what I didn’t think could be done, and this is bad. Very bad.”

      Thor blinks at me and yawns. He stretches, catching his claws in my hair. He pulls it in and starts to chew on the ends.

      “Seriously?” I sit up, pulling my hair over my shoulder. “Aren’t you going to ask me what I’m talking about?”

      Thor starts licking himself, ignoring me. Typical.

      “It’s bad,” I repeat, my flare for drama showing. The damn cat is never going to care. I pick up the phone again, and see that Cole is typing. My heart skips a beat and there’s no way I can downplay this. I swore off love, and said I stopped believing in it. But did I really?

      It’s safer this way. My heart can’t break when it’s safe inside my chest. It took me a long time to pick up the shattered pieces after Steven destroyed me, and even longer to put them together, piece by broken piece, but I did it. By some fucking miracle, I did it.

      I know I won’t be able to do it again.

      If my heart breaks, there’s no putting it back together.

      I like being happy. I miss being carefree. I know I won’t survive another heartbreak.

      So, I swore off love. Convinced myself that I didn’t want it. That it wasn’t even real. That it never ends happily. Most of the time, it doesn’t.

      But sometimes it does.

      It’s not a risk worth taking. Not when the fall will leave me broken on the floor. But when I think of Cole…for some reason I want to take the leap.

      I want to fall in love with him. Slowly. Tenderly. The way it’s supposed to be. The way it should be. Naturally. Passionately.

      Falling will be easy.

      But the landing…I can’t do it alone, and that scares me more than anything.
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      “Brooklyn is nice,” I confess, walking along the street next to Luke. We just left a pub, after getting dinner and drinks. Lots of drinks. I don’t normally drink, so keeping up with Luke was a bad idea. Not that he’s a big drinker or anything. But he does consume alcohol socially. And since I have no social life, I don’t.

      “You say that like you thought we lived in Hell’s Kitchen,” he replies, amused. “Haven’t you been here before? I’m pretty sure we had friends from Brooklyn.”

      “I’ve been to functions here, but I’ve never been here.”

      “You’re a snob,” Luke says and turns to look at me. “You do know that, right?”

      “Fuck you,” I respond, but for the first time in probably ever, the two words are spoken endearingly. The night did start out awkward as fuck, like I expected. What I didn’t expect was for the awkwardness to quickly go away. “Don’t forget you grew up the same way I did. You fucking enjoyed having all of Grandma and Grandpa’s servants to cook and clean for you.”

      “You can’t call them servants!” Luke laughs. “Staff. That’s what you’re supposed to say.”

      I’m laughing too. “Fuck. Right. Maybe that’s why that line never worked on the ladies.”

      “Even staff sounds pretentious. They had a housekeeper and then later that cook when Grandpa couldn’t get around as easily. Hey, remember that Christmas when Uncle Gerald spilled his brandy and set the tree on fire?”

      “How could I forget?”

      Luke and I reminisce about our childhood, happily highlighting the good times, and continue walking down the road.

      “Do you ever think about our father?” I ask, voice dropping in tone. The question throws Luke, so much so he stops in his tracks for a second before continuing down the sidewalk. We’ve never brought him up. When our parents finally split, we never heard from him again.

      “No. Do you?”

      “Sometimes. I wonder what he’s doing. If he had more kids to fuck with.”

      “He’s dead.”

      Now I stop. “He is?”

      Luke shrugs. “He is to me. He doesn’t deserve my time. Or yours. I…I…know he hit you.”

      We both slow without realizing it. “I didn’t know you knew.”

      Luke nods. “I have vivid memories of it. I was young, but fuck, I wanted to kill him then.”

      “I’ve repressed most of those memories,” I confess. “And the ones of Mom crying herself to sleep every night.”

      Luke nods. “Me too.” We take a few more steps before Luke speaks again. “Someday Harper might ask about him. Her ‘real’ grandfather, I mean.”

      I look at Luke and think about what Lexi said. Messy is worth it. When Luke and Lexi met, Luke had a brother who hated him, a biological father who was no longer in the picture, and an over-involved mother who started a Pinterest wedding board just weeks after meeting Lexi. And Lexi had her own issues, the biggest one being her asshole ex-husband who still threatens her for custody years after things were settled. Luke had been severely injured, unable to deal with the guilt from the fire, living with me, and working part-time as a bartender.

      Things were messy. Things still are. Their lives are complicated, that’s for fucking sure. And yet I’ve never looked at the two and thought they were anything less than happy.

      My mind flashes to Ana. We’ve been texting back and forth nonstop. Our words are flirtatious. Promising. I cannot fucking wait until I see her tomorrow, wrap my arms around her slender waist, to put my lips against hers, and feel her flesh on mine.

      I’m starting to think that’s all I should do.

      Because Ana is everything I’m not, and instead of balancing each other out, one of us will get pulled down.

      “You okay, man?” Luke asks. “You have a weird look in your eye.”

      “Yeah,” I say and blink a few times. “Just got lost in thought. And if she does ask, I’d tell her the truth. She’s going to grow up seeing you as her sisters’ stepdad, so it should be easier for her to understand. And she’ll appreciate how important it is that you’re there for her. And Grace. And Paige.”

      We cross a street and the sights and sounds of another bar come into view. It’s a nice night for the fall, and everyone is taking advantage of it. The outdoor tables are full, and laughter and chatter fill the air. “I never thought I’d be a stepdad,” he confesses. “Or a dad.”

      “You’re a good one. Those girls are lucky.”

      “Thanks,” he says and meets my eyes. “It’s weird now that’s the best compliment I can get. I want to be a good father and a good husband.”

      My jaw tenses ever so slightly, and I fight those feelings of jealousy again. Luke being a good father and a good husband doesn’t mean he’s filling all the family-man slots. He can be the perfect dad and it doesn’t make me any less likely to be one too. Yet it feels like it, and I don’t know how to change the fucked up way my brain works.

      We pass the bar and head in the direction of Luke and Lexi’s place, and make it about half a block before someone is calling to Luke. I cross the street with him, and stop in front of a tattoo parlor. Luke seems to know the tattoo artist rather well, and he’s hassling Luke for not getting some design finished.

      My mind drifts back to Ana as they talk. I’m not paying attention to a word they’re saying until I hear my name.

      “Unless I can convince my brother to get some ink too, I’ll have to pass tonight.”

      “You want one?” the artist asks me.

      The only reason I never got inked before was because Heather insisted she found them unattractive. Which is a real fucking joke since Luke’s arms are covered and she’s still in love with him. I always wanted tattoos and know exactly what I’d get. I grew comfortable not having any, and me and change don’t go hand-in-hand.

      I open my mouth to say no, but the word dies in my throat. Several feet in front of us, someone spills a pocket full of change. A quarter rolls down the rough cement toward us, and I recall that night when everything changed. I watch the quarter slow, wobbling a bit before it falls.

      Heads, I do this.

      “You know what?” I start. “I’ll get one.”
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* * *

      “Are you sure he didn’t put you up to this?” Lexi asks me for the third time. We’ve only been back at the house for a total of five minutes. “Because you can tell me if he did. You don’t have to cover for him.”

      “Thanks, Lex,” Luke says dryly.

      “I’m sure,” I tell her. “It was my idea.”

      She blinks, shifting her gaze from Luke to me and back again. “Do they match?”

