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CHAPTER ONE
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WHEN THIS COMPETITION started, Tara expected the waiting to get easier. Four months in, and she still hadn’t mastered finding her Zen before each elimination round.

She paced the main room of her tattoo parlor, watching the Announcement Coming Soon counter on the Rinslet Media website, as though it might magically skip ahead ten minutes and grant her answers, as a reward for her impatience.

“Bella, sit.” Thank God for Nathan’s ability to remain calm through this. He grabbed her wrist and tugged her into his lap. His mussed light brown hair, and dark brown eyes made him a favorite sight. 

And this was usually one of her favorite places to sit. She tried to focus on the warm glow in her chest that came from snuggling up to her boyfriend.

Her tension refused to be shoved aside so easily tonight. Until they heard whether they'd made it to the next round, she’d have to accept the gnawing of the unknown in her gut.

Thirteen YouTube channels, including theirs, had been selected to compete for a sponsorship contract from one of the biggest media and game companies in the world. The premise was simple. The participants were established video bloggers who knew how to be themselves, and talk to the audience the same way they always did.

The rules and grand prize made things more complicated, which meant more stress. They had to stick to an advertiser friendly format. Which meant minimal swearing, not showing too much skin, and steering away from algorithm-triggering words.

The ultimate goal? A million-dollar prize, attached to Rinslet sponsoring the winner’s channel for the next year.

Tara’s family had money. She’d learned there were more important things in life. 

The fame shouldn’t be a big deal either. As the heiress to a multi-billion-dollar technology company, millions knew her name. Her younger brother had taken over Bianchi International, but she’d earned recognition by association.

Even if people didn’t identify her because of that, she’d been married to a prominent member of parliament, who turned their divorce into the kind of drama that gave celebrity news websites wet dreams.

None of that meant people had any idea who she was. She wanted fame that she earned. Her goal was to go as far as possible in the competition, propelled only by her and Nathan’s talent. To prove to herself she was her own person, without her slimeball ex, or her family’s name.

“Two minutes.” Nathan nuzzled her neck, pulling her out of her head.

The reminder would have cranked up her nervousness, but his attention sent a wave of calm flowing through her veins. Independent woman or not, Nathan made the best parts of life better. She couldn’t do this without him. 

Tara steeled herself and stood. “I’m ready.” She settled at the large drafting table that sat in the back corner of their tattoo parlor main room.

The camera focused on her. She was shooting a reaction video as the results of who progressed to the next round were announced. 

This was a new flavor of reality TV. Big Brother meets The Great Race combined with The X-Factor. A channel had to be one of the best, or at least convince their audience of that, or be voted off.

Bella’s Magic Needle featured her and Nathan creating unique art, then tattooing it on people. When they started doing this, she had no idea why people would watch something their show, especially without any drama. But they’d grown quickly, and scored the levels of popularity that earned them an invite to this competition.

Nathan spent as much time on camera as Tara did, but she wore her heart on her sleeve more easily, so she got to be the star tonight.

And if the votes didn’t fall in their favor, she’d get to be the crying, furious, disappointed ex-star. Her breakdown would give them a few hundred thousand too-late-to-matter views. 

The Rinslet live stream counted down from ten, and Tara braced herself. Nathan had the equipment set up to play the announcement full screen and show Tara’s reactions in the bottom left corner.

She wouldn’t puke before the show even started. She’d be fine.

The counter hit one, and she pasted on a smile.

“Hey everyone, Chloe here.” Their chipper blonde host greeted the world. “I know you’re all super excited to get to the results, but I have other news for you first.”

“What?” Tara glanced at Nathan, who shrugged. Her genuine shock genuine would make for good viewing.

Every time Rinslet had other news it meant a new hoop to jump through. Not all the announcements were bad, but most took great effort and rescheduling to participate in.

“In case you haven’t tuned in for weeks and weeks and weeks...” Chloe coughed, “We lost two contestants, prior to this elimination round.”

“Right. Ms. Passion, the sex-toy blogger, because she went after Parker’s World, the travel blogger, for personal reasons. Doxing his girlfriend and spreading some seriously false information.” Normally Tara wouldn’t bother with the exposition, but... reaction video.

“... of this, we’re adding two new channels,” Chloe said. 

Tara shrugged for the camera. “Meh.” As Rinslet surprises went, this one ranked low on the list. She forced herself to not look at the incoming comments. Sometimes she answered them live. Tonight she didn’t have the focus.

“And they’re exempt from being voted off—barring contest violations—for the first two months, counting this one,” Chloe said.

A growl slipped from Tara’s throat. “So they get off stress free? Such bull.” She swallowed the desire to curse. “I can’t be the only one who hoped two drop-outs meant we’d all have a free ride for a month or two.” She kept her cheer high. Any bitching needed to come off as good-natured rather than bitter.

As Chloe introduced the two new channels—Goldie’s Abandoned Building Exploration, and Kel Plays the Obscure—Tara let her emotions wash across her face. Concern, disbelief, and awe. The newcomers were as good and compelling with what they did as anyone.

Tara wanted to fidget. This was taking too long. Why hadn’t she and Nathan just watched alone, then sent out their thanks when it was done?

Because viewers tuned into the announcement regardless, and this way people would watch it on Tara’s channel. Views were a large part of the scoring system, And getting to the Next Round list took the same amount of time either way. 

Jeremy Rocks was number one on the list. 

“Not surprised,” Tara said. “Dude kicks ass on a cover song.”

As each name was announced, her smile grew thinner. She had similar compliments for everyone. No reason to bash another channel.

The stone sitting in the bottom of her stomach grew heavier when she and Nathan didn’t make the top five. Chloe insisted there was no order to the lists, but names called first got the most attention. And only six names would make it past this round, due to drop-outs.

“... Beauty’s Magic Needle,” Chloe said.

“Yes.” Tara’s cheer slipped out without thought, and she shot from her chair. She grabbed Nathan, pulled him to her side of the camera, and threw her arms around his neck. “We did it again.”

He cupped her cheeks and kissed her hard. “Told you we would.”

“We make the best team ever,” she murmured against his mouth. Two years together, and she still loved the feeling of his lips on hers. And everywhere else on her body. 

She broke away with one more peck, but kept her fingers tangled with his as she sat back in her chair. “Thank you, everyone,” she addressed her viewers. When she’d started streaming, it was odd to talk to the camera as if it were another person in the same room. Now, it came naturally. “As always, there’s no way we could have done this without you. Strap in for another month of incredible art and awesome ink.”

She cut the feed, stood, and draped her arms around Nathan’s neck. They had post-production work to do—ensuring the footage was clean and uploading it to their channel for people who missed the live stream—but it would wait.

“How do you want to celebrate?” He rested his hands at the small of her back and searched her face.

Tara shifted her weight, rubbing her body against his. “By doing anything and everything that would get us demonetized if we uploaded the video.”

He brushed his lips over hers, then trailed a path along her jaw, to nip her earlobe. “So... playing Nintendo while listening to Metallica and talking about sex education?”

“I’m thinking along the lines of that last one.” She turned them both, and nudged his shoulder to prompt him to sit in the chair.

“I like the way you think. What are you teaching me today, Ms. Bianchi?” 

She adored the way her last name rolled off his tongue, with his American accent. She stepped between his legs. “I was thinking we’d practice something you already know. Like the alphabet.”

“Hmm...” He scooted forward in his seat. The brush of his thighs against her knees sent heat spilling inside. “Where and how?” He nudged up the bottom of her sweater to kiss along her stomach.

The light touch ignited her desire. “With your tongue. Between my legs.”

“One of my favorite places to draw letters.” He looked up at her, holding her gaze while he unbuttoned her trousers.
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NATHAN NEVER GOT TIRED of staring into Tara’s stunning blue eyes. Of hearing the tiny gasps she made when he bit lightly at her hip. Of tasting her. Anticipation climbed over him, dancing on his skin and making his cock strain against his jeans.

Fuck, he loved this woman. 

He undid her pants, tugged the fabric down an inch, and teased his mouth along the edge of her panties. 

Someone hammered on the front door. It was barely eight at night, but they were an appointment only shop, and no one was on their calendar. He groaned in frustration and held fast to her waistband. “Ignore them.” 

“Damn straight.” She gripped the short strands of his hair, guiding him lower.

Their visitor pounded again on the heavy oak door, and the sound reverberated off brick walls and hardwood floor.

A strangled noise of irritation came from Tara’s throat. She stepped out of his grasp and held up a finger. “Thirty seconds. Don’t move.” 

“I’m not going anywhere.” Except to spin the office chair so he could watch her ass as she buttoned her jeans and walked across the shop.

He couldn’t see anything through the curtains except for the high contrast of shadows and light. In order to operate their business in this part of Milan, they had to keep the exterior historically accurate. Which meant not letting their shop show in the front windows, keeping the original architecture, or restored versions of it, and that their sign outside had to be creative to both comply and still convey what was inside.

Tara swung the door open. “May I help you?” she asked in Italian.

He’d been here for a few years, but he doubted he’d understand more of the conversation beyond her greeting. He stood to see who she was talking to.

He scowled and suspected Tara was doing the same. The woman was in her mid-thirties, the same as he and Tara. She was a member of the city council, most of whom didn’t care for the tattoo parlor being here. The city’s disdain had grown since Tara and Nathan acquired a little fame.

It probably had at least a little to do with the fact that Matilde, the woman at the front door, was dating Tara’s ex-husband. 

Matilde and Tara exchanged a few sentences of rapid-fire Italian laced heavily with antipathy, and then Tara said grazie. The bitch at the end was implied in her tone. She flicked her wrist and let the door swing shut before Matilde turned away.

“What did we do now?” Nathan asked.

Tara grabbed the letter opener from the reception desk, and sliced open the envelope she held. “Sneezed too loud on a Sunday? Fuck if I know.” The switch from Italian to English always sounded flawless with her. Her mother was Irish and her father Italian, so she and her brother had been raised multi-lingual. 

She slid the letter out, unfolded it, and cleared her throat.

“Dear Tara Bianchi,

This is to inform you I have my head stuck so far up your ex-husband’s ass I know what kind of fillings are in his back teeth—”

Nathan snorted a laugh.

Tara’s flicker of a smile was reassuring. “—on October 27, it was observed that the noise coming from your building was louder than allowed by the city ordinance—”

“We weren’t even here that night,” Nathan said. Not that it mattered to the city.

“That means it’s easier to prove our innocence with this one than the others.” It was the third warning month. The unfounded complaints had trickled in  since Tara inherited the property from her grandmother. However, since Beauty’s Magic Needle started competing, the this is to inform you letters had increased significantly. 

“I’ll send it to the lawyer in the morning.” She sighed and tossed both letter and envelope onto the desk. They floated down with a less-than-satisfactory pff. “I wish I knew how to make this stop.” 

“Me too.” 

They’d had this conversation countless times. Her ex was determined to make life difficult for her as long as she stayed here. She and Nathan always came back to the same conclusion—If they weren’t going to move, they had to put up with it.

Tara refused to move. It was partly stubbornness. She refused to be kicked out of her own home and place of business for doing nothing wrong. It was just as much sentimentality and practicality. Finding another place anywhere, especially when the city council didn’t want her here would be difficult. 

And when her grandmother left her the storefront with an apartment on the second floor, Tara promised to use the property to pursue her dream. The place had been in the family since it was built nearly two centuries ago.

“Why won’t they just leave us alone?” Frustration bled into her voice.

“I don’t have answers.” Nathan crossed the room, stopped behind her, and wrapped his arms around her waist. “But I do have spite.”

She leaned back into his embrace with a sigh. “How is spite being manifest tonight?”

Holding her helped him relax, and from the shift of her posture, he knew it was the same for her. He nudged her hair aside to kiss along her neck. “I get to fuck the most beautiful woman in Milan, and he’ll never touch you again.”

“Shameless flatterer.” Tara tilted her head, giving Nathan easier access. “Not that I want you to stop.”

“You sure? I’d hate to distract you.” He moved his hands under her shirt, and glided his palm up her stomach. A tantalizing spark from the skin on skin contact raced through him. 

“How about this? Don’t you dare stop. In fact, weren’t you about to practice your alphabet?”

“Yes, ma’am, I was.” He teased the bottoms of her breasts through satin.

Her back pocket hummed with the vibration of her phone. 

“Oh, come on,” Nathan said with disbelief. “Ignore it.” He nipped the edge of her ear, and traced a thumb around her nipple.

Her gasp was delicious. 

Her phone buzzed again. Before he could grab the device and silence it, the steady hum of ringing started.

“Fine. I’ll talk to you.” She broke away from Nathan, and grabbed her phone. “Hey, Mom.”

“We have a problem, with the benefit tomorrow. One of the bachelors canceled.” Her mother’s heavy Irish accent filtered from the speaker on the phone.

Nathan could almost feel Tara’s frustration grow. She’d been working with her mother for months on a thirteen-bachelors-for-thirteen-good-causes charity dinner. Only twelve bachelors made that difficult. 

Tara had worked hard to set up that part of the evening. Her frown deepened. “It’s too late to change anything, except maybe the signs at the event itself.”

“Don’t you maybe... know someone?”

Tara pinched the bridge of her nose. She still, after two years, struggled to explain to her parents that having a polyamorous relationship with Nathan didn’t mean she was out fucking every other person she met. “No, Mom. I don’t know anyone.”

“Do you think Justin—”

That was its own can of worms. 

“No. I don’t,” Tara said. “I’ll ask around, but no promises.”

“Thank you. I’d hate to disappoint the guests.” Which was code for I’d hate to give people another reason to gossip about the family. “Are all right?”

“I’m fine.” Tara’s tone shifted in an instant, cheer shoving away the threads of weariness.

Nathan braced himself for what would follow. What always followed her mother’s concerned question.

“Are you certain?” her mother asked. “You sound tired. Is there something I should know about?”

Tara met Nathan’s gaze, and her eye roll mimicked his. “No, Mom. There’s no news to share. I’m not expecting. It’s not a hormone swing. I’m just tired.”

“Take care of yourself. And let me know if that changes. I’m always here for free babysitting. My sixtieth birthday isn’t far off.” The woman was relentless about the fact that both of her children were in their thirties and hadn’t shown any inclination about giving her grandchildren.

“You’ll be the first to hear the news besides Nathan. Love you, Mom.” Tara disconnected.

She leaned back in Nathan’s arms, but the moment was gone. He wouldn’t push her. She was dedicated to her family, and while he didn’t understand the concept, he respected her relationship with them. However, he hated seeing her this stressed out over things that she couldn’t control.
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CHAPTER TWO
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NICK’S EYES BURNED with exhaustion. Between connecting and international flights, to get from Salt Lake City, Utah to Milan, Italy, he’d been traveling for more than fourteen hours. 

He was grateful he’d found a cab at midnight. He was almost as glad that he’d thought to pull up his hotel information on his phone before he waved the driver down. The man didn’t speak much English.

As they headed toward Nick’s hotel, he called his sister. Fiona was in California for an implementation, and it was barely three in the afternoon for her.

“Shouldn’t you be asleep?” she said when she answered.

He smiled at her teasing. “I’d like to be, trust me. I just got in an hour ago.”

“How was your flight?”

Bumpy enough it made sleeping difficult. But he’d arrived safe, so there was no reason to worry her. “Status quo. How are things going there?”

“Nothing’s fallen apart in the last twenty-four hours. We hired these people for a reason.”

He rubbed his eyes, trying to get some moisture back into them. “I know.” Four months ago, when Fiona started traveling and working remotely, he was on the opposite side of this conversation. Convincing her nothing would fall apart if she wasn’t in the office every day.

Then again, things almost crumbled a couple of times, and it was only the two of them back then. Now they had twenty employees, and were struggling to keep on top of finances, development schedule, and customer expectations. 

“Get settled,” she said. “Nothing will burn down while you’re gone.”

“All right. But not because you told me to. I was going to anyway.”

“Right.” Fiona laughed. “If I get emails from you in the next eight hours, I’m going to know better.”

“No middle-of-the-night messages, I promise. Talk to you soon.” They both hung up.

Nick was grateful to be on speaking terms with Fiona again. Things were still strained between them, but he was trying his damnedest to wrap his brain around the fact that his sister was in a committed relationship with two different men, and everyone was okay with it. 

She wasn’t always patient with Nick’s attitude. Then again, he didn’t understand how she was dating a man who had almost ruined their company. But Fiona was smitten with Wyatt, and the guy had almost gone to prison for her, despite being innocent. It was one of those ultimate redemption arcs.

There was still a lot about the situation that Nick didn’t like. It was her life, though. As long as she remembered to keep business and lust separate going forward.

The cab pulled to a stop in front of the hotel, and the driver tapped the total on the display. Nick paid him, along with a decent tip. The driver looked at the number and rambled off a string of gratzis, as he unloaded Nick’s bags.

Nick wasn’t sure what to make of the profuse gratitude. He offered another smile, shouldered his luggage, and headed into the hotel. He was grateful the clerk spoke English. Nick might as well be a zombie, for as well as jet lag let his brain function.

By the time he got to his room, he was ready to sleep for the next week. He stripped off his clothes and collapsed on the mattress.

Minutes ticked away, creeping toward an hour and then past.

His body’s insistence on staying awake might be because it was still the middle of the day for him, or because too many things needed his attention. 

Nick gave up on bed. He set up his laptop on the hotel desk, and logged in to get some work done. Most people thought this was the boring stuff—reviewing budgets, making numbers balance, and doing magic with math to make the business stay solvent. 

He loved it. Or, most of the time he did. Right now it would take actual magic to make things come out even. 

He and Fiona wrote an app they described as GrubHub for Cookies. It let people get their sweet tooth fix from bakeries, without having to leave the house.

They’d done some custom work for one of the bakeries they were hoping to sign on, that managed contracts, and that part of their business was what took off. It led to several new clients, and a significant partnership with Rinslet Media. It was the reason he was in Italy—he was installing the contract software for one of Rinslet’s contestants. 

And in the process, hoping to get his foot in the door with her family’s tech company.

The partnership with Rinslet was both a boon and a curse when it came to Nick’s business growing. They paid for specific milestones and the next one was several months off.

Nick had hired several people to meet deadlines and demand, including those for deals that had fallen through. He’d budgeted for some negotiations to fail, but they’d lost a big client after the ink was dry, and that hurt. It would cost more to let team members go for a couple of months, than to keep them on, but he was struggling to find the money, regardless. 

Fiona didn’t know. On the one hand, he figured only one of them needed to worry about this—she had her own concerns. On the other hand, he was having a hard time letting go of blame. If she hadn’t been fucking around...

They’d still be stuck in a contract with a company who was looking to screw them at every turn.

He hated to admit it, but that was the reality of the situation.

Now, Nick needed things with this Tara Bianchi and her family to work out. If he didn’t find another revenue source soon, he’d be letting everyone go, not just a few extra developers.
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TARA WOULDN’T TRADE her family for the world, but there were days she wished their name didn’t carry so much weight. Or at least that her mother didn’t care what people thought of them.

She rubbed a piece of lace between her fingers and let her irritation and disappointment show. 

“This isn’t what we ordered.” When she was frustrated, her mother’s Irish accent slipped into her Italian. Something she needed to keep in check today. She’d discovered years ago people didn’t take her seriously if they thought Italian wasn’t her native tongue.

“Says right here. White lace. Geometric pattern.” The decorator’s assistant showed her the invoice.

Tara already had it memorized. She’d stared at all of this paperwork more than was sane over the last couple of months. She jabbed the line item beneath lace. “On top of black cotton blend. Heavy-weight. Where are the black tablecloths?” 

“I... I’ll call and find out.” The woman was already pulling out her phone as she walked away.

Tara clenched her fist and forced herself to calm down. There were always hiccups before her mother’s charity dinners, and this one was mild. Tara had half a dozen options to quickly replace black tablecloths if she needed.

She waved down the florist as he pushed by with a cart of arrangements for the podium. “Leave the centerpieces on the table by the west wall. I’ll place them later.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He nodded and continued with his task.

Tara had been helping her mother with these dinners longer than not. Most of the events rubbed Tara the wrong way. She liked the cause, but not the spending hundreds of thousands to garner donations of maybe the same. If she had it her way, she’d donate the cash spent on the event, and be done with it.

But events like this drew attention and spread prestige to causes.

“Hey, Bella.” Nathan startled her when he rested his chin on her shoulder. “Whipping the castle into shape?”

His voice and presence were calming. She rested some of her weight against him. “Am I not a benevolent ruler?” She disliked thinking of herself as royalty, but the press had spun her as a princess for as long as she could remember. 

“There is none more kind and generous than you.” He stepped into view. “You look stressed. What can I do?” 

“Tell me you’re hiding a bottle of wine in your jacket?”

He shook his head. “But I’ll buy you a drink if you can break away for half an hour.”

“I can’t. I have to find black tablecloths, and shift the schedule tonight because the caterer will be late, we still don’t have a replacement for bachelor number thirteen—”

“Pick me.” Nathan raised his hand.

She snorted a short laugh. She was so glad he was here. Her concern was fading with each passing moment. “You want to put on a tuxedo and become a piece of meat to be auctioned off to the highest bidder?” 

“When has that ever been a problem for me?” he teased. 

“I’m serious.”

“So am I. Prance me out there, and I’ll sell my soul to some lucky patron for a night.”  

This was a tricky line to walk. Most of the community knew she and Nathan dated other people, but no one else believed the couple would last. Tara refused to hide her lifestyle because people were judgmental. In a case like this, she had to consider appearances. 

No one on stage tonight was being sold off for a long-term relationship. And Nathan’s relationship with Tara wasn’t a secret, so this wasn’t deceptive. 

“You in there?” He watched her patiently.

She nodded. “Weighing the pros and cons.” For instance, most everyone loved Nathan. He was the sexy scruffy American. Nice enough to be safe, but wicked enough to be fun. “Okay. If you’re willing, that would be wonderful.” She was fortunate to have him.

He kissed her on the cheek. “Point me in a direction so I can help now, and keep me busy until I need to head home to grab our clothes.”

“Thank you.” She gave him an assignment. She tried not to watch him walk out the door, but it was nearly impossible to ignore how good he made a pair of jeans look.

He went where she asked, and together they wrangled most everything into shape over the next few hours. 

Nathan ducked out about an hour before the doors were set to open, and returned a short while later with her gown and his suit. 

She was certain she missed something in the setup. 

“It doesn’t matter at this point,” Nathan said. “Everything looks perfect. Go change. You’re going to rock this.”

She gave him a grateful smile, and a long kiss. She grabbed her dress from him, and ducked into an empty room to change. It was tempting to take him with her, but if he helped her put on her gown, they’d spend more time undressed than she could afford.

Tara pulled up her hair, and re-touched her make-up, before sliding into the blue satin gown with the low-cut back. She’d never cared for the vibrant color until Nathan told her he liked the way it brought out the blue in her eyes. 

The fabric hugged her body, flaring enough at the hips for her to walk, but not quickly.

The shawl Tara draped over her shoulders and arms would mostly conceal the large tattoo covering her back. A shame, because she liked to show off the collaborative work. But it was November and it would get chilly tonight.

She stepped into heels that matched her dress and grew a couple of inches. It would make her taller than most of the people here, which was fine with her.

When walked into the hallway, a sharp whistle greeted her. 

Nathan leaned against the far wall, trailing his gaze over her. “Probably a good thing you’re the mistress of ceremonies tonight,” he said.

“Why is that?”

“You would break bank accounts if you were on the auction block.” He held out his hand. “Shall we?”

Her cheeks heated at the compliment. Her face must be bright red. She couldn't have gotten her father’s darker complexion like her brother did; she had the same pale skin as her mother.

They strolled into the main room, to greet guests and mingle.

The next couple of hours were a blur of making sure each course was served on time, that the right people got any specialty menu choices, and keeping any tension from her face each time someone stopped her to chat, complain, or congratulate her on the evening.

As dessert and coffee were served, she took the stage. “Thank you everyone for coming out tonight. I know it’s taxing to have to spend an evening drinking and dining, but we appreciate your sacrifice.” 

Her teasing drew a smattering of laughs, which helped relax her. Time to make an impact for the evening. 

She started down the list, introducing bachelors one at a time. They were all handsome. Half of them were a decade younger than she was, which made them at least twenty years younger than most of the women who bid on them. 

She could secure a night with any of them if she wanted, without bidding. It was rare that she found herself pursuing a man besides Nathan though. Actually, she’d only been with other women since they started dating. Most men she ran into tended to be like those up for sale tonight—arrogant, aggressive, and certain they knew better what was good for Tara than she did.

When she got to Nathan’s name, her voice stuck. She licked her lips and took a discreet sip of wine before continuing.

“Next up we have a last-minute addition, and I think you ladies are going to like this.”

The words ran together in her head as she introduced him, and she wasn’t surprised when he was greeted with a round of cheers. It was getting late, and most everyone was several glasses of wine in.

Bidding picked up quickly, and Tara’s gut sank when the person leading the drive was Gina.

Tara and Gina dated for a while after Tara and Nathan opened their relationship. Gina and Nathan got along fine, and things seemed to be going well, until Gina walked out one day. She accused Tara of being cold and indifferent, as if she’d let her heart be put to sleep.

The words had hurt more than Tara liked to admit, and her response was to accuse Gina of being clingy and incapable of sharing. Neither was true, but the argument wasn’t so easily taken back.

When Tara called Sold, Gina was the winner. Tara hoped she and Nathan had a lot of fun. And that she could ignore the unreasonable jealousy raging inside.
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CHAPTER THREE
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NATHAN DOWNED THE LAST of his coffee, made sure the percolator was set to warm, and headed downstairs to the tattoo parlor beneath Tara and his apartment. He wanted to talk to her, but it would have to be while they worked. The dinner yesterday knocked a day off their shooting schedule, and today was make-up filming. 

He made sure ink was in place, needles were sterile, and the cameras were set up where they needed to be. 

But before the shop opened, before cameras rolled, he’d make sure Tara was all right. He heard the catch in her voice last night when she said Sold. When Gina dropped a ridiculous amount of cash for Nathan’s company for a night.

And Tara stayed too late, and was too busy at the reception hall, for him to pull her aside and check in with her. She’d brushed him off with an, “I’m fine,” before collapsing in bed, curled up in his arms.

His phone buzzed, and he fished it from his pocket.

I’m releasing the list today.

Nathan rolled his eyes at the message. A few months ago, he and this guy, Lenny, hacked a user database for the largest adulterer dating sight in the world. 

It wasn’t anything new for Nathan. Before he met Tara, he’d earned his way doing investigative work for people. Nathan had a knack for getting strangers to surrender details when it came to things like passwords. It was amazing what people let slip when they were comfortable and didn’t think anyone was paying attention.

He’d gather login info, give it to a client who suspected their significant other of cheating, and let them work things out from there.

This hack was one Nathan was proudest of. He didn’t have to get access to the database itself. He’d flirted with one of the developers whose personal machine had remote access. Once he was on the guy’s computer, he set up a back door for Lenny to get in.

Nathan had just wanted to prove he could do it. Once Lenny had the info, he wanted some sort of virtual blood money from the owner for the data.

Whatever. Leave me out of it, Nathan typed.

A response came through seconds later. You probably want to check the names out first.

Nathan rolled his eyes. Another reason he didn’t like working with Lenny. He tended to cry wolf and build tiny things to sky is falling proportions. I don’t care, Nathan replied. Do what you want. I’m done.

Nathan’s name wasn’t on the list. Tara’s wasn’t. No one they cared about. And the world didn’t give a fuck about a list of affluent men looking to cheat on their wives. It would make gossip blogs for a few days and then blow over.

Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Ciao, Lenny wrote.

Nathan pocketed his phone.

“What’s on the schedule for today?” Tara’s question from behind startled him.

He spun to face her. Her dark hair was pulled into a braid—her standard look for work—displaying a long, elegant neck. She wore a T-shirt that said Art or Die that hugged her torso, showing her body off to perfection. It didn’t matter what she had on, the gown from last night or the outfit this morning, she made it hers.

“I had an idea for artwork,” he said. “But first I want to talk to you about last night.”

“I told you, I’m fine with the Gina thing. Tell me about this idea.” She fussed with colors he’d already arranged, twisting them so their labels all lined up.

“Are you sure?”

She looked at him, lips pursed. “It stops being okay if you keep asking. Gina won fair and square. She’s a lot of fun, so enjoy it. She really likes when you use your tongue—”

“Don’t say it unless you’re willing to let me practice on you instead of getting work done.” 

Tara smirked. “Tempting. I promise I don’t have any issues with you and Gina enjoying a night out.” The tension was gone from her voice. “And I want to hear about this idea of yours.”

Their epic collaborations were a big reason their channel, and the shop were a success. When one of them had a good idea, it became extra when they put their heads together. If it was really good, they’d sketch it on camera. “So, everyone does Disney Princess re-imaginings, right?

She nodded. “It’s overdone, and there’s the whole copyright gray area.”

“And that.” Advertiser friendly included steering away from intellectual property holders who could have their videos taken down. “I’m thinking, if we can get Rinslet to sign off on it, we use some of their video game characters. But we place them in new settings. Classic fantasy—”

“Modern bikers,” Tara said.

“Renaissance gowns...”

Tara grinned. “Perfezionare. Where do you want to start?”

“I was thinking eighties punk.”

“Ooh, I love it.” Tara pulled a giant sketch pad from a nearby drawer, and a tin of colored pencils. They’d do a rough sketch now, and when they were comfortable with the concept, get approval from Rinslet, then film a more in-depth creation. “How about Reyah? Leather jacket.”

“Pink and blue hair. Sides of her head shaved.” Nathan sat across from Tara, drawing rough lines.

She filled them in and added some of her own. “Bike?”

“Skateboard.”

“Hoverboard.”

Nathan laughed. “Not very eighties.”

“Twenty-eighties.” Tara roughed out a board. “Or artistic license. Take your pick.”

“Is that contracts guy coming by today? The one with the new software for our waivers?” He sketched a hint of a cat wrapping around Reyah’s legs.

Tara switched colors. “Yeah. He called while I was upstairs, said he’s adjusting to the time zone switch. He’ll be here this afternoon.”

“Does he sound cute?” Nathan never passed up a chance to appreciate an attractive form.

She shrugged and smudged a line. “He sounds stuffy and uptight. His sister is adorable.”

“Fiona? The redhead?” Nathan had his favorite competitors besides their channel, and Parker’s World was one of them. Nathan thought it was a shame the pair had gone through so much bullshit it eventually pushed them from the competition. Someone had stalked Fiona based on their earlier videos, and then when the guy went to jail, his brother came after her.

On top of that, numerous people accused Fiona and Parker of making the whole thing up, to help his ranking in the competition. In the end, he’d dropped out, for sanity’s sake, probably.

The loss of a popular contestant strengthened Nathan and Tara’s audience. But it also meant the odds were there for a similar thing to happen to them.
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NICK STEPPED INTO THE tattoo parlor, and paused in the doorway. Seeing the place in person was an entirely new experience compared to watching it online. The floor was polished hardwood, covering an open room, and stopping at brick walls. A reception counter sat up front, and a drafting table was located near the back. Framed photos and artwork of tattoos Tara and Nathan had designed covered the walls. The spiral staircase at the back of the room led to an upstairs loft, and the hallway behind that held entrances to the tattoo chairs.

It was odd knowing all of that from their videos. Along with the rest of the world, he was voyeur into their life. 

“Can I help you?” Nathan’s question drew Nick back to his reason for being her.

“Nick Walters.” He extended his hand. “I’m here to install the software for release forms, from Rinslet.”

“Cool. Tara,” Nathan yelled over his shoulder. 

“What?”

Nick raised an eyebrow at the shouting.

“Contract guy is here.”

“What’s the verdict?” Tara asked as she descended the stairs.

“Definitely cute. Possibly also stuffy.”

Nick was distracted by Tara descending the stairs. The real-life person made video-her seem like a cheap imitation. She walked into the room like she knew everyone would stop and look.

Wait, what? “Stuffy?” Nick asked when Nathan’s words sank in. 

“And cute.” Tara reached them. “Pleasure to meet you.”

It was good to know Nick wasn’t the only one enjoying the view. He wasn’t surprised Tara and Nathan’s personalities off-camera were similar to those on—direct, kind, and just a little flirty. He shook Tara’s hand. Her grip was firm, and her skin was a tantalizing combination of smooth, with rougher patches on her fingertips. 

“Cute and stuffy, huh?” Nick said. “Do I get a chance to change your mind?” That wasn’t what he was supposed to say. This was work, not a bar. He should have followed with something like nice to meet you as well.  But he couldn’t let a comment like that go unanswered, especially with the teasing that danced behind Tara’s eyes.

She shrugged, but her amusement didn’t waver. “You said the install takes a few days. Clock’s ticking.”

“Are you looking for an upgrade or just a lateral shift?” Nathan was attractive too, now that Nick had dragged his gaze from the stunning brunette.

Nick spent a lot of time when he was younger questioning his sexuality. He’d realized somewhere along the way that he enjoyed looking when it came to a good-looking man, but he’d never found one he was interested in getting romantic with—or even just fucking. “What’s a lateral shift from stuffy?”

“You’re looking to change that and not cute?” Tara had let go of Nick’s hand, but she didn’t step back. She rocked lightly on the balls of her feet, bringing her close every few seconds. Did she know she was doing that?

