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      This novella celebrates Christmas with the Kane family. It also serves as a prequel to One Last Chance, releasing March 25, 2019. It can be read as book 3.5 in The Kane Brothers series or as book 0.5 in the Finding Love in Scotland Series. Enjoy!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      "He's coming here?" I ask my best friend, Sierra, hoping she doesn't catch the quiver in my voice.

      She nods, not bothering to look up from the social media content she's creating for her paintings at an art gallery. "Yeah. The weather in Scotland is so bad at the moment that flights are being diverted. I mean, he could probably fly into another airport and spend Christmas with friends, but why do that when he's got family right here?" She points to herself, glancing up at me, and I manage a weak grin.

      "Right. When does he land?"

      "In a few hours. Listen, I hate to ask you this, but would you mind picking him up from the airport? Unless you have a shift at Cork's?"

      I work a swallow, my hands curling into fists as I try to regulate my breathing. My stomach clenches, uneasiness rocking through me at the thought of being alone in a car with Finlay Anderson, my future colleague-slash-sort-of employer. He also happens to be the insanely hot cousin of my best friend, Sierra. A guy I have no business hardcore crushing. Yet, here I am, giddy at the thought of seeing him and dreading being alone with him. Basically, acting like a thirteen-year-old version of myself. How can I get out of this?

      I open my mouth to tell a fib when Sierra says, "I wouldn't ask, but Denver and I are considering marrying here. As much as I love New York, Georgia is a much better destination for a winter wedding.” She gazes down at the rare alexandrite gemstone that once belonged to my mother. It shines from the ring finger of her left hand. "And if we plan to do so before the baby arrives," she says, smiling up at me, her face glowing, "then we need to start checking out venues. I made the appointments last minute, but I don't want to cancel."

      "Oh, sure," I croak. "I can grab Finn. My last shift at Cork's was yesterday. Unless they run into trouble and are short-staffed, I am officially off for the next few weeks until I leave for Edinburgh in January. And, oh my God, what venues? Do you really think y'all will marry before the peanut arrives?"

      "I honestly have no idea. I'm due in May, so it depends on how quickly we can pull together a wedding. I feel like if the stars align and the planning is smooth, then sure, why not? But if it seems like too much work, then Den wants to wait until after the baby since he’s worried about me.”

      “You’re not still on bedrest, are you?”

      Sierra shakes her head, “No, I’ve been cleared to fly, obviously, and can participate in moderate activities. But, you know your brother.” She rolls her eyes but they gleam with happiness.

      I bite back my own grin. It’s incredible to see my best friend so in love with my brother. "Yeah, that makes sense."

      "Anyway, I'm so freaking excited for you. You're going to love Edinburgh. And working there will be such an awesome opportunity and a new adventure for you. I'm apologizing in advance for my mom. She says to call her once you have your flight sorted. She's seriously going to annoy the hell out of you since I'm so far away, and she's surrounded by all the boys and their dumbness."

      I laugh, shaking my head. Sierra's mom is wonderful and has sort of stepped in as my mother figure after Sierra and I were paired as roommates and became best friends at ASU. My mom passed when I was so young; I barely remember her, but I like to think she would have been similar to Sierra's mom, and that we would have had a close relationship like theirs. "Stop. I love your mom."

      Sierra smiles at me again and closes her laptop. "Okay. I'm going to grab your brother so we can get moving. I just forwarded you Finn's flight details. Thanks again for picking him up. We'll see you tonight?"

      I nod, lifting my hand in a half wave as my best friend scurries away to fall into my brother's arms. The most unexpected and perfect love story ever. My other two brothers are out front stringing Christmas lights while their women watch them, cracking jokes, laughing, and sipping sweet tea. I could go out and join them, but who wants to feel like a fifth wheel?

      Sighing, I open my email browser on my phone, and yep, an email from Sierra stares at me. Finlay Anderson's plane lands in Savannah in two and a half hours. Glancing down at my stained yoga pants and oversized T-shirt, I know exactly what I'll be doing in the near future. And it starts with a shower.
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      Standing in arrivals, I scan Finn's flight details again. He should be here any moment, and the thought of coming face-to-face with him sets my blood on fire, causes my heart rate to spike, and my palms to grow clammy. I'm like a preteen girl with a crush on the quarterback. This is not my usual reaction to hot guys. If I’m being honest, I’ve been around the athletes, mostly Carter’s baseball team, the bad boys, mainly the bikers Den used to roll with, and the military type because of Jax, for so long I outgrew my girlish giggle and shy uncertainty when I was in high school.

      I know how to banter, give as good as I get, and act completely uninterested in a guy I have the hots for, just so my brothers won’t know what’s up. But this time, everything seems different. Finn throws me off-kilter with one look, one grin, one well-timed joke. His blue eyes cut to my core when he stares directly at me, and his presence overwhelms me, wrapping me up in a tight cocoon I can’t escape from. Nor do I want to. And then, there’s the accent. My God, I could sit all day, stare at him dreamily, and listen to the cadence of his Scottish brogue as he says anything. Anything at all.

      Strong and powerful, successful with just the right dash of arrogance, Finlay Anderson is a well-educated, well-mannered lawyer who works his ass off to maintain his corner office. He’s a professional in every sense of the word from his sharp, custom-tailored suits to his expensive cologne and designer shoes. But underneath that persona, he’s also funny and witty, a poker aficionado and drinker of Scotch. He likes to play rugby and watch sports with a pint in his hand. He’s a blend of sophisticated perfection and down-to-earth athleticism with the hard muscles and sharp planes to match. He’s everything.

      Even though I’ve only been in Finn’s company a handful of times, I know so much about him from the stories Sierra shared about her family. Those stories, even the unfavorable ones about him being a player and picking up girls with just a joke, caused me to develop a curiosity about Finlay Anderson from afar. But being in his presence, getting to know him just a tiny bit, transformed that curiosity into a full-blown crush.  Whenever I see him, I always wish we had more time together, to talk and laugh. And now, that wish is coming true, as I’m heading to Edinburgh in a few weeks to work at the same office as Finn.

      I'm so lost in thought I don't even sense him until he's next to me, ducking his head to meet my eyes.

      "Daisy?" His low voice cuts the air and pulls my attention to him until I fall into his deep blue eyes like I’m being sucked into a black hole.

      "Hey." I give an awkward wave, immediately lifting my fingers to tuck my hair behind my ear. Lame lame lame.

      He smiles then, the simple gesture transforming his face into pure radiance. My poor heart might just give out at the sight.

      "How are you?" he asks conversationally, pulling me into a casual hug.

      I sigh, allowing myself this one moment to be enveloped by his scent—expensive cologne, fresh soap, and a heady mixture of confidence with just the right amount of cocky. Once he pulls away, I grin up at him, my brain short-circuiting when my gaze meets his deep azure eyes. Jeez, a girl can get lost in Finn Anderson.

      He stares at me for a long moment, his expression unreadable, a darkness shuddering over his eyes before he shrugs it away. Chuckling, he tucks a strand of hair that I missed behind my ear and grabs his suitcase. "Where to, love?"

      Why does he have to be Sierra's cousin? Why does he kinda, sorta have to be my new employer? And why, oh why, does he have to be not even remotely interested in me?

      Sighing, I shift the weight of my purse and force a smile on my face. "I just parked over here." I point toward the sliding doors at the end of the terminal. "How was your flight?"

      He snorts. "Bloody awful, if I'm being honest. Loads of turbulence. But I suppose I can't complain much since I'm still able to celebrate Christmas with family and friends instead of stuck inside JFK or worse, diverted to a city where I don't know anyone."

      I nod. "Yeah. I know this isn't where you planned to spend the holidays, but I guess it could be worse."

      "Definitely. And at least now, I get to see Sisi. I have a feeling she's keeping another secret." He raises his eyebrows at me, and I bite my bottom lip, shaking my head.

      No way am I spilling the beans on Sierra's and Denver's engagement. I know they told Sierra's mom, step-dad, and brothers a few nights ago, but Sierra is excited to tell her cousin in person.

      "Not even a tell," Finn comments as we step outside, the cool breeze greeting us.

      "Huh?" I ask, looking up at him.

      A smirk glances off his lips, and I can't help but check out the rest of him. Clad in a pressed grey suit and a white button down that's tailored in all the right places, he looks sharp, professional, and sexy as fuck. But while his attire is all qualified lawyer, his teasing expression and clear eyes are all boyish charm.

      Ugh. Again, I ask the universe, why?

      "You're really not going to tell me that Sierra is engaged to your brother?" he asks.

      Shit! I bite back the laugh threatening to burst forth and shake my head, avoiding eye contact. "I don't know what you're talking about. If Sierra has something to share with you, she will when you see her."

      His grin grows, his eyes almost sparkling when I manage a peek up at him.

      "All right, love. I'll give this to you. You've a much better poker face than Sisi, although that isn't saying much. Where is she, anyway?"

      "She had a few appointments."

      The color drains from his face. "Appointments? Is everything all right with the baby? I thought—”

      "She's fine. Great, actually," I rush to reassure him.

      But the concerned pinch between his brows doesn't smooth away and that concern, that love for his family, makes me crush on him just a little bit harder.

      It's fine, right? I mean, crushes are completely harmless.
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      When we arrive home, I'm relieved the front yard has been pulled together in the Christmas spirit. I've never been embarrassed of my home before. In fact, I've always been incredibly proud my three brothers and I have managed to make it on our own all these years. Sure, there have been some bumps along the way, but we always come out all right on the other side.

      But suddenly, easing the loner car into the driveway and sitting next to Finn, my heart rate kicks up a notch. What will he think when he sees my home? He grew up surrounded by considerable wealth. He spends his holidays vacationing on islands and his mornings brunching at five-star hotels. His childhood never knew the pangs of hunger or the teasing barbs of school-friends for wearing the same shirt two days in a row and not having the right hair clips or purses. I cringe at the feelings and thoughts flooding through me because they're not me. I am not this girl. But I can't help the tightness locking down my limbs, or the fear I have at seeing Finn's expression.

      While Sierra was introduced to her current lifestyle when her mom married James, her upbringing was much, much more in line with mine. It's one of the reasons we clicked so fast.