      Luke and I both laugh. “No,” Luke clarifies. “We didn’t get matching friendship tattoos. But the dick piercings…”

      “Show me,” Lexi tells him.

      “The dick piercing?”

      Lexi, used to putting up with my brother, just rolls her eyes. “Yes. Whip that bad boy out.”

      Luke grins and turns around, pulling his shirt up. Lexi carefully inspects the fresh ink on his back, smiling. “You got our zodiac symbols.”

      “There’s room for one more,” Luke points out, turning around. “One more little Winchester baby.” He takes her by the waist and pulls her in. Would it be completely immature to make a gagging sound right now?

      “Dammit, you’re good.” She gives him a kiss and turns to me, asking to see the ink on my shoulder. “I like it,” she says. “I bet Ana will too.”

      I grit my teeth and give Luke a glare. He grins and shakes his head. One of the girls wakes up and calls for Lexi. She says a quick goodbye and then dashes upstairs. Luke grabs a blue leash and calls for their dog, taking him out one last time before bed.

      “Thanks,” I start, going down the steps. “Tonight was…it was nice. We should do it again.”

      “Yeah,” Luke agrees. “Took us over thirty years to get things right, but I’m glad we did.”
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      I look at the clothes laid on the bed and sigh. “I did not bring enough shit,” I mumble to Thor. It’s early Friday morning, and I have mere hours until I need to be at the airport.  Naturally, I’m just now packing. I don’t have time to go back to my apartment, so I text my sister, asking if I can stop by her place and borrow shoes and jewelry. She responds right away, saying I can but need to go to her work to get the key first.

      “I will be back,” I tell Thor, who doesn’t fucking care. “Hold down the fort, all right?” He lazily blinks and then growls when I kiss the top of his furry head. Knowing I’m cutting it close to missing my flight, I speed my way to the doctor’s office where my sister works as a nurse. She’s in a room with a patient, so I sit in the waiting room, watching precious minutes tick by.

      “Ana,” she calls when she finally comes out.

      “About time. I have to leave for the airport soon.”

      “And whose fault is that?” she quips, unzipping her purse and handing me the key.

      “Not mine.” I flash a smile. “Thanks for letting me borrow shoes.”

      “You’re welcome. You can give the key to Tiffany when you get back. I don’t want you to miss your flight.”

      Tiffany is the receptionist, and we went to high school together. She and I were never close, but we shared mutual friends and went out together enough times before.

      Before Steven, that is.

      She was one of my previous friends to whisper and talk shit behind my back when things got bad. I have no idea if she knows that I’m aware she was part of the gossip-vine, which makes any sort of interaction together really fucking awkward. The whole time I’m wondering if we’re both faking it, so we leave the conversation to minimal small talk.

      “Have fun,” Sophia says with a smile. Along with my mother, I was surprised by her eagerness for me to go back to New York. I was only home for a short time before leaving again. Being far away from here…away from Steven…is a good thing. “Send me pictures of that big release party too. Do you think there will be celebrities?”

      “Actually, yes,” I tell her and stuff her key in my pocket. “My editor knows who’s on the guest list. And no, I’m not getting you autographs.”

      “You’re no fun. Sneak some pictures at least.”

      “I can do that.”

      She hugs me goodbye and I leave, rushing through town to get to her house. She lives with Jason, her boyfriend, but the house and everything in it is very Sophia, decorated in soft, girly colors.

      I quickly grab the shoes and jewelry I need before dashing back to my car. It’s a warm sunny day, with a cool gentle breeze that carries with it the crispness of fall. The windows in my Jeep are down, and I have the radio up. Nothing seems out of the ordinary when I get stopped by a train. This town is full of trains.

      But then I see a white pickup truck in my rearview mirror. It’s hanging back, slowly rolling down the road toward me. My fingers grip the steering wheel.

      “Stop it,” I tell myself. It’s not Steven. He doesn’t have a white truck. Still, I roll up my windows and make sure the doors are locked. I rest my head against the seat, missing the woman I used to be.

      I used to have this drive to find out what’s out there, to push the limits and get the most out of life. I used to feel like my heart was limitless and open to all these experiences. Now…now I’m scared and I hate it. I don’t want the past to control my future. I want to move on. Enjoy life.

      I want to live.

      And I don’t want to live alone.
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      “Thank you so much for doing this. I know my aunt can be a bit of a pain,” Lindsay, Caitlin’s niece tells me.

      I smile, agreeing but not saying so out loud. You can’t be too careful and things might get back to Caitlin. “It’s no problem. And I feel like I should apologize in advance for what will be a slow day.”

      “That’s fine,” she says, taking a seat across from my desk. “Just being here is fun. I’ll stay out of your way. But if you need anything, even coffee or something, I’d be happy to help.”

      The day is just starting, but I like Lindsay already. She wasn’t what I expected at all, though I suppose it’s unfair to assume everyone who’s related to Caitlin Black to be a miserable troll.

      Lindsay is in her early twenties, pretty, polite, and arrived fifteen minutes early. She’s a year away from getting her Master’s in English, and wants to be a literary agent more than an editor, but her aunt refuses to accept that.

      “Have you worked here long?” she asks and then laughs. “Of course you have if you’re editor-in-chief. Not that you look old or anything!” Her ivory skin turns red, and she looks down, causing a curtain of blonde hair to cover her face. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” I say with a chuckle. “It’s a legitimate question. And yes, I have been here for years. I started as an assistant editor my last year of college and have worked my way up from there.”

      “Did you always want to be an editor?”

      “I’ve always loved books,” I say, which starts a discussion about our mutual love for all things literary. She and I get along well, which is helping this day go by faster than I thought it would. Because Ana is coming.

      “Still want to go into publishing?” I ask Lindsay with a smile at the end of the day.

      “Heck yes,” she says, smiling right back. “This is actually making me want to be an editor now. Don’t get me wrong, I see how stressful your days can be, but this was exciting. I like pressure. That’s weird, right?”

      I laugh. “No, because I know what you mean, and I like it too. I work well under pressure, which I suppose is a requirement for this job.”

      “I have a confession,” she whispers, leaning closer to me. She’s sitting next to me in my office and has no reason to lower her voice. “Part of the reason I was leaning toward being an agent and not an editor was because I cannot stand my aunt.”

      I look at her, eyebrows raised, but don’t speak. Assuming everyone else hates Caitlin Black is just as inaccurate as assuming everyone who’s related to her is just as awful.

      “She’s overbearing and just, well, mean. I probably shouldn’t have said that. Too personal, right?”

      “No, it’s all right. And I imagine working with anyone in your family would be tough. The lines between personal and professional blur and it can create a whole slew of issues.” My own words are like a slap in the face. I crossed those lines with Ana, and I intend to cross them again.

      And again.

      I’d like to keep crossing them for a very long time.

      “She means well. I think. Sometimes I really don’t know. Like tonight…” Lindsay starts and looks into my eyes. She takes her lip between her teeth and I can’t deny it anymore: she’s been flirting with me all day. “I mentioned how going to this release party alone would be weird and she said she’d talk to you about going with me.”

      “Right,” I say. There was no talking. No asking if I already had a date. I was told I was accompanying Lindsay and I didn’t say shit about it. All because I want Caitlin’s job. Though as the day went on and the time came closer and closer to seeing Ana, I did mentally go over how the fuck I was going to explain this to her.