She carried herself with confidence both on camera and off, so probably.

Nick preferred it that way. “I’m shooting for sexy, but I figured I’d tackle the tough obstacle first.” Was he flirting with her? Nah. This was him building off their conversation. “I’m actually stuffy, but if I can convince you I’m really just reserved, then you’ll realize I’m not cute.” Fiona would smack him if she was here. But he wasn’t fucking the competition. He was building a rapport with a contact.

“If you’re trying to convince anyone you’re reserved, you’re failing.” Nathan winked.

“Then, I’m falsely confident to hide my insecurities.” 

Tara’s laugh was light and came easily. It made her even more attractive. “What kind of car do you drive?”

What did that have to do with anything? “A Honda Accord.” He swallowed the fact that it was almost a decade old. He wasn’t ashamed, but it did imply things about his finances that he’d rather hold close until he made it further into a business negotiation.

“Definitely not trying to hide any insecurities.” Nathan chuckled. 

Now Nick understood. Their reaction would have been different if he’d said he drove something sportier, or bigger. Flashier. He also needed to get to work. Not because he was worried about meeting a deadline, but he could easily get sucked into this tangent of... whatever this was. “Unless you have questions, I should get started.”

“Pretty sure we already have.” Tara caught her bottom lip between her teeth.

“I think he means on the install,” Nathan said in a stage whisper.

Nick was having fun with this. “I think I might be in trouble if I assume anything when it comes to you two.”

“Trouble of the best kind.” Tara rested a hand on his arm and pointed him toward the front desk. “You can work here. It’s got network access and everything else you requested in your email.”

He took a seat. Was she flirting with him or just having fun? There was a little of this kind of teasing when Tara and Nathan were on camera, but that felt subtler than what Nick was witnessing. 

Or he was jet-lagged, lusting after Tara, and reading too much into things. 

She leaned in next to him, bending at the waist, and brushing her body against him. She trailed her nails down his arm to grab the mouse. “Let me log you in.”

“Will I be in the way, working up front?” Nick needed to keep on track, and ignore the heat racing over him, focused every place Tara touched.

“We’re appointment only, and the rest of our afternoon is open,” Nathan said. “We’re doing some filming later, just us, but we’ll let you know before we start. I assume this isn’t a noisy affair.”

“It’s not. Are there any questions?” Nick was grateful this was going so smoothly. He’d sent over instructions earlier on what to expect, including timeframes. The basics were simple. Rinslet would use this software to have Tara’s clients sign digital release forms before being filmed for the competition. The contracts indemnified Rinslet from... well... anything, and the software stored all of that in an easily accessible database.

Tara shrugged. “Not until you’re done. In the meantime, don’t crash the system.”

“Great.” Nick settled in to work.

This install wouldn’t be difficult. He could have sent anyone. But he hoped while he was there to meet more of Tara’s family. With a bit of luck and a bit of finesse, he’d hit it off with her brother, and Nick would have an opportunity to build a business partnership. 

He dove into work. In the background he was half-aware of Nathan and Tara discussing their next episode, art, filming, lighting... Large parts of the conversation were what he was used to hearing from Fiona’s boyfriend, Parker. The art and tattoo elements were unique though, and he had to focus hard on the task at hand to avoid getting sucked into learning.

The front door swung open. The man who walked in looked a lot like Tara. Brown eyes and more of a tan compared to her pale look, but otherwise, they could be siblings. And probably were.

Nick was prepared to introduce himself to Antonio. The scowl Antonio wore implied this wasn’t the right time to leave a good first impression.

Tara approached. “What’s wrong?” 

“You have a minute?” Antonio asked.

She gestured to the back. “Sure.”

Nick would let them deal with whatever family issue that was.

Voices drifted out, but it was all in Italian. The only thing he could determine was that Antonio was frustrated and Tara was trying to be calm.

An appointment came in for Nathan and he showed the woman back to the other tattoo room.

Nick was wrapping up the first stage of implementation when Tara and Antonio reemerged.

Tara said something Nick didn’t understand, and hugged Antonio. 

Less than twenty-four hours here, and Nick already wished he’d had time to learn at least a little of the language before he visited.

There was a fine line between not injecting oneself into an uncomfortable conversation, and missing an opportunity. Nick liked to believe he was good at reading where that division lay. Antonio’s expression was calmer than when he arrived, and the tension gone from his voice.

Nick stood. “Is everything all right?”

Antonio raised an eyebrow.

“This is Nicholas Walters,” Tara said. “The contracts guy I was telling you about.”

“Just Nick.”

“Antonio.” The other man shook his hand. “Pleasure to meet you.” His English was as clean as Tara’s, though something was different about his accent. 

Nick’s slide from intro to pitch was on the tip of his tongue.

“Nick’s here to smooth-talk his way into your office, via me,” Tara said.

Was he that obvious? Nick needed to make that sound less abrasive. “I—”

“Am I wrong?” Tara asked. Her tone was sweet. 

“No.” Nick saw no reason to deny it. “I’d intended to be more tactful, less in-your-face, with my request.”

Antonio laughed. “You haven’t known my sister long, have you? I’ll give you a hint—she’s not subtle about anything.”

“Asshole.” Tara slapped his arm. “I can be.”

“Whatever. Not unless you have to.” Antonio looked at Nick. “I’d love to talk. She and I both lost our dates tomorrow night. Do you want to join us for dinner?”

“Are you hitting on my installation guy?” Tara’s tone was playful.

Antonio pursed his lips. “That’s what I need. Another man in my life.”

Nick was missing something, but he wasn’t going to pry into their personal lives. “Dinner sounds fantastic. As long as you don’t mind replacing a double date with business.”

“It’s always business with Antonio,” Tara said.

“Not always.” Antonio gave Tara a half hug. “But I do have to get back to work. See you both tomorrow night.”

Nick liked seeing them get along. Family was important, and knowing their relationship was casual and friendly made him more comfortable going into this discussion. Not that personal relationships impacted all of his business decisions, but considering it was a family company, the easy joking gave him a couple extra warm fuzzies. 

Tara made her way to Nick’s side of the reception desk, and rested her butt on the edge, her thigh pressing against his arm. “Still got everything you need?”

He could use a taste of her, and there was no doubt she was flirting. If she wasn’t involved, he’d be saying fuck a neutral working relationship, with the hopes the afternoon ended upstairs in her bed.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER FOUR
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NATHAN SIFTED THROUGH their company email, reviewing submissions. Amusement flitted in the back of his mind from Nick’s visit. The guy might come off as uptight, but he didn’t flinch when Tara flirted with him. Never hesitated to participate.

Nathan liked watching it unfold.

That line of thought would wait until later. He  had work to do. For the competition, they’d put an audition process in place. If someone wanted to be inked on camera, they had to have the means to get here on their own. 

Just as important, they had to submit a video. Content and details were up to the person, nothing fancy was required. They could talk to the camera and nothing else. The first couple of weeks of the competition, Tara and Nathan had people insisting they were okay to be filmed, who froze the moment the camera was on. Appearance never played a part in the decision.

The process didn’t always prevent that, but it reduced the odds significantly, and it gave Tara and Nathan a chance to review the person’s tattoo idea at the same time. They didn’t have a problem with hearts on ankles or roses on the inside of wrists, but for the show they were looking for things that pushed their limits, and it helped if there was a good story behind it. 

A new message came in while he was browsing. 

“Yes,” he let his excitement into his voice. “We already have a release from Rinslet for their characters. We have to include the disclaimer, both in the video description and the clip itself, that this has no impact on our standing on the ranks.”

Tara looked up from her work, grin pushing aside the scowl she’d worn for the last couple of hours. “Do you want to go live?”

“Let’s do it.” They were required to stream at least eight hours a week, and never had trouble meeting the requirement. But this time of night, in the middle of the week, was perfect timing to draw in US views. “Let’s run with what we did this morning.”

Tara was already arranging the drafting table for the best lighting on the paper. “Sounds great to me.”

They finished setup, and he sent out a notification, along with their stock Live Stream Starting Soon graphic. And then they were off. Tara did the sketching, so Nathan could control the camera. 

She created a more intricate version of their Reyah concept, incorporating pastels into the mix. Nathan kept conversation going while she worked. Where did the inspiration for the colors come from? The costume design? The character they picked?

Because they’d done a dry run, she was finished with the image in about forty-five minutes. He switched from the camera on her hands to one on her face when she looked up.

“You know the routine, peeps,” she said. “I’d love to put this on someone. Standard submission process, but you also need to tell us why this is the perfect ink for you. Links to all the details are in the comments. Stay sexy.”

He cut the feed. “That was fantastic.”

“It was, wasn’t it?” The meditative state Tara slid into while sketching left a soft smile on her face—she was stunning. She lifted her artwork from the desk. “I’m going to seal this. Do you want to go get drinks when we’re done?”

“Totally.”

She took the drawing upstairs, to an enclosed balcony they had set up specifically for this. It was ventilated, but kept the weather out.

Nathan needed to make a few additions to the posting before he finalized a copy on their channel. Part of the process was doing a quick skim of the comments. If anything made it on screen during a live stream that shouldn’t have, viewers loved to point it out. Any replies and reactions on his part would wait.

Hey doll your famous a second time.

Is it true did u no?

I’m so sorry. I hope this isn’t too rough on you.

Lezbo slut. 

Of course his name is on the list. Fucking whore.

Nathan frowned, and sickness gnawed his gut. 

He Googled Tara’s name, but there were too many results to sift through. Go figure. 

What were the comments about? Maybe nothing, but his growing uneasiness insisted he find out.

His name is on the list. Her ex-husband? Marco made headlines on a semi-regular basis, but this would be brand new. Nathan started a new search.

List of Adulterers Released.

He was going to be sick. He followed the link and scanned the article. 

Now he knew why Lenny wanted Nathan to review the names before they were released. Tara’s ex was making national headlines as being one of the people who actively used the site.

Fuck. It shouldn’t impact Tara. Their divorce was ancient history. But as the comments showed, people not only still remembered, but held her responsible for what happened. Marco’s publicity back then was coming back to haunt her. He’d accused her of so many nasty things when they split up.

How badly did Nathan screw up by letting this leak unfiltered?
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TARA SECURED THE SKETCH on the desk in her bedroom, so she could take another look in a few hours. She’d do some touch-up before she considered it final. 

Having Nick here earlier was more fun than she expected. Not that she’s expected much from a software install guy. 

Did she come on too strong with the flirting?

Only if I don’t want him to know I’m interested.

She didn’t mind at all. He didn’t work for her; he was here on Rinslet’s behalf.

He’s looking to form a business partnership with Antonio.

And she wasn’t hooking up with Nick, just having a little fun. Besides, if he wasn’t capable of understanding her relationship with Nathan, she wasn’t interested. Polyamory was harder for a lot people to wrap their heads around than let’s keep business and pleasure separate.

Would I fuck him?

Absolutely. The man was sexy, smart, and confident without being a bulldozer. But that was all fantasy if the other pieces weren’t in place.

She headed downstairs. Nathan’s expression was somewhere between a scowl and panic. 

Her wandering thoughts skittered away. “What’s wrong?” 

He looked up, startled. “That hacker group who was threatening to release the list of names from the adultery website? They did it.” Did his voice waver?

“And?” As she asked, the tension coiling through her had already guessed the answer.

“Marco’s name is on it.”

“Of course it is.” She tried to laugh it off. A dating website to help the wealthy elite from around the world find ways to cheat on their spouses? She should have guessed it sooner.

“And everyone is talking about it. On our video. Some of the things they’re saying are harsh, even for internet comments.”

It didn’t surprise her—during the divorce a lot of people were happy to push all the blame on her for her husband’s cheating. Including him. This was probably worse. She forced a smile. “Are we going out, then?”

Nathan searched her face. “Are you sure?”

Was she? Staying home made it harder to ignore the temptation to watch comments. Nathan would try to distract her, but she wouldn’t be able to help herself. If they went out, especially to drink, it would force her to step away from the trolls. 

Besides, she wasn’t letting a bunch of judgmental internet strangers dictate her morality. And if she couldn’t have Nick tonight, she and Nathan would find someone else to play with. “I’m sure.”

Their favorite place was several blocks away, but close enough to walk.

Inside, neon signs near the bar provided most of the lighting. Chatter competed with music that blared from invisible speakers hooked up to a jukebox in the corner. 

Nathan kept his arm around her waist. The closeness was comforting. “Bar or table?” he asked.

“Bar.” It was more public. Easier to see people coming and going. 

She sipped her negroni and let her gaze drift over faces and shadows. 

Her attention kept returning to a woman at the far end of the bar. Blonde hair cut even with her jaw, and a completely uninterested expression. It was difficult to tell if the neon red in her hair was dye or from the sign to her left.

Tara watched with casual interest as a couple of men approached the woman. She shook her head with each.

Was her lack of interest in them specifically, or more general? Maybe she was shy. The way she studied her drink and kept her arms on the bar top made her look like she was blocking out the rest of the world.

“She’s attractive,” Nathan said.

“She is.”

“You interested?”

Most nights, Tara would approach her. Hell, that was why she was here tonight. Why was she letting the sting of the last few days and aching scars of rejections from the past, kept her in her seat? “I don’t know.”

She couldn’t help another glance in the blonde’s direction.

A new man approached. As with the others, the blonde shook her head and angled her body away from him.

He moved to the empty stool on her other side.

Irritation climbed through Tara’s veins. 

The blonde’s scowl deepened, and she stood. 

The man grabbed her wrist.

“Come on.” Nathan was already on his feet.

Tara liked that he was thinking in the same direction as her. It didn’t matter that she was in the mood to go home and sulk, they couldn’t walk away from this. She and Nathan crossed the room quickly, weaving through people and earning a couple of sharp exclamations.

They drew close enough to hear the two arguing in Italian.

Nathan draped an arm around the man’s shoulder. “Hey, handsome. Buy you a drink?” One of these days that was going to get him punched. 

The man jerked away, fists clenched. 

Possibly today.

“Carina,” Tara pushed enthusiasm into her voice, and rested a hand on the blonde’s back. “I’m sorry I’m late. I was worried you’d leave without me.”

The blonde whirled and expression softened. “I’m still here. Waiting for you.” She threw her arms around Tara’s neck. “It’s been too long.”

The man muttered something Tara couldn’t make out—though she was pretty sure she caught the words lesbian bitch—and walked away.

“Thank you.” The blonde stepped out of the hug, but stayed close enough her arm brushed Tara’s.

Tara wasn’t going to make the same assumption the creep did. Time for her to make a graceful exit. “Will you be all right?” She hoped the blonde spoke English. She didn’t want to exclude Nathan from the conversation.

“I’d be better with company. Unless you two have someplace to be.”

A couple approached, and the man gestured to the barstools next to them. “Are you sitting?”

Nathan nodded at a row of booths against a far wall. “We’d love to keep you company. Someplace out of the view of the creepers?”

“The seats are free,” the blonde said to the couple. She pointed out a table as away from the crowds as was possible, then slid into the same side of the booth as Tara. She may not be as shy as she initially seemed. “I’m Aria.”

“I’m Tara. This is Nathan.”

“My knights in shining armor.”

Tara liked the idea of rescuing a maiden in distress. It wasn’t why she’d stepped in, but it sounded noble. “I’d say anyone would have done the same, but...”

“But they didn’t.” Aria traced her finger along her bottom lip. “Can I say thank you in any way?”

Definitely not shy. Tara took a chance that she was reading the moment right. “That’s not why I did it. I won’t trade a genuine action for a kiss. But I will take one because you want to give it. As long as you don’t mind my boyfriend watching.” It was direct, but she’d rather put the reality out there now, than deceive Aria about the situation.

“I’d be disappointed otherwise.” Aria studied Tara through her lashes. She darted her head up and brushed her lips over Tara’s.

That was nice. No fireworks, but a pleasant tingle raced through Tara. She rested a hand on Aria’s cheek and kissed her more deeply. She tasted like bubblegum and vodka.

Tara tried to pour herself into the moment. When she and Nathan dated other people, it wasn’t always a three-way situation. When it was, Tara enjoyed being part of the show.

She was pleasantly surprised when Aria shifted to straddle Tara’s legs, never breaking the kiss. Tara nipped at Aria’s lips, eliciting a moan.

Aria ground against her legs, building friction. This was nice. So why couldn’t Tara get into it? 

It’s too easy.

They were in a bar where people came to hook-up. Easy wasn’t unusual.

She knotted her fingers in Aria’s hair, wanting to fall into the moment. Nathan’s groan said he was enjoying watching as much as Tara liked being part of the performance.

Aria trailed her fingers down Tara’s free arm, to her hand, then glided both their palms under her shirt. “Unless you’re worried about getting caught.” Aria’s tone was playful.

Tara shook her head. “They can watch, join in, or fuck off.” She slid higher, to tease Aria’s breast, and earned a gasp.

“I like the way you think.” Aria pressed closer, stealing another kiss.

Tara dragged her mouth along Aria’s neck, down to the hollow at the base of her throat, the licked a line back up to her ear. It was dark enough here that they could get away with a lot without being seen.

Did Tara want to?

Of course she did. Gorgeous woman in her lap while Nathan watched? Perfect distraction.

Then why wouldn’t her mind shut up?

“You’re the ex wife, aren’t you?” Aria murmured against Tara’s mouth.

Tara’s blood ran cold, and she dropped her hands. “I’ve been married. I’m not now.”

Aria squirmed against her, and brushed her lips along her collarbone. “His ex. The one everyone’s talking about.” Her voice grew husky, and her breath was hot on Tara’s skin. “I knew you’d be fun. I can’t wait to tell my friends I made out with you.”

Tara shouldn’t care, but she hated the idea of being someone’s bragging rights, based on Marco. “We’re done.” She half-pushed Aria from her lap, half-knocked her on the floor, in her rush to stand.

“Come back.” Aria grabbed her wrist. “This is fun. You already know people talk.”

“Yeah, I do. That doesn’t mean I have to listen.”

Tara was grateful when Nathan wrapped an arm around her waist and steered her away. “Do you want to go home?” he asked.

“No.” Because she wasn’t going to tuck her tail between her legs and run. She’d hold her head up high, stay here, and get wasted. “I want a bottle of whatever’s most expensive on the top shelf.”
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CHAPTER FIVE
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NATHAN TOOK TARA’S hand. “Come on, Bella, it’s time to leave.”

“Do we have to?” Her pout was exaggerated and her words slurred.

“Don’t you want to?” It was easier to talk now. The bar had emptied over the last few hours, until they were two of only a dozen or so people left.

She hopped from her stool, stumbling when her feet hit the ground. He wrapped an arm around her waist to steady her.

“I guess there are worse places. You’ll be there. That makes it better.”

He kept a secure grip on her, ensuring they walked mostly straight when they got outside. “I’m glad to hear it.”

“Why did he do this to me?”

Nathan didn’t have to ask who, but Marco had committed a mile long list of sins against Tara. “Which part?”

“Any of it. All of it. It was his idea originally, to keep the relationship open.”

Nathan had heard most of these stories. He didn’t mind listening again. “Because he wanted to see other women?”

“That’s not the way he phrased it.” Tara’s laugh was bitter. “He said it was because we both had so much love to give, we shouldn’t be bound to one person.”

“Too bad he didn’t believe it.”

She leaned into him. “Yeah. Too bad.”

Silence fell between them as they walked.

Tara and Marco’s entire story was a fairy tale gone bad. No, that wasn’t quite right. It was more like tabloid fodder of the highest caliber. Two rich kids who grew up pushed together by their families, who realized despite their determination to not get along, really enjoyed each other's company.

Best friends became lovers, and they were married in college. The wedding was the most fairy tale part of the relationship—huge and expensive, with images plastered across social media and local celebrity magazines.

Tara didn’t keep any photos of it, but a simple Google search turned up dozens.

When Marco suggested they keep their marriage open, Tara didn’t know what to think of it. She fell into it, though, realizing he was right. She liked being open to love more than one person.

But when Marco got into politics, he asked that they stop. Insisted people wouldn’t understand, and didn’t she want him to be happy in his career?

She’d stopped dating anyone else, or even looking. Marco hadn’t, though she didn’t realize it at the time. Not until he hired Nathan to prove his wife was sleeping around.

Nathan didn’t have to do much talking to find out Marco was the one cheating. When the news hit the media, Marco blamed his slutty wife, and the backlash against Tara was harsh.

“Why am I so fucked up?” Tara leaned her head against Nathan’s shoulder.

He hated the pain behind the question. That part of her agreed with the bad press. She hid it most of the time, but when she was drunk, it came out. “You’re not,” he said.

They reached their place. He unlocked the door and let them in, making sure to bolt everything behind them.

Tara was already making her way to the stairs. “Uh-huh. I dragged you to the bar, because my feelings were hurt, and made you watch me make out with some woman who, it turned out, cared more about my fucked-up-ness than she did about the rest of me.” She stumbled on the first step.

“You didn’t drag me anywhere. I’m always a willing participant.” He took her hand, and they climbed to the second floor. Guilt gnawed at him. Would she be like this tonight if he hadn’t needed to prove to Lenny—to himself—he could pull off the database hack? Nathan had re-opened these wounds.

She stripped off her shirt as she walked. He was impressed she kept her balance in the process. By the time they reached the bedroom, she was kicking off her shoes and jeans. 

She whirled on her toe, wobbled, then threw her arms around his neck. “You know I love you, right?”

“I love you too.” He brushed his lips over hers.

“Good.” Tara tugged the bottom of his shirt. “You can’t sleep in your clothes. And I’m tired.”

Hands on her hips, he guided her to sit on the mattress, then undressed. His own nagging wouldn’t shut up. You did this.

“What’s wrong?” Her question was abruptly lucid.

Nathan met her gaze, and she stared back, bleariness gone from her expression. “Nothing. Why do you ask?”

She crawled under the covers, and patted the spot next to her. “Because I know you. Something’s wrong.”

“We’ll talk about it when you’re not drunk.” He lay next to her.

She curled up with her head on his shoulder. They wouldn’t stay that way through the night, but he liked holding her like this. 

“I’m not that drunk.”

She was. A couple of clear questions didn’t erase the last couple hours of shots. 

“In the morning,” he said.

“Now.”

He didn’t want to argue, and he did want this out in the open. “That list that came out today? Lenny released it. I helped him get it. Got it for him.”

“Oh. Okay.” Tara pressed a line of kisses along his chest, then rested her cheek against his skin. A heartbeat later, her breathing slowed and evened out.

If confession was supposed to be good for the soul, why did he still feel like shit?

****
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COMPETITION VIDEOS played in the background while Nick worked. It wasn’t as good as giving them his full attention, but he enjoyed hearing the different personalities.

He sifted through his budget again. The little things were adding up, savings-wise, but it wasn’t enough. Their company account was too close to zero for his liking, and that wouldn’t change until the next Rinslet payment came through in several days.

Tara’s voice filtered through his speakers, and he switched screens to the video. This was the first clip he’d played, and if it was back up, he was finished with the playlist.

He should shut it down. See if Parker had posted something new, or just turn on music.

Instead, he found himself watching Tara work. She was crazy talented. The way she filled in lines and colors was fluid and smooth. It might as well have been edited or time lapse, but he’d watched the live stream. She was just that good.

He also knew she and Nathan were together. They didn’t hide it in their videos, and meeting them in person, it was easy to see the chemistry translated to electric off-camera.

Nick was admiring her work though. Not looking to intrude on a good thing. 

Romance was secondary in Nick’s life. He’d tried dating a few times over the years. In college, it took a few failed relationships to realize not everyone had the same priorities as he did, when it came to work. He didn’t deal well with accusations that he never spent enough time with his girlfriend. 

Once he figured that out, he tried to be honest about it. Let any new woman in his life know that he was a workaholic and not interested in changing. A couple of them said they understood, but tried to correct his behavior anyway.

It was easier for him, and anyone involved, if he hooked up when he wanted to get laid, and then left the next morning. He was always honest about it, and so far the one-night-stands-only approach served him better than pretending he could offer the kind of attention to a relationship that most partners expected and deserved.

He shut Tara’s video off and forced himself to focus on budget again. This trip had better pay off. Fortunately, Rinslet footed the flight bill, since he was here at their request. But if he stayed more than the length of the install, he’d need to cover room and board. 

If he couldn’t sell Antonio on a partnership, then what? 

Nick had been struggling for the last several weeks to come up with alternatives. New companies he could approach. New markets to step into.

None of it had panned out, and his ideas were drying up. 
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CHAPTER SIX
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THE SUN WARMED TARA’S face. If she opened her eyes, it would hurt. Morning wouldn’t be kind to the hangover-disguised-as-a-marching-band that had moved into her skull.

She pried one eye open, and a whisper of a smile flitted when she saw a glass of water and pills on the nightstand. Thank Christ for Nathan.

She struggled to sit, then downed the pills. The water hit her stomach like a stone. The scent of bacon drifted into the room, mingling and souring with her churning insides.

It was going to be a long day. Why did she drink that much? 

Right. Because her ex-husband was an asshat, and she hadn’t completely moved on from the fucked-up state he’d left her head in.

She climbed out of bed. The cool air on her skin helped soothe the heat rushing underneath. Why was she in her bra and panties? She didn’t sleep like this. What happened last night?

There was the list, and the backlash... The reminder made her head throb. There was a girl at the bar—Aria—who tasted like wine and kissed like a fallen angel.

And there was way too much gin.

Tara stumbled into the bathroom to wash her face and brush the sour taste from her mouth. She almost gagged on the flavor of the toothpaste. Then she pulled on a T-shirt, and made her way into the kitchen.

Nathan sat at the table, empty plate and half-drunk mug of coffee in front of him, scrolling through his phone. He looked up with a warm smile. “Hey, Sleeping Beauty.”

“Hey.” The nickname made her smile. But any affectionate term coming from him had that effect. 

“When you’re ready, I’ll make you something to eat. You name it.”

She sank into the seat across from him. “Nothing yet. I’ll grab some toast once my stomach settles. Thank you for making sure I got home last night.” She didn’t remember any of it, but there was no question he was responsible. “Tell me I didn’t do anything I’ll regret once it comes back to me.”

“Nah. You groped me in the back of the bar. Sucked me off, and told everyone I was hung like a stallion. Standard stuff.”

The fantasy flitted through her thoughts, replacing discomfort with desire. That sounded like fun. “Did I?”

An unreadable expression flickered across his face. “You didn’t. Do you remember any of the night?”

“Not after the girl.”

This time she was sure she saw a frown. 

“Okay,” he said. 

That was an odd response. “What did I miss?”

Nathan shook his head. “You were upset about Marco. Blaming yourself.”

“Ah.” She knew better than that. What happened hadn’t been her fault. But sometimes when her inhibitions slipped, it was hard to remember that. Marco was in the past, and who the fuck cared if he’d been fishing for tail on some exclusive cheaters’ website. Big fucking deal. He wasn’t Tara’s problem anymore, and neither was anyone who chose to believe him over her.

“Are you up for reviewing submissions this morning?” Nathan’s voice was abruptly chipper.

He was trying to help her forget the pit she’d sunk into. She was grateful for it. Wallowing would wait. 

“Sounds much better than running the shop.” Fortunately, she didn’t have any appointments until this afternoon.

Nathan stood, kissed her on the cheek, and left his dishes in the sink. “Join me when you’re ready?”

“Will do.”

When she was showered and dressed, she grabbed herself some toast and coffee, and found him in the second bedroom, that they’d converted to an office. 

He held out her office chair for her. 

“Thank you, kind sir.” She settled next to him. “How are our candidates looking?” 

They’d be going through proposals from people who wanted a tattoo of what she drew yesterday. 

“Same as usual,” he said.

Which meant about seventy-five percent didn’t meet their guidelines, and another twenty percent didn’t have that immeasurable pop they were looking for. Typically those videos consisted of someone staring at their keyboard, while their webcam recorded, and mumbling things like, “You should pick me because your work is cool.” More frustrating were the people who tried to skirt the Send a video of yourself rule, by providing a text-only clip.

Nathan pulled up one vid after another. None stood out.

“Hey, guys.” A chipper voice came from the speakers when he clicked Play. The woman on screen had her hair pulled back and was smiling at the camera. “I’m super excited to submit to you. I’ve been thinking about it for a long time, and I finally summoned the courage.”

Tara leaned in, her attention piqued. This was the kind of attitude they liked. Would the applicant have a compelling Why I want this tattoo story?

“But after the news yesterday, I knew I had to do this now, or miss my chance,” the video played on.

Tension coiled through Tara. The news?

“Here’s the thing. Of course Marco was on that list, you fucking whore. Why would anyone want to be married to you? Or even get a tattoo from you, a hepatitis-ridden needle slut. I—”

Nathan clicked stop.

Tara’s nausea was back in an acrid surge up her throat. She swallowed, but couldn’t get rid of the taste. Going through the public disdain after her divorce was bad enough. She wasn’t interested in doing it a second time.

****
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NICK FOUND THE RESTAURANT without issue, thanks to Tara’s instructions. Two blocks west of your hotel, with the giant Ristorante Splendido sign was pretty simple to get right. 

He liked that so many places were within walking distance here. He didn’t know if he’d be here longer than a few days, and he’d rather see as much of the town as possible in person, rather than from the back of a cab.

He wasn’t waiting long before a bright red Fiat pulled up to the valet station, and Antonio climbed out. A valet opened the passenger door, and cute redhead joined Antonio, hooking her hand around his arm.

They approached Nick as someone took their car to park it.

“Nick, this is Emily.” Antonio introduced the woman on his arm.

Nick shook her hand. “I’m glad you were able to join us after all.”

“I don’t understand.” Emily frowned. 

“I told him Tara and I lost our dates for the night,” Antonio said.

Emily’s confusion melted into a light laugh. “Got it. He didn’t mean me.”

Nick had that same feeling he was missing something.

“My brother’s popular.” Tara’s playful comment came from behind. “He’s usually got his guy on one arm and his girl on the other.”

Nick turned to face her. She wore a simple blue dress that flared from the hips and ended halfway down her calves. And she still had that I own the room sway to her hips. 

He shouldn’t stare, especially when the watching provoked vivid images of stripping her out of that dress. She was dating someone. Happily.

“No comment?” Tara asked as she joined them.

“You look incredible.”

Pink flushed across her cheeks. “Thank you. But I meant about them, not me.”

“The one person on each arm comment?” Nick gestured toward the door and they all made their way inside. “What kind of comment would I make?”

“Usually people at least flinch.” Did she sound disappointed?

They strode past several waiting couples, and Antonio gave the host his name. They were seated in a quiet corner near the back of the dining room.

“I got the flinching out of the way with my sister.” That was a polite way to put it. Nick had said several things he wished he could take back, but almost as many that he still meant.

“You’ve already figured out not letting Tara knock you off your game is crucial. You’re going to fit in fine here,” Emily said. She didn’t have an accent. Or rather, Nick supposed hers was a lot like his.

“I’m not that bad.” Tara’s protest was weak.

Emily rolled her eyes, the corners of her mouth tugging up. “The day we landed here—keep in mind the farthest I’d ever been from home was Baja California—she met us at the airport. Told Antonio if he didn’t make a move for me soon, she was snatching me up. That was my introduction to Milan.”

Antonio squeezed her hand. “I’d like to think I left more of an impression than she did.”

“Without question,” Emily said.

“They make me sound pushy and obnoxious. I promise I’m not.” Tara sat straight in her seat, sipping her water, and looking very much like she belonged here. 

Did the two halves of her life ever clash? Nick had a hard time balancing business owner and functional member of society. He couldn’t imagine flipping a switch between tattoo artist and high-society heiress on a regular basis. “I know you’re not,” he said to Tara. “Confidence can be confused for other things, but it’s not the same as pushy.”

Tara ducked her head. The hint of shyness was unexpected. “If you want his business, you have to flatter Antonio, not me.”

“I’m being sincere. And holding off on talking work until we at least have wine in front of us.”

As if summoned, the waiter appeared. They ordered a bottle of the house red, and he was gone again.

“Where are you from?” Nick asked Emily.

“San Jose. You’re from Salt Lake?”

Nick couldn’t hide his surprise. “Yes.”

“I did my homework,” Antonio said. “You didn’t expect otherwise, did you?”

Nick shouldn’t have. He didn’t know why he planned for this to be a cold pitch. “Of course not.”

“I still want to hear what you’re selling, though,” Antonio said. “Unless you’re literally waiting for the wine to be poured.”

Nathan intended to delay the work chatter until after they finished eating. Sure, this was a business dinner, but he hoped to get to know Antonio first. Make a good impression before he got down to details. 

“He already knows what you’re selling,” Emily said. “He wants to hear how you spin it.”

Antonio twisted his mouth, but he looked amused. “She’s always spilling my secrets.”

“You’re measuring the bullshit factor. I can appreciate that.” Nick could adapt as needed. “I don’t do a lot of that—bullshitting. Over promising leaves a big tab to pick up, and I don’t like that expense.” The only thing he’d hold close in this negotiation was how desperate he was to sign a contract and to keep his cash flow in the black. 

“Easy to say. Harder to convince me of.” Antonio leaned back as the waiter arrived. 

The man filled their glasses before explaining what the chef had prepared for the evening. When there were no questions, he excused himself again.