      "Your brothers put the lights up?" he asks, nodding to the front yard.

      "Yeah, they were doing them earlier today."

      He smiles then, his face transforming to one of angelic proportions. Gah! I consider banging my head against the steering wheel and knocking myself out. How am I supposed to have him in my family home and act like everything is normal for the next few days?

      How the hell am I supposed to work with him in Scotland next month?

      "You okay, Dais?" he asks, using the familiar nickname everyone uses. But when he says it, my insides warm and my cheeks heat.

      "Yeah, fine." I tilt my head toward the house. "All set?"

      Finn nods once, the action curt.

      We exit the car and enter my home, and I'm beyond grateful the shenanigans unfolding inside are enough to pull Finn into a series of greetings and conversations, allowing me a moment to collect myself.
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        * * *

      

      "So, what's the deal with him?" Taylor asks, as she and Evie corner me in the kitchen an hour later.

      Denver and Sierra are still off looking at wedding venues, and it's just me, Finn, my two brothers, and the women who successfully claimed their hearts.

      "Finlay?" I ask, feigning stupidity.

      Evie rolls her eyes. "You're really going to be working with him?"

      I nod, too nervous to voice anything.

      Evie's eyebrows dip. "What's wrong? He seems really nice. Don’t you like—"

      I close my eyes, shaking my head. "That's the problem."

      "What is?" Taylor asks, pulling me closer to the backdoor. Her eyes scan behind us to make sure we're still alone in the kitchen.

      "I like him," I whisper, feeling the hot, red patches of embarrassment crawl up my neck and spread across my cheeks at the admission. I hope my crush isn’t obvious to everyone; I really need to confide in Sierra and see if she has any words of wisdom on my growing feelings for Finn.

      "Oh, Dais." Evie throws an arm around my shoulder and tugs me into her side.

      "Yeah." Taylor nods in agreement. "What's not to like?"

      I snort. "You guys. It's awful. I don't know what's wrong with me, but I'm crushing on him so hard, and he looks at me like a little sister-slash-cousin. He treats me the same way as Sierra, which is great because he's nice, but awful because I—"

      "Want him to treat you differently?" Taylor asks gently.

      "Yeah. And I’m so lame around him. Like a blushing preteen who can’t connect my thoughts or string two sentences together."

      Evie laughs, shaking her head again. “That’s so not like you. You’re always calling guys out on…well, everything. And joking around. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen you out of sorts over a guy before.”

      “I know.” I groan, rubbing the space between my eyes.

      "Babe, it’s fine,” Taylor states matter-of-factly. “It means you just really like him, and that’s a good thing, right? To be really into someone? He’s gonna come around."

      I roll my eyes, refusing to meet hers. What if he never comes around and I spend a ridiculous amount of time pining for someone who thinks of me as a little sister?

      Oh God. What if he does come around and we’re working together? Won’t that complicate my position with his family’s company? Will I lose my job?

      Which scenario is worse?

      "I'm serious. He's into you, just better at hiding it," Taylor insists.

      "Am I that obvious?" I murmur, and she shakes her head.

      "No, but you're sweeter than he is, and we know you better. Don't worry; you're not giving him any signs. You just, clam up around him, drop your eyes, soften your tone. To any other guy, you give them hell."

      Evie and I laugh at the character assessment and I nod. "I guess so."

      "Are you nervous because you're going to be working together?" Evie asks.

      "Yeah. There's that, too. I don't know. The whole thing is stupid. I mean, we're going to be working together, he's Sierra's cousin, and I don’t think he looks at me like that. I just need to get this little crush out of my system and move on, focus on the big picture."

      "Like your new job in Scotland?" Evie supplies.

      "Exactly. Even though he’ll be there every day too."

      Taylor laughs lightly at my predicament as Evie squeezes my shoulder sympathetically. Dropping her arm from around my shoulder, she tightens her ponytail. "I hear you. It's an innocent little crush. No harm in that."

      "Exactly. It's just fun for a few days. You don't need to act on it," Taylor throws out.

      "Right," I say, taking a cleansing breath, feeling steadier with their support, and not mentioning it’s really been more like a few weeks. Or years, if I want to be completely honest. "I'll be over this by the New Year."

      "That's the spirit," Taylor agrees, leading me over to the kitchen island where a few tumblers and various liquor bottles sit. "Speaking of spirits, I think you need a cocktail." She fixes me a drink and asks Evie a question about her physical therapy program at Baylor-Army. Evie chats about her classes and final exams before filling a glass of water so the three of us can do cheers. Taking a sip of the cocktail Taylor created, I'm impressed when the smooth, rich drink goes down way too easy.

      "What is this?" I ask Taylor.

      She shrugs. "It's called Santa's Sleigh."

      Evie snorts and I laugh. "Where'd you learn to make this one?"

      Taylor's eyes glimmer. "Pinterest."

      "Oh God. I don't even want to know what we're in store for over the next few days," Evie jokes.

      Taylor waggles her eyebrows, her blue eyes sparkling. "A little liquid courage never hurt no one," she tells me sweetly, but I don't trust the gleam in her eyes.

      I don't trust it for a minute.
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      Finn's presence throws me off balance. And I don't like it—at all.

      The way he naturally blends into my family, the group dynamics only enhanced by his witty conversation and friendly grin, unnerves me. The way his head pops out of the refrigerator when I walk into the kitchen causes my spirit to soar at his familiarity in my surroundings and then drop because I know it won't last. It can't. Finn is only here for a handful of days, and I'm moving to Scotland.

      But I still indulge myself with teeny tiny little fantasies about me and Finn as a couple. As a couple who moves around the space of this house with ease and laughter.

      Please throat punch me.

      "Morning, Dais," he greets me warmly, placing his mug of coffee down on the kitchen island. He's still clad in his pajamas, soft pants hanging deliciously low on his hips and a simple blue, V-neck T-shirt. "How'd you sleep?" His voice clear, as if he's been awake for hours. One look at his freshly-shaved face and bright eyes indicates he has been.

      "Pretty good," I rasp, my eyes still crossed from only waking up moments before. Shit! I should have fixed myself up a little before barging into the kitchen, but everyone knows I can't function before coffee. It's not my fault. Who the hell springs out of bed and seizes the day when they could languidly roll out and drink a gallon of caffeine?

      "Coffee?"

      "Please."

      Finn turns and rummages through the cupboard until he finds a mug shaped like a snowman. Grinning at me, he pours a hot mug of coffee and sets it in front of me, nudging the cream forward, as I slide onto the barstool at the island.

      "Thanks." I pour a generous amount of cream into my coffee and blow on it, hoping it mixes well enough I won’t have to get up and grab a spoon. Lazy shmazy. After taking a few gulps, I feel the fog in my head begin to clear. I blame it on Taylor's Santa's Sleigh cocktails, glancing up to find Finn watching me intently. "What are your plans today?"

      He shrugs. "I don't really have any. I'm going to grab lunch with Sisi and Denver."

      "That's cool."

      "Want to join?" he asks innocently, as if he's inviting me to a seminar and not to share a meal with him. A meal that will undoubtedly include conversation and laughter. My heart rate ticks up at the thought. "You know, so I'm not the third wheel."

      Right, a bucket of cold water to the face. "Sure."

      He smiles and it's like sunshine, his whole face radiating warmth, and a kindness that is so open and genuine, it causes me to stare. How is it fair that men, just random men out in the world, look like that in the morning and I look like...well, me? I’m not unfortunate looking or anything but I’m nothing to write home about. I’m the cute girl-next-door, every guy’s favorite wingwoman, and an enthusiastic giver of relationship advice to all the men I know. Basically, I get friend-zoned. All the damn time.

      "Are you excited about your move to Edinburgh? Nervous?"

      I nod again, words clearly failing me this morning. Taking a moment to collect my thoughts, I stall by drinking more coffee. "I'm really excited," I admit, hoping I'm not gushing. "To be honest, I worry Lachlan offered me the job because I'm Sierra's best friend and not—"

      Finn holds up a hand, stopping me. "He didn't. He hired you because you're qualified and a good fit for the position. Plus, knowing you, he thinks you would be a good fit for the office dynamics as well. Lachlan keeps business as business and very rarely mixes it with anything personal. I'm the same way. If he didn't think you were the right choice, he wouldn't have offered you the job. Unless you were Sierra," he jokes and I crack a smile, knowing Sierra's family was desperate for her to accept a position at the family company, even though she had no interest. "But that's just because he misses her."

      I nod.

      "So, now you're going to have to play surrogate sister and cousin in addition to your new role."

      He says the words playfully enough, and I manage to laugh them away, but inside my stomach sinks. A strange coldness sweeps through my limbs and disappointment clogs my throat. Surrogate sister and cousin? Does no one see me as anything more than Sierra's filler with the competency to do the job? It was always hard growing up in my town, with three older brothers who everyone knew. Dating was nearly impossible, which is one of the reasons why I was so grateful for my experience at ASU. At least I got to go out and be a normal college kid. But, oh God, what if Finn and Sierra's brothers treat me the same way in Scotland? Warning everyone away from me? I'm going to be single forever.

      "Don't worry." Finn chuckles, accurately reading my expression. "We won't be so tough on you. I mean, you'll be allowed to have chaperoned dates and whatnot."

      I raise my eyebrows at the comment, and he releases another easy laugh, his blue eyes flashing with amusement. But after a beat, they darken, a flicker of something else sparking around the edges of his irises.

      "Are you dating anyone?" he asks seriously, his gaze bold and unwavering as it scans my face.

      I shake my head, averting my gaze as I gulp more coffee. My dating life is literally a joke. I haven't had a steady boyfriend since my junior year of college, and that turned out to be a disaster. I sigh into my mug. This summer, none of the guys would even look at me. Okay, that's a lie. They looked at me with one of those knowing expressions that said, "We can look but we can't touch." And then their eyes darted around to see if any of my brothers were nearby or if anyone caught them staring at the Kanes' kid sister.

      It was awful. And pathetic.

      I haven't had sex in six months, and I'm starting to grow fearful that I'm re-virginizing.

      Is that even possible?

      "Dais?" Finn asks, pulling me from the dangerous turn my thoughts just took.