      “You totally don’t have to,” she goes on. “I mean, if you’re taking your girlfriend or something, I don’t want to be the third wheel. She probably wouldn’t be too happy about having to share you for the night, right?” She laughs and pushes her hair back. “Do you have a girlfriend?”

      My jaw tenses. Technically, I don’t. Ana isn’t my girlfriend. We haven’t even established a mutual want to date. I have no ties, no obligation to her. Yet saying that I don’t have a girlfriend feels wrong.

      Is it because I want Ana to be my girlfriend?

      Or because I know what Lindsay’s question implies.

      I want to tell her I’m dating someone, albeit casually, but if she sees me with Ana, she’ll know I’m dating an author. My author. She could tell her aunt. I could kiss my chances of becoming a publisher goodbye.

      “No, I don’t have a girlfriend.” I hate myself the moment the words leave my lips. It’s the truth. I don’t have a girlfriend, so why does it feel like I’m betraying Ana? The hate intensifies when I see the hope in Lindsay’s eyes.

      “So, you don’t mind if I tag along with you tonight?”

      I hesitate. I don’t mean to, but I do. Though I don’t think Lindsay notices. “No, I don’t.” Oh, but I do. I don’t want anyone tagging along tonight. It’s just the release party. After that, I’ll have Ana to myself. I can tell her how I feel and maybe make things official between us. “You might not see much of me though. If you do become an editor, especially one in a management position, there are a lot of hands to shake and people to thank at events like this.”

      “Sounds exciting.”

      “It can be.”

      “So, tonight. Are you picking me up?” She moves closer, close enough for me to smell her floral shampoo. My abhorrence to an attractive woman hitting on me further proves how much I care about Ana.

      “Actually, I’ll be at the event before it starts.”

      “Oh.”

      “I assume your aunt is going.”

      “I think she is,” Lindsay sighs. “So, I’ll find you there?”

      I nod. “Yeah.” My mind is whirling. I don’t want to lead Lindsay on and give the wrong impression. And I can’t go around this party—this work party—with my arm around Ana’s waist, even though I want to.

      Fuck.

      What the hell did I get myself into?

      “I have a few things to finish up here,” I say. “You can go ahead and go.”

      “Okay. Thanks again, Cole. I appreciate this so much. And I’ll see you tonight.”

      I give a tight smile, feeling more and more repulsed by myself as the seconds tick by. The moment Lindsay is out the door, I call Ana. I wasn’t able to communicate with her as much as I had yesterday since Lindsay was my shadow all day. My call goes to her voicemail, and I’m pretty sure she’s still on the plane and will be landing soon.

      My heart lurches at the thought of seeing her again, and I desperately want to take her home and fuck her hard before we head out tonight. Another call comes through before I can leave a message. Thinking it might be Ana, I pull the phone away from my ear and look at the screen.

      It’s Gregory Lawrence’s agent, and I know he wouldn’t be calling me if it wasn’t important. I end the current call and switch over.

      “Hey, Brett,” I answer.

      “Thank fucking God you answered,” Brett breathes. “We have a problem.”
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      I take my phone off airplane mode and head to the baggage claim. Three voicemail messages pop up right away. My pace slows, much to the annoyance of the couple behind me, who huff loudly and make a show of going around me, and I press play on the first one.

      “Ana,” Cole’s voice says through the recording. “I have bad news. Gregory is being a huge dick—he usually is, but his publicist works hard to hide it—and is refusing to come to his party tonight. His agent asked me to go talk some sense into him. He’s staying in a hotel nearby, so hopefully it won’t take long. Just wanted to give you a heads up. I…I can’t wait to see you tonight.”

      The message ends and I play the next one. It’s Cole again.

      “Ana, hi…more bad news. Now Gregory has locked himself in his room and has a list of demands in order to come out and talk to us about why he doesn’t want to go tonight.” He sighs, and I feel bad for Cole having to deal with this. “I know your plane lands soon. I’ll try to be there. I miss you, even though it’s only been a few days.”

      I smile at his last words and play the last message from him.

      “I feel awful,” the message starts, “I’m sending my assistant, Erica to come get you. Now Gregory is shit-faced drunk. He threw up on his agent’s shoes. Tonight is going to be a fucking disaster. Sorry. I’m ranting. Erica will take you to my house. Lexi is there and will go to the hair salon with you. I’m sorry, but I’ll make it up—”

      The message cuts off. I bring the phone down, fighting off extreme disappointment. Though I can’t blame it on Cole. It seems like he’s having a rough time right now. I have five new texts. Three are from Cole, one is from Lexi, and one is from Erica, his assistant.  Cole sent another apology along with Erica’s phone number and her photo so I can pick her out of the crowd.

      Lexi’s text says that she’s running late because Harper threw a fit when it was time for her to leave, and Erica says she’s here and waiting. I get my bag and trudge through the airport to find Erica. She’s nice, but rather shy. We don’t talk much on the way to Cole’s place.

      “Do you need anything else?” she asks before I get out.

      “No, I’m good, but thanks,” I tell her. “Lexi is here. I think. See you tonight?”

      “Yeah,” she says with a smile. “I’ll be there.”

      “Thanks for picking me up.”

      She gives a small nod. “No problem.”

      I lug my suitcase up the steps to the front door of Cole’s large house and knock on the door. No one answers. I pull out my phone and text Lexi.

      Me: I’m here but I don’t think you are, right?

      Lexi: Fuck. Sorry. I’m almost there. Be there in ten.

      Me: That’s fine. It’s nice out, and I like to people watch. And by people watch, I mean, creep.

      Lexi: Good! Because by ten, I mean twenty. So see you in half an hour.

      I laugh and put my phone in my purse, trading it for my computer. I lean against my suitcase and read through the last chapter I wrote. I get three hundred new words added before my attention is stolen by a young couple arguing as they walk a small dog down the street.

      I watch without being obvious, finding their disagreement amusing. She doesn’t want to move into the apartment they had just viewed because there weren’t enough windowsills for her cats.

      "Hey, Ana!” Lexi calls, and I whip my head around to see her. She gets out of a car and rushes across the street. “I’m so sorry I’m late.”

      “It’s not a big deal,” I assure her. “It’s nice outside, so I won’t hold it against you.”

      “I’m always late,” she mumbles and digs in her purse. “I don’t understand how people get places on time. I try. But I…I…shit!” She lets out a deep sigh. “I left the keys in the car.” She grabs her phone and calls Luke, who’s finding a parking spot. A few minutes later, Luke comes down the sidewalk holding Lexi’s shoes, dress, and the keys.

      “Thanks, babe,” she tells him and gives him a kiss on the lips. Luke unlocks the house and turns off the alarm. He carries my suitcase upstairs and puts it in Cole’s room, no questions asked. He and Lexi must know what’s going on between Cole and me.

      “I heard that Gregory is drunk off his ass,” Lexi notes, laying out her dress on the dining room table. It’s midnight blue with a plunging neckline. “Poor Cole.”

      “Yeah, that doesn’t sound fun. I had no idea Gregory was like that.”

      “He’s been that way since I’ve worked at Black Ink. Most authors I’ve worked with have been amazing. But some…some are their own breed.” She shakes her head. “Are you hungry or anything? You look so put-together I almost forgot you just got off a plane.”