“What started as a scheduling app to match delivery drivers with people who wanted a quick sweets fix has become more. Our technology offers seamless international between client data and contracts, a robust customer data management repository, and certified digital security. It’s scalable, which makes the potential for expansion exponential.” Nick reeled off his elevator pitch quickly and flawlessly. He could recite the basics in his sleep.

“That’s a lot of buzzwords.” Antonio didn’t look impressed.

“Be nice.” Tara slapped him with her napkin.

It was business. Nick didn’t expect nice. He hoped for honest and suspected he’d get that here. “I’m happy to answer any questions. You want details, I’ve got them. High-level? I have that too. Unless you want to discuss specifics of our API calls. Fiona’s better suited to that.”

Antonio furrowed his brow and drummed his fingers on the table. 

Seconds ticked by. More of them than Nick was comfortable counting. He’d interrupt, ask if he could offer any more information, but speaking to fill an awkward silence was how people said too much.

“Are you free the day after tomorrow?” Antonio asked.

Nick would make the time. He’d be done with Tara’s install by then. “Yes.”

“Great.” Antonio smiled. “I’ll get your number from Tara, and my assistant will call to schedule a time. We’ll talk details.”

Yes. This was only the first step. Nick still had to wow Antonio with the actual proposal, but the ball was rolling now, and that helped Nick breathe easier. “I look forward to it.”

Emily squeezed Antonio’s arm and looked at Nick. “Have you had a chance to see many sights here yet?” 

“No, but I’ve really enjoyed what I have seen.” Nick’s gaze drifted to Tara, before he realized what he was doing.

Antonio chuckled. 

Nick was more interested in Tara’s soft smirk. Before he could summon a follow-up that wasn’t so blatant, the waiter interrupted with their wine, and a plate of meats, cheeses, and olives.

“There’s a pastry shop just a few blocks from your hotel,” Tara said when their glasses were full and the waiter their orders. “If you like cream filling.” Did she just wink? 

Nick wasn’t sure how else to respond. This didn’t feel like a lost-in-translation kind of thing. But the innuendo was so bold... 

A glance around the table revealed three barely hidden grins. She knew exactly what she was saying. 

He didn’t know how much he could get away with in reply. He was torn between testing boundaries and not pissing off a potential business partner. So far, Antoni didn’t look upset, but a little light flirting was different than replying with something like I prefer to be the one doing the filling. “It all depends on my mood. The right amount of sugar can be the perfect way to start or end a day.”

“Possibly as a quick pick-me-up mid-day?” 

“If that’s when the craving hits.”

Tara hid her smile behind her wine glass, but her gaze lingered on Nick’s. 

He should watch himself around her, but she was a lot more enjoyable to look at.

They all chatted as each course came and went. Dining here was so different from back home. Not that he minded. He put together enough pieces as the evening wore on to figure out Justin was Antonio’s missing date, and that both men were involved with Emily. 

Nick could almost hear Fiona saying, See? It’s not that unusual.

They wound up dinner with another promise from Antonio to be in touch, and he and Emily were on their way.

“Can I see you home?” Nick asked Tara.

Her laugh was light and playful, dancing on a puff of visible breath in the chilly night air. “Such a gentleman. I’d love that.”

“Does your boyfriend care that you’re flirting with me?” Nick was tired of dancing around this. He wanted to believe he was asking in order to curb the behavior. It was inappropriate and all that. 

There was a very loud voice in his head pointing out he was hoping, especially after everything he’d seen tonight, he had a chance with this incredible woman. 

She laughed and ducked her head. “You don’t waste words, do you?”

“I figured I’ve already wasted a couple dozen on that conversation equating pastries to sex, and a several more in my head, deciding if I should ask you or not. I didn’t have the answer, so I’m asking you.”

She hooked a hand in the crook of his arm and pressed closer. Her touch chased away the evening chill and flooded him with temptation. “Nathan doesn’t have any issues with it, and yes he sees what I'm doing.”

“Oh.” That was less than smooth. Nick needed a better reply. “That’s cool.” Nope, that wasn't the charming response he’d been reaching for.

“I don’t think I’ve ever had anyone answer like that.” 

“I’m one of a kind.” Better. Not great, but better. 

Tara’s laugh was light and seductive. “I'm getting that impression. Tell me what you’re really thinking. You didn’t flinch at dinner with Antonio’s relationship, and you said your sister is seeing two guys. Are you... the same?”

“Seeing two guys? No.” Nick didn’t know how to interpret the question, and he was certain he hadn’t gone into details about Fiona’s relationship.

“Poly.”

“As in, polyamorous?” Nick had heard the term in passing, but he didn’t know anything about it beyond a basic definition. Though, he supposed that was what Fiona thought she was doing. “I’m not even mono. I don’t remember the last time I was in a serious relationship.”

“So you’re a one-night stand kind of guy.” 

Where Nick tried hard not to make assumptions, Tara didn’t seem to have an issue with it. He wasn’t sure if that bothered him more, or that she was getting so many of them right. “What makes you think I’m not a five-minutes-with-my-fist kind of guy?”

“Lucky guess. Or guessing in the hopes of getting lucky...” Tara trailed off and slowed to a stop. Horror splashed across Tara’s face. “Oh, Christ.” 

That was an abrupt change in mood. Nick followed her gaze. A first clenched around his chest, and anger surged inside on her behalf.

Whore was spray-painted across her front door in ugly red letters. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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TARA STRUGGLED TO THINK past the shock and hurt. She needed to call the police. Cover up the graffiti until she could get someone out here to clean it. Make sure this was the only damage—

“I’ll clean this up for you.” Nick’s voice shattered her thoughts.

She stumbled mentally, and choked back the wave of emotion that tried to surface. She wouldn’t lose her cool. Not now. Not over this. “No. It’s okay.” It wasn’t. What was she saying?

“It’s not okay. You’re upset, and this is crass and wrong.” Nick rested a hand on her arm.

The contact and concern sent tears to prick at her eyelids. She blinked them back. “I can’t have you out here at night. The city council—”

“Wants this bullshit marring their beautiful town?”

“No. They’ll be furious either way. But your being out here will make it worse.”

“It’s not a big deal. I can work quietly.”

She wanted to scream at him to stop being helpful. Or hug him for not leaving the instant he saw the damage. Or something to give her an outlet for the emotion twisting her insides. “I’ll call the police. I’ll cover this with brown paper when they’re done. I’ll get someone here in the morning to clean it up.” Reciting the list didn’t help calm her the way she wanted. “I can’t face it right now. Please leave it?”

He nodded. “Let’s go inside at least. Get the cops on the phone.”

“Okay.” She’d have to let go of his hand to get to her keys. As she unclenched her fingers, her knuckles protested. How hard had she been gripping? And he hadn’t said a word or tried to pull away. Thank Christ he was here. She’d rather have Nathan. Actual comfort, and not the sexy almost-stranger who was more interested in getting laid and in her brother’s money than in her.

That’s not true.

She didn’t have the mental capacity to hold that argument with herself. 

“I’m not leaving you alone.” Nick stepped inside with her.

She should protest and say she could take care of herself, but she didn’t want him to leave. “Okay.”

He stayed nearby while she called the police. Two officers arrived a short while later. They took photos, gave her an incident number, and promised to keep an eye on things. She felt marginally better as they left.

But being unable to answer the do you know who would have done this question gnawed at her.

“Come on.” Nick pointed her toward the stairs. “Those shoes can’t be comfortable.”

She’d forgotten she was wearing the heels, and he was right. Her toes ached. She stepped out of the shoes, and carried them up to the apartment.

“Do you want something to drink?” Nick asked when they reached the second floor. “Tea? Wine? Tell me where it is, and I’ll take care of you.”

She snorted a laugh before she realized why.

He gave her a puzzled look. “What’s up?”

“I didn’t expect you to be this sweet, nurturing guy.”

“I raised my sister for a little while. You’re suffering a lot more than a teenage girl’s broken heart or bad grades, but stress is stress.”

Tara shook her head and wandered into the living room. “I’m not broken, just shaken. I’ll be fine.”

“But you’re not yet.”

She pointed him to a chair. The mood was a bit spoiled for something like cuddling on the couch. She took a seat across from him. “Thank you. For sticking around. For being concerned. I need to not think about this right now.” 

“That’s fair.” Nick’s smile was kind and unassuming.

Would he take the conversation back to where it was before they were interrupted? Return to talking about one-night stands and the fact that Nathan was okay with her sleeping with other people? It would be distracting. It would prove the graffiti artist’s point—

No. She didn’t believe that, and she refused to tumble back into the hole that almost consumed her after her divorce.

“What’s the one thing I absolutely have to do while I’m in Italy?” Nick’s question cut her rambling thoughts short.

Disappointment and relief mingled inside in a disgusting blur. She reached for the same response she gave anyone who asked. “I mean, it’s not like it’s my fault my husband cheated on me.” She clamped her jaw shut. Fuck her brain.

Nick didn’t flinch. “I don’t think that for an instant. You’re not to blame for other people’s actions.”

“A lot of people disagree with you.” Why was she still pursuing this topic?

“It wouldn’t be the first time, and it won’t be the last. I didn’t realize you’d been married.”

Of course you didn’t. I never told you. The response lodged in her throat, stuck on disbelief. The world knew she’d been married. “You didn’t dig into my past before you came out here? Antonio did his research on you.”

“I’m not here to do business with your personal life.” Nick made it all sound so matter-of-fact. “I looked at the company’s public records, their other partnerships, and their financial and innovation history. I looked at Antonio’s previous business venture. That gave me what I needed.”

“But the tabloid stuff must have come up in your searches.”

Nick shrugged. “Any family who owns a company like yours makes news. If Bill Gates sneezes in the wrong meeting, people hear about it.”

That made her smile. “We’re not as big as Microsoft. Not even close.”

“And I wasn’t concerned about your personal lives as long as your business was sound. Right now,  I am worried about you.”

She believed it, too. She was used to people being nice to her for favors. To get on her family’s good side. She’d expected the same from Nick. But he seemed to mean everything he said. She wasn’t sure how to interpret that. “You barely know me.”

“That doesn’t mean I can’t worry about you. If you want to tell me what’s up, I’m listening. If you still want to change the subject, that’s fine too.”

Somehow in the last hour he’d gone from confident and sexy, to confident, considerate, and fucking sexy. She’d much rather focus on that than on the events of the evening. But she wanted to give him something. Not because he seemed to expect it, but she needed to get it out of her head, and he felt safe.

“Marco—my ex-husband—is a member of Parliament. He’s everything people love in a politician: young, handsome, confident, and charismatic. I’ve got a lot of the same going on.” She didn’t have a problem saying that. It was true. “Except when that lens is applied to me, people describe me as a spinster who’s vain, slutty, and annoyingly bossy. When he and I divorced, he played me as the villain to the media. It was my fault. I wasn’t a good wife. What choice did he have but to cheat?”

The words had stuck for so long that saying them now hurt. She swallowed the barbs of the past.

“That’s a bit bullshitty.”

The statement and the vehemence behind them helped soothe her old scars. “It is what it is.” She had a harder time with the denial than she expected. “That’s not completely true. Honestly, it hurts like hell. But I’ve learned for the most part to shove it aside.”

Nick leaned in, resting his elbows on his knees, and searched her face. “I’m sorry you have to do that. I’m glad you don’t let it diminish you.”

“Did you see news about the adultery website hack?”

He nodded.

“Marco’s name is on it, and apparently that’s my fault. I’m guessing that’s where the graffiti came from.”

“I don’t understand.”

She clenched her jaw. He’d been kind up to this point. He wasn’t brushing off her concern or doubting her. She had to remember that. “Your sister was pursued, stalked, and attacked because she was sweet online, then had the nerve to tell someone no.” Tara had so much sympathy for Fiona. She only knew what was in the news, but personal experience gave her insight into what Fiona must have gone through.

“I don’t understand that, either,” Nick said. “I get that it happened to her. And to you. I’m not questioning it. I don’t get why anyone thinks that’s okay. Your situation isn’t quite the same as Fiona’s.”

“It’s exactly the same.” Okay, not exactly. The details were different. But it was close enough. “I did something that someone didn’t like, and even though my husband was the lying piece of shit, I was the one to blame.” The fallout against Fiona was similar. Tara saw it. If she’d just been nice. Not turned the guy down. Given him a chance. Not been such a raging fucking bitch who was too stuck in her own world to look at the people around her—

Tara forced herself to take a deep breath. “I can’t talk about this after all. I’m sorry.”

“You don’t owe me an apology.” Nick looked concerned. How was he doing that? Being... decent? “Why tattoos?”

The rapid shift in subject, along with the vague question, knocked her thoughts off the rails. It was perfect. “You’ll have to be more specific. That’s like asking why does blue?”

“It’s not quite the same.” Nick furrowed his brow, then shook his head. “You’re obviously talented. Why did you pick tattoos as a medium for expression?”

Because she didn’t know how to conform. “It will sound childish.”

“I wouldn’t think that for a minute.”

“Are you certain? You strike me as a very by-the-book kind of guy.” Despite her question, she believed him. He had yet to cast shade on her for anything. Compared to the bitterness that tinged her view of the past, this was tame.

“I have flights of fancy.” Nick’s protest sounded weak.

This was so much better than what they’d been talking about. “Last time you did something completely random and off the wall?”

“I flew halfway around the world after a single phone call, because I was told I could meet a princess.”

Her breath caught. She wouldn’t swoon, no matter how much she wanted to. She twisted her mouth in amusement instead. “I don’t let anyone else call me that.”

“And you shouldn’t. You’re not a political pawn, meant to be married off to some distant kingdom. You rule your own.”

Now she was swooning. “I’d complain that you just took the magic out of a young girl’s dream, but honestly, that’s one of the sweetest things you could have said. As for why tattoos... When I was younger, they fascinated me because they were this representation of rebellion. As I got older, I fell in love with the possibilities. Scars that are art. A permanent expression of creation.”

The way he watched her as she spoke, awe and reverence splashed across his face, made her pulse race. How many problems would she cause if she propositioned someone looking to do business with her brother?

It would only be for one night. And it wasn’t as though she’d let it impact the working relationship. What could go wrong?
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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NATHAN DIDN’T HAVE an issue with Gina. They’d gotten along just fine when she was dating Tara. But she’d been his girlfriend’s girlfriend. Nothing else connected them. “What have you been up to?” he asked.

She gave a half-shrug. “Same old stuff. Work. Play. Sleep.”

“Cool.” He picked at his brownie. He’d offered to take her wherever she wanted. It was her night.

She insisted she just wanted coffee and a little of his time.

“You two are kicking ass in the competition. Congratulations on that. I’d love to see you win.”

“Thanks.” He smiled. “Us too. Go figure, I guess.”

Her giggle was strained. She sipped from an oversized mug.

Wow. Awkward. If the conversation was going to be stilted anyway, he’d lay his curiosity out. “I have to know. Why me?”

“I wanted an excuse to have coffee with you.”

He wasn’t sure how to interpret that. It wasn’t a romantic thing—Gina wasn’t attracted to men. “You could have called. I wouldn’t have even charged you five-thousand euro.”

“It didn’t occur to me until I saw you on stage. I was going to donate anyway, and this rubbed Tara wrong at the same time.”

“Ah.” He should have guessed animosity played a part in it. 

Gina covered her face. “That came out bitchier than I intended. A statement like that is bitchy by default, but there was supposed to be more humor behind it. But she’s so fucked-up.”

“Hey. Tara is good and kind and brilliant and talented—” Nathan stood. 

Gina grabbed his hand. “And lucky to have you. Don’t go. The two of you are good together. I don’t have a problem with that. I just wanted to say...” She sighed. “This is getting all jumbled. Let me start over?”

Nathan clenched his jaw. He had zero patience when it came to anything negative about Tara. 

“Please? I’m not trying to be mean.” Frustration and apology filled Gina’s request. 

He crossed his arms. “I’m listening.”

“I loved her dearly.” Sadness crept into her voice. “I didn’t want to leave, but what she and I had wasn’t healthy. You and Tara though? I’ve never seen two people better together. Keep taking care of each other.”

“We always do. That’s it?”

“If you think it’s that simple, I’m worried for both of you, but yes, that’s it,” she said. 

“I’ll keep that in mind.” 

They tried to restart the conversation, but after swapping another round of questions about work, and observations about the weather, things fizzled out. The entire time, Gina’s request—and everything she’d said—bounced in Nathan’s thoughts. What was he supposed to make of the entire exchange?

They finally decided to call it a night.

“I don’t feel like I was a five-thousand-dollar date. I’d love to make it up to you,” Nathan said.

Gina rested a manicured hand on his arm, sadness hiding behind her amusement. “Keep what we talked about in mind, and tonight was worth it. Like I said, the money goes to a good cause.”

“Fair enough.” He walked her to the street, and made sure she had a cab home. 

He could do the same—head home—but something was rattling in his thoughts that needed to be unstuck. Tara would be at dinner for a while, so no one would miss Nathan if he wandered.

The night was chilly, but nothing compared to what he’d grown up with in Chicago. His jacket was enough to keep the bite from his skin. 

He loved living in this part of Milan. The narrow side streets paved with stone and bordered by old buildings that cast long shadows in the moonlight.

Keep taking care of each other.

Why were Gina’s words stuck in his head?

He was almost certain Tara didn’t remember what he told her last night, about the origins of the list. 

It wasn’t as though he’d lied. He’d bring it up again when he got home. Make sure she knew, apologize again for not considering the consequences, and be there for her until things blew over.

That was a straightforward solution.

Keep taking care of each other.

Yeah, okay. He got it. His brain could shut up now.

Nathan wandered until his feet started to protest, and the cold bit through his coat. A glance at his phone told him it was nearly midnight. It didn’t feel like that long.

He headed home.

As he approached the shop, things didn’t look right. The texture of the brick was odd... because it wasn’t brick. A large sheet of butcher paper had been taped over a portion of the building.

He peeled up the corner of the paper. When he saw the stark red paint, dripping from the word Whore, his concern spiked. Tara. Please be all right.

He dropped his keys twice before finally fitting the right one into the lock. Before he could turn the knob, it was pulled from his hand, and the door swung open.

Nick was on the other side. “She’s upstairs. And okay.”

“Thanks.” Nathan didn’t need to hear more. He sprinted up the spiral staircase, leaving Nick to lock up. If Tara was okay with him being here, so was Nathan.

Tara was sitting on the couch, legs tucked beneath her and lines of worry etched into her expression. She still wore her dress. Her makeup was smudged, and strands of hair had come loose from her updo. 

Nathan knelt in front of her, taking her hands. “What happened? Are you all right?”

“You know almost as much as I do. It was like that when we got here. I’m fine.”

Footsteps sounded from behind, but he was focused on her. “You should have called me,” Nathan said.

“I know. I was focused on covering it until we could get it cleaned and I was frazzled and not thinking. Nick kept me from going out of my head.”

Nathan glanced over his shoulder at Nick, who stood in the doorway. The top button of Nick’s shirt was undone, and he wasn’t wearing a tie. Now that Nathan was paying closer attention, he saw the smudges of dirt around Nick’s cuffs, and a hint of red smeared near his ear.

“Thank you for that,” Nathan said.

Nick shrugged. “Not an issue. I wish I could have done more. She told me about the list and the problems with harassment in the past. Are you two safe here?”

How long had they been talking? “We’ll be fine.” Nathan stood. He felt underdressed compared to these two. Strange thought to have at a time like this.

“Though, we’ll be up for a while. If you’re still on US time, you’re welcome to stick around. Keep us company,” Tara said.

An unusual jealousy spiked though Nathan. Where did that come from? He just had dinner with her ex-girlfriend. Watched Tara make out with a random person in a bar the night before. There was no way he minded that she wanted this almost-stranger keeping them company, to feel more secure about her evening.

Nathan stashed his reaction. “We never mind an extra body in the house.”

“So she was telling me.” Nick settled in the chair opposite the couch.

Nathan sat next to Tara, adjusting her legs so they lay across his lap. He didn’t care if it was a possessive gesture. “She told you we’re serial killers?” What should have been a joke came out with an edge.

Tara let out a light laugh. “Nick has a hard time understanding how two people. Let alone more, make time for each other.”

Because there was nothing unusual about discussing their love life with the contractor installing software on their network. “It’s not for everyone. You have to be confident and mature enough to handle an arrangement like that.”

“Is that some sort of weird way of saying I wanted an excuse to fuck other people, so I talked my girlfriend into an open relationship?” Nick asked. 

Nathan didn’t know if he was annoyed or pleased Nick didn’t get it.

Tara squeezed Nathan’s leg. “Not even close. Have you ever been on a dating website?” she said.

Nick furrowed his brow. “Yes?”

“Has your sister?”

“I assume.” Nick’s voice was tight.

“You assume?” Nathan was relaxing into the conversation. This wasn’t a big deal. The events of the last few days had him on edge, but there was nothing here to be pissy about or jealous of. “You never once, ever, heard her complain about the onslaught of messages she got, several of them a few words long at best, and just as many with dicks attached?”

“Can’t say I’ve spent much time talking to Fiona about the penises she’s seen. But yes, I understand her options were a lot more in-her-face and prolific than mine are.”

“That doesn’t change for any guy, especially a straight guy, just because he’s in a poly relationship. Partly because they look at it as a chance to fuck all the women they want. Because the women in this lifestyle are only a percentage of women, and many of them are wary of men like that the guy doesn’t get to pick and choose.” Tara reached up to unpin her hair. The stretch elongated her torso, showing off each elegant curve and line. Thick black locks tumbled loose around her shoulders in soft waves.

Nathan watched, entranced. Seeing her move never got old. “It’s all lady’s choice.”

“So... I’ll amend my statement. How is this not I wanted an excuse to fuck other people, so I talked my boyfriend into an open relationship?” There was no antagonism in Nick’s tone.

Tara raised her eyebrows. “Is that why Fiona does it?”

Whoa, what? How much had Nathan missed? How long were they here before he got back?

“You don’t want the answer to that.” Nick leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees. “Because as far as I know, yes, that’s exactly the case.”

Judgmental prick. Nathan’s amusement grew. 

“Nicholas is a traditional kind of guy, apparently.” Tara gave Nathan a knowing look. “One man and one woman make a relationship.”

“I didn’t say that. I don’t care what the combination is—two men, two women, one of each, whatever.”

“It’s the more than two that you have a problem with,” Nathan said.

“I don’t have a problem with it.” Frustration leaked into Nick’s voice. “But the logistics escape me. You seem to have a grasp on it, so explain it instead of poking fun at my ignorance.” 

Tara’s expression softened. “I’m not poking fun.”

“I am.” Nathan cut his chuckle short when Tara raised an eyebrow. “What? Is this his way of asking us to explain one bird and two bees? Or two birds and one bee?”

Nick furrowed his brow, pausing for a moment. “We’re assuming the bees are boys in this scenario?” 

“They have the stingers.” Nathan hadn’t put that much thought into the analogy.

“Not really the same as a penis.”

Tara studied him. “It is for some guys.”

“I can’t argue that.” Nick loosened his tie further. “But bees are matriarchal.”

“Technically, polyamory is too,” Tara said. “I’m still convinced, regardless of all of that, birds and bees don’t have sex with each other.”

“It’s not my analogy.” Nick may look uptight, but he made a conversation interesting. He never flinched or hesitated.

Nathan could learn to like the guy. “Just like most other—I won’t make the mistake of saying all—relationships, it’s not only about getting laid.”

“It’s more about... not limiting yourself to loving just one person. Being open to the possibility there’s more than one partner for you out there.” Tara paused. “Though sometimes the end game is still sex.”

Nathan didn’t like the addendum, despite the truth of it. Did he care if Nick became a one-night stand? Tara was obviously interested. If Nathan thought he had a chance, he would be too.

Nathan wouldn’t let this make him jealous. Nick was just a guy. Even if he became more than that, he wasn’t any different from anyone else, from a big-picture perspective. And Nathan certainly didn’t know him well enough to have strong opinions about him.

Besides, if he got the chance to watch them together, or participate, he wouldn’t complain.

“Do you ever have problems with it?” Nick asked.

Tara furrowed her brow. “That’s a really vague question. Are there people who don’t understand? I hope you know the answer to that. The sex part of it? No more than anyone who’s sexually active. I have to be extra careful about protection and STD’s, because I’m allergic to latex and several of the spermicides that come on condoms.”

“I meant more like jealousy between you two. Doubt. Issues like that.”

“Never.” Nathan didn’t hesitate with a denial.

Tara gave him a quick glance that carried a whisper of question, then looked at Nick again. “Of course we do. The big difference is, we talk through it and work it out.”

“That’s fair. Hypothetical situation,” Nick said, gaze fixed on Tara. “Let’s say I met you in a bar or online or in a bookstore, and I had no idea you were already involved. If I asked you out, would you say yes? Not a Hey, let’s fuck, but a can I buy you dinner?”

“You personally? It depends on how much of an impression you left. And not if that’s how you introduced yourself.” Tara didn’t hesitate with her response. She’d definitely been thinking about this.

Nick smirked. “My good looks aren’t enough?”

“They don’t hurt. The confidence is nice too. But hey baby, I lost my digits. Can I get yours? Doesn’t buy you an in.”

“Where are you in the bookstore?” Nick asked.

Now that Nathan was forcing jealousy aside, it left room for fantasy to bleed in. Of watching Nick strip Tara out of her dress. Of her riding him. That gorgeous look she got when she came... 

“She’s either with the fantasy books or manga. Depends on if she’s looking for reading material or inspiration.” Nathan needed to keep himself in the conversation, rather than drifting off into his own thoughts.

Nick shook his head. “I’m going to take a pass on the fantasy novels.”

That was an interesting way to shut things down fast. 

The scowl that passed over Tara’s face said she agreed. “Why?”

“Dragons and elves aren’t really my thing. Playing them online, sure. Reading about them? Not so much.”

So Mister Uptight had a geek side. Or a gamer side, at least. “Blasphemy,” Nathan teased.

Nick rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah. You and Fiona. I love the art, but I never got into the stories.”

“Epic quests aren’t your thing?” Tara’s expression had gone blank. She was gauging the situation. Interested, but cautious.

That bothered Nathan more than if she were plowing ahead without hesitation, the way she had with Aria.

It meant Nick’s opinion mattered to her.

Of course it does. He’s a potential business partner.

Nathan was trying not to be jealous. There was no reason. This entire relationship was founded on trust, and he’d never had an issue before with whom Tara liked.

None of that helped him shove the feeling aside.
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CHAPTER NINE
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TARA FELT NATHAN’S tension. It coiled in his body, making his arm tense against hers. She needed to tread carefully. For Nathan’s sake. For hers. Because Nick may be a more permanent part of her life soon if things went well for him with Antonio.

Why? I’m just having a conversation.

That wasn’t all she was doing though. She was intrigued by this man, and her body refused to take just one night off the table. “Epic quests aren’t your thing?” she asked.

Nick wore the same knowing, cocky smile he had half the night. “Rambling passages about talking trees, which last several chapters and are followed by and then there was a war, aren’t my thing.”

“Harsh.” Nathan winced.

“I’m going to infer that you found me in the manga section instead.” Tara would rather focus on the positives than linger on Nick’s flaws when it came to sweeping epic tales.

“Odds of that are pretty good. That’s almost always a stop for me in a bookstore.”

“Are you looking for the panty shots or the giant mechs?” Nathan asked.

It could be an innocent question, but was that a hint of derision?

“Do I look twelve? I’m looking for the complex relationship stories with the slow burn told from something other than a typical Western perspective.” Nick either didn’t hear the same thing she did, or wasn’t rising to the bait. 

She hoped it was the latter. “That’s rather... enlightened?” Almost too perfect, in fact. 

“And I like the magic,” Nick added. “But the instant the talking trees grow tentacle branches, I’m done.”

Nathan’s laugh was a relief. 

“Is that your line?” Tara asked. “You’re going to ask me if the trees have tentacles?”

“It might be. Depends on what you’re reading.”

Nathan’s posture wasn’t so stiff anymore, and he leaned some of his weight into Tara. It was more casual than possessive. “Nothing with tentacles, unless she’s in a mood.”

“Which, I’m guilty sometimes of being exactly that.” Tara didn’t have a problem admitting some of her desires were unconventional. 

“There’s a fascination then, with being grabbed at from multiple angles?” Nick might have protested the concept. He may not grasp it on the surface. But he didn’t seem to have any issues with the idea of more than two people being involved, as he started to understand.

Which seemed like a good segue to Tara. “We’ll insist all day long that us being poly isn’t just about sex. But sometimes, it is. There are days when one or both of us just wants to fuck around. And I’m not embarrassed to admit, I like two guys feeling me up at the same time.”

“Does that actually work in real life?” Nick asked.

“Your sister thinks it does.” Tara didn’t intend the comment as snarky.

Even when Nick was scowling, he was handsome. The lines shaped his face into something harder. Sterner. Delicious. “I’d rather not think about the details of Fiona’s sex life.”

“You know, websites charge for this.” Nathan was back to his joking self. That was a relief.

Nick raised his eyebrows. “For figuring out how people fuck? That’s not sex, it’s porn. It’s for the camera.”

“You’d rather I describe for you how it works, in vivid detail?” Tara liked that idea. It wasn’t the same as experiencing the moment, but she didn’t mind painting a vivid picture with words, of Nick stripping her down. Nathan teasing her breasts. Nick kissing along her chest.

Thinking about it was enough to make her squeeze her thighs together. Would she get a visible reaction out of Nick if she went into detail? She already knew with Nathan, the answer was yes.

“I don’t doubt it for a second,” Nick said. “But if I told you I was more interested in a hands-on demonstration, would you slap me?”

Heat rushed under Tara’s skin, zapping her senses to life. “Only if that’s one of your kinks.”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

Nathan slipped a hand under Tara’s dress, pushing the skirt high enough to tease, and resting a hand on her thigh. “We’ll put a maybe in the slapping column, for future reference,” he said.

“In that case, I’d like a hands-on demonstration.” Nick leaned back in his chair. 

The shift in posture was enough to hint at the bulge in his slacks.

Christ, she was going to enjoy this. Tara crossed the room and straddled Nick’s legs. 

He trailed his fingers up her bare arms, leaving goosebumps in his wake. The heat of his palms seared her neck, drawing more of her need to the surface. He tangled his fingers in her hair, holding her head and gaze captive.

When he crushed his mouth to hers, a switch flipped on any remaining restraints. She didn’t call herself a top or bottom or switch, but she didn’t like the idea of sharing control when it came to sex. It reminded her too much of Marco.

Nick licked along her lips, then dove his tongue into her mouth. She moaned into the kiss. This was different. It was demanding. He wasn’t surrendering anything, but it didn’t feel like she was being asked to either. 

She intertwined her fingers at the base of his neck, and ground into his lap. His erection pressed through her panties, teasing.

Nick dragged his mouth down her neck, to her collarbone. “When does the third person come in?” His words were muted by her skin.

“That depends on him.” She shifted her weight to give Nick easier access to her chest.

“There’s an art in watching, too.” Nathan’s voice mingled with the moment.

She liked having his eyes on her back.

“I thought this was about having all the attention on you,” Nick said.

She dragged her nails down Nick’s chest, undoing each button along the way.

Nathan groaned. “It is all on her.”

Nick drew a light touch up her spine, and she arched her back. She liked his fingers on her skin. She enjoyed that Nathan sat behind her, watching. He’d been a voyeur before, when she was with women, but it didn’t happen often. 

This felt different. More intense. Was it because Nick was male, or because he was Nick?

It didn’t matter. This was a one-night thing. Hot was hot. And she was going to lose herself in the moment.

She pushed Nick’s shirt back on his shoulders, then tugged his undershirt up, to expose his chest.

“You’ve got my hands all tangled. Now I can’t take anything off.” Nick’s deep tone didn’t sound disappointed.

She skated her palms up his bare chest, letting his groans wrap around her. “That’s fine. I can still touch.”

The rhythmic thrust of his hips ground his erection into her damp mound. Each new point of contact sent another shiver of delight through her.

She teased her nails along one of his nipples, and he grasped her wrist. Apparently he wasn’t that restrained. Not that she minded.

“When do I get to see more of you?” Nick asked.

She screwed her face up in thought. “I haven’t decided yet.”

“How about now?” He dragged down her zipper.

The cool air met her back, but it didn’t chase away the heat flooding her skin. “Now is good.”

Nick dragged the straps of her dress down her arms, exposing her breasts. Nathan’s guttural groan mingled with her jumbled thoughts. Fuck, this was making her wet. She liked being the hot wife. Enjoying the touch of one man while her boyfriend looked on. Who would have guessed?

Nick kissed along her shoulder down to her breast, then wrapped his lips around a nipple. As he sucked, nipped, and dragged his tongue along the tender flesh, she gripped his short hair. He bit enough to sting. She gasped and pressed into his mouth.

“I’ll take that as a good sign,” he murmured against her skin. He cupped her other breast, rolling the swollen pink nub between his fingers, while he continued to work with his mouth.

The longer his attention went on, the harder she panted. She ground against his cock. He was so hard, digging into her mons. Christ, this felt incredible. Could she get off like this? Dry humping like a horny kid?

Nick pulled away from her abruptly. He dug his fingers into her hips, stopping her movement.