      "No. I'm not. Are you?" I ask with a boldness I don’t feel, glancing up in time to catch a smirk bounce off Finn’s lips.

      "No one serious,” he comments and my stomach flip-flops.

      What the hell does that mean? That he’s dating lots of women? Or just a handful but only in a casual sense? Ugh, why do I care so much? I already know that he fits into the player category. Sierra has told me countless stories about the relationship troubles Finn and her brother, Lachlan, find themselves in. Even knowing the truth, I still look at him and see someone else. Definitely not the player I should be wary of.

      “So, are you ready for the move?” he asks again after a beat of silence.

      "Oh. Well, yeah, I'm excited for the move to Scotland. There's honestly nothing holding me here except my brothers, and it seems like they're all moving in new directions with their lives, too. I can't wait to dive into the role and learn as much as I can, and I'm incredibly grateful to your family for the opportunity. Sierra tells me Aaron is a great mentor and will invest a lot of time in developing my skills.”

      Finn nods. "Yeah. Aaron will teach you a lot. And you know, if you need anything, I'll be there, too, although our day-to-day won't overlap much."

      "Thank you."

      A stifled silence stretches between us, each of us sipping our coffee and watching the other curiously. I'm relieved when the door to the kitchen swings open.

      "Hey, y'all." Carter strides inside, pouring himself a cup of coffee.

      "I like that you don't live here anymore, and yet you're here all the time," I tease.

      He snatches the creamer from next to my elbow and slides onto the stool next to me. "Quit it. I'm only here so much because y'all are here, and I wanna spend as much time with you as I can before you move to another country." His words are teasing, but I hear the truth underlining them, and it causes a pang to explode in my chest. Out of all of my brothers, I'm definitely the closest with Carter. In a lot of ways, he raised me, and saying goodbye to him is going to be more difficult than I originally anticipated.

      "You and Taylor will come visit me when you can, right?" The desperate edge to my tone is hard to hide, and I see Finn shift in my peripheral vision, leaning forward on the island.

      "Of course, Dais." Carter grins, his signature smirk back in place. "I'm here so early because it's Christmas Eve, and you know what that means."

      "Decorating the tree," I say softly, loving that my brothers have kept Mom's holiday traditions alive for me all these years.

      "Exactly. Taylor will be here in a few. She's still perfecting her eggnog and mulled wine recipes. We'll get everything set up so we can start after lunch."

      "Your girlfriend is seriously trying to get everyone drunk."

      Finn chuckles, his eyebrows raising. He glances at Carter for confirmation.

      "It's true. This is her first family holiday with a lot of people. It's usually just her and her parents. She's really going all out."

      "I like it," I admit, happy my brothers are all here and that Evie, Taylor, and Sierra were able to join us, as well. It's comforting to be in a full house again after the past few months of quiet as my brothers' lives all moved in different directions. I know the move to Scotland is going to be good for me, but it still hurts in a bittersweet type of way to know absolutely everything is changing.

      "Me too." Carter squeezes my shoulder before standing from the bar stool. "You going to lunch with Den and Sierra?" he asks Finn.

      "Yeah," Finn confirms. "You going to tag along, Daisy?"

      Tag along. That's my new identifier. Still, give a weak nod. Of course, I am. I'm not going to miss any opportunity I can to bask in the presence of Finn Anderson, even if it's just lunch. Even if it's only for this week. Even if he never has morning coffee with me again.

      Sigh. I really need to get a life.

      Lucky for me, a new one seems to be waiting for me in just a few more weeks.
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        * * *

      

      "Really, Raf's?" I raise my eyebrows at Denver as I slide into the booth across from him and Sierra.

      He shrugs. "I miss it here."

      Sierra smiles at him sweetly, as if there's no other place in the world she'd rather be eating than the hole-in-the-wall bar and grill my entire family frequents. For every single occasion. Always.

      "It's chill," Finn comments as he takes the seat next to me, and Sierra and I exchange a look, trying not to laugh. Although Finn is cool and laid-back and can hang with anyone, this is definitely not his scene. A swanky restaurant overlooking Chelsea in London, sure. A pub with his friends after a sporting event, yes.

      Raf's, not so much.

      "Just order a burger, fries, and a beer," I tell him, patting the top of his hand. A spark sizzles under my fingertips as electricity jolts up my arm at the contact. I feel him turn his head toward me, and he flips his hand over, squeezing my fingertips playfully.

      "Thanks for the tip, love." He closes his menu and leans back in the booth, releasing my fingers.

      Sierra begins to tell us about the different venues Denver and she visited today, as I sit still as a statue, quiet as a mute, wondering why the hell the most innocent and simple expressions or actions from Finn garner such a strong response from me?

      It's like he can affect me just by being in the room.

      Is this a normal crush? Or is it something more?

      "Daisy, would you like a burger and fries and a pint, too?" Finn asks, interrupting my thoughts.

      I look up sharply, exhaling a deep breath when I notice Mindy, our server, waiting by the end of our booth, a pen poised above a small notepad.

      "Yes, thanks. A burger and fries, please. And a Coke." I tell Mindy and she nods, jotting down my order.

      "You really liked The Mackey House that much?" Den asks Sierra, his eyebrows dipping over his dark eyes.

      "Yes, why? You didn’t like it?"

      "I thought you were going to say Ford Plantation?"

      "What? No, it’s for such a big guest list. Which one did you like?"

      Finn shifts next to me, nudging me with his elbow. Looking up at him, his warm eyes meet mine. "I'm glad you didn't tell me Sisi's news. She was so excited to tell me herself; it's better I didn't have to pretend to be surprised, even though I had an inkling."

      "You're welcome." I grin back.

      "You know if they marry here, we'll all be flying out together."

      "I hope I can make it," I say, biting back my smile and attempting to school my features.

      "Why wouldn't you?" Finn asks seriously, his mouth a hard line.

      "I'll only have been with my new company a few months. Do you think my boss will give me the time off?"

      He laughs, the sound rich and full as he shakes his head at me. "You really would be good at poker," he says seriously, the change of topic confusing me. Under the table, his large palm squeezes my thigh, and I jump from the touch. But in the next breath, his hand is gone, and I wonder if I imagined the entire thing.

      Mindy drops off our burgers, and Finn takes a massive bite of his, groaning.  "This is quite good, mate," he comments to Denver and I smirk, happy at how easily he fits into my surroundings.

      Happy that he's here for Christmas.
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        * * *

      

      The remainder of lunch continues without a hitch.

      Sort of.

      Denver and Sierra keep the conversation going, often glancing at each other and getting lost in their own moments, which would be uncomfortable if it wasn't so damn sweet. Finn tosses out comments every now and then, witty one-liners causing Sierra to giggle and my brother to grin. Sort of.

      And I remain a ball of energy, nearly too nervous to eat.

      What the hell is wrong with me? I've never reacted this way around a man. I've never been one to shy away from anything, always preferring to speak my mind and tell it like it is. I mean, I grew up with three older brothers. If I didn't make myself heard, I would have been drowned out.

      But with Finn sitting beside me, the heat from his jean-clad thigh seeping into my skin, I feel like a pre-teen with a crush I know I'm not supposed to have.

      Is it because he's Sierra's cousin?

      Is it because we're going to be working together next month, and I shouldn't blur those lines? Or is it because he's just way, and I mean way, out of my league?

      Who the hell knows? Certainly not me.

      "You okay?" His low voice rumbles against my ear, sending a full-blown shiver throughout my body.

      "Hmm? Sure," I answer, trying to smile up at him.

      His brow is pulled tight, his blue eyes dark with concern. "You sure? You don't seem like yourself."

      I blush. How is it he already has me pegged? That he knows what I seem like?

      "I'm fine."

      He nods once, turning his attention toward the table, but I feel him shift his weight closer to me, and the action causes an irrational grin to appear on my face.

      Across from me, Den squints, giving me a look. I glare back for a beat until he averts his gaze. Then I pick up a French fry and chew it slowly, my appetite gone.

      When lunch finally ends, I'm so relieved I practically flee Raf's.

      Denver and Sierra decide to pop into one more local venue for a look around, and they take off, with Denver shooting me one more glance over his shoulder. This time, I avoid his gaze, knowing if he meets my eyes, he'll see through me in a second and know I'm fighting something for Finlay.

      "Dais, wait up." Finn jogs after me in the parking lot as I walk toward my car.

      "Sorry. I wasn't sure if you wanted to check out the venue with Sierra?" I ask, as Finn's eyebrows furrow deeper over the brilliant blue of his eyes. He wears an almost-confused smile, letting me know he doesn't know how to read me in this moment.

      Which is fine, being as I don't know how to sort myself out either.

      "No, that's all right. Can I catch a ride back with you?"

      I nod. "Of course. But I have to make a few stops. I can drop you first if you—"

      "I'll come along," he insists, gripping my elbow as he takes a step forward. I shuffle toward him for no reason other than he seems to have some kind of hold over me, some type of magnetism drawing me to him.

      "Okay," I manage to squeak out.

      Finn opens my car door, and I slide behind the wheel, clenching my fingers into fists when I notice how my fingers are trembling.

      Get it together, Daisy. It's not that serious.

      "Where're we off to, love?" he asks, clicking in his seat belt next to me.

      "I just need to pop into a few stores. Do you mind?" I glance over at him to find him staring back at me, his expression severe and unreadable. He blinks and his expression softens, his usual cheery self back in place.

      "Not at all."

      We drive the rest of the way in silence as Finn checks messages on his iPhone. Muttering under his breath, a bunch of Scottish slang I can't decipher falls from his mouth and causes me to smile.

      "What're you laughing about?"

      "You," I tell him truthfully. "I have no idea what you're going on and on about."

      He chuckles then. "Don't mind me. Just need to sort out some mess before the holiday. I'll make a few calls while you run your errand, yeah?"

      "Sure," I agree, parking my car and leaving the keys in the ignition. "I should only be a few minutes."

      He waves me away, and I shut the car door. Stuffing my hands into my pockets, I jog into the tiny shop that has been around since the beginning of time to grab some last-minute Christmas items. I'm nearly to the back where I see several “first Christmas” ornaments that I’d like to pick up for my brothers' and their women when a display of stockings stops me.