      “Thanks.” I take a glance down at myself. I don’t think I look particularly fancy in leggings, boots, and a tunic top, but I’ll take the compliment. “And something to drink would be nice.”

      We go into the kitchen. Luke is standing in front of the open fridge, grumbling about how there’s nothing good to eat in there. Lexi gets us two glasses of water and leans against the island counter.

      “How was your flight?”

      “Good,” I tell her. “No one sat next to me this time.”

      She laughs. “Lucky. I always get stuck next to the worst people.”

      Luke laughs. “Lexi’s definition of ‘the worst’ is anyone who tries to talk to her.”

      “I don’t want to talk to strangers, and no, I don’t care who they’re going to see or why they’re traveling. I might not be the most social person.”

      “I don’t blame you, though sometimes I am that person who makes random small talk because I’m bored.” I finish my water and set the glass down. Sunlight pours through the large windows next to the kitchen table. I shift my gaze to the second set of stairs in the back of the kitchen and I feel tingles pulse through me as I remember the last encounter I had with those stairs.

      A huge weight is lifted off me just by being here. I don’t know Lexi all that well, and I know Luke even less, but I like them. I feel comfortable around them. I can see myself being good friends with them in the long run.

      Wait a minute. Did I just let myself think of the future?

      Fuck me. I did. And I liked it. I wanted it.

      “We should probably head out,” Lexi says, setting her own glass in the sink and turning to Luke. “See you in a few hours.”

      “It takes that long to get your hair done?” he asks.

      “And my makeup. So…yeah.”

      “I’m going to nap then.”

      Lexi laughs and slips her arms around him. “Okay. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.” He kisses her and I can’t help but feel a bit of envy. I want a relationship like that too.

      “Are you against walking?” Lexi asks when we emerge outside. She holds up her wrist and shows me a FitBit. “I’m trying to get my steps in.”

      “Not at all. I promised myself I’d exercise since I have time. But I don’t.”

      “I gave up on that two kids ago. But walking…that I can handle.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Is it weird that I’m nervous?” I whisper to Lexi. We just arrived at the release party, and it’s like something out of a movie. Everything is glamorous, and I’ve already seen two celebrities. It’s in a huge event hall, and I can only imagine the lavish weddings held here.

      “No, not weird at all. I used to be nervous too and I still get a little nervous if I’m at a party for an author I’m editing for. I don’t really know why, because no one knows who the editors are most of the time. Well, not me. Cole…he’s known, but he never seems bothered by anything.” She takes a breath and smiles. “Don’t be nervous. You can hang out with us. My favorite thing about these events is the free food and open bar.”

      I laugh and look through the crowd for Cole. The last text he sent me was that they forced enough coffee into Gregory that he’ll be able to make an appearance and hopefully a speech, and that we will meet up at the party later. Lexi introduces me to a handful of people from Black Ink, referring to me as Scarlett Levine instead of Ana. And yes, it’s still just as weird as the first time I was introduced as Ms. Levine.

      “Oh, shit,” Lexi swears and grabs my arm, pulling me back. “Have you had the displeasure of meeting Caitlin Black yet?”

      “No. She’s a publisher, right?”

      “Yeah. She’s the granddaughter of the guy who started Black Ink and thinks the family name is all she needs to run the press. She’s a ray of sunshine and I cannot fucking—Oh, hi, Caitlin. So great to see you tonight!”

      Caitlin narrows her eyes, looking at Lexi like she has no idea who she is.

      “I’m an editor at the press,” Lexi says slowly, smile still on her face. “And this is Scarlett Levine, one of our new authors.”

      “Right,” Caitlin snaps. “Another romance author.”

      A white-gloved server comes around with a tray of champagne. He offers us drinks. Lexi declines, I take one, and Caitlin takes two. She downs them both faster than a college student at a kegger. Lexi gives me a look, eyebrows raised. Caitlin closes her eyes and exhales. Seeming as if the alcohol hits her right away, she blinks and looks at Lexi and I as though for the first time.

      “Enjoy the night,” she huffs. “I’m off to find my niece. I set her up on a date with Cole Winchester. He’s the head editor.”

      “I know who he is,” Lexi says slowly. “He’s my brother-in-law.”

      Caitlin’s pencil-drawn eyebrows go up behind her blonde-and-gray bangs. “You’re related?”

      “I’m married to Cole’s brother.”

      “Oh, is this recent?”

      “No. We’ve been married for a few years now.”

      Caitlin fakes another smile and says something else to Lexi, but I don’t hear it because all I can hear are her words on repeat in my head. I set her up on a date with Cole Winchester. A date with Cole. A date with Cole. A date with Cole…I bring my drink to my lips and suck it down so fast Caitlin would be impressed. Cole didn’t mention anything about being on a date. I was under the assumption I was his date.

      I look down at the floor, at my red toenails and my uncomfortable shoes. Blood rushes to my cheeks and I feel so fucking stupid. Nothing was said about us coming to the event together. Was I wrong to assume coming here and staying with him meant the same to me as it did to him? Even if I were just a friend with benefits, nothing more than an easy piece of ass…bringing a date to this event is fucking low.

      I blink and look up, trying my best to act normal. Caitlin said she set Cole up. There’s a good chance Cole had nothing to do with this. She’s from the family that founded Black Ink. I’m sure she can throw her family name around and make everyone’s lives hell if they don’t bend over and take it. I can’t chastise Cole for something I’m not certain about.

      Lexi and I make rounds, saying hi to a few more people until she goes back to the bar at the back of the ballroom where Luke is waiting.

      “This is pretty much the extent of my socializing,” Lexi tells me. “Jillian will be here later, so I’ll have one more person to talk to.”

      “Is this what release parties are usually like?”

      “For an author of this popularity, yes. And for an author of Gregory’s, uh, style, also yes. Someone like Quinn Harlow would have a slightly more lively party.”

      I smile and nod, looking around for Cole again. Lexi sees and turns, whispering something to Luke. He shakes his head and frowns.

      “Oh, there’s Erin,” Lexi says and waves to someone. “She used to work with us at Black Ink but left to be an agent a few years ago. I’ll introduce you if you want.”

      “Sure, thanks.”

      Erin rushes over and hugs Lexi. “Hide me,” she whispers.

      “What’s going on?” Lexi asks.

      “Lizzie Stevens is here.”

      The name is familiar and as I try to place it, Lexi laughs. “Oh, there she is! Should I wave her over?”

      “Do it and die,” Erin grumbles and pushes past Lexi to get to the bar. “I’m close to cutting ties, Lex. I’ve never fired an author before, but I cannot stand the woman. She’s a terror.” She looks at me, realizing that Lexi isn’t alone. “Hi, I’m Erin and I swear I’m not a bitch even though it probably sounds like I am.”

      “I’m An—Scarlett. And I haven’t known you long enough to make that judgment yet.”

      “I like her,” Erin says to Lexi. “Do you think her agent will want to trade?”

      Lexi laughs. “I don’t think Scarlett wants to trade her agent. She got her one hell of a deal.”

      The sick feeling in my stomach starts to go away as I laugh and talk with Lexi and Erin. And then I see them, and the sickness comes back so fast it almost turns into vomit.

      Cole

      Looking incredibly handsome in a perfectly tailored suit. He’s the definition of sexy and I swear a hush falls over the room when he walks in.