She summoned an exaggerated pout. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m about two seconds from coming in my pants, and that’s not how I want tonight to end.”

She flushed at the confession, pleased she was having as much of an impact on him as he was on her. “What did you have in mind instead?”

“Something that makes you scream, and leave you panting, and unable to walk.”

Tara didn’t normally care for dirty talk—it always sounded phony—but this stole her breath and made her pulse hammer in her ears. “That’s a big promise.”

“And I’m prepared to make good on it.” Nick prompted her to stand, but held onto her, to keep her close. He scooted to the edge of the chair until his face was centimeters from her stomach.

When he glided his fingers up the inside of her thigh, she sighed with delight. He teased under her panties. “Fuck, you’re wet.”

“You’re good at what you do.” She tried to keep the flirty carelessness in her retort, but the words came out breathy.

“How much of this is because you have an audience?”

She glanced back at Nathan, who watched them with a hungry gaze, while he slowly stroked himself. She looked at Nick again. “A bit of it. Do you really want me measuring?”

He stroked along her pussy lips, not sliding between “I’m not worried about it.”

Based on what she’d been grinding against, he didn’t have any reason to be concerned.

He slipped two fingers inside her, and she gasped at the sudden penetration. She wouldn’t get off this way, but she liked thrusting against his hand. The way he watched her, captivated, added to her pleasure.

This really was enticing, having all the attention on her, even without Nathan’s touch.

Nick pulled out, but before disappointment could set in, he pressed his thumb to her clit.

She whimpered at the brush against her eager button. He stroked and teased, backing off each time her gasps grew louder. She was so close. “Are you going to make me beg?” Because that might just ruin the evening.
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CHAPTER TEN
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NICK HEARD THE CHALLENGE in Tara’s voice. He shook his head. “No. No begging.” He hadn’t even considered it. His goal was to draw out her pleasure. His cock was begging for release, and he wouldn’t last long once he gave into that desire. “A woman like you shouldn’t plead for anything.”

She licked her bottom lip. It was a stunning combination of seductive and shy. Everything she did raised his desire another notch. The push and pull. Her refusal to yield or play demure.

Nathan watching made things hotter. Nick liked putting on this show. And it seemed he also enjoyed watching Nathan stroke his cock.

Nick dragged Tara’s panties down her legs. “Step out.” She did, and he tossed the blue lace aside. He pressed his thumb back to her clit. This wasn’t the best angle, but with her lips parted in a silent moan, he didn’t care.

She bucked against him, voice growing louder with each thrust. “I want your fingers inside me again.”

He complied, thrusting inside her. She lifted her skirt and stroked her clit as he finger fucked her. Her expression was incredible. The flush on her cheeks her abandon when she came, clenching around and soaking his hand.

She was moaning, but it was the screams he’d promised to elicit. He teased her back entrance with his free hand. She gasped in surprise, but didn’t pull away. The extra touch pushed the right buttons. She threw her head back, and a delicious scream of pleasure tore from her throat.

Nick eased away as her frantic grinding slowed. She sank to her knees, focusing her gaze on his. 

“Your turn.” Her voice was breathy with a hint of rawness. She kissed down his chest, then grabbed his zipper between her teeth to tug it down.

Fucking hell, that was hot.

She gripped his shaft, her fingers still slick from playing with herself, and freed him. God, that felt incredible. It got better when she dragged her tongue over the head of his cock. She took him in her mouth, and he bucked at the wet warmth.

Nathan had stopped jerking off. Did he finish? Nick didn’t have the focus to look for hints of climax. He brushed Tara’s hair from her face with his clean hand. Watching her suck and lick was as good as feeling it. Especially with her exposed ass up in the air.

Nathan slid from his seat and crawled up behind her. He fisted his cock, then slid inside her.

That was volcanic. Getting sucked off by an incredible woman while another man fucked her from behind.

Nick teetered on the edge of orgasm. Tara’s groans reverberated against his skin. She slowed in her sucking, and another delightful cry said she was coming again. So was Nathan, from the sound of his grunts, and the way he pounded against her.

Nick enjoyed every second of the show. 

Tara resumed licking him with vigor, stroking fast and hard, playing with his balls. 

He knotted his fingers in her hair, trying to tug her away. “I’m close.”

“Good.” The word was muffled. She didn’t let up. 

He couldn’t hold back anymore. Climax tore through him, and he squirted in her mouth.

He was surprised when she swallowed, then licked him clean. He was double stunned when she rose and crushed her mouth to his. 

It didn’t matter. He’d taste himself on her lips for a kiss like this. For memories like these.

He was vaguely aware of everyone shedding the rest of their clothes and the three of them stumbling into the bedroom, to collapse in a pile of people on the bed.

Nick let silence settle in, and it took a few minutes for everyone’s breathing to return to normal.

“You never answered my question earlier,” he said softly. 

Tara gave a light laugh. “You asked a lot of questions.”

“At least she didn’t make up answers.” Nathan stretched out on the mattress.

Nick couldn’t help but enjoy the view. He’d never been drawn to the naked male form before. Not outside of the few minutes of porn it took to get off. 

Tara rested her head on Nathan’s chest. “I like making up answers.” She tugged Nick closer.

He rolled onto his side, pressing into her. “I’m not complaining about anything you’ve done so far.”

“Says the guy who just got his dick sucked by the most beautiful woman in the world,” Nathan teased.

Nick grinned. “I wasn’t complaining before that, but it didn’t hurt.”

“That’s because I didn’t use my teeth.” Tara winked.

This was ridiculous and almost hard to follow. Nick didn’t mind. “Touché.”

“What question didn’t I answer?” There was a lazy drawl to Tara’s voice, as though she wasn’t working as hard to hide her native language. Consonants rolled off her tongue seductively. 

This was one hell of a way to do a one-night stand. “Where do I absolutely need to visit while I’m in Italy?”

Nathan lifted his head enough to meet Nick’s gaze. “Besides our bedroom?”

“It really doesn’t get better than this.” As Tara spoke, she drew casual lines over Nick’s thigh with her nails.

“Not that I mind the exclusive, invitation only destination, but I thought I’d see more of the country, too.” Though, right now Nick wouldn’t complain about spending all his free time up here. That was reckless. Right now, he didn’t care.

“What cities do you want to see?” Tara asked. “Tell me what’s on your list, and I’ll drill down from there.”

“Vatican City. Venice. I’d love to ride in a gondola.” Though, Nick’s knowledge of the country was limited to what he’d seen on TV and in movies. “And any place I’m too American to know I need to ask about.”

“You have to check out the classic architecture, in any city.” Awe and reverence filled Nathan’s voice. “Unlike back home, where nothing is older than a couple hundred of years, and that’s rare, there’s so much history here.”

Nick was sold. “Give me directions, and I’ll go.

Tara looked at Nathan. “He doesn’t understand.”

“Getting directions?” Nick wasn’t sure what she meant.

“Directions spoil the fun,” Nathan said. “You go to explore. If I tell you where to go, you’re not exploring.”

Nick still didn’t understand. “You’re suggesting I wander Venice with no destination in mind?”

Nathan nodded.

“Assume I only have a day or two.” Nick struggled with the right way to phrase his request. “How do I know I won’t miss the amazing sights?”

“It’s all amazing,” Nathan said.

Tara laughed and shook her head. “It’s really not. There are bad parts of town, like anywhere. I’ll give you a hotel name, if you promise to explore from there.”

That still sounded a little vague, but Nick had an easier time wrapping his head around a starting point. “All right.”

“He said begrudgingly.” Tara laughed.

“Hey. I’m trusting you with my spontaneity.” Nick didn’t give himself that kind of leeway. “After tonight, I’m looking forward to more of the same.” He paused and turned the words over in his head. Did that come out wrong? 

Not if it meant a round two. Heat raced over him, focused on those spots where Tara absentmindedly teased his skin.

Tara shifted her weight and pressed her hip against his semi-hard shaft. “You don’t have to wait for another night, if you’re looking for more of that.”

“Are you trying to start something?” Nathan’s warning fell flat, carried on his low growl.

Tara twisted her face in thought. “I’m trying to continue something. What can I say? All this talk about ancient architecture turns me on.”

“Fucking in ancient architecture also turns her on,” Nathan offered.

That was the tour Nick wanted. “Where do I need to touch, fondle, or pinch, to get on that?”

Tara traced a finger up his chest, then pressed her palm flat and pushed him onto his back. She straddled his legs. “This building was erected during the Renaissance.”

“Erected.” Nathan snickered.

Nick rolled his eyes, but he was grinning. 

“Let’s see what else we can erect.” Tara rocked against his cock. She was as slick as he was hard.

Nick gripped her hips. “Pretty sure we’re already past that point.” 

Tara raised herself, and he fisted his shaft. When she dropped onto him, impaling herself, he groaned at the tight, wet grip.

A glance to the side said Nathan was watching again. Stroking himself, eyes wide and hungry.

Nick wasn’t in the mood to tease and play this time. He pounded hard inside Tara. It hadn’t been long since he got off, so he expected this to be more about pleasuring her.

But rocking inside her, watching her pale body as she rode him, gliding his hands up her chest to cup her breasts, orgasm rushed up quickly.

He built to a frantic pace, then dropped his thumb to her clit. He used her expression and the tasty sounds she made to gauge how close she was.

When she came, she gripped him hard, milking him and pushing him over the edge.

Nick came inside her, grinding and grunting long after he was spent. He was caught up in the moment. In Tara.

Fuck, this was addictive.
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NATHAN LOVED THE RAIN. The smell of damp ground. The patter on the roof.

Being tangled up with Tara, and Nick on her other side, while the storm encased the city, was officially one of his favorite ways to wake up.

A cold drop landed on Nathan’s forehead, and he cringed. He wiped it the water away. Why was his face wet?

He turned toward the ceiling to see a large damp spot above the bed. “Fuck.”

“What’s wrong?” Sleep lined Nick’s voice.

Tara mumbled, then her eyes flew open. “Why is my head wet?”

“Roof’s leaking.” Nathan nodded up.

“Fuck.” She sat straight up. “We just had that replaced.”

“I know.” Nathan was already out of bed and yanking on a pair of shorts. He needed something for the drip. A bowl. Anything until they could plan next steps.

A twinge echoed in his thoughts that he wouldn’t get to enjoy the others getting up. Dressing. He padded into the kitchen, and slipped on a puddle in the middle of the tile. He caught himself before he fell. “God damn it,” he shouted. “There are two more in here.”

He grabbed a stack of mixing bowls from the cabinet. He laid them out as he did a circuit of the apartment, but there weren’t enough. Buckets. Did they have any? They had a few small plastic tubs downstairs that they used to keep ink bottles in. 

Tara was in the kitchen, mopping up the floor. 

“How can I help?” Nick asked.

Nathan gestured. “Towels are in the closet by the bathroom. Old ones are on the top shelves. Lay them down wherever we need them.” He sprinted down to the main floor as soon as he was done talking, grabbed what he could find, and ran back upstairs.

The whole thing only took a few minutes, but it was more effective at waking him up than coffee.

“I’m going to put on different clothes,” Tara said.

Nathan focused on her for the first time since waking up. She’d yanked on Nick’s shirt, and only done up a few buttons. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath.

“It was what I grabbed.” She sounded uncharacteristically shy. Nathan dragged his gaze from the way the damp button-down clung to all her curves.

“You wear it better than I do.” Nick was in his slacks, his chest and feet bare.

Nathan looked her over again, enjoying the flush of pink that crept up her chest to her cheeks. “He’s right. You do. Go get dressed.”

There was an exaggerated sway to her hips as she strolled into the bedroom.

“Great way to wake up.” Nick’s sarcasm was light.

Nathan looked over in time to see him pull his attention from doorway Tara just walked through.

Nick reached for a retort. The jealousy from last night was gone. He’d had fun, and would freely admit it was hot watching Tara and Nick together.

“No.” Tara’s shout jarred him

He was sprinting toward the noise before he finished registering her dismay.

“It’s ruined.” She nodded at her desk. The sketch she’d done the other day was a smear of pastels and disintegrated paper. The amount of water on antique roll-top had probably destroyed the furniture as well.

Fury spilled through Nathan. “I’m going to kill those fucking contractors.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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TARA HOVERED ON THE edge between screaming again and bursting into tears. Why not do both? The artwork could be replaced—she’d already drawn it twice. The desk had been in the family for nearly two-hundred years. Her great, great, great grandfather built it. And it was sitting with two legs in half an inch of water, and more rain soaking into hinges and spots where the stain had faded over time.

Nathan wrapped his arms around her waist from behind, and kissed the back of her head. “I’m sorry, Bella.”

“Let me dry it off as much as possible. I think most of the damage will be superficial.” Nick was already mopping the top down with one of the towels he’d grabbed. “We need to get the water out of here, too.”

Thank Christ for Nick’s cool head. This wasn’t the time to freak out. When she called the contractor to find out why the fuck her roof was leaking, would be a better time for letting loose. “Thank you. Both of you. I’m going to take a quick shower.”

“Stand under the drip in the living room, and you’re set,” Nathan teased.

She forced a chuckle. “I’m going for the hot water. I’ll save some for you.” She kissed him on the cheek, nodded at Nick, then grabbed some clothes, and walked into the bathroom.

So much for basking in the morning-after glow of incredible sex. She wasn’t even in the mood to draw out her shower by getting off to replays of the better moments. 

Clean and dressed, but no less furious, she rejoined the guys. Nick had pulled on his undershirt. Nathan only wore a pair of sweatshorts. 

She would have loved to spend the morning in bed with them.

“I can temporarily patch this,” Nick said. “If one of you points me toward a hardware store.”

“Were you a roofer in a former life?” Nathan’s teasing was strained. 

“No. But my father was a contractor. I worked for him every summer once I was old enough. We don’t have any houses this old in Salt Lake, but we did do some restoration work on older buildings. With the right supplies, I can make sure the leaks are stopped, without doing more damage, until you can get a professional in here.”

“Are you serious?” Tara hadn’t expected any good news this morning. “That would be incredible. Don’t you have places to be?”

“Here. You’re my schedule, and everyone back home is still asleep, so they won’t be looking for me for a few hours. I just need to change into more appropriate work clothes.” Nick gestured down.

She looked at Nathan. “We’re in the black on live streaming, so we can miss a day of competition shooting,” Tara said. The damage meant they’d have to reschedule their afternoon appointments. Fortunately, it was only two people. She was trying hard to find some good news in this situation.

Nathan nodded. “I can head back to Nick’s hotel with him, then show him the hardware store, while you make phone calls.”

“Will do.” Her reaching out to people made more sense, especially for yelling at the roofer. She didn’t want there to be any language barrier or misunderstanding when she threatened to sue him from here to eternity, and told him he’d never do restoration work in this town again.

Nathan left to get ready, and Tara turned to Nick. “I really appreciate this.”

“It’s not a big deal. Rather, it’s going to take some work, and you two have to help, but I don’t mind.”

“How am I going to repay you?” It was a sincere question, but also a leading one. Money wasn’t an issue. But the nagging realist inside expected him to ask for her to put in another good word with Antonio, or play it up for one more round of sex. Which she was up for, but not in exchange for work.

“You don’t owe me anything.” His sincerity caught her off-guard.

She beat back her inner voice with a giant take that stick. “I’ll probably thank you several more times before the day is over.” She stepped in and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you.”

“I won’t complain about that.”

Nathan joined them again, and he and Nick took off.

Tara composed herself, forcing ice and venom through her veins, then dialed the roofer.

Stefano answered—he’d been her contact and the primary installer last time—and she summoned her coolest, sweetest voice.

“This is Tara Bianchi. You installed a roof for me, and it’s leaking now.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. I can have someone out there in two weeks to give you a new estimate.” Stefano’s tone was sharp and his words hurried.

She clenched her jaw. “That’s not going to work for me. The work is under warranty, and it’s leaking right now, not in two weeks.”

“We don’t offer warranties on renovations that are historically accurate.”

Total bullshit. She wouldn’t have hired them if that were the case. “I have paperwork that says otherwise.”

“No, miss, you don’t. If you’ll check your receipt and contract again, you’ll see that we don’t offer that.”

She didn’t know if the condescension in his voice was because she was female, or asking for an immediate response. She didn’t care for it either way. “I know my business, and I understand contracts. Have you ever worked with the Bianchi’s before, Stefano? And would you like to work with us again in the future?” She hated using her family’s name as leverage.

The long pause that greeted her carried a decent amount of satisfaction.

“You can sue my pants off, and take everything I own.” The edge in his voice was sharp and heavy now. “It won’t change the fact that I don’t have anyone available for two weeks.”

She let her growl slip out. “I understand. I’ll be certain to tell our family friends what my experience has been like, working with you.” 

She disconnected before he had a chance to respond. Let him stew on that for a while. He was supposed to be one of the best renovators in Milan. One word to her mother, and his reputation would be ruined.

That should fill Tara with immense satisfaction. But it didn’t fix her leaking roof, and she didn’t know who else to call. 
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NICK HAD GONE UP ON the roof of Tara and Nathan’s building long enough to confirm they had stone tiles, and to get an idea of how much area there was to cover.

While he was changing, he dictated a list of supplies to his phone. 

As he walked from his hotel to the hardware store with Nathan he realized, “We’re not going to be able to carry all of this back between the two of us.” He should have thought of that sooner. It wasn’t like him to miss a detail like that.

“We’ll have it delivered. The owner’s son can drop us and it off.” Nathan didn’t sound concerned.

“Don’t you have to schedule that?”

Nathan gave him a puzzled look. “Why? If Mateo isn’t here, we might have to wait an hour or two. No big deal.”

Nick had a hard time wrapping his brain around letting things happen as they would. But when in Rome... or Milan.

The rain had slowed to a drizzle, and it plinked softly against the umbrella they shared. “Are you and your father close?” Nathan asked.

“We were. My parents died when I was twenty.” Fiona had been sixteen. Nick became her legal guardian. She hadn’t needed much raising or supervision, she’d always been a responsible kid, but it brought them closer. 

“I’m sorry to hear it.”

“Thanks. It was tough at the time.” It had been more than a decade. He’d done his mourning, and their passing was a dull thud in his heart now. “We were one of those disgustingly cute families who always got alone.”

Nathan gave a short chuckle. “You probably saw that Tara’s like too. She bitches about being overshadowed by the family name, but she adores her brother and parents.”

This was an oddly personal question. Then again, Nick had fucked the guy’s girlfriend while he watched. “What about your family? Must be hard with them being so far away. The northern midwest?”

“Good ear.” Nathan’s voice tightened. “And it’s not as hard as you might think. Haven’t been back in a decade, and it’s been longer since we spoke.”

“Should I ask why?” It seemed like the polite thing to do.

“No. You really shouldn’t.”

Nick was curious, but not enough to dig for details about an off-limits topic. 

The plink of raindrops filled in the conversation for the rest of their walk. 

They reached the hardware store. Nick grabbed a cart, and walked down the nearest aisle. 

“We don’t need... I don’t know, something bigger?” Nathan asked.

“This is a temporary fix. We only need a few supplies, but some of them will get heavy.”

Fifteen minutes later, Nick had found one item on his list. “Is there any other place nearby to get building supplies?”

“There are bigger stores. We can take a drive if you need. But you might have more luck asking the owner, first.” Nathan led them to the back of the store. “Piero,” he called.

An older man behind the counter turned, and smiled when he saw Nathan. He said something Nick didn’t understand.

Nathan replied. The only word Nick caught was his own name.

Piero shook Nick’s hand and said something else.

The language barrier was going to make things difficult.

“His son would translate, but he won’t be back for a little while. He’s asking what you need,” Nathan said.

That would work. “Sheet metal tiles, that can be used on a roof.”

Nathan worked his jaw. “Uh...”

“Is something wrong?”

“I’m not exactly fluent. I know enough to get me through a polite conversation,” Nathan confessed. “I’m trying to think of the right words.” What he said next was in Italian, but punctuated with heavy pauses. 

Piero frowned, and looked between Nathan and Nick, then pointed to the danish on the counter behind him.

The exchange went back and forth a little longer, with Nick and Piero both growing more frustrated

Nick pulled his phone from his pocket and searched for the item he wanted. “Excuse me.” He handed the device to Piero.

The store owner smiled and nodded. He held up an index finger, said something, and walked away.

“He says he’ll be right back,” Nathan translated.

Nick kept a sarcastic retort to himself. The situation was more amusing than irritating.

An hour later, they had everything loaded into a small pickup truck, and were heading back to the apartment.

“You really learned all this from doing summer work for your dad?” Nathan asked.

Nick shrugged. “And it was the conversation around the house a lot of nights.”

“Hmm.” Nathan frowned. 

He didn’t say anything else, and Nick didn’t push. Whatever demons lived in the guy’s past were his. Nick had his own problems to deal with.

Like the fact that he’d slept with a potential business partner and her boyfriend last night. After all the shit he gave Fiona, Nick was making the same mistakes.

Except that he wasn’t. He wasn’t falling for Tara. She wasn’t trying to destroy his company. And he was wooing her brother, not her.

That list should be far more reassuring than it was.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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NATHAN RECOGNIZED TARA’S fury the instant he saw her clenched jaw and pursed lips. He set down the stack of supplies he was carrying, and directed Nick and Mateo to do the same. The instant they were unpacked, Nathan turned to Tara. “What happened?”

“Asshole roofers say they can’t get out here for two weeks. And they only reason they’re not charging me is because of who I am. He claims there’s a very narrow warranty on that kind of restoration work. There’s not. I have the contract.”

“We’ll figure it out.” Nathan squeezed her fingers.

Tara sank into the seat behind the reception desk. “I don’t know what else to do. I can threaten all I want, but if he insists he can’t come out right away, I can’t change that. If he’s actually booked, I don’t want to queue jump and push someone else aside who needs the work done.”

Nathan hated that he couldn’t offer more than comfort. He could paint a mural up there. Maybe hack the roofer’s email and embarrass him in front of his family. 

“I can take a closer look,” Nick said. “I can’t promise any more than I’m already planning, but I can make sure you’re set until you can get professionals in here. Possibly help you figure out if another contractor will do a better job for you.”

The corners of Tara’s mouth tugged up in an almost-smile. “Are you serious?”

Of course he was.

“Of course.”

Nathan didn’t care for Nick’s answer echoing his own thoughts.

Tara looked past them and said something in Italian. Nathan loved hearing her speak the language. He caught enough to know she was thanking Mateo and telling him to expect another visit in the next couple of days.

His reply contained the phrase better translator. 

Nathan swallowed a scowl.

Mateo told them Ciao, and was on his way. 

Tara looked at Nick. “He suggests I go with you next time you go back.”

“We did all right.” Nick laughed.

Nathan didn’t like that the dark clouds building inside matched the storm outside. This guy wasn’t trying to step on his toes. Nick had the skills they needed and was offering to help. It had nothing to do with last night. Which was a one-time thing. And even if Tara wanted to pursue it, that was up to her.

Nathan was just feeling irritable because Nick’s story about his parents shoved Nathan into his own past.

It didn’t matter that he saw how well Tara got along with her family, Nathan couldn’t imagine that life. His own father kicked him out when he came out as bisexual at sixteen.

He didn’t want to traipse down that path today. “Did you reach out to our afternoon appointments? I can do that.”

“I’ve got it covered,” Tara said. “Rescheduled for later this week. It’ll make some of our timing tight, but we’ll manage.” She looked at Nick. “You’ll have to work around them for the rest of your install. There’s no other way to make this happen.”

“That’s fine.”

Of course it was. Nathan banished the bitter thought. He needed to deal with his jealousy before it festered.

“You’re fantastic, thank you.” Tara hugged Nick. “I owe you twice over.” 

“I already said you don’t owe me.” Nick was smooth. No doubt about it.

There was no way Nathan was getting worked up over a hug. “What comes next?”

“We have to wait until the roof is dry to do the work. I got some solvent to clean the graffiti off the front of the shop, but that needs to be dry as well,” Nick said.

Tara shrugged. “Then we’ll have breakfast while we wait. Nathan makes an incredible fette biscottate—better than you’ll find anywhere—and we have some on hand.” 

“Have a seat and give us about fifteen minutes.” Nathan nodded toward the couch in the shop lobby. It was guaranteed to be dry.  And he was only feeling a hint of relief at having something to do that Nick couldn’t. 

Upstairs, he and Tara set out the food. She grabbed dishes while he made lattes. He filled mugs while she arranged everything on a tray. The seamless ballet reminded Nathan they had a solid thing together.

*
[image: image]


NICK SCROLLED THROUGH his phone while he waited for breakfast. 

When Tara said she owed him, he was tempted to call in the favor. Memories of the night before wanted to ask for a repeat. The tastes, sounds, and sensations still danced on his skin.

He wouldn’t put that pressure on any of them. It had been fun. He was happy to leave it at a great shared moment, and move on.

If he were talking to anyone else, and wanted the connection with a family member that she had, he’d ask her to put in a good word. That didn’t feel right though. 

He couldn’t define why not, but doubt in his chest kept him from saying the words. Last night must be wreaking more havoc on his thoughts than he wanted to admit. It wasn’t like him to let a one-night stand take up space in his head. Sex was sex, and business was business, and neither one should be impacted by his personal feelings.

His phone chimed with a new text. He frowned as he read the message from his bank. His business account was overdrawn. Fuck.

He logged into his account, and his concern grew. One of those payments wasn’t supposed to process until next week. He had a deposit coming in that was more than enough to handle that, plus the other bill than had just bounced.

Double fuck. He couldn’t afford these fees.

His tension cranked past a snapping point, tightening in his neck and running into his arms. There was a solution though.

He dialed the bank. Fortunately, he’d had the account for years, and most of the staff knew him. He needed to smooth talk his way into a work-around.

“Desert First Associated Credit Union, this is Lisa.”

“Lisa, hey. This is Nicholas Walters. How’s your morning going?”

“Not bad. How’s Italy?”

He’d let them know he was traveling, so they wouldn’t put unneeded holds on his account. “It’s gorgeous. You’d love it here. There’s a cathedral down the street from my hotel with some amazing stained glass.”

“Sounds stunning. Bring home pictures.”

“I will.” He mentally braced himself. “Listen, I’m hoping you can help me out.”

“Sure.” Her tone was chipper.

This was going to hurt. He had a handful of personal CD’s, and he needed to cash one out early to cover this discrepancy. It would cost him, but not as much as having his business shut down due to lack of cash flow. “I miscalculated on my business account. If I get some money in there now, is there any way you can clear the check that just bounced?”

Hesitation spread over the line. He’d wonder if it was the cross-ocean connection, but it hadn’t been there before.

Please let her say yes.

“I guess, just this once. And only if you promise lots of photos.”

He chuckled. “I promise.”

Nick finished the arrangements and disconnected. He dropped his phone onto the couch, and his head into his hands. The juggling act today would keep them solvent until the next payment from Rinslet cleared, but this was the second time he’d dipped into personal funds to keep the business afloat. How many times could he afford to do that before things sank?
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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THE WEATHER LET UP as they were finishing breakfast, and the sun spilled over the city.

“No promises that the rain won’t come back. But if it doesn’t, do you think we’ll make it up there today?” Tara knew better than to bet on the weather. 

Nick shrugged. “We don’t need much time, so we’ll check in a couple of hours. If things are dry enough to walk around safely, we’ll put a temporary seal in place to keep you dry in case the storm comes back between now and repairs.”

“I guess we get back to the everyday grind in the meantime.” She should be more upset. Nick’s approach, and the fact that he was sticking around, helped her mood. She also liked seeing that he and Nathan seemed to be getting along.

“Most of what I’m doing today is starting installs and letting them run. A lot of waiting,” Nick said. “Any chance I could watch two experts at work in the meantime?”

She liked that idea. Mostly because it meant he’d be hanging around.

“You don’t have any ink.” Nathan’s comment seemed to come from no where.

Tara noticed that last night. She’d gotten a pretty good view of what Nick had to offer. “We should change that.”

Nick’s eyes grew wide. “I don’t... That’s not necessary.”

“It’s not, but it would be fun. Unless you’re worried about what your boss will say if he finds out.” Tara let teasing mixed with challenge fall into her tone.

Nathan leaned in to rest his forearms on the counter. “We’ll start small, and after one, you’ll be an addict.”

“I doubt that.” Nick chuckled. “But I suppose one won’t hurt.”

“It will. That’s part of the process.” Tara winked. “But you’re not afraid of a little pain.” Was this turning her on just a little? The heat racing over her skin said yes.

“That doesn’t sound work related.” Nick leaned back in his seat, and sipped his coffee. “Or rather, it doesn’t sound like it would help you get your work done.”

Nathan grabbed the magnetic notepad off the fridge, and flipped to a blank page. “We’ll film it.”

“Nope. I don’t do cameras.” Nick’s playful consideration vanished.

Tara respected that. “We’ll keep the mics off, keep the lens on your... whatever body part you pick, and use it for filler footage. No one ever has to know it’s you.”

Nick raised an eyebrow. “Even if I was considering it, I don’t know what I’d get or where.”

“This.” Nathan turned the notepad toward them. “Wrapped around your upper arm. Kind of cliché, but it’s fleshy and less tender than other places, and you can cover it and keep up the conservative good guy image when you need.”

At the center of the drawing was a simple, three-pointed Celtic knot. Each point had vines running from it, that met further down, and wove together in an intricate braid

Tara grinned at the design. “It’s perfect. Don’t you think?” She looked at Nick.

He studied the notepad, lips pursed and brown drawn. A tiny smile crept in. “Yeah. It is. All right, I’m in. Promise me we’ll keep the mics off, and you’ll only record my arm.”

“Cross my heart.” Tara traced an X over her chest. A new kind of giddiness flitted inside. She wasn’t sure where it was focused—on spending more time with Nick, on helping him take that first step toward this delicious addiction...

Nathan slid her the notepad. “You do the work.” He looked at Nick. “Get your installs going, we’ll set up, then we can get started.”

Half an hour later, they were seated in one of the work rooms, with Nick in the chair, his shirt off and his arm resting comfortably for Tara to access. She liked seeing him shirtless. The way muscle rippled under skin, in a tone defiant of someone who sat at a desk most of the day. 

It didn’t matter that she’d taken the sight in last night. It was a new kind of delicious in the daylight. She didn’t mind the excuse to run her fingers along his skin either. Even with gloved hands, she felt the sparks that rushed between them.

“How did the two of you meet?” Nick asked as she started work.

She wasn’t comfortable telling him the whole story and definitely didn’t need the internet hearing it. Was this his way of ensuring they weren’t recording sound? No. She was reading too much into things. 

It wasn’t that her relationship with Nathan was sordid, but the events that led to them meeting each other were a painful reminder of how Marco treated her.

“Is it like Emily’s story? It starts with a chance encounter in San Jose?” Nick asked. 

“Art class.” Tara gave a hurried response before Nathan could go too far back in their history. She met his gaze, and he gave her a slight nod, as if he understood where she wanted to pick up from.

“She was teaching,” Nathan said. “I wasn’t there with the best of intentions.”

Tara bit back the urge to cut him off. Please let him be on the same page as me.

“I saw the instructor was pretty, so I signed up.”

She mentally sighed with relief and let her smile drift in.

“You must have been an artist before then.” Nick’s voice blended with the hum of the needle. Every few seconds he flinched, but was otherwise the perfect still client. “Your level of skill doesn’t happen from a single class and mixed with flirting. Even when your instructor is the brilliant artist yours was.”

Tara’s skin heated at the compliment, but she kept her focus on her work.

“I was. I knew exactly what I was doing art-wise and was determined to show this stunning woman that I deserved her attention.” Nathan was smug.

Nick chuckled. “I don’t expect that went the way you wanted.”

Tara looked up from her work to study him. “Why do you say that?” It was true, but she was curious about his logic.

“I can’t see you putting up with anyone walking into your classroom with a line like hey, pretty lady. Look how talented I am.”

That was true. She’d smack almost anyone for that kind of arrogance and presumption. Especially if it was implied they knew more than her. “If you spend enough time with Nathan, you’ll figure this out. If he wants you to do something, he’s got a gift for making it seem like it was your idea.” 

It was why he’d been such a good private investigator for years, and how he’d tricked Marco when he was hired to investigate Tara. “He stayed late after class one day, saying he wanted to finish up a piece. I poked around the room, giving him space to work and not minding the scenery. Curiosity got the better of me and I had to see what he was painting.”

“She loved it.” Nathan was smug. It was true, she had. “Because I’m brilliant. She told me she’d never seen anything more incredible, and that she wanted to marry me and have all my babies. I took her to dinner, we made love under the moonlight, and lived happily ever after on her family’s estate.”

Tara had to pull her needle back as laughter took over. That escalated quickly.

Nick glanced between them. “Is any of that true?”

Tara brought her amusement under control, but couldn’t wipe away her smile. “I inherited this building from my grandmother, so technically we live on my family’s estate.”

“And the rest?” Nick asked.

She didn’t like the events that steered Nathan toward her classroom, but she adored what came next. Diving into the memory made her heart sing. “I did love what he was working on. I complimented the piece and asked what he was doing in my class.”

“I told her everyone had room to grow,” Nathan said. “And asked her what she’d change about the painting. There had to be something she’d do differently.”