      Remembering the Christmas decorating we're going to do today, I quickly snatch one up, my hands gliding over the material of the stocking. Before I can chicken out, I ask the women behind the sewing machine to embroider, "Finn."

      If he's going to be spending Christmas with my family, I should at least make him feel welcome, right?
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      Our Christmas tree is massive, and the entire house smells like pine and Christmas and my childhood. I breathe in deeply, letting the scent settle in my chest, smiling. I love this time of year more than any other.

      "Are we doing all the ornaments? Like, even the lame ones we made as kids?" Jax asks, lounging on the couch, an Xbox controller in his hand.

      "Hell, yeah, you are." Evie swats the controller out of his hand and tries to pull him up. "I loved how your tree looked in high school, with all your random arts and crafts projects on full display." She beams at him, and he pulls her down on top of him.

      "Oh, my God, this is your handprint from when you were three!" Taylor exclaims, holding up an ornament that Carter must have made in nursery school.

      He rolls his eyes and shakes his head, but still, he's grinning at her, the obvious love he feels for her shining in his sea-foam green eyes.

      "Just wait until the baby's born," Denver whispers to me and I laugh. He's right. If this is how all the women are now, cooing over Jax and Carter's childhood ornaments, it's only going to intensify when Sierra delivers in May.

      "Did you find any wedding venues you like?" I ask.

      He runs a hand over his head, dropping onto the chair next to me. "We did. I just don't want Sierra to take on so much right now, you know? She should be resting, and instead she's working like crazy, thinking about doing a show before the baby arrives, and now planning a wedding. I just worry about her." His eyes darken as his gaze settles on Sierra, his concern on full display. I squeeze his forearm lightly until he looks back to me.

      "She's okay. She knows herself and how hard to push. You need to trust her."

      "Yeah," he agrees, but his expression doesn't lighten. "Easier said than done."

      I squeeze his shoulder, and he offers me a rare smirk.

      "Daisy Kane!" Taylor approaches me with a fancy glass in hand, a candy cane straw sticking out of the top.

      "Oh no! What is it?"

      "Salted caramel White Russian." Her bright blue eyes gleam, her long blonde waves falling around her shoulders as she pushes the glass into my hand.

      I take a sip and groan. "Taylor, this is so freaking good."

      "I know, right?" Her smile widens, and she clasps her hands together. Leaning forward, she whispers, "We do peppermint espresso martinis next."

      I laugh and shake my head, but she just bounces on her toes, explaining, "We're the only two girls drinking. You need to be my partner-in-crime here."

      "Trust me, you don't need to twist my arm to drink with you." My eyes cut to Finn when I say this, and I startle as his gaze meets mine, serious and heady, all traces of his playful charm gone. In this moment, he looks like the powerful, successful, no-bullshit lawyer that he is.

      Then Jax pulls him into conversation, and the moment is gone, but Taylor has witnessed it all and she sighs. "He's into you."

      "I don't think so. I just…I can't tell."

      "Trust me, babe. I know men. I’ve observed them from afar, purely for entertainment, at all the boring social functions I’ve attended for my dad’s company. He's pining, but it's in one of those look-don't-touch ways."

      "Ugh. That's how guys always seem to perceive me."

      Her eyes scan the living room, settling on each of my brothers and Sierra as if to prove her point. "That may be true here, right now. But trust me, Edinburgh is going to be a whole different story. Hope you're ready for it." She smirks.

      "Ready for what?"

      "It. Because by the chemistry between you guys," she says, shaking her head, "it's going to knock you on your butt when it happens. Cheers!" She clinks her glass with mine, and we both take sips of our divine cocktails.

      Still, I can't brush off her words as easily as I'd like. Instead, the more cocktails I consume, the more they play in my mind.
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        * * *

      

      "Okay. Denver, you put the stockings on the mantle," Carter commands, handing a stack of Christmas stockings to Denver.

      My oldest brother moves over to the mantle and begins to hang them.

      "Aw, you got one for the Peanut," Sierra exclaims, her hand cupping her tiny baby bump protectively.

      "Of course, we did," Evie says. "Isn't it so sweet?"

      The stocking is beautiful, winter white and soft pink, with a Christmas tree adorned with gold and silver bells. Across the top, “Peanut” is scrolled in pink script.

      "It's beautiful," Sierra whispers, her eyes shimmering.

      "Baby, come on. No tears," Den says, but he's grinning at her. Like, full-on smiling. I swear, sometimes I don't even know him anymore.

      "Sorry," Sierra says, swiping a knuckle under her eye.

      We all laugh as Finn tosses an arm around her shoulder and pulls her into a side hug. "Hey! You got me a stocking, too?" he says, as Denver holds up the next stocking in the pile.

      Sierra swats the back of her hand across his stomach. "We'd never leave you out."

      "Thanks, Sisi."

      "Actually, that was all Daisy."

      Finn's eyes cut to mine, and I hold his gaze, watching as the amusement in the blue depths morphs into something more significant. He bows his head gratefully, the corners of his mouth curling up into a smile. "Thank you, Daisy." He says my name quietly, almost reverently, and even though he's across the room, it's as if I can feel his voice physically wash over me. A chill jolts through my body at the sound of my name on his lips. His brogue seems stronger, and it affects me more than I ever thought possible.

      "Jax, the star is all you." Carter resumes his decorating orders, and Jax springs into action, digging into a box to find our Christmas tree topper.

      "Daisy, the wreath please." Carter points to a box containing the wreath for our front door. "Taylor and Evie, this box is all small Christmas trinkets. You can set them up anywhere around the first floor of the house."

      "What about me?" Sierra asks.

      "You and the peanut are supervising. With me," Carter explains, waving a hand to indicate that she shouldn't be doing anything except relaxing.

      "I'm a natural delegator." Sierra nods in understanding as Denver, Finn, and I laugh. It's so true.

      I squat down to lift the wreath box when I feel Finn at my side. His fingers pinch my elbow lightly and I turn, nearly falling into him. He's hovering over me, his eyes soft, and his mouth curved into a gentle smirk as he tugs on my elbow again. "I got this," he says. "Just tell me where you want it."

      "Just over on the porch would be great."

      He nods and lifts the box with ease, weaving through the various boxes labeled "Christmas" that Jax and Denver pulled out of our attic until we're in the foyer, then out the front door.

      He places the box down on the front porch, and I thank him as I bend to open the box, a swell of tears catching me off-guard as I take a moment to study the wreath my mom made so many years ago. It's beautiful, assembled from sage, cranberry, and white ribbons of varying thickness and patterns. The ribbons are interspersed with bows, twigs of evergreen, and several jingle bells. At the bottom sits a giant Christmas bow, its top opening into a candleholder. Next to the wreath are several white candles. Everything is wrapped with care and organized, just the way Mom would have left it, and I feel a wave of gratitude toward Carter for taking her traditions as seriously as she did.

      "You okay?" Finn asks, squatting down next to me and ducking his head to catch my gaze.

      Shoot. I forgot he was still here, I was so caught up in the moment, nearly caught off-guard by my emotional response to seeing the wreath again. I don't know how long I've been kneeling here, lost in my own thoughts.

      "Yeah, sorry." I nod, my fingers brushing back the tissue paper surrounding the wreath. And then, for reasons I can't explain, I tell him, "My mom made this wreath. Seeing it," I pause, trying to collect my thoughts and calm the emotions surging forward, "I don't know, it always catches me off-guard somehow."

      Finn's quiet next to me, but his body stills at my words. Slowly, so slowly that the movement causes me to glance up, his hand reaches forward and his thumb and index finger grasp the end of a piece of hair escaping from my ponytail. He tucks it gently behind my ear, his eyes locked on mine, as he says, "It's beautiful."

      "Yeah. It is. It's my favorite Christmas decoration."

      "Did she pass recently?" His voice is hushed, his gaze intent on my face.

      "No. I was five."

      His expression falls, his eyes dimming and his mouth flattening into a thin line. "I didn't realize you were just a little girl. I'm sorry, Daisy. That must have been...very difficult."

      I swallow down the emotion swelling in my throat. "My brothers did a pretty good job. They tried their best. Especially Carter." I indicate toward the house, where I'm sure Carter is still directing everyone.

      "What about your dad?" Finn asks curiously, a spark of recognition I can't place flickering in his irises.

      I shrug. "He's not worth talking about."

      Finn nods, as if it's settled, and I offer him a small smile before I shift back on my heels, his fingers sliding off the shell of my ear. His touch, his proximity, it's playing with my head, making me feel unsteady and unsure, when I'm used to feeling in control of my own emotions. Grabbing the wreath, I lift it from the box and fix it to the hook on the front door. Placing a candle in the center, I turn the bulb until it flickers to life. I step back to stare at the wreath, and Finn moves next to me, his arm winding around my shoulders. He gives me a light squeeze and chuckles, his playful side resuming once more.

      "What are you laughing about?"

      "Look." He points to the top of the doorframe where mistletoe hangs down, tied with a ribbon.

      I snort, shaking my head. "My brothers are so dumb. I swear, they'd do anything for extra kisses from their girlfriends."

      "What about you?" Finn asks, angling his body toward me, his hand sliding from my shoulder until it presses into the center of my back.

      "What about me?" I whisper. I glance at him and inhale sharply at the expression on his face.

      Gone is the playful smirk and amused blue eyes. He's serious and thoughtful once more, almost reticent. I swear, Finn's constant swaying from jokester to subdued lawyer is making it difficult for me to keep up. Is he into me? Is this how he is with everyone or just me? I can't follow the mixed signals and as his hands come up to frame my face, a thumb swiping against my cheekbone, all thoughts fly from my mind. Except one.

      Oh, my God. He's going to kiss me.

      "Are you looking for extra kisses?" His voice is hushed as he continues to watch me, his gaze unnerving, seeming to see through me.

      I chuckle, trying to laugh it off, but his next words silence the playful approach I was angling for. "Because I am." He flashes me a cocky grin and I smile back, biting my lower lip uncertainly as his mouth arcs toward mine.

      He kisses me sweetly, gently, and my eyes flutter closed as his hands move from my cheeks to the back of my head, his fingers threading into my ponytail. I part my lips and his tongue dips in, dancing with mine. I feel him smile against my mouth, and I can't help but smile back.