      And she walks in next to him.

      Pretty. Thin. Blonde with big blue eyes.

      Young.

      Years younger than me.

      His hands are at his side but hers are around his forearm. She’s smiling and greeting people around the room. Cole’s shoulders are tense and his eyes are slightly narrowed. I don’t think anyone else would notice, but I do. Blondie tugs Cole’s arm and he stops, moving along in the direction she wants to go. They greet a celebrity couple, and the sight of that girl hanging on Cole’s arm pisses me the fuck off.

      “Erin!” a woman with a high-pitched voice calls as she draws near. “I didn’t know you were gonna be here.”

      “Dammit,” Erin mutters and turns toward the woman with a fake smile plastered on her face. “Hi, Lizzie!”

      As soon as I see her face, I place the name. Lizzie Stevens is an author. A successful one at that. But notorious in the romance world for being an asshole. In the short time that I’ve jumped over to the other side of the fence and have chatted with other authors, I’ve learned of a few to be wary of.

      Lizzie Stevens is at the top of many authors’ lists. Though I don’t think she’d waste her time using me like she has others. She has nothing to gain from me right now. We make more small talk. Well, we try to. All Lizzie does is bring up how well she’s doing and how her live videos are ‘practically viral.’ I try to show enthusiasm for her, not wanting to make an enemy this early on in my career, but I just can’t. Cole is busy talking to someone else, and the blonde chick is still following him around.

      “Does anyone want drinks?” I ask and offer to get them. I return with three glasses of wine—Lexi still isn’t drinking—and casually take a sip while looking around the room for Cole again.

      “So, you have a book coming out this summer?” Lizzie asks me.

      “I do. I’m really excited.”

      “Congrats. That’s so exciting. I remember my first book. Of course, I was just an indie author then so I did everything on my own. While working full-time and raising my children. But I’m sure you’ve worked super hard too. Is Alexis your editor?”

      “No, she’s—”

      “Mine neither. I wanted her. I even tried to get my agent, Erin, to pull the friend card, but that didn’t work.” Lizzie rolls her eyes and I’m flabbergasted by her audacity to talk about Erin and Lexi like that when we’re standing right next to them. “I got stuck with some new editor.” She pulls a face. “I’m guessing you did too, right?”

      “No, Cole Winches—”

      “Shut the fuck up. Cole Winchester is editing for you?”

      “Yeah, he is.” I blink and slowly bring my wine glass to my lips. Is this chick for real?

      Her eyes widen and she flips a wave of black hair behind her shoulder. “You must be good in bed to get the editor-in-chief to work on your book.”

      Lexi’s jaw drops and Erin chokes on her drink. If there weren’t music and chatter coming from others in the room, you could hear a pin drop between the four of us. The meek version of myself is right there on the surface, screaming to just laugh and let this go. Because it’s not worth it and she’s probably right. There’s no way I’m actually good enough for the head editor to take on.

      I’m not that girl anymore. I am Diana, named by my father after a motherfucking superhero.

      “You know what?” I say and raise a pointed finger. “It’s attitudes like yours that hold women back by assuming any female who has success can’t earn it. Maybe I am sleeping with Cole. Or—here’s a crazy thought—maybe I actually have talent and wrote a good fucking book that the head editor of Black Ink Press wanted to accept and edit.” I leave out the part where Lexi was actually the one to accept my book, but that’s not the point right now. Lizzie fucking Stevens hit a nerve.

      She recoils, hand flying to her chest. “Just wait until the romance community hears about this,” she spits out.

      “Go ahead. Tell them all about your sexist beliefs on how a woman can only get ahead if she uses her vagina.” If I had a mic I would drop it.

      Lizzie’s mouth falls open and she sputters, unable to get a word out. She looks to Erin to save her, but Erin is suddenly busy picking a piece of invisible lint from her dress. Adrenaline flows through me and it feels good. Fuck, I missed this. I didn’t do anything crazy. I just stood up for myself for the first time in a long fucking time.

      “Scarlett.”

      The name is unfamiliar but his voice isn’t. I look up and see Cole making his way over. The blonde girl is dragging behind, eyes on Cole’s ass.

      “Cole, hi.” My lips curve into a smile. My muscles twitch, wanting to move forward and hug him. Feel him against me. Put my lips to his. Standing here in front of him makes me realize how fucking much I missed him.

      But he keeps his distance and says hello to Erin and Lexi.

      “You ditched my brother already?” Cole teases. “Can’t say I blame you.”

      “He’s at the bar. Someone turned ESPN on so he’s happy for now.” She smiles and looks past us at her husband. “You just missed a totally epic moment. Remind me to tell you about it later.”

      “Hi,” the blonde girl says. “I’m Lindsay. Cole says you’re an author.”

      “Yes.” I take her outstretched hand. “I’m Scarlett. Cole edits for me.” And that might be all he does…I sigh and mentally scold myself. I don’t know the details yet. We’re at a work event. Cole was set up by his boss. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      Another few minutes goes by and Cole is still standing feet from me, talking business with the others. I keep trying to catch his eye, to get some glimmer of hope that as soon as this party is over, I’ll be his and he’ll be mine. He doesn’t, and he keeps going on as if I’m just another author. As if I mean nothing to him.

      And then it hits me. I’m doing the same exact thing I did when shit started to get bad with Steven. I made excuses. Dismissed the red flags.

      I flew all the way from fucking Kentucky and Cole is standing here with his date. Not picking me up from the airport because Gregory was shitfaced…that I can look past. But this makes it clear. I do not matter to him the way he matters to me. Jess was right: I don’t do casual relationships. I can’t do this. It’s not Cole’s fault I read into this more than he intended. For the sake of our professional relationship, I cannot do this.

      “Excuse me,” I say to Lexi and Erin, and turn to leave. I finish my wine on the way out, setting my glass down on an empty table. I’ll get through the weekend and head home like I planned. There’s no use in making things awkward. Cole and I have to work together, and I can’t jeopardize my career.

      Needing a moment to clear my head and figure out what the fuck to do, I head to the venue’s courtyard. The night is cool, instantly bringing goosebumps to my flesh. A few people huddle around a tabletop fire pit, getting warmth from the colored flames while taking puffs on their cigarettes before going back in. I hang back, not wanting to breathe in the smoke, and take a seat on the edge of a fountain.

      The courtyard is gorgeous and would make an impressive backdrop for wedding photos, looking like a midnight scene from a fairytale. I let my mind wander for a quick moment before pulling it back in.

      The cascading flowers, the over-the-top shrubbery, and the carefully placed up-lighting that casts tall shadows and makes this place look so magical…those are all what I imagined for my own wedding. Soft. Quaint. Beautiful. I wonder how many brides stood in front of this very fountain, arms wrapped around their grooms, believing in the promise of forever.

      Maybe forever happens for some people.

      But it won’t for me.

      I was a fool for thinking true love exists.
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      “What about them? Do you know them? I think she was on one of those Real Housewives shows. Can we talk to them?” Lindsay tugs on my arm. I grit my teeth, keeping the fake as fuck smile plastered on my face.

      “No,” I say shortly. Lindsay’s taken aback, but at this point in the night, I don’t care. We haven’t been here all that long either. Fuck. “I don’t know them. But you can go introduce yourself. If she is one of those Housewives, she has a book published through the press. She’d love to meet someone related to the founders.”