And there was. “It was a creative opinion, not a technical one. I asked him if he’d thought of expanding the scene. He was working on a landscape, and I wanted to see more of it.”

“It sparked an idea.” Nathan looked as lost in the memory as she was. “We spent most of the night feeding off each other’s inspiration. Lining up four canvases, then sketching and drawing across all of them.”

“Followed by breakfast at dawn and sex at sunrise and falling asleep tangled in each other’s arms?” Nick’s voice was light.

Tara tried to hide the shadow that passed over her heart, but her face twinged at the reminder of the immediate aftermath. 

“That part took a little longer.” Thank Christ for Nathan’s ability to gloss over the next several months.

“I was married to a man who wasn’t comfortable sharing.” At least not at that point in their relationship. Though Marco had never stopped seeing other women. Fucking asshole.

“You don’t owe me an explanation,” Nick said. “I got caught up in the narrative. When the two of you are on camera...”

Tara needed to hear the rest of the thought. To know what was attached to the reverence that crept into his voice. “We what?”

“You move like two halves of a whole. I hear it in this story, too.”

“She completes me. And I don’t care how cheesy or stolen from a movie that sounds.” Nathan’s affection warmed her further.

Uncharacteristic shyness spilled through her, and she forced herself to focus on her work. “I feel the same.”

“Good.” Nick’s response was difficult to interpret.

Tara wouldn’t dwell on it. She finished her work, cleaned off the remaining ink and blood, and leaned back in her chair to admire it. “It’s stunning.”

“It really is.” Nick studied his arm, then looked at her. “The work and the artists.”

Her breath caught. He did he have this impact on her? She wasn’t a demure little girl who swooned from a simple compliment.

“Keep the kind words flowing, and we’ll keep corrupting you,” Nathan teased. 

Nick shook his head, smile firmly in place. “What’s next on the list? Because I like what I’ve tasted so far.”

Tara regained her composure. “If the roof is dry, next up is coaxing a couple of total newbies through repairs.” She covered the fresh tattoo with plastic that she taped firmly in place. 

“Pft.” Nick pulled on Nathan’s borrowed shirt. “I’d rather work with inexperienced people willing to learn, than a group of experts who all have a different solution, any day. You’ve taught me a couple of new things. This isn’t quite returning the favor, but it gives me time to come up with something better.”

“I look forward to what comes next.” Tara cleaned up her workspace, set the needle to sterilize, and disposed of her gloves.

“I’ll go check the roof while you finish here.” Nick strode from the room.

Should she mind that he was getting comfortable here? Perhaps, but she didn’t. 

“Are we all right?” she asked softly after he was out of sight. She didn’t expect to ask, but having the answer was important. 

Nathan met her gaze, a soft smile in place. “We’re good. Yes.”

A sliver of doubt threaded inside her, focusing on every twitch and hitch in Nathan’s response and expression. But she needed to ignore old scars and insecurities. If she couldn’t take him at his word, all the love and adoration in the world wouldn’t matter.

“Things look good.” Nick’s announcement carried into the room before he stepped back through the door. “You two ready for a little manual labor?”

Tara and Nathan nodded. Each of them grabbed a box of supplies and headed back upstairs.

As they reached the roof, something occurred to Tara, and she frowned.

“What’s wrong?” Nathan asked.

“Nick doesn’t have to stay immobile, but he probably shouldn’t do too much stretching or sweating for a few weeks,” Tara said.

“The work is more heavy bending, crouching, and sealing than it is heavy lifting.” Nick set down his cargo and gestured for them to do the same. “But tell me if you see me pushing the wrong things too hard.”

“I don’t have to reach far to grab at least one or two innuendo-laden jokes from that.” Nathan’s reply was light and playful.

Tara had definitely read too much into earlier. Nathan was fine.

Nick twisted his mouth in a smirk. “Since I’m not supposed to be reaching, I’ll leave that up to you.”

“I’m not usually one for watching, but you’re a view worth making an exception for.” Tara dragged her gaze over his form as he opened a box of tile.

Nathan fitted the tube of caulk he’d been handed into a metal device that looked like it was meant for application. “If you’re going to keep our guest out of trouble, you haven’t don’t the best job so far.”

Tara laughed. “Last night wasn’t trouble. It was...”

“Amazing,” Nathan said at the same time Nick said, “Fantastic.”

“I was thinking pretty fucking good, but apparently I’m not the poet in this group.” Tara liked this. The frustration of dealing with the roofer had slid to the back of her thoughts. This wasn’t only a solution, it was a pleasant one.

Nathan turned to Nick. “So, bossman, tell me what to do. I never shirk from a sexy guy giving me orders.”

Nick didn’t flinch. “Careful.” His warning was playful. “You give me that kind of power and I might take advantage of it.”

“Maybe I prefer it that way.”

Tara didn’t know if preference was the right word, but Nathan wasn’t opposed to it. She liked seeing the two of them engaged in the light back and forth, but the catch was back in Nathan’s voice. Faint. No one else would notice it. The only reason she heard it was because they’d had enough disagreements over the years that she recognized his more subtle queues.

She’d ask about it later, when it was just her and Nathan. For now, she was going to enjoy the company and the sunshine. 

***
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WHEN NICK STRETCHED, it highlighted the definition of muscle that ran along his back and arms. 

Tara thought it was a shame he’d been hiding that under business clothing. 

“I haven’t worked that hard in ages. Everything hurts.” His groan was intoxicating, summoning memories of last night. “I’m going to go back to my hotel and shower. I’ll bring your clothes back clean, when I come back tomorrow,” he said to Nathan.

“Whenever. No hurry.” Nathan had relaxed a lot over the last couple of hours. 

“Bright and early in the morning, then?” Tara wanted to ask him to stay, but that was foolish. They’d had their fun, and it was time for all of them to get back to life.

Nick smiled. “Stay dry until then.”

“Not likely.” Nathan’s smirk trickled into his retort.

When Nick was gone, Tara turned to Nathan. “A shower sounds like a good idea. If you want to join me.”

“I don’t know.” Nathan traced his finger along her bottom lip. “Can you promise you’ll only be thinking about me?”

“Not even close.” She suspected her answer wouldn’t put a damper on her offer. 

“Can you promise to share what you’re thinking, in vivid, full-color detail?”

She hooked her tongue under his finger, and drew it into her mouth, licking along his pad before releasing him. “Absolutely.”

Nathan brushed his mouth over hers. “A shower sounds fantastic.”

Tara led him upstairs. Anticipation thrummed under her skin. She felt his gaze on her ass, and added extra sway to her hips in response. 

They reached the bathroom, and Nathan turned on the shower to let the water heat. “Do you think we should have asked Nick to stay?” 

He stripped of her shirt and made quick work of her bra. When he teased his thumbs over her nipples, a jolt of desire raced through her. 

“No. This is how it needs to play out.” She didn’t want to linger on the question. Logic warred in her head with need. Rather than give either attention, she yanked off Nathan’s T-shirt. She pressed close and stroked him through his jeans. 

He went from half-hard to completely in seconds. He pressed a kiss to her lips, then trailed his mouth along her neck and up to nibble her earlobe. 

She sighed and leaned into the contact.

They kicked off the rest of their clothes, stepped into the shower, and slid the door shut. She was glad the interior of the building didn’t have to meet the historically accurate requirement. She’d had fun making this place modern and sleek.

The water spilled around them, its temperature just a hair below scalding. Perfect. 

Nathan poured a generous dollop of bodywash into his hands. He skated his palms easily along her skin, drawing a soft moan. He knew exactly where to touch to tease and tantalize. “Him being here would be an extra set of hands to get you clean.”

“Somehow I doubt clean would happen any faster.” Still, she couldn’t suppress the fantasy that accompanied the suggestion. Of Nick sliding along her torso to tease her breasts, while Nathan caressed her thighs.

In the real world, Nathan mimicked the images, slipping his fingers between her legs. “I don’t plan on going quickly regardless.” He stroked along her slit, drawing out the moment.

She pressed her mouth to his with a moan, nipping his lips then diving her tongue to dance with his. 

He ground into her, erection digging into her stomach with promise, while he teased her labia. He drew out his touches until she squirmed against him, her body pleading for release.

Nathan rinsed away the remaining soap, then kissed along her breastbone. As he moved his mouth lower, he dropped to his knees.

Her pulse hammered in her ears when he reached her stomach. He dragged his fingers along her lower lips, then dipped inside her.

The sudden penetration cranked her need a notch higher. She thrust against his touch. He licked her skin as he moved lower, the wrapped his lips around her clit.

Fuck, that sucking on the swollen button almost undid her. She tangled her fingers in his hair and held his face close. 

He pumped and licked harder when she ground against his face. Her breath came in short gasps, and her head swam with looming orgasm. 

Nathan slipped a third finger inside her and nibbled on her clit. The twin stings pushed her over the edge. She tightened her grip on his hair when she came. Stars danced behind her eyelids. The thrust of her hips slowed as the touches became too much, and she pulled away with a shuddering sigh.

Tara leaned back against the shower wall, not trusting her legs to support her. The cold tile cut into her back. Nathan stood and pressed his hot frame against her chest. The contrast short-circuited her already hazy thoughts. 

He kissed her, and she dove into it. She loved the tasted of herself on his lips. 

“How are your legs?” he asked. 

Deliciously wobbly. “I’ll be all right between you and the wall holding me up.”

He kissed her neck. “Good.” His lips vibrated against her skin.

Tara loved this. The contact. The banter. The way they knew each other’s bodies. She wouldn’t trade it for anything.

Nathan glided his hand over her ass to tease between her legs again. She groaned at the light contact. His cock pressed against her, hard and thick and tempting.

He lifted her leg to hook it over his hip, and fisted his cock with his other hand. He slid the head along her slit, teasing her swollen clit before thrusting inside her.

She gasped at the penetration, and arched into the way he spread her out.

“I like this,” he murmured against her skin, his voice deeper than normal. He built to a slow but steady pace as he talked. “Knowing you fucked another man just a few hours ago. That I got to watch. Fuck, this entire thing is hot.” 

“You don’t mind sharing me?” The assurance stripped away a layer of tension she didn’t realize was there. She gasped as he struck the right spot inside her.

Nathan sucked on the tender spot where her neck met her shoulder. “Not with him. Though, I wouldn’t mind a taste as well.”

“I’d watch that.” Her gasps melted into whimpers as he picked up the pace. He couldn’t go too fast from this angle, but the consistent motion ground against her.

“You’d rather participate than watch.”

Normally that was true. But she liked the mental images of Nathan on his knees in front of Nick. The new idea added to her building climax. 

Nathan squeezed her leg, fingers digging into her flesh. He was close too. He bucked his hips, slamming against her, and spilled inside her.

Without missing a beat, he pulled out of her, and moved his fingers back to her tender clit, teasing her again.

His touch was almost too much, but she didn’t want to pull away. It didn’t take long for him to finger her to another orgasm. She dug her nails into his back as the pleasure washed over her. 

Her throat was dry when he finally eased off. Had she been screaming? 

He rested his forehead to hers. “Fuck, I love you.” 

“I love you too.” Her words came out hoarsely.

Neither of them moved much as they leaned against each other and caught their breath. When she found the strength in her legs again, they too their time with the rest of the shower.

Nathan’s touch was tender and sweet as he drew the loofah over her body, then rinsed her clean. She did the same for him.

They dried each other off after they stepped from the shower.

“Do you want to get dressed?” Nathan’s tone implied what answer he was looking for.

She felt the same. “No. Not yet.”

“Come here.” He gripped her fingers and led her to the couch. He dropped onto the cushions and pulled her into his lap.

When she rested her head against his chest, she heard the heavy hammering of his heart. “Do you want to watch a movie?”

“Sure.”

She should reach for the remote, but now that the fluffy cloud was fading from sex, whispers of doubt crept in. They were attached to those old insecurities she hated. The ones Marco left her with. 

“Are you certain you’re okay with what happened?” She didn’t want to ruin the moment, but it had to be out there. This thing they had stopped working if they stopped talking.

Warm breath fell across her neck when he sighed. “I’m processing. It’s hot. I don’t have a problem with Nick in general.”

The but lingered in his tone. “Then you have a problem with something?” She kept her question free of accusation. What was different about this time, from any other when they’d been with other people? 

“I can’t place it.”

Tara had dated Gina for months, and this never came up. She’d hooked up with other women. Sometimes Nathan watched. She’d seen him with other men, and been okay with not being there, depending on the situation.

“It’s because he’s a guy, isn’t it?” The answer seemed obvious as the question tumbled out. “The first guy I’ve been with since you and I became official?”

“No.” He sighed again, then kissed along her shoulder. “It’s not a big deal. I’m coping.”

“Are you sure? I need to you not hide this from either of us.” Was she pushing too hard? Letting her own insecurities show through? Nathan had never been the jealous boyfriend. He didn’t come with hang-ups over gender roles. He was comfortable in his own skin. But Tara wasn’t imagining the tightness in his muscles and the strain in his voice.

“It was different,” he said. “Obviously. Seeing it play out is a new ball field from talking about it. I’m not the guy who’s going to say you can date other people, but only if they’re female.”

She didn’t want this cause a rift between them. Nathan meant too much to her. “I’ll step back. Maybe we put a lid on being open for a while. It’s not going to happen with Nick again. We all know that.”

“I’ll process, and I’ll be fine. I won’t punish you for my insecurities. I’m not Marco. As long as we keep talking about it, we’ll be okay.”

“If you promise.” Tara should take his answer at face-value. 

He squeezed her, then rested his palm on her stomach. “I promise. I’ll let you know if that changes, but don’t expect it to.”

The mention of her ex, especially after the news yesterday, pried open old wounds. Once upon a time, Marco was okay with her dating other people, too. He’d made assurances. Then broken his word. Blamed her for his indiscretions.

Nathan was right though. He was nothing like her ex-husband. Not even in the same realm. He was honest with her. That was the biggest thing. Nathan would never lie to her. Not about something important.

That didn’t silence the doubt ringing in her head. Was this lingering insecurity from her marriage, or something she needed to consider more seriously?
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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THE NEXT THREE WEEKS passed quickly for Nick. It didn’t take him long to finish the install, and when he was done, he was out of reasons to visit Tara and Nathan.

That didn’t prevent him from stopping by as their schedules allowed. Between work, meeting with Antonio, and the odd times they needed to film to be live when people in the US were awake, that wasn’t often.

It was probably for the best. What the three did was fun, but he wasn’t a part of Tara and Nathan’s lives. Whatever they said about their relationship, he wouldn’t be a long-term piece of it. He’d go home in a week or two, and they’d go back to... He still wasn’t sure he understood. But it seemed to work for them.

Now Nick was with Antonio, in his office. Justin, Antonio’s partner, had joined them for the conference call with Fiona.

Nick didn’t realize their technology was capable of what she had just proposed, but he wasn’t going to let that show with the audience he had.  “Sounds fantastic. We can do that with our current crew, too.”

“They’ll love the challenge.” Fiona’s reply was cheerful. 

The four had held several meetings like this, looking for good intersections in their technology.

Nick had helped Tara and Nathan find a new roofer, and though he didn’t ask for anything in return, she’d pushed Antonio to give Nick more of an ear. 

Antonio intended to anyway, but said a recommendation from his sister didn’t come easily, so it was worth a lot. 

“Have you thought about medical supplies? Auto parts?” Justin asked.

“The system is made to scale and move laterally for any industry. It’s dynamic and flexible.” This was Fiona’s element—digging into the tech.

Justin was an idea guy. When he and Fiona played off each other, it was a trick to keep up, but it was fascinating to watch. They’d come up with several new app concepts, and had one that was a favorite for the two companies to collaborate on. Justin and Fiona were hashing out details, so they could move on to contracts.

The tangent about just how flexible things were continued a while longer, until Antonio said, “This isn’t going to change anything, is it?”

“No.” Justin shook his head. “I’m convinced. We’re solid.”

“Perfect. Fiona, we’ll let you go. Thank you for calling in so early.” Antonio’s accent was different from his sister’s. It was rarely obvious, but occasionally Nick heard a hard consonant or long vowel sneak in, that were more American.

“No worries. I’m excited to move forward with this.” Fiona was chipper. She’d never had a problem with early mornings. The five am she’d had to be on for this call was asking a bit much, but she hadn’t complained. “I’ll talk to you all soon.”

The line disconnected.

Nick was feeling great about this arrangement. Each meeting uncovered more collaborative potential. 

“You up for lunch?” Justin asked.

Nick should get back to work, but it would wait a little longer. This was an opportunity to further build the connection between the two businesses. Plus, he enjoyed their company, and that they knew the best places to eat. “Sounds great.”

“I’ll go get Emily.” Justin squeezed Antonio’s hand. 

Antonio nodded, a faint smile crossing his face.

Nick noticed the three weren’t overt in the office about their relationship. But the little gestures were there. It was sweet to see. He still didn’t understand how anyone kept that up long-term, but it looked sincere.

Antonio turned to Nick. “Do you have any thoughts?”

“Just that this is going well. I’m excited about the project’s potential.”

“Me too.” Antonio leaned in, forearms resting on his desk. “I’ll send the contract through Legal this afternoon, then turn it over to you for the same. After that and finalizing due-diligence, we can put this machine in motion.”

“Sounds great.” Nick kept any lingering concern from his voice. Things could still fall apart at this stage, despite the synchronicity of everything. Antonio may see the cash flow issues and decide he didn’t want to get involved with that kind of risk. This wasn’t just one company signing another as a vendor, this was a business partnership, similar to what Nick had with Rinslet. An international distribution deal that made Nick’s tech available to Antonio’s company and allowed them to share resources and work on joint development projects.

Nick hadn’t lied about or hidden anything. The deal would be fine. He hoped.

There was a knock, and Tara stepped into the open doorway. “Good. I caught you both.” That accent drove straight to Nick’s cock. Especially with the memories of what else she did with her tongue.

He’d seen her less than a week ago, but he missed her company. And Nathan’s. It was strange that he felt the absence of people he’d only spent a few days with, so strongly. But he did.

“What’s up?” Nick asked.

She gave him a wide smile. “Passed Justin in the hall. He said I could interrupt. I hope that’s all right.”

“Sure,” Antonio and Nick said in unison.

Tara crossed the room to give Antonio a quick hug. “You didn’t invite him, did you?”

Antonio shrugged. “It never occurred to me. You haven’t been in years. Why do you care?”

“You skipped for seven years and now you act like it’s yours,” Tara teased.

Whatever they were talking about, Nick was curious. 

“It’s as much mine as anyone’s.” Antonio gestured to another seat. “My name is on the placard.”

Tara shook her head and remained standing. “Dad’s name. Don’t make me nitpick details with you.” She looked at Nick. “What are you doing for Thanksgiving?”

Not a question he expected to hear outside of the United States. He’d planned to work, then spend the weekend in his hotel room. Splurge on room service. Call Fiona and wish her a happy holiday. She was spending the day with her two new boyfriends, in Tokyo. It would be her and Nick’s first Thanksgiving apart, and it was an odd feeling. But Nick wasn’t going to fly home just to eat a little turkey alone, then come back here. “I hadn’t given it a lot of thought.”

Tara leaned her weight against the edge of Antonio’s desk. The posture elongated her torso and showed off her incredible curves. “The company always celebrates, because we have so many US contractors. You should come.” 

They hired people from all over the world, who were backpacking across Europe. Bianchi International felt like it added new perspectives to their process. 

“I can’t intrude.” A little spark in the back of his head never completely walked away from what had happened with him, Tara, and Nathan. He never got this hung up on a one-night stand. Why was this different? 

Tara rolled her eyes. “On a potluck with us and twenty to fifty of our employees? That’s not the kind of event that can really be crashed.”

“You’re certainly welcome,” Antonio said. “I should have thought to invite you sooner.”

“You have to come.” Tara’s expression was bright and enthralling. “What will you do otherwise? Splurge on room service and watch whatever’s on cable?”

Nick was both disturbed and impressed she’d picked up so easily on his plans. “When you put it that way, I’d love to. Tell me when, where, and what to bring.”

****
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NATHAN HAD FORGOTTEN what a production these dinners were. And how much he enjoyed it. Growing up, Thanksgiving was something to be dreaded. The entire family showed up, and spent the better part of a day barely hiding their disdain for each other.

For this, the company leased a banquet hall for the day, and set tables around the room. Nothing formal.

Dining was set up as a potluck buffet. Various dishes were brought out and replaced as the day went on. People came and went as their schedules allowed.

He and Tara planned to be here for the whole event. Help out as needed. Meet some new faces. 

So far, they’d spent most of their time talking to Nick. Nathan expected a stab of jealousy, but it was gone. He’d reconciled the situation and liked having the guy around.

“Tell me what this is.” Nick pointed to his plate.

“Blini,” Nathan said, the Russian rolling off his tongue.

“Why isn’t it a crepe?”

Tara had worn a light smile all day. “Because Sergei is from St. Petersburg, not Paris.” It was good to see her relaxed and back to herself again. After the initial rush of hate, from the list with her ex’s name being released, things died down. After a few days, she stopped getting the hate mail. The event had faded into the background.

Nick sectioned off a piece of the thin, pancake-like dish, and scooped some orange onto it.

He took a bite, and screwed his face up. “It’s not sweet. It’s fishy.”

“It’s caviar.” Nathan couldn’t suppress his laughter.

Nick seemed to consider this, then took another bite. “Okay, so it’s decent when I know what to expect. Caught your show the other day.”

“Just the one?” Tara asked.

“I catch them all, but I was thinking of a specific episode.”

Pink dusted Tara’s cheeks. That was sexy.

Nathan had expected the night they all spent together to gnaw at him. But each time he looked back, all he found was fun and heat. Hell, diving into the thought now was a great reminder of how hot they were together. Heat raced along his skin. He wouldn’t mind seeing that again.

“You only watch for the eye candy?” Nathan teased.

“I don’t mind, but I like the art too. The Zerg rush of ladybugs was incredible.”

Nathan laughed at the phrase. “You talk like that, people are going to figure out both how old you are, and that you’ve got a nerd tucked away inside.”

“I’m not hiding either one.” Nathan pushed his plate aside and leaned back in his chair.

Tara glanced around the room. “We’re going to start wrapping up and cleaning up soon. I hope your holiday wasn’t too lonely.”

“It was fantastic. Thank you. And Fiona thanks you too, for making sure I had company.”

“First Thanksgiving apart?” As Tara talked, she gathered the dishes from the table, and arranged them in a neat stack.

Nick nodded. “We’re both adults. It probably should have happened sooner.”

A pang echoed in Nathan’s chest. It was the same feeling as the last time Nick talked about family. It didn’t matter that his was only one person, Nathan didn’t understand missing the people he was related to by blood.

He also didn’t want to dwell on it. “Do you have plans for the rest of the night?”

“Pretend I’m not going to work, but do it anyway? Most of the places I deal with are closed for the next three days, so I expect a lot of quiet time.”

“Come back to our place.” Nathan didn’t know where the offer came from. Nick was a great guy, but they’d spent most of the day with him.

A shadow crossed Tara’s face.

“Maybe.” Did Nick see that too? “How can I help with clean-up?”

Tara nodded toward the kitchen. “There are serving dishes that need to be matched with lids and put in the fridge.”

“I can handle that.” Nick headed toward his assigned task.

The instant he was gone, Tara turned a scowl on Nathan. “What are you doing?”

“I don’t know. It just came out.” He hadn’t expected her to be upset at the offer.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

[image: image]


TARA WASN’T MAD AT Nathan, but his invitation caught her off-guard. The night the three of them spent together had filled her head with fantasies rather than sating a craving. Asking Nick if he wanted join them back home triggered an avalanche of images. Of her being pressed between the two men. Of Nathan watching while she rode Nick...

And they were only talking about hanging out. 

Even if sex were part of the conversation, things had been tense with Nathan for several days after the last time. Part of that was on him, and the rest on her. Either way, it was a risk.. Especially for something fleeting.

“I didn’t mean to upset you,” Nathan said. “I thought this would help Nick take the edge of the loneliness.”

“So the two of you aren’t at war anymore?” she asked playfully. No reason to freak out over this.

“We were never at war. I needed to deal with some insecurities, and I have.”

That was good to hear. “What did you have in mind?”

“Nothing special. Spend some time together. Talk. Maybe finish off that bottle of red in the fridge.”

She was blowing the entire thing out of proportion. “I like the sound of that.”

Nathan stood, grasped her fingers, and pulled her to her feet. He settled his hands on her hips and leaned his weight against the table, pulling her into him. The casual intimacy sent pleasant shivers up her spine.

“And if more happens...” He left the words hanging.

She should have guessed. “Nathan.” What did she want to say?

“You didn’t let me finish. Would you mind?”

“I don’t want this to get complicated.” She did want another night with Nick though.

“So we agree to keep things simple.”

She had to know. “Why do you want this?”

“Same reason you do.” The corners of his mouth quirked up. “So I can watch the two of you together again.”

She loved that playful smile. Was she wrong to have this craving, specifically where Nick was involved? He wasn’t here to stay. She could suggest they find a different guy, but she wasn’t interested in that. 

Despite Nathan’s suggestion, she was complicating the situation, and they hadn’t done anything yet. Today. 

“I’m only interested if things just happen,” she said.

“Sex doesn’t accidentally happen. Nick’s not going to slip and fall and have no idea how his dick got inside you.” As Nathan spoke, he trailed his lips in a lazy line down her neck.

She sighed into the gesture. “My point is, don’t force anything.”

“I won’t.”

Now that she’d let the ideas of another night with Nick surface, they weren’t going anywhere. His touch still teased her dreams. His taste. His kisses.

Desire sparked everywhere Nathan touched, dancing with promises Nick’s hands joining in.

*
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NICK LAUGHED. “ZOMBIE apocalypse, definitely.” He was having a great time. The topics had tripped from one to the next for hours.

“Too easy,” Tara said. “No one wants to be stuck in a zombie movie. There’s all the running, and the gore, and the danger of having your brains munched out.”

“What’s your answer? I assume it’s not obvious.” Nick kept his tone playful. The way Tara and Nathan thought, their tangents, kept him guessing. 

She scrunched up her face and twisted her mouth. “I never want to be a RomCom heroine.”

That was definitely unexpected. “Why not?”

“It’s the cheesy guys, isn’t it?” Nathan chimed in. “You can’t stand the thought of being pursued by someone who’s armed with bad one-liners and stocked with enough ego that only the love of a pretty woman can tame him.”

“Busted.” Tara shrugged. “At least partly. I’d hate that kind of competition.”

Nick rolled the phrase over in his head. “Are you saying you’re a bad pick-up lines kind of person?” If he was wrong, that could be a dangerous assumption, but the atmosphere made him think it wouldn’t backfire on him, regardless.

“I absolutely am.” Tara almost sounded proud of it. “A horrible line is different coming from a woman. It’s playful and endearing rather than obnoxious and presumptuous.”

Nick had to think about that. On the surface, there was a lot of merit to the statement. “I’d hate to be the individual trapped in your sights.”

“No you wouldn’t,” Nathan said. “You’d eat it up. Stunning lady like this approached you and said Did you fall from heaven? Because I’ve always wanted to be boned by an angel, and you’d stammer and stall and say Okay.”

Nick enjoyed watching Nathan get into this as much as he did Tara. It was a different kind of attraction than what drew him to Tara, but the pull was impossible to ignore. He liked Nathan’s easy attitude and carefree approach to life. That wiry frame was a good memory too. He didn’t suspect Nathan had any trouble finding interested parties, cheesy lines or not.

Nick also hoped he’d be a little smoother than Nathan suggested. “I’d probably laugh first. And then agree. But this scenario isn’t fair. I bought Tara a graphic novel in my pretend pick up scenario. I’ve set a high bar.”

Tara’s smile was worth the joke. Nathan’s wasn’t bad either.

“I don’t have to try as hard,” Tara said.

Nathan looked between them. “Are you talking in general, or with him specifically?”

Nick didn’t care. It was true. He’d already said yes to Tara once, and the temptation to taste her again hummed over him.

Tara shot Nathan a look Nick couldn’t interpret.

“I’m not.” Nathan sounded indignant.

That was curious. “Not what?”

Nathan looked at him. “Not pushing for Sex Round Two.”

For weeks Nick managed to hold at bay the desire to be with Tara again. Hell, with Nathan, too. With a few simple words that control unraveled. Vivid images filled his thoughts of kissing along Tara’s smooth skin. Hearing her soft gasps. Feeling Nathan’s eyes on them, his hands and body colliding with Nick’s, as Nick slid inside Tara.

“You just said it. How is that not pushing?” Tara didn’t sound upset, despite the words.

“Which is neither subtle nor pushy. Now it’s on the table, and Nick can decide for himself.”

“You two were talking about me.” Nick shouldn’t be surprised. What caught him off-guard was the nature of the conversation. However, it made sense they’d discuss Do you want to fuck this guy again? 

The corners of Tara’s mouth were still pulled in a teasing half-smile. “We’re a couple. We talk about a lot of things.”

Nick pretended to give this consideration. “It’s not a great pick-up line. I can’t see it working on most women, but it would snag guys.”

“Which part of it?” Tara furrowed her brow.

“My boyfriend and I think you should fuck me.” If they were being direct, Nick was too. 

Tara leaned in, elbows on her knees, breasts pushed together, and bright-eyed gaze locked on Nick. “You were hoping for something more sophisticated?”

He was a simple guy. What she was doing right now was pretty effective, with or without pretty words. His senses danced with anticipation, and his mind sparked with images of pulling her to her feet. Dragging his mouth up her long neck. Hearing twin groans— “I wanted something cheesier. I was told a cheap line would work on me.”

“That’s not quite how it was phrased.” Nathan shook his head. 

Nick shouldn’t be entertaining his desire or this conversation. He’d promised himself the one hookup was enough. “Do I get the line or not?” 

“Fine.” Tara’s smile reminded him of a fox. A playful, hungry fox. He loved that look, as though she were chasing and teasing her prey. “How about, is that a cucumber in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?” She dropped her gaze to his crotch.

His cock throbbed in response. “That’s so, so bad. And yes, I’d tell you that if this was a real conversation, as well. I’d follow it with If you really thought my dick was green, would you approach me?”

Nathan snorted a short laugh. “You’re being way too literal.”

“It’s a fair point.” Tara held up a finger. “And no, I wouldn’t. I was actually hoping more for a banana—you know, curved to hit the right spot—but you’ll do.”

“I’ll do? Wow. Way to make a guy feel special.” The joking was fun, and it fed Nick’s want. This was some of the oddest flirting he’d ever heard. It was fantastic.

Tara stood and crossed the short distance between them. Watching the soft sway of her hips while she moved was hypnotizing. She straddled his legs and wrapped her arms around her neck, but didn’t lower herself. 

Heat seared through him, threatening to ignite the air. 

She licked her lips. “I compared your erection to a cucumber, and I’ve seen how big you are. I think you should feel very special.”

“Okay, this is effective.” Nick was out of arguments. He raked his fingers up her back, eliciting a sharp gasp. He wanted to grip her hips and pull her in tight. Feel her weight press into his cock. Strip her down and explore every inch of her while Nathan watched... Helped.

But there needed to be an agreement first. “We can’t make a habit of this.”

“I agree.” Tara’s face was flushed. “You won’t be in town long enough for that.”

Not quite what he meant, but he was losing his ability to reason. “Exactly.”

Nick gripped her hips and prompted her to stand. He did the same, pressing his body to hers and claiming her mouth.

She kissed back hungry and unyielding. Her mouth was demanding and soft at the same time. 

Nathan stepped up behind her. When he glided his hands up her stomach, he brushed Nick through fabric. The new touch sent an unexpected—but not unwelcome—shock through Nick.

Tara chuckled against Nick’s mouth. “Tara sandwich.”

“My favorite kind.” Nathan’s voice was low.

“It’s not much of a sandwich if the wrappers are still on...” Nick considered the words. “On second thought, let’s not get into another bad analogy like the birds and the bees one.” He pulled Tara’s shirt over her head. 

She worked her fingers down the buttons on his shirt. “But if you get rid of the indirect references, all you’re left with is let’s get naked.”

“I’m a fan of direct. I’m a bigger fan of getting naked when it comes to you.” Nick groaned at the scratch of her nails against his chest when she pushed off his shirt. He kissed along her collar bone, falling into the faint scent of soap and flowers. 

He pulled her body into his. Heat spread from each point of contact, from her breasts pressing into his skin, to her hip teasing his erection. 

Nathan worked his hands between them. Rather than disrupting, it added another layer to Nick’s desire. The enjoying Tara together, and the unexpected sparks that spread from each of Nathan’s incidental touches.

Tara hooked her fingers into Nick’s waistband, and glided from hips to stomach before undoing his trousers and pushing them lower.

He tugged her braid to bring her mouth back to his. Her moan hummed against his lips and rocketed straight to his cock. 

She shoved the rest of his clothes to the floor. The rough friction left a delicious burn in its wake, and the heat of her fingertips teasing up his legs was enough salve to tease.

Tara broke away and turned to face Nathan, meeting him in a kiss. 

Unwilling to surrender the contact with anyone, Nick wrapped his arms around her waist and pressed into her back. He kissed along her shoulders, eliciting a delighted chuckle.