      It was the perfect first kiss. The type you read about in romance novels or see in Hallmark Christmas movies.

      "Happy Christmas, Daisy Kane."

      "Merry Christmas, Finn," I say the words automatically because my mind is a million miles away, wondering what the kiss meant. Was it just because of the mistletoe, or did Finn really want to kiss me? Will there be more kisses?

      Deep down, I already know that one won't be enough.

      It won't ever be enough.

      And now, all I want for Christmas is more kisses from Finn.

      That’s definitely my Christmas wish.
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      "Hey, Dais," Carter says, coming into my room and sitting on the edge of my bed that night. "Still up waiting on Santa?" he teases, reminding me of how I tried to stay up every year on Christmas Eve when I was little, so I could catch Santa Claus placing the presents below our tree.

      I snort, scooting my knees into my chest. "What's up, Carter? Are you and Taylor heading out?"

      My brother chuckles, as he shakes his head. "Uh, no. Taylor is passed out. Too many peppermint whatever-the-hell she was drinking."

      I laugh. "She's got a heavy hand. Quite the mixologist."

      "She's really excited about Christmas."

      "It's nice. She's really amazing, and I'm happy for you."

      "Thanks, Dais." My brother flops back onto my bed and rolls onto his stomach, so he's staring up at me. "You doing okay?"

      "What? Yeah, why?"

      "I don't know. You seem a little off lately. Nervous about the move or the job or anything?"

      I shrug, shaking my head. "Not nervous. I mean, yes, I'm nervous in the way that I would be about starting any job. But it's not that. I'm more anxious about the move, I guess. It's like everything is changing."

      "I know. It is," Carter agrees, his voice quiet. "I want to talk to you about the house."

      "The house?"

      Carter nods, his eyes locked on my face, so he can gage my reaction.

      "You think we should sell it?" I ask, not missing the crack in my own voice.

      Carter sighs as a light knock sounds on my door. Den and Jax shadow the frame a moment later before Jax bounds inside, nudging me over and settling into the space next to me. Denver grabs the chair from my desk and flips it around, straddling it next to my bedside, his arms dangling over the back of the chair. "What do you think?" he asks.

      I sigh, the thought of selling our family home overwhelming me. It's something I hadn't even considered or thought about before. Now that Carter broached the topic, it makes sense. I mean, with all of us moving on in our lives and careers, it does seem like a lot to hang onto a home no one will be living in. At this point, only Carter is still going to be in Georgia, and he and Taylor are in a beautiful townhouse; I don't see them giving that up to move back into our family home with the peeling paint and the leaky roof.

      "We don't have to do anything right away. We can hang onto it for another year, see how things work out for you in Scotland," Jax reassures me.

      "I don't know. I mean, it makes sense. I just, I never thought this wouldn't be our home," I admit, giving my brothers a look. “I always figured that one of you would end up here.”

      Jax chuckles. “Alone with a lot of cats?”

      “You said it.” I laugh. “No, I mean, with one of your families. I just never thought this house wouldn’t belong to one of us.”

      "I know what you mean," Carter agrees, looking around my bedroom. "A lot of memories happened here. I mean, we all grew up here."

      "And we always came back home here," Jax adds, smiling at me and pulling me into his side in a hug. "It's just something to consider. Nothing needs to be decided now."

      I nod. "Okay. Well, then, let's give it some time."

      "Okay," Den says, his dark eyes watching me carefully. "Can y'all believe this past year?" He scrubs his hand over his face.

      Jax laughs, the sound open and uninhibited. "Not at all. It's been insane. Who would have thought we'd all be hanging in Daisy's room on Christmas Eve and starting new chapters in our lives?"

      "Not me," Den agrees.

      "You guys will come visit me in Scotland, right?" I ask, suddenly nervous that this may be one of the last times it's really just the four of us. It's something I relied on for so long, always having my brothers around me, or at least knowing that with one phone call or message they would have my back. The realization that I'm moving to a new country seems daunting.

      "We'll come wherever you go." Jax squeezes me tighter, kissing the top of my head. "No worries there, Dais. Now tell us, what's going on with Finn?"

      "What?" I ask, nervous laughter bubbling forward. "Nothing."

      "Sure about that?" Carter presses, his eyes are laughing with mischief, but his mouth is set in a firm line. I know it's hard for my brothers, especially Carter, to have me date anyone seriously. In their eyes, no guy is ever good enough. But really, am I that obvious?

      "Yes, I'm sure. It's nothing."

      "If you say so, Dais. But if anything happens—" Den begins, but I hold up my hand to stop him.

      "Nothing is happening. Jeez, I'd almost rather discuss selling our home."

      My three brothers look at each other and laugh then. After a moment, I join in just as Den picks up a pillow off my floor and throws it at me, hitting me right in the face. Jax pulls me into a headlock a moment later, as Carter tickles the hell out of my feet until I'm thrashing around and screaming.

      "Stop it! I give in!" I cry out, laughing hysterically as one of my brothers sits on me.

      "What's going on up here?" Evie asks, opening my bedroom door, Finn and Sierra close on her heels.

      "Nothing." Jax looks up innocently as I manage to sit back up in bed and push my hair out of my eyes. "Just having a heart to heart with our sister."

      "Heart to heart my ass," I mutter, but a huge grin splits my face because I know this is my brothers’ way of telling me they love me.

      And no matter what, they'll always have my back.
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      I wake up early on Christmas morning to the delicious scent of French toast and waffles. Another Kane family tradition, Denver always cooks breakfast on Christmas morning. Well, if I'm being honest, he almost always cooked all of our meals when he lived here.

      "Merry Christmas," I greet my brother as I push through the swinging door into the kitchen.

      "Happy Christmas," Finn replies cheerfully, turning from his place by the stove, a spatula raised in his right hand.

      I stop short, my brow furrowing as a thousand different thoughts zip through my mind. Why is Finn cooking breakfast? Where is Denver? Is Sierra okay? Oh my God, is Finn hijacking my family's Christmas? Are those reindeer on his pajama pants? He looks really good for being up so early. Is there coffee?

      "How'd you sleep?" Finn continues, as if his cooking in the kitchen of my family home is the most normal thing in the world—on Christmas morning no less.

      "Where's Den?"

      "I told him to take the morning off and sleep in with Sierra. His dinner last night was amazing and cooking for a lot of people can be tiring. You Kanes are hardcore. The Andersons usually cater."

      I laugh before narrowing my eyes. "How'd you know he makes French toast and waffles on Christmas morning?"

      "Sierra told me. It's one of your family traditions, right?"

      "Yeah." I slide onto one of the island bar stools as he flips several pieces of French toast over in the frying pan.

      "Do you prefer French toast or waffles?"

      "French toast."

      "Coffee or tea?"

      "Coffee times a million."

      He chuckles, turning around to place a plate with two pieces of French toast, with a puddle of syrup off to the side, in front of me. Shuffling to the coffee pot, he pours me a mug and slides that over, passing me the creamer.

      "Thank you," I say gratefully, pouring cream into the coffee and watching him. "But you didn't have to do all of this. You're our guest and—"

      "I think I'm past the point of being just your guest." He grins, his eyes flashing with amusement and heat and something I can't place. Something that looks too close to hope, and that definitely can't be it.

      I sigh, "Finn—"

      "Happy Christmas, Daisy." He walks over to the kitchen table and grabs a simple green gift bag with red tissue paper from a chair. Striding over, he places it on the barstool next to me. "I was hoping you'd be up early, so I could give you this without everyone else seeing. It's nothing special, just something I thought you'd like for your start in Edinburgh."

      I gulp a massive mouthful of coffee, the roof of my mouth burning as surprise rocks through me. He bought me a Christmas present? And cooked my family breakfast? What the hell is going on? "You didn't have to get me anything, Finn."

      "I know. I wanted to get this for you. It's small, really."

      I place my fork down on the edge of my plate and pull the gift bag into my lap. Reaching inside, I pull out a gorgeous tote, the familiar brown-checkered pattern causing me to inhale sharply. "Finn, it's beautiful." I run my fingers over the leather of the Louis Vuitton Neverfull bag. "This is crazy; it must have cost a fortune. I can't accept this."

      "I want you to have it. It should even fit your laptop, and you're going to need something to carry all the files and materials for your new job."

      My mouth literally hangs open, as my heart races in my chest. He bought me a designer handbag? For work? Who does that?

      "Do you like it?" he asks uncertainly, a sweet shyness creeping over his features, and my mouth falls even farther open.

      "Are you kidding me? I freaking love it." I hug the purse to my chest, my cheeks reddening at my emotional outburst over a bag. He probably buys these for every woman he dates. Not that we're dating. But still.

      He smiles then, his whole face transforming. "Good." He nods, as if the whole thing is settled and turns back to flipping French toast.

      “How’d you even find this in our town?” I ask, wondering when he slipped out to buy the purse.

      “I had it delivered this morning,” he explains, as if everyone has designer items hand delivered on Christmas day.

      Staring at his back, my mouth drops open, and I continue to watch him in awe.

      What does this mean?
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      The rest of my family eventually makes their way into the kitchen for breakfast. Denver joins Finn at the stove and they joke together, plating French toast and waffles. Evie assembles a fruit bowl while Taylor creates Christmas-themed mimosas. Then, we all sit around the large table and dig into breakfast, Kane-family, Christmas style.

      The house smells like pine and fresh baked goods, the atmosphere is festive and casual, and as I look around the table at everyone, I can only wish this was my new normal. My brothers' relationships are the real deal, and I'm grateful to have acquired three new sisters. As my gaze lingers on Finn, I wish he was going to become a permanent fixture at our holiday celebrations, but the pang in my chest reminds me that's not going to be.

      This is a one-time thing, and he's here because of Sierra, not me.

      But then why did he buy me the purse? Maybe he bought one for Sierra, too?

      I fiddle with my napkin. Jax bumps my shoulder playfully and narrows his gaze at me, his eyes dropping to my untouched plate.

      "I already had a few pieces of French toast," I tell him honestly, even though that has nothing to do with my inability to consume more sugary-sweetness.

      "Oh." He nods, his eyes clearing as he wolfs down half a slice in one bite.