      “Really?” Lindsay’s eyes widen.

      “Sure.” I honestly don’t fucking know, and I don’t fucking care. It became clear that Lindsay was using me the moment we walked in, and it was even clearer that she thought I was taking her home. Normally, having at attractive woman glom all over me for the sake of selfies and then offer the possibility of sex would make me amused. Almost happy. It’s happened before, but I’ve never acted on it since I’d sworn off romance, though it’s nice being seen as desirable.

      Lindsay hurries off and I look around for Ana. She was just here, talking with Lexi and Erin. Luke is at the bar, drinking beer, watching sports, and talking with the other men who find these kinds of events boring. I’m too concerned about not knowing where Ana went to be annoyed with Luke. I hardly had the chance to say anything to her, let alone tell her I wasn’t here with Lindsay by choice.

      There’s only one person I wanted to come with tonight, and that person is Ana.

      “Did you see where Ana went?” I ask Lexi, scanning the busy room. People bustle by, talking and laughing, carrying food and drinks and blocking my fucking view. “She was just here.”

      “I saw her put her drink down, and I think she went out that way,” Lexi says, looking at a set of double doors that lead outside. “You didn’t talk to her that much when she was here.”

      I shuffle forward, getting away from Lindsay. “I haven’t had the chance. With everything going on with Gregory and then my shadow, it’s been—”

      “Go find her,” Lexi interrupts. “She seemed a little surprised to find out you were here with a date. And I was too. Especially since Caitlin was the one to tell us she set you up.”

      “Shit.” I shake my head. “It’s not really a date. Caitlin—”

      “Doesn’t matter,” she snaps. “Sorry. I just like Ana, and I’ve been rooting for you. It’s hard to save a sinking ship when you keep poking holes in it.”

      Sinking is exactly how I feel right now. Goddammit. “You’re right.”

      My heart hammers in my chest. I didn’t mean to hurt Ana or to make her feel bad in any way. I was trying to juggle everything and now it’s all crashing down around me. I fucked up. Ana deserves so much better than me.

      I bustle past a group of people coming in from the courtyard. They smell like cigarette smoke and are walking way too fucking slow. Panic rises inside me and I know if I don’t find Ana soon something terrible will happen.

      She might leave.

      I won’t get the chance to tell her how I feel.

      I push open the double doors and step into the courtyard. Quiet fills the open space, and the doors shut behind me, closing out the sights and sounds of the party. I see her there, sitting on the edge of a fountain, looking like something from a movie. She’s beautiful.

      “Ana?”

      She startles, looking up and almost losing her balance. I rush forward, catching her before she slips back into the water.

      “Cole. Hey.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” she asks with a smile. Her eyes don’t mirror the carefree tone in her voice.

      “For not telling you Caitlin made me take her niece as a date.”

      “You could have said no,” Ana says softly, not looking at me. Then she shakes her head. “It’s fine. You’re allowed to come with whoever you want. It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does matter. There’s only one person I want to be with tonight. And you’re right. I could have said no. I should have. But I didn’t because I didn’t think it would be a big deal and I thought I’d be able to explain everything to you in person before the release party started. But I didn’t, and I’m so fucking sorry.”

      Ana bites her lip and steals a glance at me. “It’s fine, Cole, really. It’s just a party. Like I said, none of this matters.”

      I sit next to her on the ledge of the fountain. “You matter to me.”

      She turns to face me, eyes glossy and brows pinched together, and looks at me incredulously. Her lips part, and she shakes her head ever so slightly. “Why?”

      I never thought one word could break my heart. Yet it does. An icy chill takes over as the pieces shatter and settle on the floor. I could give her a thousand reasons why she matters, and I still wouldn’t have said them all.

      Instead of talking, I reach out, slip my hand under a thick curtain of brunette curls. I push it back and slide my hand to her cheek. Ana’s long lashes come together in a blink, and I slowly bring her face to mine.

      My heart melts the moment we kiss. Everything disappears around us while her soft lips are against mine. She opens her mouth and I slip my tongue inside, arms wrapping around her. I pull her close, feel the chill on her skin, and fumble as I unbutton my jacket, not wanting to take my mouth off hers.

      “Thanks,” she breathes when I wrap my suit jacket around her bare shoulders. She looks absolutely stunning in the black evening dress she has on. She leans forward to kiss me again, but I know I shouldn’t. I turn my head.

      “I’m no good for you.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “I hurt you tonight and I didn’t mean to. I planned to do the opposite, actually, and I still fucked this up. I like you, Ana. A whole fucking lot. Which is why I think it’s better if you stay far away from me.”

      She doesn’t move away. Doesn’t take her hand off my thigh. Doesn’t look at me with any judgment in her eyes.

      “I don’t believe that either.”

      My throat thickens with each word in protest. I don’t want to say this, but for Ana’s sake, I will. “I’m not a good person, Ana. I’ve done things I’m not proud of. I’ve made a lot of mistakes. Mistakes that hurt people.”

      “Everyone has. I know I have. We all do things that have a bad consequence. What matters is that most of the time, those things weren’t done on purpose.”

      I can hardly bring myself to look at her. “What if I told you I did mean things to hurt people?”

      She shakes her head, not knowing what to say. “You didn’t murder someone and hide the body, did you?”

      I give her a small smile, appreciating this woman so fucking much. “If only.”

      She takes my hand, running her fingers along my palm and then lacing them through mine. “So, tell me. Tell me why you think you’re not a good person.”

      My head moves up and down, but no words form. I don’t want to tell her. She’ll never see me the same. “I’m afraid you won’t like me once you know the truth.”

      “If I was right about the murdering thing, then I won’t. But I have a feeling your hands are clean.”

      “In the killing aspect, they are.” I let out a breath. I’ve never told this to anyone, and have hardly let myself recognize that this is inside of me, though I know it’s been there for as long as I can remember. “I have a hard time being happy for other people. Seeing others’ successes and accomplishments doesn’t make me happy for them. It makes me feel like I’ll never have that, and I know how fucked up that is. Because it’s not true. One person being happy doesn’t make me less likely to be happy. Yet it feels like it, like there is only so much happiness to be distributed in the world and my cup will never be full. It’s a shitty quality to have, yet I have it, and as hard as I try, I can’t shake the sinking feeling I get whenever I see someone get ahead.”

      Ana nods, and her gaze remains steady. “I have a feeling you’re not talking hypothetically anymore.”

      “I’m not. I’m talking about my brother. And I know how insane I sound. Insane and shitty. But my whole life it’s seemed like there is only so much good fortune out there for the Winchester brothers. And Luke gets it all. He’s a good guy—a hell of a lot better than me—and I want him to be happy. Really, I do. But, dammit, I want to be happy too. Rationally, I know him having a wife and family doesn’t make me any less likely to have my own, but it’s like the universe had one family card to play between us and the deck has always been stacked against me. I have to work to not be resentful, and that’s fucked up. It makes me an asshole, I know.”