She pulled Nathan’s shirt up, and Nick tugged her jeans and panties down. Nathan stripped off his pants as well, leaving the three of them in a tangle of bare flesh and needy limbs. 

Nathan lowered his head to Tara’s breast, to draw one nipple into his mouth. Her resulting gasp was enticing.

Nick molded his body to Tara’s, his erection digging into her ass. He glided a hand between her legs, to tease her damp sex. She thrust back into his touch, and he pulled away with a cluck. 

“I want to taste you tonight.” He kissed along her earlobe.

“Mmm...” The groan rumbled through her back, vibrating against her chest. “I can’t say no to that.”

He grasped her hand and led her into the bedroom, with Nathan following. 

“On the bed, on your back,” Nick said.

She gave him a wicked smirk. That same foxy grin that made him wonder if he was calling as many shots as he thought. “All right, Mr. Bossy.” She lay back, arching her back as she scooted  into the middle of the mattress. Even nude and prone, she was fierce rather than timid.

Nick knelt between her legs and kissed down her chest. As he moved lower, Nathan joined them, resuming his attention to her breasts. 

She squirmed and thrust her hips up. 

He was so hard it ached, and desire begged him to hurry this up, but he was having fun drawing out the moment. A tiny whisper in the back of his mind pointed out the faster this ended, the sooner, his time with them was done. 

He silenced it, in favor of enjoying the night. The playful nips he lay along her pelvis drew a strained laugh, and when he dragged his tongue down her inner thigh, she reached for him.

Nick met her grip, tangling his fingers with hers. He leg go as he moved out of reach, licking down one leg and back up the other.

When he finally reached her core, she bucked against him. He drove his tongue inside her, licking her inner walls, and lapping up her juices. Fuck, she was incredible. 

The way she ground into his face, desperate and frantic, spurred him on. He fucked her with his tongue, enjoying the clench of her pussy.

When he pressed his thumb to her clit, she let out a raspy cry. She gripped his hair tight, holding him in place. 

Nick pushed, licking and stroking as delicious shudders wracked her body. He kept up the attention until her ass collapsed back on the bed, and she loosened her grip.

Now he was indulging the hungry throb of his cock.
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TARA STRUGGLED TO CATCHER breath, but she wasn’t done. Between Nathan’s knowing bites and sucks on her nipples, and Nick’s skilled tonguework, her mind buzzed. The high was delicious, and she wasn’t ready to give it up.

She guided Nick higher, then nudged his shoulders, pushing him onto his back. When she lowered her mouth to his, he captured her head to deepen the kiss.

She wouldn’t put up with that from anyone else, but with Nick, it felt right. Maybe because she knew it was a two-way street. Right now she wasn’t going to overthink it. She danced her tongue with his, tasting herself on his lips.

Tara straddled his legs. His throaty groan when she gripped his cock was musical. She stroked him as she lowered herself onto his shaft. 

His lips parted in a silent gasp and his eyelids fluttered. Christ, he’s sexy. She loved this feeling of being stretched out. 

She rocked slowly against him, resisting his attempts to set a faster pace.

Nathan glided a cold finger along her ass, startling her, and she let out a tiny yelp.

“Sorry.” He didn’t sound like it. “I thought that was warmer.”

“Not complaining.” She was tumbling back into the multiple sensations—Nick inside her, and Nathan teasing her asshole with a lubed finger.

Everything about this felt better than usual. Nick’s fingers digging into her hips. Nathan loosening her up from behind. The sounds. The faint scent of sex. Was it because she’d had a little wine?

No. This was different. It was more than physical. It hummed along her skin and tightened in all the right places. 

Nick slid his hands down her back, pulling her into him. Her skin burned in the best way possible everywhere it met his. 

He slowed then stopped the rocking against her, as he spread her ass cheeks.

Nathan nudged her second opening with the head of his cock. Anal wasn’t new for them, she knew how to relax and let him in. But as he eased in slowly, the sensation was all new. 

Having two men inside her at once was incredible. Different than a toy or fingers. As the thrusting continued, she gasped at the new feeling. How had she never done this before?

There was no holding back this time. Nick thrust inside her at a steady, hard pace. The twin penetration stole her thoughts and pushed the world away until all she knew was them.

Nick lifted his head to draw a nipple into his mouth, and she clenched around them both at the new touch. Nathan reached around to find her clit. When he fingered her, her reason fled. 

She tumbled into orgasm, surrounded by so much input she couldn’t pick one feeling out. She lost track of where one touch stopped and the next started.

Bright lights sparkled behind her eyelids. There was nothing but this. Her screams of pleasure. The twin male grunts and frantic pounding against her. She was so lost in pleasure, she didn’t know who came when. It was a banquet of deliciousness.

As the orgasm ebbed, she slowed and so did the men. She collapsed on Nick’s chest, unable to hold herself up. His heart hammered against her ear. 

They slipped out of her. Nathan kissed up her spine, then collapsed back on the bed. Nick trailed his fingers through her hair. How was that so comforting?

They lay there until the panting stopped and the chill crept in. She was reluctant to pull away, but they needed to clean up before passing out.

Moments later, they were back in the bed again. Tara lay on her side, Nick pressed against her back, his arm draped casually over one hip. She pressed her forehead to Nathan’s.

He stared back with adoration. None of the hesitation she’d seen last time was there now. 

“Fuck, I love you, Bella,” he murmured against her lips.

She swore Nick’s grip tightened on her hip. She didn’t want him to leave tonight.

Or ever.

That was impulsive, impractical, and irresponsible. But she did want to keep him here for now. “We have room for one more in our bed tonight, right?” she asked Nathan.

“Absolutely.” Nathan’s gaze never left hers.

Nick kissed her shoulder. His touch was intimate bordering on possessive. Logic argued that she should balk. But it felt good. Seductive. Right.

She leaned her weight into Nick. “You don’t have to go back to your hotel, do you?” 

“No. I’m happy here.”

“Just hope we don’t wake up to a water leak in the morning,” Nathan teased.

“Never challenge the gods like that.” Nick’s scolding tone was light.

Nathan grinned. “I’m not worried. I’m not that kind of superstitious.” 

Tara was just content to be wrapped in this warmth with the man she loved, and the second man they’d let into their lives.

Temporarily.

She tried not to cringe at her own reminder. She knew it was only temporary. The right long-term boyfriend might be out there, but it wasn’t Nick. He had too many hang-ups, and even if he got over them, he lived on the other side of the world.

Best to remember that now, so it didn’t haunt her later.
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NICK’S TEETH CHATTERED, shaking him awake. 

Tara and Nathan looked fine. She was still pressed between them, her skin hot against Nick’s.

He pulled the blanket tighter around them. The movement sent a sharp pain stabbing through his gut, and he gasped silently. That might just be an alien trying to break free.

He shook off the drowsy thought, and willed heat into his body. If he was cold why was there a sheen of sweat on his face?

Another dagger jabbed into his stomach and lurched up his throat.

Oh, fuck. He bolted from the bed and toward the bathroom, barely reaching the toilet before the contents of his belly evacuated themselves. 

“Nick?” Tara’s soft voice was in the background

Heaving plus shivering plus the hammering in his skull made for a dizzying combination. They also made it impossible for him to reply. When he was pretty sure his gut was empty, he sank to the floor, and rested his forehead in his hands. Would there be another wave?

Something warm and soft was draped over his shoulders. A robe?

Tara handed him a glass of water. “I assume you know the drill.”

He nodded, not trusting himself to speak. The last time he’d been this sick... He couldn’t remember. He didn’t have any drunk and puking stories from college. It must have been when he was younger, because he remembered his parents hovering over him, and Fiona wanting to help.

Nick tugged the robe tighter, but it didn’t fight off the cold sinking into his bones. He rinsed his mouth out.

“Can you stand?” Nathan asked.

Nick nodded and pushed to his feet.

Tara wrapped an arm around his waist and led him back to the bed. “Do you feel better?”

“I’m really cold.” 

“Lay down. I’ll be right back.”

Nick wanted to argue, but he didn’t have the strength. A moment later Tara returned with extra blankets and draped them over him. “Do you think you can stomach some Tachipirina?”

Nick didn’t know what that was.

“Tylenol,” Nathan called. 

“What he said.”

“I think so.” He propped himself up to take another glass of water from her and two pills, then swallowed both. How did that take so much out of him? “Thank you,” he mumbled. “Sorry for waking you up.”

Tara brushed a hand over his forehead. “Don’t worry about.” 

Nick’s dreams didn’t make sense, but they irritated him anyway. Splashes of color and sound and sensation that scraped his thoughts raw. And people talking.

No, that was outside of his head. He forced his eyes open, to see a woman about his age kneeling next to him. 

“You’re awake.” Nathan stood a few feet back. “This is Liz. Sorry, Dr. Russo. She lives a few blocks down. We were worried about you when you passed out.”

“Pleasure to meet you.” The woman spoke with a heavy Italian accent. 

Nick was grateful she was willing to talk to him in English. “Same.” They’d called a doctor to come to their house? For him? Back home that was unheard of. He supposed that was another thing that was different here. At least, he hoped this house visit wouldn’t cost them thousands.

“Do you have any allergies?” Dr. Russo asked.

Good question. Did he? “Standard hay fever kind of reactions. Pollen. Ragweed. Dandelions.”

Nathan hissed. “Does that apply to eating them too?”

“Who eats ragweed?” Nick didn’t understand the question.

Dr. Russo nodded. “Frequently people who are allergic to the spores have a reaction to eating it as well. Sometimes it manifests more like food poisoning than a standard reaction, and can take a few hours to manifest.. Have you had any cicoria lately?”

Nick looked at her blankly. “I ate a lot of things today I’ve never had before. Is that something I don’t want to ask about? Like... cow tails or something?”

“Not quite.” Nathan sounded amused. “It’s dandelion leaves, and someone almost always brings some to dinner.”

Great. People didn’t eat ragweed, they ate dandelions. He never would have thought to ask.

Dr. Russo stood. “Keep taking the Tachipirina every four hours until his fever goes down. If it’s still there in a day, or gets worse, call me. I’ll leave you some antihistamines too.”

“Thank you.” Nick gave her a weak smile.

She nodded and rose to join Tara in the doorway. The two walked away.

Nick glimpsed the clock out of the corner of his eye. It said 4:00. “Is it really that early?”

Nathan nodded and handed him a stack of clothes. “In case you want to get dressed.”

“I should go back to my hotel. You don’t need me lying around your house being sick.” He sat up and his head swam. He blinked away the dizziness. They’d stayed up with him—woken a doctor in the middle of the night—because he ate some bad food?

“Back in bed, now.” Tara’s command startled him. She had returned and was holding a mug with steam rising from it. 

Nick liked her passion, but he needed to go. “I’m not going to impose. I’ll return to my room and sleep this off over the weekend.” The same way he would do at home.

Except that until a couple of months ago, Fiona would know if he was sick, and would check in on him. 

“Lay your ass down. Oh, but drink this first.” Tara handed him the mug. “Ginger and lemon. It should help with your stomach. You’re staying here until you feel better.”

“And in the morning—the reasonable morning—I’ll grab you some things from your hotel,” Nathan said.

Nick was too tired to argue further. Not that he wanted to. “At least show me to the guest room, so I’m not disturbing you.” The request was appropriate, but it tasted odd.

The shadow that passed over Tara’s face said she agreed. 

Or he was still feverish and imagined it.

“This way.” Nathan gestured.

Nick grabbed his blankets and tea and followed him into the other room. He settled into the fresh bed, and exhaustion sank in quickly. Maybe it was a good thing he was staying here.

And it was, without question, fortunate wasn’t sleeping with them. Sex was one thing. His hosts being friendly and concerned wasn’t even odd. Passing out in another couple’s bed because he was a little woozy?

Not cool.
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NATHAN LOOKED UP FROM his sketch at the sound of feet shuffling through carpet. “Afternoon, Rip Van Winkle.”

“Thanks.” Nick’s smile was tight. “It's still Friday, right?”

“Friday in the year 2348.”

Nick raised an eyebrow, but the tension faded from his face. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

“You’re up.” Tara appeared behind Nick.

He glanced over his shoulder, then turned toward her. “I am. Thank you for taking care of me last night and this morning.”

“Of course. We're not heartless.” Tara’s disposition matched the bright sunlight outside. 

“Never thought it for a second.” Even being sick, Nick pulled off smooth without a hitch.

Nathan shoved down the sliver of jealousy. Of course Nick was going to give Tara more attention. Nathan wasn’t worried about her reaction.

He wouldn’t mind if things were a little more equal when it came to Nick.

The thought struck him hard, and he blinked it away. “Liz said your first meal should be bland and basic, until you know you can stomach more,” Nathan said. 

Nick glanced over his shoulder. “I’m guessing that doesn’t include coffee.”

“Probably not.” The instant Tara spoke, Nick focused on her again. “You can have more ginger and lemon tea.”

“Mmm... Yummy.” Nick sounded less than enthusiastic. 

Nathan knew he was teasing, but it rubbed him wrong. He’d finish his sketching later. He crossed the room and brushed past Tara and Nick. “I’ll make you some lunch.” 

“Thank you.” Nick sounded sincere, but Nathan’s mood was already drifting south.

The three made their way into the kitchen. Nick settled into the breakfast nook while Tara and Nathan moved around the kitchen.

“I’m feeling a little spoiled. Sleeping my day away. Being waited on. You both need to tell me how to make this up to you,” Nick said.

Tara waved the comment off. “It’s not a big deal. You’d do the same if the situation were reversed.”

For Tara, he might. Nathan didn’t expect he’d see the same courtesy. What was wrong with him today? This mood came out of nowhere. Inviting Nick over had been his idea. Not that anyone else seemed to mind, but now he was sulking?

It wasn’t possessiveness or anything like that. He loved Tara more than anything, but this didn’t make him feel like he was losing that—losing her. If he examined his reactions, there was no hidden fear that she’d walk away with Nick.

Nathan couldn’t put his finger on what was bothering him. Pettiness, perhaps.

He and Tara brought food and plates to the table, and joined Nick.

“This has been strange, but fun,” Nick said. “Even with the allergic reaction.”

Tara nibbled on her toast. “How so?”

“After our parents died, I gave up a lot of my social life for Fiona. For my career—”

“Don’t.” The words tugged at something new in Nathan, and he clenched his fist. It sounded too much like his mother, once he’d found her. 

Nick looked at him, puzzled. “Don’t what?”

“Don’t blame anyone for your decisions but yourself.”

Tara cleared her throat and gave him a look.

“I’m not.” Nick sounded hesitant.

Nathan wouldn’t go off on him about this. Nick’s words weren’t meant to cast blame. But he couldn’t let it slide. He had to explain. “It’s in the phrasing. I gave it up for... But that’s not true. Fiona would have let you have a life. Business isn’t keeping you from living, since you’re still conducting business while you’re here. It was your decision.”

“I didn’t mean anything by it.” Nick sounded standoffish.

Tara set her knife down, and it clattered against her plate. “I don’t think it’s that black and white. Would you say the same thing to me?” She looked at Nathan. 

He didn’t understand how the two were at all similar. “Why would I?”

“I make a lot of decisions based on how it impacts my family. The auction the other night—I did it to help my mother. I didn’t want to be there.”

Nathan didn’t like the turn this was taking. “You believed in the cause, or you would have told her no. And that was a night out of your life, not the blanket statement of I gave up my social life.”

“But you’re talking about scope, not content.” An edge lined Tara’s voice.

Nathan struggled for the words to explain. It wasn’t the same at all, and why she was jumping to Nick’s defense over a harmless analysis? 

Nathan searched her face, and she stared back, challenge in her gaze.

“Did I miss anything important in competition news?” Nick’s casual question added barbs to the tension in the air. 

Tara’s normal, genuine smile was back, and she turned to him. “I didn't think you’d still be following it.”

“Of course I am. I'm rooting for the two of you.”

“Only because Parker isn’t in the running anymore.” The bitter retort slipped out without Nathan’s permission, and he mentally winced.

Nick shrugged. “I won’t deny that. But he’s out, you’re still in, and you were second on my list anyway. Last Friday of the month means announcing the next big face-off. What do you have to do?”

At the end of each month, before voting happened, the channels were given individualized challenges. Several of them involve teaming up with another competitor and streaming to both channels at once

“Funny you should mention favorites,” Tara said. “This one’s a two-part challenge. We have to post a request video—we’re recording in a few hours and everyone will release at the same times—saying which other competitor we’d most like to work with.”

Nathan was pretty pleased with their solution, too. He didn’t expect it would be unique, but it would keep things friendly.

“That has the potential to cause friction,” Nick said.

It did, but it wouldn’t in their case. 

“Do you mind if I watch? I promise to stay in the background and be quiet and behave.” Nick looked at Tara. Not that he’d spent much time looking elsewhere.

And she was eating up the attention. “Don’t mind at all.”

That gnawing was back in Nathan’s chest. The not-jealousy that he couldn’t otherwise define.
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TARA SAT ON THE COUCH with her back to Nathan, his arm draped over her shoulder, and her legs resting on Nick’s lap.

If she thought too much about the setup, she’d question it. She was comfortable and no one was complaining, so she wasn’t thinking about it.

“You two are popular,” Nick said. 

Nathan squeezed Tara’s arm. “Because we’re awesome.”

They’d hooked her laptop to the TV in the living room, so they could watch all the contestants’ videos together without huddling around a desk. 

She and Nathan opted to go the neutral route with their video—they’d love a chance to work with any of their talented fellow contestants. They were even happy to fly someone out here to get inked.

It was more of a thought-that-counts gesture than an offer. Rinslet was covering travel expenses. This was the first competition round where they’d done that, though, and Tara was happy to foot the bill if it meant getting to meet another competitor. 

The three of them were watching the video for Jeremy Rocks, and it was the third clip requesting the chance to work with Tara and Nathan.

“Truth time. Now that the cameras aren’t rolling, who would you actually choose?” Nick traced a lazy path along Tara’s shin with his thumb. Did he know he was doing that?

Tara leaned her head back to look at Nathan. “I can think of a couple. You?”

“One of the new ones. The woman who does the abandoned building tours. Goldie’s Abandoned Building Exploration.” Nathan reeled the answer off without pause. 

Tara had seen plenty of old buildings in her life, but that did sound interesting. Would picking through abandoned motels and restaurants be as creepy in real life as Barbara made it look in the video? “That might be cool. I was thinking the gamer, Kel Plays the Obscure, but you’re making me reconsider.”

“Why Kel?” Nick asked. “He’s entertaining, but that would be viewers watching you watch him. I think you drill too many levels deep on the observation deck, and it loses something.”

Tara chuckled. “It would. But I figured we’d play something either co-op or against him. Besides, he commissions a lot of original art, and I’d love to see what he’d have us put on him.”

The current clip finished, and the list of recommendations based on their views came up. One of the thumbnails had Tara’s picture, and her good mood vanished into the fist that clenched around her gut. Why Tara Bianchi Needs to be Kept Away...

She was barely aware of pushing the mouse cursor toward the video until Nathan covered her hand. “You know better than to click the hate videos, Bella.”

“I do.” She gave a strained chuckle. “I only wanted to read the rest of the title. Find out who exactly I’m not supposed to go near. Just give me a peek. I promise I’ll be all right.”

Nathan let go of her hand. “Your call.”

His doubt made her hesitate, but she couldn’t help herself. If she didn’t click now, it would gnaw at her. She let the video play. 

The full title was Why Tara Bianchi Needs be Kept Away from Jeremy Rocks.

The channel’s pretty pink and purple logo flashed on screen, followed by a photo of Tara and Marco, from their wedding.

Her stomach twisted in on itself. 

A computerized female voice overlapped the image. “Tara Bianchi. Socialite. Heiress. Whore.”

“Tara.” Warning lined Nick’s tone.

She held up a finger. She was watching this bullshit piece.

“A woman who can’t contain her libido, who wields her body as a weapon, has no place in this competition. Let alone working with a respectable band like Jeremy Rocks. She seeks to tear apart families, lives, and moral people.”

The slideshow of Tara’s public life continued, while the digital irritation talked over it. “Married to a favorite member of parliament, it didn’t take long before her wandering eyes threatened to destroy his career.”

Tara’s blood boiled like lava in her veins, and she missed portions of what the video was saying. Even though the public didn’t know she’d had a poly relationship with Marco before he got into politics, his cheating was in no way his fault.

She hated the whisper of a lying bitch voice that asked are you sure?

“Even now,” the voice said, “Her infidelity is shining light on the things Marco was driven to. Including seeking solace with another woman. If this is what she did to a man she claimed to love, imagine what she’d do to Jeremy Rocks. Seducing. Fucking with them. Coming between them—”

The video stopped abruptly, and she realized Nathan had shut it off.

“Breathe and take your hand off the mouse.” His voice was quiet and sympathetic.

“Fuck her.” Fury poured from Tara. “Fuck her and her synthesized voice, and the fact that she's too cowardly to even say the words on her own, and her bullshit perspective.”

And fuck the part of Tara that remembered the past, and the pit she’d sunk into, believing bullshit like that. 

And fuck the asshole who released that list and gave the haters a whole new reason to say her name.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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THE HATE VIDEOS GREW in number and venom when Rinslet announced that Jeremy and Matthew of Jeremy Rocks would be joining Tara and Nathan for a live tattooing.

Nathan was worried about Tara. She laughed it off, but hurt lingered in her eyes from the time she woke until she went to sleep.

He convinced Tara to avoid most of the response vids, but it was impossible to ignore the vast quantity of thumbnails with her name and image attached to slurs in the titles.

The week between matches being made and the filming date were hectic. Nathan forced Tara away from the email, so he could filter the hate messages.

She insisted she was a big girl, she’d seen them before.

He pointed out that didn’t mean she had to subject herself to them. Besides, she needed to be finalizing the design for Matthew, based on his request and sample art. Which was a rough sketch of an octopus-headed man, with the text Think Cthulhu. 

When the day of the live stream arrived, Tara paced the shop, pausing every few seconds to tug her braid.

Nathan hated seeing her like this. Why wasn’t there anything he could offer, to ease her stress, beyond it’ll get better?

The front door swung open, and she jumped. 

This wasn’t like her at all. Nathan frowned.

Nick strolled into the shop, and some tension seemed to fade from Tara’s posture.

A bitter mixture of relief and jealousy tickled Nathan’s senses. He stuffed the reaction deep down, under the dozen or so reasons the sight of Nick made Tara calmer, and the reminder Nick was here for her.

“Hey.” Nick’s grin was friendly. “They’re not here yet?”

Nathan shook his head. “Any minute now.”

Rinslet flew Jeremy and Mathew to Italy for this competition spot. Today was tattoo filming, and tomorrow night, the band was booked in a local bar that offered live music. Nathan would film both.

“Awesome. I hope you don’t mind. I was in the area, and thought I’d use my connections—the two of you—to meet these guys,” Nick said. 

Tara grabbed his arm and pulled him further into the room. “Don’t mind at all. Nathan’s trying to distract me. You can help.”

Concern whispered over Nick’s face. “From what?”

“Same old stuff—hate mail.” Her tone implied it was no big deal. 

Nathan saw the way her mouth tightened when she said it. “The haters just aren’t ready for Tara’s amazingness.”

“Fuck them.” Nick’s disdain was almost tangible.

With that kind of vehemence, Nathan didn’t mind him being here after all.

The door opened again, and Tara’s spine went ramrod straight. Was she expecting someone to walk in and confront her personally? After the graffiti a month ago, he didn’t blame her. 

She managed a tight smile and mostly hid her tension when Jeremy and Mathew walked in, with a young by between them.  

If Nathan was forced to admit it, and it wouldn’t take much, Jeremy and Mathew were sexy-hot in person. Both had muscled arms accentuated by T-shirts. Jeremy was thinner, with a long goatee, and ink wrapping up his neck, and down his arms.

Mathew was a few inches taller, with broader shoulders. The exposed portions of his arms were tattoo free, but Nathan knew from concert videos his back was a canvas.

“Sorry if we’re late,” Jeremy said. He stepped forward and shook Nathan’s hand and then Tara’s.

“You’re fine.” Tara assured them. She knelt so she was eye-level with the boy. “I don’t recognize this member of the band. Do you get carded a lot in clubs?” Her tone was kind.

“I’m Ben, and I’m six,” he said proudly.

Mathew wrapped an arm around his shoulder and pulled him closer. “He’s my son.”

“I didn’t realize...” Nathan let the thought trail off. That was probably intentional—keeping any mention of Ben from their online life.

Jeremy smiled. “Good. If you didn’t know, hopefully no one else did either. We try to keep our private lives drama-free.”

The way he phrased it made Nathan wonder if they were a couple. Not that he cared beyond curiosity and hoping they were happy together if that was the case. 

“I’m super psyched you’re doing this for me.” Mathew turned to Tara. “I meant everything I said in our video. Your work is amazing, and the proof you sent me... Wow.”

He’d said that in his reply as well, when she emailed him the art, but hearing it in person drove home the sincerity.

Tara’s smile relaxed. “Thanks. We’re looking forward to seeing you two perform live.”

“Pft.” Mathew waved the comment off. “I’ve heard us live dozens of times. You get used to it.”

“This is Nick.” Nathan gestured. “Jeremy and Ben are welcome to sit out here during the actual tattoo work.”

Nick stood and exchanged handshakes with them. “Pleasure to meet you. Huge fans of your work.”

“Nick is Fiona’s brother,” Tara said.

Nathan wasn’t sure why that mattered. Maybe it was to make Nick seem more like one of the gang?

A whisper of a frown crossed Jeremy’s face. “I met Fiona the during the first challenge. Sorry to hear about the trouble they went through.”

“Me too.” Nick nodded.

With any luck, Nathan and Tara weren’t the next in line for a similar fate. The thought dug under his skin, and he struggled to shake it.

“Anyway, should we do a rundown before we get started? Make sure we’re all on the same page?” Tara’s voice was too bright. Too cheerful.

Mathew clapped. “Sounds great. Tell us what we need to know, boss.”

“We were thinking we’d do a brief introduction. Show the two of you to the viewers, get some reactions. Show off the artwork.” Nathan had roughly blocked out most of the show. “But because it’s a live stream, we want to use a single camera, and it’s the one in the tattoo room, so if Jeremy needs to stay with Ben...”

Mathew pursed his lips. “How long are you thinking for the intro?”

“Two or three minutes.”

Mathew looked at Ben, then back at Tara and Nathan. “Do you trust this guy?”

“Absolutely.” Tara didn’t hesitate.

Mathew turned to Nick. “We’ll film with the door open for the first segment. Do you mind keeping an eye on him for a couple of minutes?”

“Not a problem,” Nick said.

Mathew crouched in front of Ben. “Stay here, and don’t give the man too much shit, and Jeremy will be out soon.”

“Can I play Angry Birds?” Ben asked.

Mathew pulled his phone from his back pocket and handed it over. “Only until Jeremy comes back.”
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TARA LISTENED TO THE banter between Nathan and Mathew as she worked. She didn’t do much talking, since she was bent over the tattoo, but hearing the easy conversation helped calm her electrified nerves. She wasn’t sure what had her on edge, but she felt like she was waiting for something big to drop. 

Nathan kept the conversation generic and steered away from any personal topics. He was as gifted at that as he was at the opposite. He asked about Mathew’s inspiration for the art. About the wilting demon that was already on his back. Pretty much anything ink related.

Tara didn’t miss the hints of flirting. Nothing overt, just the occasional compliment or tease. She knew Nathan well enough to see he was holding back. He’d all but drooled when the duo walked into the shop.

She could agree, the band mates were attractive, but they weren’t Nick.

The thought caught her off-guard. Obviously she was attracted to him—they wouldn’t have hooked up twice otherwise. But it didn’t go beyond that. 

However, she didn’t mind that every time he visited, he ended up staying a little longer. How many days could they keep him this time?

Keep him. She didn’t mean that to sound so possessive. When he went back to his hotel at the end of the day, when he went home, she was going to miss him.

It wasn’t as though she was in love. Hell, this was infatuation at best. She wouldn’t mind seeing where things went, and it had been a long time since she had that thought about anyone. Since Gina, but this ran deeper. This was similar to the desire she had to keep Nathan in her life.

Not that this was anywhere near that kind of bond. 

Still, she’d rather pursue things with Nick than deny a possibility existed.

A huge crash—shattering glass—jarred her from her thoughts. She had a steady hand, so she didn’t jerk the needle, but Mathew sat up with a start. Fortunately, she pulled back before any harm could be done to his skin. 

“I need to check on Ben.” Mathew stumbled to his feet

Tara grabbed his arm. “You can’t go out there until I clean you up. Jeremy and Nick are with him, and Nathan will go check.”

A series of loud pops filled the room, like firecrackers but inside. Tara’s heart jumped into her throat. The fuck? 

“Cut filming,” Tara ordered. She was already dabbing Mathew’s shoulder blade, clearing away any excess fluids, and prepping it to be covered.

Nathan frowned. “The live stream—”

“I don’t fucking care about the competition right now. Anyone who has an issue with that can take it up with me.”

Nathan shut off the camera and left the room to investigate.

Tara covered Mathew’s half-finished tattoo with plastic. “We’re not finishing this today. I have a feeling. We’ll get it done, though.” 

“Yeah. Whatever. Am I set?”

She nodded, and he sprinted from the room.

She stashed her needle, and followed.

Nick had pulled Jeremy and Ben into the hallway, to hide behind the stairs. The instant Ben saw Mathew, he rushed to his father’s arms.

“Everyone’s all right,” Nick said.

She was impressed he kept his voice steady. Her heart was hammering so hard, she doubted that would be an option, and she didn’t even know what had happened.

“Are you good?” She wasn’t sure who she was asking.

Mathew nodded.

“We’ll be right back, then.” She moved into the front of the shop to find Nathan. There was a huge rock in the middle of the floor, and shattered sheets of glass sat under the window. A sleeve of spent firecrackers were a few feet away.

Nathan turned to her, his brow furrowed. He held out his arms.

She collapsed into his embrace, with a half-sigh, half-sob. “I’m glad it wasn’t worse.”

“Me too.” He murmured against her hair. 

She didn’t understand why it had happened, but now wasn’t the right time to freak out. She composed herself. “Make sure everyone else is okay and I’ll call the police.”

Nathan nodded, gave her a quick kiss, and headed back to the group.

Her hands were shaking as she placed her call, but she managed to hold her half of an intelligent conversation. When she hung up, she saw there was a message waiting from Chloe. 

Because of course there was. Tara listened to the breathless recording. “Saw the stream. Worried about you. Call me back as soon as it’s safe.”

A twisted sense of relief trickled through Tara. If this was what she’d been anticipating, it could have been so much worse. She composed herself, and joined the others.

“I have a message from Chloe,” Jeremy said.

Tara nodded. “Same.” 

Nick gestured to the stairs. “If you’re okay with it, I can take Ben upstairs where it’s safer, and you all can call Chloe back while we wait for the police.”

“I’d rather join you.” Mathew hadn’t let go of Ben. Tara didn’t blame him. “Jeremy can speak for me.”

So many questions raced through Tara’s thoughts. Who did this? Why? Was it related to the competition? Plowing forward from one must do to the next was the only thing keeping her from sinking into the pit of worry that had started in her gut. 

She, Nathan, and Jeremy moved back to the front desk. She hated being so close to the broken window, with passersby staring in through the gaping hole in the front of the shop. She wanted to board it up. Scream at them to stop staring. Do something. 

Instead she put the office phone on speaker and dialed Chloe. 

Greetings were terse, and Chloe moved quickly to, “Is everyone all right?”

“Shaken, but uninjured.” Nathan’s laugh was strained.

Tara was grateful he was picking up the pleasant talk. Her instinct was to ask what the fuck do you think?

“What happened?” Chloe asked.

Between the three of them, they gave her a brief summary of the vandalism.

“I swear to God, this competition is going to give me a heart attack before I’m forty. I can’t imagine what you’re all feeling.” The stress in Chloe’s voice matched what thrummed through Tara.

“We’re a bad luck curse. You keep pairing us with high profile people.” Jeremy may have meant it as a joke.

All Tara heard was the hint of accusation. “Everyone in the competition is high-profile.” She couldn’t hide the edge slicing inside.

Jeremy clenched his fist. “I realize that.”

Tara wasn’t going to let her mood push them into an unfriendly situation. This wasn’t Jeremy’s fault. She took a deep breath to calm her nerves. It didn’t help. “Are you going to ask us to go back on the air?”

“No,” Chloe said. “Clean up there, and we’ll make other arrangements for both channels. I’ll get back to you with details.”

“Thank you.” Nathan managed to sound grateful. He disconnected.

Tara sank into the motions of getting things done. It was safer than listening to her thoughts. They spoke with the police, then sent Jeremy, Mathew, and Ben on their way.

The moment the shop was empty again, Nathan pulled Tara into an embrace. “It’s going to be all right,” he said.

She wasn’t sure that was true. Logically, it should be, but the nagging tension that had lingered in her skull all day hadn’t evaporated.

“I’ll head to the hardware store,” Nick offered. “Grab the supplies to board up the window, until you can get someone out here to replace things.”

“Do you need a translator?” Tara was hesitant to make the suggestion. She didn’t want to leave. She wanted to crawl up in a hole and never emerge. It was an immature response, but she couldn’t help it.