      "We have an announcement," Denver calls out.

      "Uh-oh. Another one?" Evie jokes and Den chuckles, the sound warm and welcome, and catching some of us by surprise.

      Sierra beams, her gaze catching mine as her smile widens. "We've decided to marry here!"

      "What! When?" Taylor exclaims, leaning forward in her chair to clasp Sierra's wrist in excitement.

      "February twenty-second," Denver clarifies.

      "Oh, my God. That's so soon!" Taylor squeals, clapping her hands. "I love weddings. I can help with anything and everything you need."

      "Thank you." Sierra nods, her face serious. "I'm going to need it."

      "This one will have you covered," Carter agrees, pulling Taylor into a half-hug and kissing the top of her head while she chews a strawberry, her face deep in thought.

      "I'll call Fabio. We can start there," she murmurs to herself and we all laugh.

      Getting up from my chair, I walk around the table to throw my arms around Sierra and Denver. "You'll be my maid of honor, right?" Sierra asks, peering up at me, her eyes shimmering with emotion.

      "Of course, I will," I say, my hand settling over my chest, as emotion seems to steamroll me, too. We stare at each other for a long moment, both of us wearing goofy grins until Denver interrupts.

      "No more crying."

      "Shut it," I mutter, leaning closer to Sierra for one last hug before Jax pushes me out of the way to hug Sierra.

      When I look up, Finn's blue eyes slam into mine. His gaze is curious, studying me. He tilts his head to the left, scraping his hand over his clean-shaven jaw as he regards me. I turn away from him, my knuckle catching the tear about to escape and trail down my cheek. I don't know why, but I don't want Finn to see me struggling to control my own emotions.

      We're going to be working together, I remind myself for the millionth time.

      But when I turn back to the table, his eyes are still caught on me, and my heartbeat gallops in my chest at the extra attention. Because let's be real, as much as I don't want Finn to see me weeping over happy news, I do want him to see me as something. Something more.
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      Christmas is one of my favorite days of the year. It's all sparkle and shimmer and presents and family. Tucked into the corner of the couch under a throw blanket, I laugh and clap along with my brothers as they sing Christmas carols to their ladies and joke around with each other. It's been way too long since we've all been together like this, with everything between us easy and fun. Evie's trial date is coming up, and Denver's in the middle of trying to clear his legal record, but for this one moment, for today, it's like none of that matters because we're all caught up in the now.

      And I love it.

      Finn stands back, taking in the scene around him, and I sense the longing, the flicker of uncertainty shadowing his face from time to time. I hope he doesn't feel like a bystander as he takes in the Kane antics. Every few moments, his eyes cut to me, and the unveiled hunger I see swirling in the depths of his eyes causes my heart to soar and my stomach to dip.

      Why is he looking at me like that?  What does he want?

      The fourth time his eyes meet mine, he licks his lips, and I nearly groan at the visual.

      "Drink up." Taylor hands me a cocktail. "It has champagne in it."

      "Of course it does.” I take the glass from her hand and take a large gulp. "It's really good. You may have missed your calling in life."

      She snorts next to me, her eyes darting to Finn. "He's into you, babe. I'm telling you."

      Instead of replying, I take another gulp of the bubbly goodness. Taylor is pulled into more wedding conversation with Sierra, so I continue to watch the scene unfolding around me.

      As the day drags on, the drinks flow freely. Taylor has a broad sketch of what Sierra and Denver's wedding will look like, Sierra's bachelorette party is nearly finalized, and they've moved onto bridesmaid dresses. Sweetly enough, Sierra also asked Evie and Taylor to be bridesmaids, and I already know this wedding is going to be one of my favorite lifetime events.

      How could it not be?

      Denver's stoic expression keeps melting off his face, and soon he's forgotten how to be surly and grumpy. Instead, he's just relaxed, his expression open, his smile wide each time he looks at his pregnant, soon-to-be-wife.

      Something deep inside aches as I watch the faces of my brothers as they snag on their women.

      Will someone ever look at me like that?

      Could it ever be Finn?

      Eyeing him surreptitiously, I take a sharp inhale as he makes his way toward me. He drops down next to me on the couch, his thigh pressed against mine.

      "Are you having fun?" His voice is low and deep, causing shivers to skate over my skin.

      "Yes. Are you?" I try to keep my voice light, but he must hear something in my tone because he leans closer, his fingertips brushing across my wrist.

      "You seem sad, somehow. Is everything all right?"

      I flash a broad smile, unsure if it meets my eyes when I fib, "Everything's great."

      "Daisy," he breathes out, his expression momentarily pained as he swipes the inside of my wrist again. Heaving a heavy sigh, he drops his head and removes his hand from my lap.

      "I'm going to grab a water," I say, after a moment of awkward silence passes between us. Standing from the couch, I make my way into the kitchen, letting out a deep breath as I try to calm my racing nerves.

      What was that all about?

      "Daisy." His deep voice sounds out, and I feel him the moment he steps into the kitchen. All the air seems to shrink and expand around us simultaneously. My body is hyper aware of every step closer he takes, the back of my neck prickling under his intense scrutiny. "Please."

      "Please, what?" I whisper, too nervous to turn around and desperate to read his face at the same time.

      He stands completely still behind me, his body ghosting mine. I can feel his breath on the back of my neck and his hands as they press lightly into my hips.

      "I don't know what's going on between us," he admits, his voice a whisper against the shell of my ear.

      "Me either," I confess, finally turning in his arms until our faces are only inches apart.

      He breathes in a ragged breath as I try to slow the gallop of my heart. A moment of relief flickers through me as I take in his tortured eyes, the pained expression fanning over his face. I affect him. On some level, I affect him. My heart cheers at the realization.

      "We can't—"

      "I know," I say, shuffling back half a step.

      The movement seems to piss him off. His eyes darken and his lips twist into a frown as I try to step away from him. "Not yet." His voice is so low I barely make out the words.

      And then he's advancing on me, backing me into a corner of the kitchen. His hands are on my hips, and the arc of his mouth descends toward my lips. I breathe in, the sound a mixture of uncertainty and relief. Then his lips are on mine, not gentle like the first kiss, but demanding, hungry, devastating.

      His hands twist in my hair the moment our lips touch, lighting me up like a firecracker. I feel him everywhere, heart rate galloping in my chest, my nerves dancing throughout my limbs. His mouth is warm and inviting as his tongue swipes across the seam of my lips. My lips part immediately, and as our tongues touch, I literally moan.

      Too caught up to be embarrassed, to care that one of my brothers could walk in at any moment, I’m excited when the sound alone causes him to step closer, pinning me against the kitchen wall. His hand tugs the hair at the base of my neck, causing my head to tilt back farther, giving him more access to slant his lips over mine, to press his body closer.

      My eyes are closed, my hands shadowing his broad shoulders and the hard planes of his back. My fingers hook on his belt. The movement causes him to shift but not stop, and I tug him even closer, wanting to feel every inch of him pressed against me. In the background, I can hear Christmas carols and lively chatter. I know we can be caught at any moment, but I'm too lost in him to care.

      Finn rips his mouth away from mine and places his forearm against the wall above my head. He's panting, his breathing erratic, and his blue eyes wild as they scan my face. A small smile flickers over my lips, relief flooding my limbs at the confirmation that I make him just as crazy as he makes me.

      "Daisy." My name sounds like a plea, a curse, and a pardon all at once. "Jesus, Daisy."

      The emotions in his eyes are at war, a constant swirl of desire, hope, uncertainty, frustration, anger, and then...a decisiveness that's slightly too cool to mean what I want it to mean.

      "We can't do this." His voice is low and thick and washes over my skin like a cold bucket of water. I tense up at his words and try to shuffle back, until I realize I'm flush against the wall, and there's nowhere to go.

      I look down, avoiding his eyes as he sighs in front of me. His fingers find my chin, forcing me to gaze up, to face him.

      "It was wrong of me; I shouldn't have done that," he says by way of apology, and I feel my skin flame in response.

      Wrong of him? Why?

      He watches me, his blue eyes a surging storm of emotion, too many feelings for me to focus on just one.

      I swallow hard and nod, a million thoughts racing through my mind. In any other situation, with any other guy, I would open my mouth and demand more of an explanation. I would voice the thoughts I’m trying to process. I would react. But as embarrassment floods my body and feelings of inadequacy swell in my chest, I attempt a half-hearted smile instead. "Of course. It won't happen again," I say, my voice quiet but even. Smoothing my hands down over my shirt and jeans, I steady myself. Tucking my hair behind my ears, I offer him one last glance before stepping around him. "Excuse me," I say politely, walking with my head held high.

      Until I disappear into my bedroom. With the door locked and my back pressed against it, I let the tears come.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A soft knock at my bedroom door has me tensing up, wiping the backs of my hands across my eyes, and raking my fingers through my hair.

      Shit. I totally look like I've been crying. Not going to fool anyone in this moment.

      "Who is it?" I call out, wincing as my voice sounds strangled to my own ears.

      "Me," Sierra answers quietly.

      I snort, an unattractive sound, considering how stuffy my nose is. I nod to myself, relief worming its way throughout my body that it's not one of my brothers. In fact, I’m glad it’s Sierra. I’ve been wanting to tell her for days that I’m hardcore crushing on Finn but she’s been so busy with wedding planning that we’ve barely had time to talk just the two of us. Right now, she’s the only person I'd want to see me falling apart over a kiss gone awry.

      Pulling open my bedroom door, the gentle expression on her face morphs into anger when she sees my tears.

      "Dais." She steps forward, pulling me into a hug. The comfort she offers causes tears to swell in my eyes again. "It's okay," she murmurs, patting my back.

      "You don't even know why I'm crying." I laugh into her shoulder, as I shut the bedroom door closed behind us.

      "Because you're into Finn, and he's giving you mixed signals," she responds.

      I shuffle back, my mouth dropping open. "You know?"

      She rolls her eyes, a small huff escaping her lips as if I've insulted her. "Please. You both are so obvious."

      “I’ve been wanting to talk to you about Finn for days but I’ve barely seen you.” I admit, laughing at the absurdity of the entire situation. Sliding back to my seat on the floor, Sierra lowers herself next to me and drops her head to my shoulder.