      “It doesn’t make you an asshole. It makes you human. And a rather brave one to admit that. I think we all feel it from time to time, and I know how hard it is to see others so happy and in love and your own life is an empty void of anything fulfilling, when you get by day to day, just surviving and not living, going through the motions and wondering what the hell is wrong with you because you should be happy. You shouldn’t feel this painful emptiness inside. But you do. And it’s not like I want others to be miserable with me, but it makes me feel pretty damn shitty about myself to see them pick themselves up and carry on with their lives, smiles on their face and all, and I’m over here wondering how I went so wrong and why I can’t get my shit together and be happy.”

      “And now you’re not talking hypothetically,” I suggest.

      “No. I’m not, and it feels so fucking good to finally say this out loud. I have a lot to be thankful for, I know. Especially lately. But the feeling like something is missing, like I’m chasing a finish line I’ll never cross…it’s exhausting and feeling that way makes me feel selfish. Others have it so much worse, you know?”

      “You’re not selfish for wanting to be happy.”

      “Neither are you,” she whispers.

      And now it’s like my heart can’t be contained inside my chest. I grab Ana and kiss her harder than I ever have before. I push my hand inside the jacket, feeling her exposed skin from her backless dress. Ana’s arms curl around me and she pushes up, moving into my lap.

      “Dammit, I thought we’d be the only ones coming out here to fuck behind the fountain.”

      Ana and I break apart and I look up just in time to see Lexi swatting Luke on the chest. Ana tenses, and I know she’s feeling like we just got caught doing something we shouldn’t be doing, and that’s only because I made her feel that way. The relief I felt from her kiss is gone. I keep my arms around her as Luke and Lexi draw near.

      “If you want it, you can have it. It’s cold out here.”

      “You’re such a pussy.” Luke rolls his eyes.

      Lexi grabs his arm. “We weren’t really coming out here to have sex, either.”

      “Yes, we were,” Luke whispers, making Lexi shake her head.

      “Gregory is getting ready to come out. Just wanted to give you a heads up,” she says. “And I think he’s still drunk.”

      “Wonderful. We’ll be in soon.”

      Lexi smiles and turns Luke around. She smacks his ass and he grabs her by the waist, making her laugh. Ana and I watch them go in, waiting for the doors to close and to be alone again.

      “You know,” Ana starts. “Those two are a bit irritating with all the PDA.”

      I smile at her attempt to agree with me. “He was worse before he met her, if you can believe that.”

      “I’m glad I didn’t meet him until now then.” She smiles back and then a silence falls between us. There is so much more to be said, and there is no time to say it now. Things aren’t solved with a kiss like they are in movies. But it doesn’t hurt.

      I put my lips to hers. Right here, right now, it’s all I need. In a moment, it’ll be over. But that’s all we need, right? All we live for?

      Moments.
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      “I don’t know how much more of this I can take,” I whisper to Lexi.

      She turns to me, and my grimace is mirrored on her face. “I know. I’m embarrassed for him. Somebody needs to get him the fuck off the stage.”

      “God, I hope they do it soon.”

      Lexi nods and we turn our attention back to Gregory Lawrence, who’s in the middle of giving the most awkward speech in the history of speeches. He’s obviously still drunk and is going back and forth between inappropriate sexual jokes and sounding like the biggest asshole with an ego to match.

      Gregory’s publicist walked out in tears, leaving Cole and Gregory’s agent to try and smooth things over. Needless to say, my first ever release party is memorable. Another painful minute passes before Gregory mumbles—quite loudly—that he has to take a shit and stumbles out of the spotlight. The crowd stands there, stunned, holding flutes of champagne that were meant to toast Gregory on the release of his latest—and apparently last—book. An awkward cheer is murmured through the crowd, and I drink the bubbly alcohol.

      Lexi brings hers to her lips but doesn’t take a drink. Interesting. I like her, but I don’t feel close enough to ask her if she’s pregnant. Not yet at least. We’re standing around a cocktail table, and she puts her drink in front of her friend Jillian, who takes it as if it’s her own. Very interesting indeed.

      The crowd starts to shuffle around, with people heading to the open bar for one more round of free top-shelf drinks before the night ends. Through the movement, I catch a glimpse of a face. A face that makes all the blood drain from my head and my nerves prickle down my spine. I tense and bump into the table, knocking over a flute of champagne.

      I jump back, looking down at the table for half a second before searching for him again. I didn’t imagine it. I know those gray eyes. His sandy blonde hair is longer now, but I know it was him.

      Steven.

      There’s no way. It’s not possible for him to be here, now…no.

      “Sorry,” I say, grabbing a cloth napkin and blotting up the spilled booze. A waiter comes over just a second later and wipes up the mess.

      “How good is the security here?” I ask Lexi.

      “I think pretty good. They check and make sure you’re on the guest list. Why?”

      “Just curious.”

      “Are you all right?” Lexi whispers.

      “Yeah. Overwhelmed thinking about books and releases and all that goes into it. It’s a lot of pressure.”

      “Oh, it is. I could never be an author.”

      I smile and nod, eyes darting around the room. My heart is racing and I can’t breathe. People need to stop fucking moving. I can’t see him. Can’t find anyone who looks like him enough to cause a case of mistaken identity.

      I close my eyes and see it so clear: Steven’s face, cold eyes set on me. Lips pulled back in a cocky grin, one that says I’ve got you, bitch just like how it was before.

      But I can’t remember what he was wearing. I just remember his face. I had to imagine it. I saw someone who resembled him and my mind filled in the rest with a sick flashback.

      “I’m going to use the restroom,” Lexi says, excusing herself. I go with her because getting away from this crowd and not being alone while doing it is a huge fucking relief. The bathrooms are right outside the ballroom, thank goodness, and not down a long, dark hallway. A few other women are in there, fixing their hair and makeup as well.

      I go into a stall and sit down, figuring going pee now is a good idea anyway. I take a minute to close my eyes and try to relax, not wanting to freak out over what has to be nothing. There’s no way Steven is here.

      Yet, I know what I saw.

      Him.

      Staring at me, cold eyes latched on like he was a hungry dog and I was a slab of meat. Staring. Threatening. Promising I haven’t seen the last of him.

      “I’m glad you came back this weekend,” Lexi tells me as we wash our hands.

      “I am too.” My voice comes out monotone like I don’t agree with Lexi at all.

      “If you have a free night, I’d love to have you guys over again. No ex-drama this time, promise.”

      “I’d like that. Thanks.” I’m on autopilot, being polite but not sincere. I hope it doesn’t offend Lexi. We go back into the ballroom and find Cole and Luke near the bar.

      “We’re going to head home,” Lexi tells us. “Have a good night.”

      They leave and I step closer to Cole. So much is up in the air between us, but I’m starting to think I might like where it lands.

      “I’ll be able to go soon, too,” Cole informs me. “You’re welcome to stick around, of course. But if you’re bored you can go back to my place. I’ll give you the key.”

      “I’ll stay.” The words rush out quickly. There’s no way I’m going anywhere alone. If Steven is here, going off alone is exactly what he wants.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I watch Cole lock the door behind us, and my nerves settle slightly hearing the deadbolt click into place. He arms the alarm system for the night, and I relax even more. It’s late, I’m tired from the long day, and mentally exhausted from being freaked the fuck out for the last few hours. All I want is to take a hot shower and then get into bed with Cole, feeling his strong arms wrap around me, holding me tight as I drift to sleep.

      “Are you hungry?” Cole asks, taking off his shoes. He sets them neatly in a closet off the foyer and takes off his jacket as he walks. “I’m starving. I missed the food since I was dealing with Gregory.”