“No. I can make do with my phone and a bit of pointing.”

Two bright spots in the day—Nathan’s arms around her, and Nick’s willingness to help. She managed a weak smile. “Remind them to charge it to me, and thank you.”

He left, and Nathan pointed Tara toward the reception chair. “You sit. I’ll clean up.”

No. That was bad. That meant letting her mind wander. It already was. “How are you so calm? This is our home and our business.”

Because he doesn’t have the same things invested in this place. Because he could pick up and leave tomorrow. Because they’re attacking me, not him.

The resentment in the thoughts bothered her. She didn’t feel that way.

“You’ve been pushing hard for the last several hours. I can do this.” Nathan was kind.

He was worried about her. Why would she think otherwise? “I appreciate it, but I need to keep moving. I’ll help.”

They were almost done when the shop phone rang. 

“I’ll get it,” Nathan said.

Tara was grateful. Human interaction was out of her grasp right now.

“Hello... Hang on, let me put you on speaker.” Nathan pressed the correct button on the phone, and put the handset down. “Okay, Chloe, we’re both listening.”

Tara needed this to be good news. Please?

“So... we’ve been talking in the office, and to legal, and to our community managers...” The way Chloe dragged the words out, Tara didn’t expect to get her wish. “I’m sorry to say, we’re not going to reshoot your competition spot this month.”

“That’s not fair.” Nathan’s words echoed Tara’s reaction.

But she understood the logic, even without an explanation. “The point of a live feed is for the unpredictable to happen. Us not liking our flavor of unpredictable doesn’t change things.”

“I’m sorry,” Chloe said. “You can choose if you want to film for Jeremy Rocks at their live show tomorrow night.”

Tara wanted to play the spite card and say fuck no, but this wasn’t their fault. She wasn’t the cameraman, anyway. She looked at Nathan.

“We’ll be there. There’s no reason to punish them, even indirectly, for this.”

“Thanks. I do hope you’re both all right, and that your evening gets better.” Chloe disconnected.

Tara didn’t know which way to turn in her head. Bile rose in her throat, and pain hammered behind her eyes. Things could go in any direction when it came to voting. That was always the case, but now, even more so. Jeremy and Matthew’s fans could vote Tara and Nathan down. Their own could. This could cause an influx of support instead...

Though, given the way things were going, with all the vitriol directed at Tara, she didn’t expect the latter. No one wanted to see the brash, bitchy, aggressive woman win. She was obnoxious. Annoying. All those things women were called when they didn’t wait their turn at the back of the room.

She hated the bitter thoughts. It had been a long time since she was sucked into a spiral like this. Recognizing it didn’t make it any easier for her to ignore the old insecurities asking why can’t you be a good, compliant socialite, like the other girls?
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
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NICK RETURNED WITH the supplies. He, Nathan, and Tara made quick work of securing plywood over the broken window.

Nathan would bet that his stress wasn’t as high as Tara’s, but his tension hadn’t evaporated from the vandalism. Most of his concern was for her. Each time she fidgeted, and with each jerk when there was a loud noise, he wanted to wrap her up tight, and hold her until her worries lessened.

They finished up their mini-construction project. Nathan knew one thing that helped cure a lot of woes. Or at least distract from them for a little while. “What do you want for dinner?”

Tara looked between him and Nick. “Me or him?”

The question made Nathan pause, not because he didn’t know the answer, but he hadn’t considered Nick might not stick around. “Either of you. Both. I assume Nick is staying. You really should after everything you’ve done today.” 

Nick seemed to be getting comfortable hanging around more and more. Was that a bad thing?

Nathan couldn’t say for sure, but he’d probably be okay with it. The only concern he had, when he thought about the situation, was that Nick wasn’t staying. His home was on the other side of the globe.  

All of that was far more pleasant to linger on than wondering who had smashed their shop window and why.

“I’d love to stay, and whatever you make is fantastic. Hell, I’m good with cold cuts.” Nick was leaned against the brick of the far shop wall. They’d pushed all of the furniture out of the way to clean up and keep the dust off of it.

It would wait until tomorrow to straighten. It had been a long day. “I’ll see what we have in the fridge.” Nathan tangled his fingers with Tara’s and squeezed her hand.

Her smile was thin-lipped, but he didn’t think it was directed at him. “I’m pretty sure we have some of that ham still from Giuseppe’s butcher shop. I’ll help you put a spread out,” she said.

“Sounds good.” Nathan was too emotionally drained to grasp the obvious innuendo.

A short while later, the three of them were seated around the table in the breakfast nook. There wasn’t much conversation beyond Nick complimenting the meal and Tara asking who wanted more wine.

She was on her third glass. Unusual for her, especially before she finished eating. 

Nathan ached to make her smile, even just a little. “It’s going to be all right. We’ll make it through voting, we’ll get the window replaced, and we’ll be okay.”

“But what if we don’t? What if we aren’t?” The edge that had lined her voice all day was still distinct. 

“Then you deal with it.” Nick’s reply was abrupt, despite his kind tone. “You kick ass at what you do, but if you don’t survive voting, you’ll spin it.”

“Is that what Parker did?” Nathan rested his butt against the counter in front of the sink and crossed his arms. Being realistic was fine, but sometimes a person needed to sink into comfort for a little while. If Nick wasn’t going to allow that, Nathan would nudge him in the right direction.

Nick plucked an olive from his plate, and popped it in his mouth, delaying his reply. “Parker was miserable in the competition and he walked away. Unless you hate what you’re doing, it’s not the same. But, yes, he took the expanded fanbase and what he’d learned, and he made his show bigger. The two of you ooze raw talent. The world knows your name regardless of whether you win or not. It would be a nice feather in your cap, but if this is what sinks you, you can walk away know it wasn’t anything you did.”

“Unless it was.” Tara set her wine glass down and pushed it away. She rested her chin in her hand and looked at Nick. “I’ve never had problems with vandalism before. That these two incidents happened right after my ex’s name—and mine—went viral again, points toward it being my fault.” She winced.

Nathan mentally scrubbed his face. That explained the extra weight she carried. “It’s not your fault.”

Nick rested a hand on her forearm. “I agree. You didn’t go onto that website, either to search for a stud or to hack millions of people’s information. Whoever painted the graffiti, whoever threw the rock, it’s their fault. And Marco’s. And possibly the hacker’s.”

“If I ever find that guy...” Tara’s laugh was lighter. “It doesn’t matter now. It’s out there, and you’re right, we’ll deal with it.”

Nathan’s gut twisted. He still needed to tell her. It wasn’t something he wanted to do while Nick was around, and he’d managed to justify not saying anything, because the news had evaporated for a few weeks. He had to come clean about his involvement. Soon.

“We should have a sleepover,” Tara said abruptly. “Like in the movies.”

Which meant Nick would be here longer. That was both a relief and an issue for Nathan if he was going to clear things up with Tara. Her smile at the decision made it impossible to consider saying no. “Like braiding each other’s hair? Putting make-up on? Because Nick will rock a well-done smoky eye, but neither of us has long enough hair to braid.”

Nick laughed. “Like in the movies? You know that’s not how sleepovers actually work, don’t you?”

“No. That wasn’t a thing for me growing up.” Tara shook her head. “And if you destroy my delusion...”

“I’m just saying, there’s a lot more pizza, popcorn, and bad movies involved than you’re taking into consideration. And staying up late. And being really loud. At least, that’s what I gathered from hiding in my room when Fiona had them.”

Of course Nick’s perfect family and perfect sister had perfect sleepovers. Nathan expected bitterness, but he was happy Nick had enjoyed that life. “Sleepover it is. We don’t have pizza or candy, but I can make popcorn.”

“Isn’t there also some sort of rule about having to wear cute pajamas or lingerie or something?” Tara asked.

Nick chuckled. “Pretty sure the first one is a Hollywood myth, and the second is from movies too. Just a different kind.”

Tara’s exaggerated pout was enticing. “So we won’t have large numbers of women in lacy things having pillow fights around us?”

“Doesn’t matter.” Nick never missed a beat. “We’d only be watching you.”

Pink dotted Tara’s cheeks and she laughed.

Nathan liked seeing her this way. Happy. Relaxed. “Wow. Smooth.”

“As fuck.” Nick wore a tiny smirk.

Envy sparked inside Nathan, that all of Nick’s attention was on Tara. Did it matter? Nick was a great guy regardless, and it wasn’t as though he was sticking around. “If lingerie is the goal, Tara has some stunning teddies.”

She looked between them, brows raised. “Neither of you has the tits to make my lacy unmentionables look good.”

“Can’t argue with that.” Nick shrugged.

Nathan was inspired, and not ready to give up so easily. “If you want to sit around in your underwear, we can just take off our clothes.”

Tara twisted her mouth. Then she stripped off her top. “All right.”

So fucking sexy.

“I’m not pillow fighting.” Nick removed his shirt as well.

“We can skip that bit, but look at the experience this way. Facing each other in nothing but our underwear makes it a lot harder to hide anything,” Tara said.

Nathan knew what she was getting at. “In a spill your secrets kind of way.”

“I’m game if you are.” Nick’s belt made an enticing zip when he tugged it free.

It didn’t take long for them to strip down to their underwear, and move into the bedroom. They sat in a crooked circle on the bed. Or was it a triangle?

“Are we doing some sort of soul bearing now?” Nick looked as casual now as he had been fully dressed. He was becoming part of this world.

Nathan liked that.

Tara had a hand resting on Nathan’s leg, and angled herself so her knee pressed against Nick’s thigh. “That seemed to be the agreement,” she said.

A pause lingered in the room. Nathan didn’t expect both of them to hesitate. He wasn’t sure what to ask, but he’d pick something. He looked at Nick. “If you could do anything in the world and money was no object, what would you do?”

“Is this a job interview?” Teasing mingled with Nick’s curiosity.

“It’s soul bearing.” Tara chimed in. “There’s no right or wrong answer.”

Nick shook his head. “There’s always a wrong answer.”

“Not really.” Nathan didn’t want to consider the statement too deeply. It was an interesting point. Was there a reply that would end this evening? Piss himself or Tara off? “You’re avoiding the question. Because you’re answer isn’t sell CRM’s.”

“Busted.” Nick tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling for a moment. “I’m not saying I don’t love what I do, but if we’re talking about any job in the entire world, with no barriers? I don’t know.”

Nathan didn’t understand that approach. “You’ve never thought about it?”

“I try specifically to avoid thinking about things like that. Whimsy leads to cynicism. Why? What’s your answer?”

What a sad approach to have to life.

“We’re already doing it.” Tara’s answer was the same as Nathan’s would have been.

Nick scrunched his face up and was silent for a few seconds. “Anything in the world... No money worries... I’d help other people sell their dreams.”

“No.” Tara shook her head. “Nope. I don’t buy it. You need a new answer.”

Nathan agreed with that, too. There was no way Nick was that perfect.

Nick shrugged. “Don’t know what to tell you. I’m not an idea guy, but I love selling, and I love seeing what other people create.”

Figures. He’s got to be attractive, well hung, and altruistic. Nathan wanted to be bitter about that, but he couldn’t. He just liked Nick.
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NICK DIDN’T UNDERSTAND why he was met with twin blank stares. His answer wasn’t that odd. “My turn to ask a probing question.”

Nathan snorted. He looked so casual sitting there in nothing but boxers. Almost a tempting sight. “You said probing.”

“He does a decent job of that.” Tara kept most of Nick’s attention, but not all. The contrast of her pale skin against the dark lace of her bra, and that she still held herself with the confidence of knowing she controlled the room.

“I wouldn’t know.” Nathan’s tone was playful.

The quirk of Tara’s mouth was enticing, as if she knew what whispered through Nick’s thoughts. “Ask nicely and maybe someday you’ll find out.”

“It’s not outside the realm of possibility.” Nick wouldn’t have said that a month ago, but now... It was different with Nathan. Nick still wasn’t certain he was up for anything with another man, but the attraction seemed to run deeper than friendship.

Tara’s eyes grew wide. “You’re serious.”

“Yeah.” Nick also noticed they were diverting the conversation. “And I want my question.”

“All right, but I’m not discarding this other topic,” Nathan said.

Nick didn’t want him to. “What aren’t you telling me about how the two of you met?” He’d seen the hesitation when Tara and Nathan told the story. There was more there.

Nathan glanced at Tara, then said. “It’s not my story to tell.”

“Part of it is.” Her voice grew softer. Her glee didn’t vanish, but it did fade. 

“Are you okay with this?” Nathan sounded concerned.

Nick didn’t want to cause issues. If they weren’t comfortable—

“Yeah, I am.” Tara nodded and met Nick’s gaze. “So, my ex-husband, Marco, was the person who introduced me to the idea of polyamory. And since it’s come up before, I’m pretty sure he only did it, so he could fuck as many chicks as possible.”

Nick winced. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Tara’s tone lightened. “I don’t like the part her played in my life, but regardless of his reasons, I’m glad he started me down that path. Anyway, he got into politics and decided us having an open marriage didn’t make for a good public image. He asked if we could stop, and I agreed. He also neglected to mention he was fucking around behind my back.”

Nick tried to process that. “So, sleeping around is okay if you both know about it, but if you don’t... Sorry, that sounded reasonable in my head. I see the duh in it when I say it out loud.”

“He needed an excuse to leave Tara,” Nathan said. “Something that didn’t reflect poorly on his career. Preferably something church sanctioned. As you know, Tara’s pretty fucking epic, and there is no reasonable excuse for shoving her aside.”

Tara blushed and ducked her head. So uncharacteristic. 

Nick shrugged. “I can’t argue with the epic part of that.”

She was also adorable when the pink spread down her neck.

Nathan leaned in. “Marco hired me—I was a private investigator back then—to find proof of infidelity. I did. I uncovered evidence he was a lying, cheating piece of shit.”

“So the art class?” Nick was putting the puzzle together and starting to see a whole picture.

“That was real,” Tara said. “Nathan used it as a way to meet me.”

Nathan sighed. “And then... A lot of people don’t believe in love at first sight, but there were sparks and angels and harps when I saw her. The next few weeks in her class reinforced my first impression.”

Nick couldn’t ignore the adoration in Nathan’s voice, or the way Tara watched him lovingly. 

“I couldn’t.” A frown whispered across Tara’s face. “Nothing could happen. When Nathan told me about Marco, it didn’t shock me the way it should have. I think I expected it. It still hurt, though. It didn’t matter that Marco was cheating. I’d promised I wouldn’t see anyone else, and I couldn’t break that. Maybe that was stupid of me.”

Nick reached across the space between them to rest his hand on her knee. “I understand why you did it—or didn’t in this case—and I don’t think it was stupid.”

Her smile was tight. “Regardless, I refused to pursue anything with Nathan until Marco and I separated. But Nathan waited. He was there by my side through all of it. My best friend, and after what felt like an eternity, my lover.”

“Wow.” If Nick thought they were an incredible team before, he could almost see the bond that connected them now. It didn’t feel exclusionary though. There was a nudge in his mind of then where do you stand? And the answer was same place as before, and that’s okay. “I’ve said it before, but I have to again. The two of you are like this perfect yin and yang.”

“Nobody’s perfect.” Despite Nathan’s denial, he looked at ease.

“Perfect in your imperfection.”

Tara rolled her eyes. The cloud on her mood had lifted. “That’s reaching, but I like the sentiment.”

Maybe Nick was wrong. That bond might exclude him after all. “I can’t imagine.”

“Imagine what?” Nathan studied him, brows furrowed.

“Loving someone so much, but being willing to share them.” The words sounded good, until he said them. Could he really not?

Tara covered his hand with hers. “Then why are you here?”

“I’m...” This is short term. The words stuck in his throat. I’m not in love. Wow. Love. Where did that come from? “I want to get it, and I’m grateful you’ve got the patience for my questions.”

Tara laughed. “Yup. You’re definitely smooth as fuck.”

The conversation moved on, but Nick was stuck on that little bit. The portion that dragged up feelings he couldn’t define, around a concept he was starting to get where he never expected to.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER TWENTY
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TARA HAD TO GRASP ALL of her focus, to keep her hand from shaking while she finished Mathew’s tattoo. It had been two days since the incident, and this was the first time she’d ventured downstairs to do more than come and go. 

Fortunately this time there were no cameras, and no one knew Mathew, Jeremy, and Ben were here.

“Ha. I beat you.” Ben’s happy cheer carried in from the other room.

The loud noise jarred her, and she pulled back from her work.

“Are you all right?” Mathew didn’t move, but he watched her with concern in his eyes. 

Her heart hammered in her ears. The other day was a stupid rock. Nothing big. No one was hurt. She was overreacting. She pasted on a smile. “Stressed about this afternoon.”

“I get that.” Mathew chuckled.

The contestants going to the next round were being announced later today. When Tara was done with the ink, everyone would head upstairs to watch the countdown. 

Tara wasn’t interested in doing a reaction video again. She didn’t know if she could hold it together if she—they—didn’t make it. There had been a fresh swath of hate videos directed at her, for fucking up Jeremy Rocks’ chances, and a couple dozen people saying they were responsible for the vandalism. She had no idea how that news got out, but it wasn’t a complete leak, because no one had the details right.

Tara finished Mathew’s ink without further incident, washed it off, and took some pictures for both channels to use in videos later.

“You ready for this?” Mathew asked?

Tara shook her head. “I’m definitely not. But let’s get it over with.” They headed back into the main room of the shop.

Ben hopped up from the couch, where he’d been playing a mobile racing game against Nick. She was grateful both he and Nathan were here. It was probably selfish of her, but having both men around helped keep her sane.

Ben ran across the room to meet Mathew. “I wanna see.”

Jeremy had been sitting in the reception chair, and sauntered over at a slower pace.

“See?” Mathew crouched so Ben could get a better view of his arm.

“Can I touch it?” Ben hovered his hand a few inches away and looked at Tara. He was a cute kid. They were lucky. 

Watching his easy joy helped soothe her. “You can touch the plastic, but be only very lightly.”

“It’s pretty.” Ben looked like he was gently petting a small animal, barely making contact. He turned to Tara again, eyes wide. “You’re very talented.”

Was he coached to say that? She didn’t care. It was sweet either way. “Thank you. Do we want to head upstairs? We have cake.” Oh, shit. She wasn’t supposed to just offer that to kids, was she? “If that’s all right.”

Jeremy settled a hand on Ben’s shoulder. “I think we can manage some cake. It’s a perfect celebration food.”

And if Tara and Nathan lost, she’d probably eat the rest in mourning. No reason to bring that up before the fact.

They brought up the announcement on the TV in the living room again. Jeremy and Mathew settled on the couch, with Ben in Jeremy’s lap.

Ben raised his hand. That was adorable.

“What’s up, kiddo?” Jeremy asked.

“I believe there was mention of cake?”

Precious child. Tara hid her smile, to keep from encouraging the behavior. “It’s up to your dad.”

Jeremy twisted his face in exaggerated consideration, then sighed heavily. “If it’s celebratory cake, we shouldn’t eat it before there’s something to celebrate.”

“Okay.” Ben seemed to deflate. “But cake with TV is good.”

Tara had never really considered kids before, but she could see why Jeremy adored this boy.

“Just this once,” Jeremy said in surrender.

Tara and Nathan dished out cake while Nick grabbed water and coffee for everyone. 

It relaxed her further to see him fitting in here. She wasn’t even sure who had suggested he join them today. Maybe it was just a forgone conclusion.

Back in the living room, with plates handed out, she settled into Nathan’s lap in one chair, and Nick to the other chair across from them. She didn’t like having him so far away. 

If this didn’t go well, she wanted to commiserate with both of them. It would be nice if she wasn’t so convinced of a bad outcome, but this was the time to be realistic.

The announcements started, and her chest tightened. She forced herself to breathe as the introductions rolled on screen. The tension in the room amplified until it was as heavy as the icing on the cake that no one was touching except Ben.

Jeremy and Mathew had been competition favorites from the start. They’d shared the top spots with Ms. Passion before she was kicked out. and they slid into number one. They got to keep their spot again this month.

A round of cheer rippled around the room when their channel name was announced, and Tara smothered her mounting disappointment under a sincere Congratulations. 

As the list continued, Tara tried to keep her cheer going, grinning through each announcement that wasn’t hers and Nathan’s.

“You don’t have to paste on a fake smile for our benefit,” Mathew said.

Nathan chuckled. “We’re happy for everyone.”

“Fuck that,” Jeremy chimed in. “You’re still allowed to be upset each time your name isn’t called.

Tara didn’t need his permission, but she liked the confirmation.

When Bella’s Magic Needle was called, in the last spot, she swore her heart stopped for a minute. “Was that us? Did they just call our name?”

Nathan’s Whoop, in her ear confirmed they’d just barely beaten out Julie and Dante’s cooking show. 

Tara let out a nervous laugh. Dante had been a TV star. As in, an actual network TV. While she hated to see anyone go, there was a trickle of smugness that she and Nathan had beaten someone with such a huge existing fanbase.

“Can I have more cake?” Ben’s question cut through the room, and Tara felt the rest of her tension break away and shatter in lovely pieces around her. Cake sounded perfect. 

She looked at Jeremy in question, and he shrugged. “We are celebrating.”

The conversation was buoyed as everyone slid into sugar and victory highs. 

“Can we come back tomorrow for my tattoo?” Ben asked.

Everyone laughed except Jeremy. “We’ll come back in ten years for your tattoo.”

Ben pouted. “Okay, but this place had better still be here.”

“We’re not going anywhere.” Nathan’s assurance rang with confidence.

Tara liked the sound of that. They’d be here for a long time. A decade. More. Because despite the haters, they’d built this, and they deserved good things to come from it.

With the announcements over, things wound down quickly. Jeremy, Mathew said their goodbyes. Tara wouldn’t mind facing off against them in the final round.

Nick helped them clean up. The hum of excitement still muted conversation. When they were done, he stood near the edge of the room, shifting from one foot to the other.

Tara wasn’t used to seeing him uncertain. “You all right?”

“Yeah.” Nick’s smile was wide. “I’m super excited for both of you. And I’m also hesitating to say good night, because I’m having a great time.”

Oh. Tara didn’t want him to go either.

“But...?” Nathan asked.

Nick jammed his hands in his pockets. “I have to prep for a meeting in the morning. And as tempting as it is to ask you to put in another good word for me, I figure I’d better earn this one.”

“Antonio likes what you’re doing. You’ll be fine.” As Tara assured him, a new thought sank in. Too many more meetings, and Nick would be done here. He’d head back home.

Probably in the next couple of weeks. She didn’t expect he wanted to stay here over Christmas. Thanksgiving seemed hard enough for him. She crossed the room and kissed him on the cheek. It felt odd but natural at the same time. “Go work. Drop by tomorrow when you’re done with the meeting.”

“I will.” He brushed his lips over hers. A moment later, he was gone.

“Is that how it is now?” Nathan’s soft question startled her.

She turned to see him standing in the entrance to the kitchen, with an unreadable expression on his face.

Please don’t let the jealousy or uncertainty or whatever it was be back. “I’m not sure which that you’re talking about, but I’m going to say yes. Are you okay with that?”

“With an undefined exchange of goodbye kisses?” Nathan held out a hand to her. “I am. I wasn’t sure if I would be, but yes.”

She crossed the room to grasp his fingers. The day had left her drained, and the ebbing adrenaline rested in her stomach, making her feel a little nauseated, but this was all right. She was good with life in its current state. “Thank you.”

“What would you have done if I said no?”

The pit inside gnawed at her, and she fumbled for a response.

“I wasn’t considering it, but I am curious.” Nathan’s addendum didn’t completely reassure her.

Tell Nick I couldn’t see him anymore. That was the right answer. The one that should come without hesitation. She loved Nathan. She’d built a life with him that she adored. “I don’t know.”

His smile wilted, but was back strong again so quickly she might have imagined the flicker. “That’s fair.”

It was. Because unless he had a reason for specifically not wanting Nick around, she and Nathan would need to have a serious conversation about why he was changing his mind about the poly nature of their relationship. 

It wasn’t because he was anything like Marco. The abrupt comparison bothered her. It was reasonable for a couple to hit bumps and talk through them.

She needed to remember that.
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TARA WAS FORCED FROM sleep by a loud pounding on the door. It was still dark outside. What the fuck? 

“What is that?” Nathan was half awake.

“Someone really obnoxious.” A glance at the clock told her it was almost seven in the morning. She climbed from bed, shivering as her feet hit the floor, and grabbed her bathrobe. It was tempting to wait out whoever was visiting.

But if it was Nick or the band, she needed to see what they wanted.

Nathan yanked on sweats and a T-shirt, and accompanied her downstairs. He unlocked and opened the front door.

Tara clenched her jaw when she saw Matilde on the other side. Tara stepped around Nathan. “May I help you?” she asked in Italian.

Matilde handed her an envelope. “Due to the two acts of vandalism in the past month, in addition to previous warnings, the city council has revoked your license to do business here.” She looked smug.

Fury surged inside Tara, mingling with frustration. “I own this building. You can’t kick me out.”

“No, and we’re not. However, you’re no longer allowed to operate your tattoo parlor out of this location.”

“I’m not the one who vandalized the building.” Tara didn’t want to have this argument rationally. She wanted to scream and stomp her feet and throw things. None of that would help her case, but since discussion probably wouldn’t either, she was tempted.

Matilde’s smile grew. “It’s true, you probably didn’t. However, the incidents were aimed at you, so if someone else were doing business here, it wouldn’t have happened. That makes it your fault.”

It’s not my fault! The protest screamed in Tara’s head. “Expect to hear from my lawyer within the next few hours.”

“That’s fine. It won’t make a difference. Your family’s name can’t save you from this decision. Effective immediately, your business is no longer allowed to operate out of this location.” Matilde gave a curt nod, then turned and left.

Tara slammed the door shut behind her.

“What’s going on?” Nathan asked.

“FUCK!” Tara screamed at the top of her lungs. She wasn’t sure what language it was in, but it felt good. “Fuck, fuckity, fuck, fuck, fuck. Also, fuck the entire city council.”

She tossed the unopened letter on the reception desk. “They shut us down.” Even if she had another place to go this afternoon, this meant they couldn’t film for a few days. They’d have to cancel all of their appointments until further notice. The city council wouldn’t approve her opening anything nearby.

She didn’t want to lose her business. Her hard work. Her identity.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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NICK COULD HANDLE UNCERTAINTY, but this was a whole new level of worry for him. He sat across from Antonio, lawyer approved contracts at the ready, and tried to gauge what the other man’s silence meant.

Antonio rocked a pen between his first two fingers, and deep lines cut through his forehead.

“You have other concerns.” Nick wasn’t going to suggest what those might be, but he wouldn’t sit through a meeting full of non-momentum either. There were two contracts, one for Bianchi International to act as an international distributor, and the other to form a more integrated series of collaborations between the two organizations.

Nick wasn’t only anxious because of his cash-flow issues—he truly wanted this partnership to work—but the money was an extra juicy carrot.

“Almost everything looks great.” Antonio finally spoke. 

That almost was what Nick had both expected and dreaded. “What concerns can I alleviate?”

“You’ve overextending yourself financially.”

That was a kind way to put it. “I can address that. We hired big to fulfill the Rinslet contract, and a few others that have since fallen through. It was less expensive to keep the extra staff on than to let them go.” He knew these lines by heart. He’d been repeating them for a couple of months, followed by it will be better soon, though.

“I’m not going to be your bank.” Antonio’s tone never shifted.

“Of course not. I’m here because I see huge potential in what our organizations can do together. The money will be nice, but it’s not needed to be solvent.” Not really. Or maybe just a smidge. “We have several new clients who have signed recently, and I’m solvent. You’ve had access to my personal finances.”

“I do, and I understand. If a tech startup doesn’t hit this bump, I wonder who they sold their soul to. I know what it’s like to pursue a dream and have the cashflow dry up. I’d sign right now if it didn’t put my own business at risk.”

This wasn’t falling apart. It couldn't be. Nick couldn’t lose this reason to be in Italy. 

Not the right place for his mind to go right now. He was looking at a huge opportunity for his company, and he was worried about how he’d spend more time with Tara and Nathan? “What would you like to see as next steps?”

“We’re going to license the tech from you. That’s a done deal. The join development... I’m putting a hold on that for a few months.”

Nick could work with that. It was cash flow. It was an agreement. It wasn’t what he hoped for, but it meant not hiring more employees. It also gave him a reason to spend more time here. That sent a rush of excitement through him that he couldn’t ignore.

He hid the reaction. “I understand. I need something more concrete that's a few months, though. I have timelines and staffing to work around.”

“That’s fair. Three months, and then we’ll re-evaluate. Either we’ll move forward with the joint development, we’ll take the option off the table, or we’ll put another deadline in place.”

Nick cleared his throat. “That’s not technically concrete.”

“It’s the best I can do.”

Nick didn’t have another argument. “I understand. Let’s move forward with the licensing.” 

They wrapped up the meeting. While it wasn't the outcome Nick hoped for, it was still a  reason to celebrate. Or two of them. Excitement thrummed in his veins. He hadn't been this kind of hopeful in a while, and it felt good.

“When are you heading back to the States,” Antonio asked.

“Hadn’t decided yet.” The reminder that he needed to leave Tara and Nathan for even a little while put a damper on his mood. How was he already attached? 

It wasn’t as though he was ready to sell everything and move here. He wouldn’t mind a little more in-person time to figure it out. Wait. He wasn’t actually considering the moving thing... was he?

“Fair warning.” A hint of emotion crept into Antonio’s voice that had been absent the entire meeting. “Fucking my sister doesn’t change my mind about any of this, one way or the other.”

“Excuse me?” Nick choked on the retort. He should spit out a denial, but he couldn’t grasp it. Had Tara been talking about their relationship? That was an issue. Wasn’t it? 

Yes. Not because Nick was embarrassed by it, but discretion was important unless all parties agreed otherwise.

“This isn’t appropriate business conversation, I realize,” Antonio said. “But ours is a family business, and Tara’s family. None of this gets your foot in the door, or gets you kicked out on your ass. It does make holiday dinners awkward.”

“If I had a relationship like that with Tara, it wouldn’t be because I hoped it would influence you. That wouldn’t be my expectation, hope, or fear.” Well, it was a minor fear.

Antonio smiled and shook his head. “Well stated. Always the salesman.” He stood, and Nick did the same, shaking his hand. “We’ll talk soon.”

Nick wrapped things up and headed back to the hotel. He should be floating on a cloud—a small one, but one with a brilliant silver lining—over this contract. Instead, his head was stuck on Tara. If he went back home with things the way they were now, whatever he had with her was just sex.

Wasn’t it?

He needed to see her. He changed course and headed to the tattoo shop. The three of them could celebrate the ink being dry on the paper. And discuss if there was any future once they were in different countries again. 

Nick reached Tara’s building.  Closed sign hung on the front door. That wasn’t too odd, since the front window still hadn’t been replaced. The smaller note underneath was in both Italian and English. The bit he could read said This location is no longer in operation. We apologize for the inconvenience. If you have any questions, call us. 

Concern scraped through him, and he dialed Tara.

When she didn’t answer, his worry cranked up several notches. He dialed Nathan instead.

“Hey.” Nathan’s greeting was sharp. “Now’s not a great time.”

Nick definitely didn’t like this. “I’m downstairs. What’s wrong?”

“We’re not there. We’re across town looking at shops... Hang on.” 

Nick cast a gaze around the street as he listened to Nathan’s muffled voice. What was going on? 

“Are you free?” Nathan asked.

“Yeah. Absolutely. Where can I find you?” There was no reason to mention he was here to celebrate. He had the feeling there were more serious things going on.

“Write this address down, then grab a taxi. We’ll fill you in when you get here.”

Concern spilled through Nick. “Are you both all right?” He needed to know that.

“Yes. I mean, Tara’s pissed as hell, and I don’t blame her, but no one’s hurt.”

That was enough to hold Nick over, but not for long. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
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NATHAN PUT HIS PHONE in his pocket, and gave his full attention to Tara again. “Nick will be here in a little bit.”

“Thank you.” She shivered and pulled her jacket tighter around her. “Is it cold in here? How is no one else cold? Could we ask them to turn up the heat?”

“I can talk to management about the temp if you want. Do you want more tea?” He was worried about her. The news about the tattoo parlor was bad enough, but they were seated in a cafe, because she’d felt nauseated and needed to take a break. “Or, we can call it a day, if you’re not feeling well.”

“I’m not sick, it’s stress.” There was a bite in her voice. 

He understood stress. “We’ll find a new place. We have so many options.” He hated to rely on her pocketbook, but in money not being an issue was a relief.

“I know. I just... That’s my place. I made it. It’s not fair.” Her chin quivered.

He was more worried about the abrupt onset of tears than correcting my to our. He scooted his chair closer, and pulled her half into his arms. “We’ll handle this. I promise.”

“We will. I don’t know why I’m so moody today.”

“Because it’s been a super stressful week and you’re dealing with the weight of the world? Even you hadn’t had everything dumped on you in just a few days, you’re allowed to be stressed and upset.”

She leaned her head against his shoulder. It was awkward since she was still in her chair, but he didn’t care. 

“Thank you. Again.” Her voice was soft. “I’m glad I have you, this one, wonderful constant in my life.”