      "I’m sorry things have been so busy with wedding planning and we haven’t had much time together. But, trust me, Finn’s into you," she says with a confidence I don't feel.

      I pick at the chipping nail polish on my thumbnail, refusing to say anything since there's nothing to say.

      "He's just scared," she continues, which has me turning my head to try and see her face.

      "Scared?"

      She nods, straightening up to look at me. "You're going to be working together. You're moving to Scotland. You're you."

      "What's that mean?"

      "Don't get defensive. I mean it in a good way. You're you, not some random girl he ran into at a pub and had a one-night thing with. He can't do a one-night thing with you and he knows it. You're too good for that shit. Plus, you're my best friend, and you're going to be working at the same office as him. He'd be an idiot to mess around with you if he wasn't a hundred percent sure."

      "So, you think he's not sure of me?" I ask, the defensive edge still hugging my words, even though everything Sierra's saying makes sense.

      "How could he be sure of you? He barely knows you. And everything he does know about you paints you as the opposite of the type of girls he usually goes for."

      "You're not helping," I point out as Sierra laughs, swatting my knee with her hand.

      "He normally dates flighty airheads. Not intelligent, career-driven, serious women with their own futures mapped out. He dates, and I use that term so, so loosely, women who have the pretense of having a one-night thing, a casual hook-up, but they're desperately hoping it will turn into more, so they can marry well and enjoy their lifestyles."

      "That's a bit of a generalization, don't you think?" I chew my bottom lip as I consider Sierra's words. So, basically, he dates beautiful, drop-dead gorgeous women who are capable of meandering their lives on their looks alone. The thought depresses me.

      "If the shoe fits." Sierra shrugs. "Trust me, Dais, I know my cousin. He's into you, but he's not going to act on it just yet. It's too soon, too fresh. And he's still working through all the reasons why he can't date you."

      "The reasons being?"

      "You're new job, and you're status as my BFF. Whatever is between you guys is complicated, and it's going to take time to work through."

      I bang my head lightly against the bedroom door behind me. "I guess so," I agree, both annoyed and soothed that her words make so much sense. I suppose not all hope is lost. But still, I just wanted this Christmas to be different, to be special, to feel like more than all the days leading up to it have felt like. This hasn't been an easy six months for me and just when it feels like I'm taking strides forward, it also seems like I'm completely lost at sea.

      I just wanted my damn Christmas wish to come true. Pressing my fingertips against my lips, I suppose it did. Finn gave me another scorching kiss. But that doesn’t mean I’ve stopped wishing for more.

      "What do I do now?" I ask my best friend, turning to look at her.

      She smiles. "You do you."

      "What's that mean?"

      "Forget Finn. Forget all guys. Dais, focus on yourself. You're moving, starting a new job, having an exciting new adventure. Think about yourself and all the things that you want to do, to see, to experience. And I promise you, if things with Finn are meant to be, they will be. But in the meantime, don't put your life on hold for a guy that can't figure his out fast enough. It's not worth it, and you deserve better."

      "You do know he's your cousin, right?" I remind her, laughing at her sound reasoning.

      She nods, her expression serious. "Yeah. But you're my sister."

      I smile at her words and drop my head to her shoulder. "Thanks for coming to check on me."

      "Thanks for being my best friend."

      "Always."
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        * * *

      

      After my chat with Sierra, I feel better, lighter, more in control of my emotions, which threaten to overwhelm me at times. Irritated with myself for responding so emotionally, I know I need to get a grip on my feelings. Forcing myself to follow Sierra downstairs, we rejoin the party. With the exception of a knowing glance from Taylor, a sympathetic smile from Evie, and a few concerned looks from my brothers, the awkwardness passes quickly and before long, I'm pulled back into the festivities of the holiday.

      I refuse to look at Finn, at least directly. That doesn't mean my eyes don't wander over him from time to time, but he keeps his distance. He has a long conversation with Evie by the Christmas tree, jokes around with Carter, and teases Sierra relentlessly. He's charming and polite, easy-going and laid-back. He acts like nothing is wrong, like he doesn't have a care in the world.

      Taking a page out of his book, I force myself to act similarly. I toss back several of Taylor's Christmas cocktails for the liquid courage I need to get through the rest of tonight.

      Keeping things simple tonight, especially after the crazy meal Denver whipped up for Christmas Eve, we all munch on cheese platters and charcuterie boards. Denver and Taylor prepared several salads and side dishes with a roast chicken that sits on the kitchen table, buffet style. Everyone eats in different clusters of conversations, fixing a plate whenever hunger strikes, and the night is laid back and fun in a way I haven't experienced in years. As peppermint martinis and eggnog muddle my mind, I find myself relaxing more and more until I can almost ignore Finn is even present.

      Walking out of the upstairs bathroom, I inhale sharply when I nearly collide with him.

      "Finn," I say, my voice sounding surprised, as if I don't know why he's here. That's good, Daisy. Casual.

      "You okay?" he asks, his eyebrows pinching low over his eyes, his hand finding my wrist. It's a loaded question, and I decide to answer it with the easiest response.

      "Yeah, thanks. Taylor's drinks can be a little much, but I'm pacing myself fine." I try to side step him, but he shuffles to block my way.

      "Daisy, about before…" He peers down at me, the words hanging between us.

      I raise my eyebrows expectantly and Finn sighs.

      "I'm sorry things can't be different," he says with so much sweetness, so much sincerity, that the cool demeanor I've been struggling to maintain blows apart, and I avert my gaze. His fingers lift my chin until I meet his eyes once more, and the pain I see there is nearly my undoing.

      "Me too," I whisper, offering him my polite smile once more. Apparently, this is my new go-to deflection tactic.

      "We're going to be working together and—"

      "You don't have to explain. I won't make things awkward for you in Scotland."

      Finn's brow dips even lower, and a flash of frustration rolls over his features. "I'm not worried about things being awkward. I don't think…I don't know," he sighs, tugging on the back of his neck the way my brother Jax does when he's at a loss for words. "I hope we can be friends."

      Friends? I almost laugh at the title but instead of scoffing, I nod. I feel frustrated, forced to hide the turmoil I feel. "Sure," I pause, trying to lockdown the emotions bubbling inside of me. "Friends is good. Merry Christmas, Finn." This time when I try to side step him, he lets me pass. My arm brushes across his chest, and I shiver at the physical contact, my body craving his touch.

      "Happy Christmas, Daisy," he answers, but the words sound hollow, none of the warmth and excitement from last night infused in them.

      I bound down the stairs, my heart squeezing in my chest at the loss of my Christmas wish.
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      Finn is gone nearly as fast as he appeared. The day after Christmas, the house still strewn with bits of wrapping paper and ribbon, a silence seems to permeate the space now that the holiday has passed. Everyone has plans and things to do, and we all seem to bustle back to our normal lives and schedules, the special shine of Christmas already forgotten.

      Denver and Sierra are busy planning their upcoming wedding. Taylor is beyond excited to be involved, and is pulling Sierra from appointment to appointment to meet with various people in the event planning industry she knows from her modeling career. Carter is enjoying the entire thing, laughing each time Denver's face falls at the mention of another wedding-related expense.

      Evie and Jax are quiet, spending more time together as Evie's upcoming trial date looms closer, and it's clear she's nervous about facing her attacker in court. Jax is, as usual, a pillar of support, and the way he rallies behind her makes me proud he's my brother.

      As for me, the days seem long since I don't have much to occupy my mind except for thoughts of Finn. To keep myself busy, I pick up serving shifts at Cork’s, stay up late discussing wedding plans with Sierra, finish packing for Scotland, and spend time with my brothers.

      But each night when I crawl into bed, I can't help but think, what if? What if my Christmas wish came true? The one with endless kisses from Finlay Anderson. What if Finn wanted to try things with me? I dream up a million different scenarios that all leave me with a sharp pang of emptiness when I realize they aren’t going to come true.

      On the morning of New Year's Eve, I wash my face and stare at myself in the bathroom mirror.

      "Enough of this," I tell my reflection. "You are a strong, independent, intelligent woman. You don't need a guy to fulfill you or make you happy. You have an incredible opportunity waiting for you in an exciting, new place. Forget Finn. Forget everything he made you feel. And do you."

      I nod to myself, my arms bracing against the vanity top.

      It's a new year.

      I have a new job.

      And I'm going to be an all-knew Daisy Kane.
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        * * *

      

      "I'm sorry things didn't work out the way you wanted to with Finn," Taylor tells me softly, her fingers playing over the edges of her long, blonde hair.

      I shrug, looking into my wine glass and swirling its contents.

      "I really could've sworn he was into you," she continues, her voice holding an edge of surprise letting me know she's serious. She really did think something would develop between Finn and me.

      And it did.

      It just didn’t have the ending I was hoping for.

      "It doesn't matter," I lie, forcing a smile as I look up. "I shouldn't be getting involved with a guy I'm going to be working with anyway. I mean, this job, it's an incredible opportunity for me, and it would be short-sighted to risk that for a few dates with someone."

      Taylor nods in understanding, her eyes sweeping over my face, as if to check that I'm telling the truth. "I guess so," she finally says.

      "Really, I'm fine. Let's celebrate the New Year and enjoy tonight."

      "To next year." She holds her glass up, and I clink it with mine.

      "To next year."

      "To your new job," Carter adds, sliding up beside Taylor and hooking his arm around her waist.

      "And your move," Jax adds, joining our little group.

      "And your surrogate family." Sierra laughs, smiling widely at me as she wraps an arm around my shoulder.

      "Happy New Year," Den concludes with Evie echoing his toast.

      We all cheer together just moments before the clock strikes midnight and the New Year is upon us.

      But while my brothers and their women are laughing and joking, caught up in the moment of festivities, I feel like an outcast. Like I don't belong here, among their happy celebration, sharing love and excitement and future plans.

      Turning away from the group, I place my wine glass down on a table and slip outside as the partygoers inside erupt with the official start of the New Year. I don't turn back to see them all caught up in embraces, kissing their significant others, and getting completely lost in the moment.