      “Oh my God, that speech was painful to listen to.”

      Cole shudders. “It was one of the worst. I loved his series, but I’m glad I won’t be working with him anymore.”

      “Good thing, because you have another pain-in-the-ass author to work with now.”

      “Right. And I have a feeling she’s going to be even worse.” He turns and runs his eyes over me. The next thing I know, his arms are fastened around my waist and he’s pulling his hips to mine. “I never got a chance to tell you how beautiful you look tonight.”

      “Well, you’re telling me now.”

      We kiss and he picks me up, bringing me into the living room and onto the couch. He lays me down and moves on top. I slide my hands over his arms, feeling every inch of muscle. I part my legs and Cole reaches down, fingers exploring the soft flesh on my thigh.

      “I thought you were hungry,” I moan. He sucks the skin on my neck and kisses his way down and across my collarbone.

      “I am,” he growls. “Very. Instead of food, I want to eat your pussy.”

      My entire body awakens from his words. Cole slips his arms underneath me and sits up, bringing me into his lap. I pull my dress up around my waist so I can straddle him, grinding my pelvis into his. I can feel his cock get harder and harder by the second, and knowing that he’s hard for me, that it’s me he wants to fuck, is so hot.

      “Stand up,” he orders. “And take your dress off.”

      I take my lip between my teeth but do what I’m told. I reach behind me and slowly pull down the zipper. Each thin strap falls down my shoulders, and I turn around, letting the dress slide lower and lower over my ass. I’m wearing small lace panties, and no bra.

      The dress hits the floor and I turn back around, staring at Cole. His pants are still on, but I can see the hard bulge confined by them. Gracefully, I step out of the dress and go back to the couch, parting Cole’s legs and dropping to my knees.

      Cole leans forward, watching me undo his pants and take out his cock. I lick my lips and bend down, sucking him hard. I move slowly, lips gliding down his shaft and again and again. I swirl my tongue around the tip and then suck his cock fast. Faster. Up and down until he can’t take it anymore. He keeps one hand on my head, fingers tangled in my hair, pressing hard when he comes. I swallow everything he gives and swirl my tongue around the tip one final time before coming up. Cole’s eyes are wide and he’s breathing fast, but he doesn’t miss a beat.

      His arms go around me and he pulls me onto the couch, gently rolling me onto my belly. Heavy hands fall on my shoulders, and I moan when he starts massaging my muscles. He takes his time, working his way down, and then up again. Gently, he flips me over and rubs my legs, moving up to my thighs and removing my panties.

      His head falls between my parted legs, and my core is hot and begging for his touch, warmed up from the massage. He licks my clit and pleasure hits me hard already. Then he inserts a finger and paired with his tongue, it’s a lethal combination. He pushes in and presses against the sweet spot, holding his finger there with a soft rubbing. It drives me fucking mad, and I reach down, pushing his head to me.

      He speeds up his mouth, licking and sucking. My legs start to quiver as the orgasm comes on. Cole slows down, drawing it out. The buildup takes over and I come hard, pussy contracting around his finger. I’ve lost all feeling in my toes, and my ears are ringing.

      Cole lies on the couch next to me and covers me with a blanket. He wraps one arm tightly around me and runs his other hand over my ass.

      “Cole?” I breathe.

      “Yes?”

      “When we first met, you said you didn’t edit romance. Why?”

      “I’m not sure I believe in love,” he confesses. “And it used to frustrate me. But this…feeling you, touching you, being with you. It’s starting to change my mind.”
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      Ana is fast asleep when I wake in the morning. One of these days, I’d like to sleep in. I give it a try every weekend, but my brain is so used to getting up at dawn, sleeping in doesn’t come naturally for me anymore. I’ve trained myself to get up, exercise, and eat. If I lay in bed past my normal wake-time, I get so fucking hungry the need for food alone will drive me out of bed.

      Which is why I’m up now. I pull the blankets up over her shoulders and go to the large windows in the master bedroom, silently shutting the drapes we forgot about last night. I grab clothes and head in for a quick shower.

      Ana is sill sleeping when I get out, so I head downstairs and decide to get coffee and donuts from the café down the street. Ana liked the donuts, and their coffee is much better than what I can brew at home.

      It’s another cloudless day here in New York. Cloudless and cold. Winter is right around the corner, and every cold season I find the idea of moving to Orlando like my parents more and more tempting. I grab a jacket, write a quick note for Ana, leave it on the table, and step out of the house into the cool, brisk air.

      I don’t realize it at first, but I’m smiling as I walk down the street. Things aren’t perfect between Ana and I, but I’m starting to think they might be. We just need to talk a bit more, figure out what we both want and expect out of this.

      I can’t deny that I want to be with her. She could still do better, but if she’s willing to give me a chance, I’ll take it. And I think if we move slow, if we take things day by day, that chance might turn into something more.

      I step into the cafe, mind still on Ana. Out of habit, I look to the left and check out my favorite table. The café isn’t busy at this early hour on a Saturday, and yet there is someone sitting at my preferred spot. He’s tall and lanky, with sandy blonde hair and gray eyes.

      He’s not drinking coffee or eating something from the bakery. He has no books, no Kindle, no paper. He’s just sitting there, taking up space and preventing someone from using one of the only tables with access to an outlet, which is important if you need to charge your laptop.

      I go to the counter and order a dozen donuts and two black coffees to go. By the time I have everything, the guy who was hogging my seat is gone. I pay, double check my phone in case Ana called—she didn’t, leaving me to believe she’s still sleeping. I set back out, walking to my house. A flower vendor just opened his cart. Normally, I’d walk right past. But this morning I stop and get a bouquet of multicolored Gerber daisies for Ana. I pay, and tell the guy to keep the change.

      I’m happy.

      Really fucking happy.

      Ana is naked in my bed. I get to go home to her, wrap my arms around her and cuddle the fuck out of her until she wakes up. Then we can eat breakfast and I can fuck her again, because that’s all we have planned to do this weekend.

      I’m keeping my phone off and away from me. The press can manage without me for a day. I so desperately want things to work with Ana. She’s so fucking incredible.

      Nearing my house, I balance the flowers on top of the donut box and pull my keys from my pocket. I’m just yards from my front door when I see him.

      The man on the porch.

      The same man with the sandy blonde hair and gray eyes from inside the cafe.

      What the fuck?

      “This is my house. Can I help you with something?” I demand, coming up the stone steps.

      The man smiles, but his eyes are nothing but ice. “I think so. I’m looking for Cole Winchester.”

      “That’s me. Who are you?” I have no patience for him right now. And something just isn’t right.

      Strands of hair fall in his face. He pushes them back and I notice a thick and jagged scar on the inside of his wrist. “Nice to meet you, Cole. I’m Steven.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Want more?

        

      

    
    
      
        BATTLE SCARS, Book Two in the Love is Messy Duet Series, releases in June 2017. Blurb, cover, and official release date will be announced soon! Check Emily’s Facebook page for details.

        

        Add Battle Scars to your Goodreads TBR: https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/35097024-battle-scars

        

        Advanced Copies of Battle Scars will be available soon! Members of Emily’s fan group get first priority. Join here.

        

        Sign up for my mailing list! I promise not to spam you, and every newsletter includes a giveaway!
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