      Instead, I breathe in the cool air on my front porch and sit on the top step, looking out over the dark street. Finn Anderson didn't mean anything. The entire kiss was nothing. I'm moving to Scotland in one week to start an incredible job at a company I really admire. I'm going to learn a lot, grow and develop. I don't have time for distractions anyway. Most definitely not distractions of the Finlay Anderson kind.

      So if I'm being objective, which I will admit is difficult to do when my heart rate spikes at just the thought of Finn, he did me a favor.

      I'm going to embark on my new adventure looking forward, not getting caught up in the past, in might-have-beens. In what-ifs.

      Nope.

      I don't have time for Finlay Anderson or the torrent of emotions he made me feel.

      I need to be focused, disciplined, and serious if I'm going to excel at this new position and advance my career in the UK.

      Looking at the stars twinkling in the night sky, I make my New Year's Resolution.

      This year, I'm going to focus on myself.

      No Finlay Andersons welcome.

      I’m going to do me.

      Happy New Year, Daisy Kane.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading!! One Last Chance is now live! Follow Daisy to Edinburgh and read about her and Finn’s second chance, workplace romance!

      Or, meet The Kane Brothers from the beginning with Jax and Evie’s story in Rescuing Broken.
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      One Last Chance is now live! Follow Daisy to Edinburgh and read about her and Finn’s hot, second chance, workplace romance!
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        * * *

      

      Finn

      “Wow.” The word falls from her mouth on a whisper, as Daisy pushes into her new flat. I stand behind her, my fingers still wrapped around the handles of her suitcases, although I can’t tear my eyes away from her. I feel her words skate across my skin, tightening everything in my body.

      “You like it?” I ask, my voice gruff, as I close the door behind me.

      She nods, walking farther into the space, looking around. She runs a hand over the back of the cream-colored sofa, her gaze lingering on the design books atop the coffee table. “Are you sure this is part of the housing package?” she asks suddenly, turning to me, her eyes skeptical.

      I chuckle. “Sure is.” I continue to watch as she makes her way to the kitchen, checking out the quartz countertops and sleek finishing. This apartment is on Anderson’s housing list now. I called in a few favors to make this happen because I want Daisy to like it here and to feel comfortable in Edinburgh, especially when she’s so far from her home and family.

      It wasn’t a big deal to add some additional housing options to our company’s list and negotiate an agreeable rate in one of the best flats for Daisy. Plus, my family wants her to have an easy transition and Aunt Jenni thought this neighborhood, Stockbridge, would be the best fit for her. Sierra pushed for The Meadows, arguing she would have more fun living there, but Stockbridge is less rowdy, and I endorsed Aunt Jenni’s idea.

      “This place is incredible.” Her voice is laced with awe, her eyes bright with excitement. She peeks in the refrigerator. “Seriously! Even the fridge is stocked.”

      I snort at her excited chatter, but relief floods my limbs that she likes the space, that she’s reacting this way. It reinforces that the time I spent finding this flat was worth it.

      Daisy looks up, her face open and sweet, and bounces on her toes excitedly. I stifle the groan that crawls up my throat as I watch her. She’s too damn adorable, too cute, bloody alluring without even knowing it.

      “Thank you, Finn.” She rushes me, throwing her arms around my middle. “Really.” She pulls back slightly, her cheeks glowing. “I know you pulled strings to make this happen. I’m not an idiot. But I really appreciate it.”

      I allow myself this moment to hug her back. Grazing my hand over the top of her head, her silky strands glide through my fingers, and I’m transported to another night, another time, when I raked my fingers through her hair and pressed my mouth against hers.

      The air shifts between us, shrinking and tightening, making us both hyperaware of every breath, each blink.

      Daisy clears her throat, stepping out of my embrace. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have.” She blushes, gesturing between us. “I was just excited.”

      “I know.” The words stick in my throat, tasting bitter. This is what I said I wanted, for nothing to develop between Daisy and me. But on some level, it was a lie. Because she’s still stuck under my skin and I still crave her more than I should.

      Time to wrap it up, Anderson.

      I don’t move to leave her flat.

      “Thank you,” she says simply, the gratitude in her expression affecting me even more.

      “You’re welcome. If you need anything, you call me.”

      “Okay.” She agrees slowly, her shoulders rising to her ears and dropping back down in a casual shrug. “Don’t worry about me, Finn. I’ll be fine. Thanks again for helping me out and making sure I’m all settled in.” She looks around the flat again, tucking her hands into the back pockets of her jeans. “I think I’m good.”

      I sigh, knowing she’s ready for me to leave but not wanting to. “Okay.” I walk toward the entrance, and she follows a few steps behind. I’m acutely aware of her gaze settled between my shoulder blades, the floral scent of her perfume surrounding me.

      When I get to the door, I turn quickly, and she stumbles back a step, as if I’ve caught her off guard. I reach out to steady her, and my hand lingers on her shoulder, my fingers brushing against the inside of her arm.

      She inhales sharply, her eyes widening as they flicker over my lips.

      Damn it.

      Everything between us is too much, too real.

      “Daisy.” My voice is low, and I struggle to control the torrent of emotions that flood me as I stare at her upturned face. I want to pull her flush against me and kiss her senseless as much as I want to turn around and leave. Memories from Christmas flood back. I don’t know what’s going on between us. I had said the words to her on Christmas Day and yet, they ring true now.

      The tension between us crackles with energy as I drink in her multi-colored eyes, so bright and intense, I could drown in them. Open desire mixed with anticipation flickers across her expression as she boldly meets my gaze.

      Mesmerized by her, conflicted by the emotions running through me, my hands clench into fists. My fingers itch to wrap in her hair, my mouth begs to cover hers. Hell yes, I want her. But I respect her too bloody much to make her one more girl in my long list of one-night stands. Besides the obvious reasons why Daisy and I shouldn’t hook up – we now work together and she’s Sierra’s best friend – she’s also younger, more impressionable, and idealistic. I’m not the man for her, and I never will be, which is why I force myself to lean forward and brush a casual kiss across her cheek. “Make sure you lock the door behind me.”

      I hear a small catch in her breath but when I pull back, she regards me carefully. Her face impassive, her posture stiff, she holds the door open. “Night, Finn. Thanks again.”

      “See you, Dais.”  I step into the hall and walk down the flight of stairs, pausing until I hear the deadbolt latch. Sighing, I scrub my palm over my face. What the hell was that? Blowing out an exhale, I can still smell the vanilla from her shampoo and feel the soft, smooth skin of her cheeks.

      I couldn’t forget about Daisy if I tried.

      And trust me, I’ve tried.

      

      Read Now!
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      Have you missed the start of The Kane Brother’s Series? Meet Evie and Jax in Rescuing Broken, a second-chance, military romance. Now Available on all platforms.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Evie

      

      

      It's the scar that causes me to falter, the sight of it, long and thin and pale, hooking around his left eyebrow like a jab. Like the ones he threw so many years ago on the football field. Back before I really knew him. Back before I fell in love with him.

      Sometimes, it seems like yesterday and other times, another life completely. And yet staring at the man before me, tracing his scar with my eyes, it still takes a full minute for me to realize that it's him. Undeniably so.

      Jaxon Kane has returned home.

      And I've never left.

      I swallow back a nervous giggle threatening to escape as I avert my gaze, my fingers moving to grip the underside of the bar for something to hold on to.  Some of my drink sloshes over the rim of my glass when I knock it with my elbow, and I watch the little droplets as they form a sticky pool on the surface of the bar. I take a deep breath.  Jax has always had this ability, to somehow knock me completely off balance while centering me at the same time.

      "Is that..." Jenny’s eyes flick over Jax's shorn hair, his broad shoulders, the soft blue Henley that hugs the well-defined muscles of his biceps, the faded jeans hanging low on his hips.

      "Jesus, he's still sexy as fuck," Miranda says, twirling her fuchsia cocktail umbrella.

      "Mm-hmm," Jenny agrees, plucking a Maraschino cherry out of Lenny’s fruit tray and popping it into her mouth.

      I want to roll my eyes at their antics or laugh off their words. Or chime in with something witty. Instead, I look down at my hands, my nails digging into the underside of the bar, my fingers stinging. I try to distract my mind from the sudden, albeit expected, burn of tears that smart behind my nose.

      Jaxon Kane is back.

      "Don't look now, " Miranda says, alerting me that Jax must be making his way over.

      "Evie." His voice is low and husky, smooth and unhurried. It's exactly as I remember and completely different. More mature, worldly... harder.

      My body involuntarily reacts to his nearness, to him. My hands grow clammy, my heart races in my chest; I feel my pulse quicken in my throat, throb in my temples. It’s thrilling and terrifying and overwhelming. I bite my lower lip, still looking at my hands, urging myself to pull it together.

      Taking a deep breath to steady my nerves, I meet his gaze, forcing my lips to curl upwards in what I hope is a friendly, casual smile. I can be normal. "Jax."

      A ghost of a grin shadows his lips but it's gone so quickly, it may have been a trick of the light.  He smiles easily at my friends, greeting them as though he just saw them a few days ago at the mini-mart. I’m relieved when Jenny and Miranda chat him up, peppering him with random questions and allowing me a moment to collect myself.

      It seems like only seconds pass before his eyes cut back to me. They’re the same seafoam green mixed with moss that I remember from high school but a graveness lines them now, a maturity loaded with experience, shadowed by sorrow. Nerves skate up my spine at the heady silence and I shiver.

      "You're home." I swallow, desperate to fill the still space between us.

      "Yeah," he answers, looking around the old, beaten-down bar. He runs a hand over his head, something he does when he's nervous. "How are you?" he asks, turning back to me, his eyes peering into mine.

      He holds my gaze for several seconds, and I feel frozen to the spot. A tick pulses in his jaw, and I know whatever he sees in me concerns him. He didn't expect to find me here, to randomly run into me at Raf's. He must think I'm lame, still hanging out in the town bar while he went off and explored the world, helped others, and changed lives.

      "Great. How long are you here for?"

      He continues to watch me. His eyes track how my knuckles turn white from my grip on the bar, the way I can't stop chewing the left corner of my mouth, and how I'm so nervous to be standing in front of him, I could worry myself away.

      "For good," he says finally, rocking back on his heels. "I'm back, Evie."

      

      Now Live!
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