“I’m always here for you.” He kissed her on the forehead. A nagging pinged inside, and he couldn’t place it. 

“Nick probably stopped by to celebrate.”

“How do you know?”

“Antonio told me he was signing the licensing deal.” Tara snuggled closer, lingered for a few seconds, and then straightened to sit in her own chair.

On the other side of the dining room, a mother struggled to keep two young children from dumping cream and sugar all over their table. One of the toddlers screamed in protest when Mom took the salt shaker from her.

Nathan rolled his eyes. Kids. Families. Not a pleasant topic. Then again, nothing today was. “Celebrating can wait. You’re in mourning. Nick will feel the same way.”

“Why are you in mourning?” Nick’s question startled Nathan. Where did he come from? “Are you all right? Did someone pass away?”

“Our tattoo parlor,” Tara said sadly. “It’s gone and dead.”

That was a bit melodramatic. But was it really?

Nick pulled out a chair and joined them. A frown was etched on his face. “I saw the Closed sign. What happened?” Sympathy filled his voice.

“The city council revoked our business license.” Nathan told him.

“They can’t—”

“They can.” Nathan nodded. “We’ve been over and over this, I promise you. They can.”

“It’s why we’re out. We’re hoping to find something sooner rather than later.” Tara’s stress was still there, but it was tucked away under a mask. Not as severe as when she was around family or at charity functions, but Nathan recognized her blocking off her emotion.

But there wasn’t even a trickle of smugness that she was more comfortable breaking down around Nathan than she was with Nick.

“What can I do to help?” Nick’s offer was expected, but there really wasn’t anything.

Tara sipped her tea, then made a face. “Cold.” She pushed the cup aside. “You wanted to celebrate. We can start here, they make an amazing American-style pizza.”

“Celebrating can wait.” Nick looked at Nathan. “I haven’t actually had anything here yet that claims to be American-style. Is it authentic?”

Nathan snorted. “I’m from Chicago. It’s not even close. But I think that makes it more authentic to its ancestor?” How did that work, anyway? “Regardless, it’s pretty good.”

“We’ll call it commiseration food instead of celebration.” Nick waved a waiter over.

“I’d rather not dwell on the past few days.” Tara’s voice was quiet. “I want to do something joyous.”

“What can I get y’all?” The waiter’s accent was an America southern drawl on top of Italian.

Nathan was used to varying degrees of the same here. It was one of his and Tara’s favorite places. He glanced at Nick. “You have any preferences? Or rather, is there anything you won’t eat on a pizza?”

“Pineapple.”

Nathan raised his brows in mock offense. “Blasphemy.”

“People eat pineapple on pizza?” Tara looked between them. “I thought you and Antonio made that up.” 

Nathan gave an exaggerated sigh, feigning disappointment. “I only wish that were true.” He looked at the waiter. “Meat lovers. Large. And three bottles of Asahi.”

The waiter nodded, and left.

Nick was frowning, but a smile lurked underneath.

“What’s wrong?” Nathan asked.

“I kind of feel like the guy who travels halfway around the world to eat at McDonald’s. With Japanese beer.”

“This is nothing like what you’ll get in the US.” Nathan assured him. 

“We should go to Sicily.” Tara’s voice was bright, and the announcement abrupt.

“What?” Nick asked at the same time Nathan did.

Her sadness had faded, and her eyes were bright. “There’s an amazing place there with shops from around the world. Food. Souvenirs. One of my favorite places. You need to see it before you go back home.” Her happiness flickered on the last words, but her smile returned again quickly. “Unless you have to work.”

Then we’ll go without him. The words stuck in Nathan’s throat. That wouldn’t go over well.

Nick waved a hand. “I don’t work all day non-stop. I can put in my eight hours around whatever we have planned. That is, if you’re serious. I’d love to see more of the country.”

Before I go. The unspoken words hung heavy in the air. 

Tara turned a hopeful gaze on Nathan.

As if he was going to tell her no? “I’m in. Always.”

The waiter returned with their drinks and a basket of bread sticks. Nick picked one up and snapped it in half. “I’ve never had crunchy with pizza before.”

“Told you it was different.” Nathan nibbled on one. He was relieved to see Tara do the same. Hopefully her nausea had passed. 

Nick joined in as well. “How do we get to Sicily?”

“We’ll take the train. Stop in Rome halfway there. Live stream from the road. Show off some tattoo-inspiring art. Historical sites we can translate into drawings.” As Tara spoke, the words tumbled out faster, and she grew more animated. “We’ll sketch for the camera. Show the world new sites. Have fun. Keep the show on the air...”

Nathan was relieved to see her thinking through this with solutions that made her happen. “When should we go?”

“Tonight.” Tara tugged on her ponytail. “We’ll film a short segment letting people know what’s going on, and we’ll pick another stop along the way. Someplace to sleep this evening.”

Nick was all smiles. “Sounds fantastic. While you do that, I can pack and check out of my hotel. So I can...”

“What?” Tara asked.

But Nathan knew.

“Fly out of Sicily when we’re done, and head back home.” Nick’s enthusiasm faded.

Nathan didn’t miss the sadness that returned to Tara’s face. Did she realize she was falling for Nick? When did this become more than a one-night stand? And how would she cope when Nick was gone?

He didn’t want to see Tara with a broken heart. And there was nothing he could do to prevent it.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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TARA SAT CROSS-LEGGED on the couch, a notepad on her knee.

“We need to make it clear that Marco and the city council are at fault for this.” Nathan was next and facing her.

They’d decided to give Nick the evening to pack and prep for being away from work in odd shifts. Tara had called Antonio and asked him to meet the window installers here tomorrow.

She and Nathan were discussing what would go in their next video. And Tara was trying like hell to ignore the ache pointing out this could be the last time she saw Nick. “I may not like the pricks, but I won’t sic our viewers on them,” Tara said.

She knew how much that sucked and wasn’t willing to do it to someone else. Regardless of how much she disliked them.

“But that's kind and reasonable. They don’t deserve that.” His teasing was marred with a splash of seriousness.

It was true, they didn’t. But Tara wasn’t going to do it, regardless. “What else do we need?” So far they had a brief note about the shop moving locations, the road trip, and the short-term format change, along with a thank you to their fans for keeping them in the running.

“A little bit of teasing about what they can expect while we’re on the road?” Nathan said.

That was a good idea. “Both art and touristy attraction stuff?”

“Exactly.”

“All right.” She made another note. They’d keep it in front of them, just off camera, for reference. For the most part, they’d ad lib the actual show. “Let’s do this.”

Nathan stood and tugged her to her feet. “You sure you’re good?”

Whatever had gripped her earlier, with the chills, nausea, and crankiness, had passed. She still thought it was stress since it evaporated once they had a plan.

And when Nick showed up.

Coincidence.

“Promise me you won’t say anything about Marco or the city council.” Tara didn’t know where the request came from, but she didn’t regret reiterating.

Nathan’s hurt made her hesitate, though. “I said I wouldn’t.”

“I know.” She shook her head, hoping to rattle the thought into oblivion. “It’s just been a long week, and I'm on edge. I’m sorry. Of course you won’t.” Why did she push the issue to begin with? He’d given his word.

She touched up her lipstick, smoothed out her hair, and took her spot in front of the camera. The storm raging in her head needed to stop. Fortunately, she had years of practice keeping inner turmoil from her face. 

Nathan grabbed the remote, and joined her. 

His tap on her leg told her they’d gone live. He looked into the camera, waited a few seconds, and launched in. “Hey, YouTube land. Huge apology for the radio silence. There’s so much going on here, and we don’t know where to begin, in filling you in on the secrets.”

“Very first, though, a huge thank you, to everyone who voted us into the next round. You continue to be, and will always be, the best subscribers ever.” Tara picked up the next few lines without thought. This was familiar, having a rhythm with Nathan that let them talk to each other and the viewers without talking over each other.

Nathan blew the camera a kiss. “We love you guys, seriously. You make this endeavor possible. Which is why we know you’ll understand our next bit of news. Before you freak out, the channel isn’t going anywhere... But we are.”

Tara didn’t realize she was squeezing Nathan’s knee until he covered her hand with his.

Why was she having issues with the trust today? She needed to step back from that edge. “We’re upgrading the shop. Moving to a bigger, grander, top-secret spot, so we can bring you an even better show. But while the behind-the-scenes stuff happens, we’ll take you on a short vacation with us, through Italy. Show you the art of this gorgeous place. Think trains. Rome. Sicily. The Vatican. We’re going to see and draw it all. Which means new tattoo designs when we re-open.”

Sometimes Tara and Nathan chatted with commenters while they were live, and today seemed like a good time to delve into those questions. Her gaze flicked to the chat.

Slut.

I wish that brick had hit you.

I wish I’d shot you.

Her insides twisted, and the nausea was back. She struggled to keep the reaction from her face, and forced her gaze from the cruel words. 

Nathan looked between her and the chat, then back to the camera. “That’s all we’ve got time for today, peeps. Catch us tomorrow. It’ll be epic.”

Thank God for Nathan. Why was she being grouchy with him before? He cut the stream.

The instant she saw the red light on the camera flick off, and the live stream screen went blank, she slouched in her chair. 

This came with the territory. It was all harassment she’d been subjected to before. Why was it hitting her harder now?

Nathan grasped her fingertips, drawing her attention. “Do you want to go pack? Walk away from this, and I’ll do wrap-up and posting?”

“That’d be wonderful.” She managed a weak smile. 

He tugged her close for a kiss. The soothing comfort wasn’t as strong as she needed to squelch the ants crawling under her skin. It was a good thing they were taking a mini-vacation; she needed it.

She headed upstairs, grabbed two suitcases from the closet, and hauled them into the bedroom. If she couldn’t handle a couple of negative comments, this business was going to kill her.

But these weren’t just comments. Her—their—business was threatened, as was their personal safety. And none of it was her fault. She was being punished because some random internet wanna-be had to prove they were the shit, by digging up information from years ago. Information that just happened to have her ex-husband’s name in, on a list of millions. 

When she thought about it, she was tempted to collapse on the bed, and pout and wail about how unfair the world was. Instead, she started grabbing clothes, and setting them in luggage.

“Good news, maybe. I hope.” Nathan’s comment dragged her from her head. He joined her in the room. 

“I could use good news.”

“There are several parlors between here and Sicily that are offering to let us use their shops while we’re on the road. To both film and work. A couple have even offered to let us bring in our canceled appointments. 

Seeing the support she and Nathan still had, numbed some of her disquiet. “That’s awesome. When we’re done with this, we’ll pick a couple based on internet reviews, talk to them, and make sure they’re a good fit.” She hated to turn down any of the kind offers, but reputable, and a good personality fit, was better for everyone.

“Or, we could visit them all. It’s only a dozen or so, and it will give us some variety until we have a new home. At least give them shout-outs for helping.”

She couldn’t believe he was suggesting something so reckless. Or maybe she shouldn’t be surprised that he hadn’t thought the suggestion through. 

“What’s wrong?” Nathan asked.

She gritted her teeth at the edge in his voice. She almost heard the underlying why are you looking at me like I’m a moron? Or she was feeling extra moody. “Are you that desperate to get away from this place?” Not what she meant to ask. 

“No.”

She needed to be calm. “Any mention we make on our show is going to be seen as an endorsement.”

“Then we’ll clarify that it’s not.”

She raised her brows. “You know it’s not that easy.”

“You’re right. I shouldn’t have suggested it.” The sharpness in his tone didn’t lessen.

Great. Now she’d picked a fight that she didn’t need to. Which did she hate more—the argument, or that she felt bad for pointing out the obvious, even though she was right to do so?

The sooner they got their lives back in order, the better.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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THE EVERYDAY PART OF Nick, the bit that ran its own company and made adult decisions and kept life from falling apart, didn’t want to admit he was excited.

But as he stepped from the cab, onto the sidewalk in front of the train station, the little boy inside was jumping for joy. He got to take a train across a country. With two people whose company he enjoyed more every time he was around them.

The noise was almost deafening, and he loved that it added to the experience. He wove through crowds, taking in tile and the gorgeous stonework that raced toward the sky, to find Tara and Nathan waiting on one of several wooden bench near the ticket windows.

Her smile when he approached chased away his chill from the December weather. Nathan’s expression was more subdued, but not disappointed.

Nick drew closer, and Tara said something, but all he caught was, “... red... tea... lee?”

Was she asking if he wanted something to drink? He shook his head and pointed to his ear.

Tara’s smile grew, lighting up her eyes. She waited until he was within arm’s reach, then pulled him the rest of the way to her and Nathan. She dipped her head near his ear. “Are you ready to see Italy?” Her hot breath fell across his neck, sending anticipation racing over his skin.

“Definitely.” He grinned.

Tara took both his and Nathan’s hand, and they floated with the crowds toward their platform. 

“Is it always so crowded in here?” Nick raised his voice a little to be heard above the crowds.

Nathan nodded. “Not usually so much this time of year. But consider it part of the experience.”

“I’m great with that.” Nick wasn’t interested in quelling the excited child inside. This was fantastic.

They boarded the train and made small talk as they waited to get moving. Was the weather always this pleasant in December? Did Nick have any specific requests? What kind of plans did they have to stick to, and what time did that leave for exploring?

As the train pulled out of the station, Nick almost felt like clapping.

“You’re loving this,” Tara said.

Apparently it showed. “I am. We have trains back home, but not like this. Ours is a light rail that runs through the city. A bus on tracks.”

“This puts it all to shame.” Nathan unpacked a handheld camera. “No shots of us, but I want to catch some of the countryside as it rushes by.”

Made sense to Nick.

Tara pointed out landmarks as they raced past. For the first few, she looked at the camera, but the longer they traveled, the more she relaxed. She shifted her gaze to Nick and Nathan, explaining what they saw, and the history behind a lot of it.

She was stunning, wrapped up in her part as tour guide. Her eyes sparked, a light pink flush covered her cheeks, and her smile was easy and casual. That she knew so much added to the gorgeous image.

Nick could probably give a similar tour of Salt Lake City, history-wise, though he didn’t have as many centuries to flip through to do so. But he wouldn’t look as good doing it.

Tara paused and locked her gaze on his. “What are you thinking about? With that almost smug grin?”

“About how beautiful you look right now. How much you know. How incredible that knowledge is.” 

Her blush darkened. “I love seeing the everyday through other people’s eyes. You’re giving me that chance.”

He understood that. “Next time you’re in Salt Lake, I’ll give you a tour in return. We have a temple, but it’s not nearly so grand as The Vatican.”

“I bet it’s not as crowded, either,” she said.

At Christmas time it might be. He expected the thought of home, with the lights and the holiday season, to fill him with longing. He missed it, but what ached was the notion of returning to it by himself.  “I don’t think there are as many people in all of the valley as there are tourists in Vatican City.”

“There are only about twenty-thousand people in Vatican City on any given day.” Nathan rattled the fact off.

Tara looked at him, eyebrows furrowed. “How do you know that? Is that true?”

“According to Google it is.” Nathan held up his phone. 

Tara laughed. That just added to her beauty. She looked back at Nick. “I’d love to see your temple.”

“Well, it’s not mine.” Nick kept his reply light, despite the lingering reminder that this may be the only trip the three of them took together.

The conversation slipped from one topic to the next as they rode. The next couple hours passed more quickly than Nick expected. The company probably had a lot to do with that.

They reached their destination a little after one, and grabbed a cab to their hotel. The plan was to spend the rest of the day sight seeing, and tomorrow they’d be filming at the tattoo parlor that Tara and Nathan had picked in town.

Riding in the cab, seeing everything up close, was as incredible as the train ride had been. There was so much architecture and history to take in.

As they approached the check-in desk, impulse sped through Nick, and he paused. Indulging a whim should be a bad idea, but on this trip, he was doing all right with it so far.

“Are you all right?” Tara asked.

“Yeah. Great, actually. I have fantastic company, I’m in a stunning place I’ve never seen before. Life is good. Do the two of you want to share a room with me?”

Tara looked at Nathan, who shrugged. “I don’t know.”

Tara’s frown matched Nick’s thoughts.

“Have I overstepped a line?” Nick asked.

Nathan shook his head. “Not at all.”

Then what the hell? Nick wasn’t angry, but he was confused by the response.

“Then what would push you toward a yes?” Tara asked.

“I’m curious as to what all the hype is about.” Nathan met Nick’s gaze. “When it comes to you, that is. I’m feeling a little left out.”

Oh. Nick didn’t expect that. He should have. He’d been enjoying that view for weeks. “Sharing a room is contingent on sharing me?”

“No. That’s manipulative and a bit extortiony. But it is contingent on me putting the proposal out there. Which I’ve done.” Nathan searched Nick’s face.

Nick didn’t like fumbling for an answer.  That didn’t make one magically appear. He could say no, but did he want to? “I don’t... I’m not...”

“Not interested?” Nathan asked. “Not bisexual? Gay? I know the last one. I’ve watched you fuck my girlfriend.”

Tara scrubbed her face, but it didn’t hide her flicker of amusement. “Is that a yes to the room?”

Nathan nodded. “Sharing is fine with me. Probably ask for the biggest bed they have.”

Nick couldn’t get the vague proposal out of his thoughts as they checked in. He kept up his portion of the conversation about where to eat and what to see, but his mind was drifting along the fantasy being with Nathan. What would he kiss like? What did he fuck like? 

An unexpected desire flowed through Nick’s veins at the questions. At the idea of pressing his mouth to Nathan’s. Nipping his lips. Exploring his bare skin.

Nick tried to shake aside the growing fantasies, but his imagination had other ideas.

They stowed their bags in the room and continued to chat.

“All right.” The words slipped past Nick’s lips before he could think about them.

Tara furrowed her brow. “To dinner?”

“To Nathan.”

Nathan blinked several times. “What?”

Nick closed the distance between them, rested a hand on the back of Nathan’s neck, and kissed him. He didn’t expect to feel anything beyond a physical response. This was to sate his curiosity and shut up his rambling thoughts. Prove to himself he wasn’t into men. Then they’d go see Rome.

Nathan cupped Nick’s face, and pressed his tongue to the seam along Nick’s mouth, before sliding in.

A jolt of desire spilled over Nick, dancing over his skin and singing in his thoughts. He gripped the short strands of Nathan’s hair, capturing him and holding him close. His cock twitched and strained against his slacks. This definitely wasn’t what he expected. But it was incredible.

Tara moaned. 

He’d forgotten they had company. How did he let her slip from his thoughts for even a second? Her watching made things even better. He was fucking hooked on this experience. Being with her. With Nathan.

They’d turned him into an addict, and he liked it.

*
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NATHAN DIDN’T EXPECT this. He wanted it, but never dared imagine Nick was willing. He was hooked the instant Nick’s lips met his. The taste. The control in Nick’s grip. It sent want dancing through Nathan’s veins.

It was incredible.

He didn’t know what he wanted next. To wrap his lips around Nick’s cock. To feel Nick inside him.

Fuck, he’d be happy to just make out for hours. Exploring each new touch. He dragged his hands up Nick’s chest.

Nick captured his wrist, and Nick groaned into his mouth at the commanding grip. Nick pushed both their hands lower, to cup their hands around his shaft.

Nathan’s erection strained to be free, digging into his zipper. Nick used Nathan’s hand to stroke himself through his trousers.

Maybe Nathan wasn’t content to just make out after all. The series of hookups, watching Nick with Tara, only getting incidental, teasing touches, had left Nathan wanting. This was his chance to have.

He unbuttoned Nick’s slacks, undid the zipper, and dropped to his knees.

To the right behind Nick, Tara slid her hand under her shirt and knead her breast.

The sight cranked Nathan’s desire. He liked watching her with Nick, but he also loved seeing her turned on in any way. 

He freed Nick’s cock, then trailed his tongue over the head.

Nick’s throaty groan spilled through him, and the fingers were back in his short hair, gripping and pulling.

Nathan teased and licked for a few more seconds, before taking Nick in his mouth. He didn’t know which was better—Nick’s grunts or Tara’s whimpers. 

He’d forgotten how much he liked being on his knees in front of another man. Or perhaps it had never been this intense. From here he could meet Nick’s gaze—those piercing green eyes that dug into his soul. He could also see Tara, jeans unzipped and hand in her panties.

“Take out your cock,” Nick ordered through clenched teeth.

Nathan tried to pull away, but Nick held his head in place, fucking his face. That made things difficult and interesting. Nathan didn’t think he could get any harder, but apparently he was wrong.

He fumbled to undo his pants while he sucked on Nick.

He sighed in relief when he worked himself free, and gripped his shaft. 

“Christ, you two.” Tara’s gasp was breathless. She kicked her pants to the floor, and spread her legs, giving Nathan a perfect view of her gorgeous pussy. She glided her fingers along her slit, then inside, while she watched.

“Stroke.” Nick fisted himself.

Nathan didn’t know if he could focus on both, but he was willing to try. He dragged his tongue along Nick’s dick, fighting a gag when Nick hit the back of his throat.

This was definitely different than any other time Nathan had been with other guys. It wasn’t just the physical, or that Tara was there. He swore electricity flitted between them all.

Nick’s thrusting increased in speed and his breathing grew frantic and punctuated. 

Nathan kept a loose grip on himself, but he was drawn into Nick’s spiking arousal. Nathan’s skin was hyper sensitive. Each caress of the air or tug on his scalp pushed his body closer to an edge that felt just out of reach.

“I’m so fucking close.” Nick forced the words through clenched teeth.

It spurred Nathan on, and he increased his attentions.

Nick shuddered, and a salty spurt hit the back of Nathan’s throat, followed by another, with Nick pounding until he was spent.

Nathan licked him clean, easing up as Nick slowed. Loving the tiny shudders that raced through Nick with each suck, until he slid from Nathan’s mouth.

Nick knelt, and covered Nathan’s hand, tightening his grip.

“You were supposed to stroke,” Nick said.

Nathan smirked. “I got distracted.”

Nick kissed him hard, diving his tongue into Nathan’s mouth to taste himself.

That was hot too. Apparently most things about this man were sexy.

With Nick covering Nathan’s hand, he helped Nathan pump his cock. 

Tara’s familiar whimpers filled the room, and Nathan knew she was coming. She’d cried out with abandon.

Her sounds of pleasure, plus Nick’s insistent coaxing made orgasm tighten in Nathan’s balls. He thrust his hips, fucking two fists. H groaned against Nick’s mouth when he came, coating their hands with a sticky mess.

Nathan sank back on his heels. A whisper of fear tickled his thoughts. Had this changed this with Nick in a bad way?

Nick held his gaze, desire still bright in his eyes. “Wow.”

Nathan didn’t know how to respond do that. “Makes it tempting to stay inside the entire time we’re here?”

“Yeah. It really does,” Nick said.

Nathan could think of so many more things to try. To introduce Nick to bisexuality. 

Except that after this trip, he’s going home.

Right. How could Nathan forget?
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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TARA FELT LIKE SHE was floating as they strolled to the tattoo shop the next morning. She held Nathan’s hand. Nick walked close on her other side, arm brushing hers with every other step. 

The sun was warm on her face, despite the chill in the air. Evergreen boughs and trees decorated lampposts and shop fronts. Tonight, when it was dark, hundreds of thousands of holiday lights would spark to life around the city.

They reached their destination. A little shop with a carved wooden sign sat wedged between a bakery and a butcher. The fragrant scents made her stomach churn, but she was in too good a mood to let some light nausea ruin her day.

The owner, who they’d chatted with via video conference to make sure this would work, was waiting outside.

She smiled and waved. His frown wasn’t assuring.

“Ciao.” She kept the cheer in her voice as they approached. They’d do the filming in English, but she hoped approaching him in Italian would help soothe whatever had him scowling

Angelo crossed his arms. “Ciao.” An edge lined his voice.

“Is everything all right?” She’d have to translate for Nathan and Nick after.

“I got a call from my landlord this morning,” Angelo said in heavily accented English. “I can’t let you film here. I’m sorry.”

Tara struggled to process the words. Individually she understood, but strung together they didn’t make sense. “Is there an issue? May I talk to him and help clear up any concerns?” Why would this guy’s landlord give a fuck? This was free publicity.

“I don’t think.” Angelo shook his head. “He told me letting that kind of activity happen here was a violation of my lease. I’m not going to argue. I’m sorry. It’s nothing personal.”

“It sounds personal.” Nathan bit off the words.

Tara glared at him and he raised his brows in response. She turned back to Angelo. “I understand. Can you give me your landlord’s name?”

“No. I can’t have you talk to him. I can’t afford to lose this spot.” Panic crept into Angelo’s voice.

Tara shouldn’t push, but a nagging in the back of her mind wouldn’t be silenced. Marco had friends everywhere. So did Matilde. Maybe it was just her paranoia speaking, but given the incidents of the last several days, and the way Matilde had pursued this for months, Tara couldn’t shake the nagging feeling the two were related. “I understand.” She tried to force a smile, but didn’t quite make it. She didn’t blame him for the decision. Even if the threat didn’t hold any weight, why push his luck for a couple of internet people?

“I support you and what you’re doing, but I have to think about my business,” Angelo said. 

Tara forced her fist to not clench, and gave him a sweet smile. “It’s all right. Thank you for considering us.”

She turned away, struggling to keep her frustration at bay.

“This is bullshit.” Nathan fell into step beside her. “We had an agreement, and he’s being bullied out of it as much as we are. I want his landlord’s phone number, and I want to have words.”

His irritation snapped her restraint, and she whirled. “You know who I want to have words with?” She shouldn’t yell at Nathan anymore than Angelo, but Nathan would understand. “Marco. There’s a starting point. I’d love to get him on the phone and tear him a new asshole, whether or not he was directly involved in this. His fucking girlfriend. The asshole who released that list to the internet with his name on it, who put me in the public’s line of sight. Do you think any of them think about the people around them? At least Angelo apologized. Marco doesn’t give a fuck who he hurts as along as he gets his way. This hacker? Same situation.”

The way Nathan stared back, jaw tight and nostrils flared, told her she might have ranted a bit too much. She sighed. “I’m sorry. You don’t deserve that.”

Neither of them deserved this. It was so much bullshit.
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NICK WANTED TO SQUIRM watching the exchange. Both with the tattoo shop owner, and the mini-rant Tara went on as they walked away. It almost felt like something else lay beneath the tension. An angle he couldn’t see.

What was obvious was bad enough. He didn’t blame Tara and Nathan for being upset.

Nick’s phone rang, and he reached for it out of habit. It would be an excuse to step aside and let them deal with things without him as an audience. Fiona blinked on his screen, and he swiped Answer. “Hey, Red.”

“You need to come home right now.” Wyatt’s voice greeted him, rather than Fiona’s.

Irritation tinged with concern trickled through Nick. “Excuse me? Where’s Fiona?”

“She’s in an examination room, just a few feet away from me.”

Nick’s worry spiked. “What happened?”

“There was a fire at the office.” Wyatt spoke with a hesitation that was unusual for him. “It was early, and she was the only person there. They think she may have a concussion and a sprained wrist. The offices are toast. She’ll be all right.”

Thank God. “You couldn’t have led with that? Fuck it, I’m on the next plan home. Is everyone else all right?” He already had that answer. Fiona was the only one there. “Is Parker still in Rock Springs?”

“He’s driving back now. He’ll be here before the end of the day.”

Good. Parker could step in until Nick got there. Wyatt is with her. That shouldn’t be comforting, but it helped calm Nick. “Why did you call me from her phone?”

“I needed to make sure you answered.”

Nick would have laughed at the truth of the assumption if he wasn’t so worried. “I’m on my way to the airport now. I’ll see you tomorrow. Have Fiona call me as soon as she’s clear to talk.”

“I will.” Wyatt’s tone softened. “Have a safe flight. We’ll see you soon.”

Nick was in shock as he disconnected. He needed more information. How did Fiona get hurt? Why was there a fire? And so much more than he’d need to deal with once he heard from her that she was all right. He looked up to find Tara and Nathan watching him.

“What’s wrong?” Tara’s anger was gone, replaced with a soft tone. 

“There was a fire at the office. I don’t know much, but... I need to get back to the states. Fiona was hurt. The offices are gutted.” He rattled off the info. Saying the list out loud helped him compartmentalize the details and brought his blood pressure down.

“Christ, is she all right?” Tara asked.

Nick nodded. If Wyatt said she was okay, she was. That helped calm him too. 

Nathan stepped forward. “Tell us what we can do.”

“Tell me the fastest way to get to the airport.”

“Come on.” Tara looped an arm through his, and steered him toward the hotel. “It will be faster to walk. I’ll call you a cab, and it should be out front and waiting by the time you’ve got your luggage packed.”

“Thanks.” Nick’s mind whirred. Where was Fiona’s call? Why was she taking so long? If she was conscious, she should be getting back to him any minute now.

They reached the hotel quickly.

He needed to put his mind in order. He made a list as he packed.  What happened next? Book a plane ticket in the cab. Get to the airport. Try not to freak out on the fourteen-plus-hour flight home. Check on Fiona. Check on the offices. Call the insurance company—

Tara’s touch on his arm drew his attention. “Your cab is here.”

“Thanks.” He forced out a smile. 

Nathan shook his hand. “Be safe. Call us when you land in Salt Lake.”

“I will.”

Tara pulled him into a hug. The embrace was comforting. Better than making a list. He brushed his lips over hers before he pulled away. Was that inappropriate? Her soft smile said it wasn’t, and he didn’t know if he’d have another chance. 

“Thank you both,” Nick said. “I’ll see you around.” But would he? 

This wasn’t the time to worry about it, but the question clenched in his gut.

A moment later he was in the cab, and on the way to the airport. He booked a ticket, breathing a sigh of relief that they he could get a flight out in about three hours. It would cost him a small fortune. He didn’t care.

His phone rang. It was Fiona again. Wasn’t it? “Hello?”

“Hey.” Her tired greeting was a salve on his worry. “Wyatt said he talked to you.”

“Are you all right?” Nick needed to hear it from her.

“Yeah. Mild concussion, which basically means my head hurts like hell. I’ll be wearing a wrist splint for a few weeks. I feel like a massive klutz.”

“What happened?”

Fiona’s laugh came easily. “The fire alarms went off, and I thought it was a fluke. I kind of... worked through them.”

“Red...” He let the warning leak into his voice.

“I know. But I was in the groove. I smelled the smoke, and heard the firetrucks, and realized that had been a mistake. So I was running downstairs, and my heel caught on a step, and I tripped. I fell down about half a flight. A fireman found me. Carried me outside.”

Fuck. He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry with relief. “Tell me you’re not adding another guy to your list.”

“You’re not funny.” Her light tone implied she didn’t mind. “I’m happy with the two I have.”

“How bad are the offices?” He needed to hear it from her.

“Wrecked. No one is going back to work there anytime soon. I think most of the equipment is okay, but we’ll need to make new arrangements.”

Leasing a new building was an expense they couldn’t afford. It didn’t matter, he’d make it work. “We’ll figure it all out when I get there.”

“Sounds good. Wyatt is seeing if we can get people to work remote. I had to give him something to do, because the nurse was threatening to kick him out.”

Nick didn’t want to be amused by that, but he was. “Good. I’ll talk to you when I get in. Thank God it wasn’t worse.”

“See you soon.” Fiona disconnected.

Nick pocketed his phone and let numbness sink into his bones. This was going to break the bank. Things could have been so much worse. But now that he knew they weren’t, he could focus on will the company survive?
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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TARA SANK TO THE EDGE of the hotel bed with a sigh. Poor Nick. 

One of Tara’s realities, for as long as she could remember, was that people assumed they knew her because they could greet her by name.

She almost felt the same way about Fiona and Parker. She’d never met them, but she’d watched their videos, and she had a decent idea who Nick was. Fiona had already been through so much, this was one more bit of strife for their family.

On top of that, Antonio had hinted that finances weren’t great for Nick’s company. 

Tara was bitching because she had to do a little property shopping. She had her health and her wallet and a man who loved her by her side.

“Do you want to call it quits and head home?” Nathan’s question disrupted her rambling thoughts.

Did she? “No.” She was going to enjoy this trip on Nick’s behalf. “We’re here; let’s enjoy it. Make videos and art and send Nick pictures.” 

“And the rest of the world?” Nathan’s amusement was tinged with something she couldn’t identify. 

Tara wasn’t used to that. “They can watch too. We’re going to blog the hell out of this mini-vacation.”

“Where do we start?”

It didn’t matter as long as they appreciated the beauty of it. “The Vatican. We’ll sketch there. And after that, we’ll see the countryside, like you suggested. We’ll stay out here until the agent has property for us to look at back home.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.” She wasn’t quite in the mood to celebrate, but she’d find that desire soon enough.

Nathan tugged her to her feet. “Let’s go see the city.”

They strolled through town, sticking to the back streets, until the stonework caught her eye. “What do you think of this?”

“Looks perfect to me.” He let the camera bag slide from his shoulder, and caught the strap in his hand. 

She grabbed the gear from him. “You draw. I’m not in the mood to be captured today.” She handed him a flat briefcase that held an assortment of paper, charcoal, and pastels.

“What are we drawing?” He set up the easel while she arranged the tripod behind him. 

She’d mostly film over his shoulder, with the occasional shot of his face. “Make it up as you go along.” It wasn’t a reckless statement so much as a tired one. She was tired of worrying about every little detail. Tired of stressing over what people thought. 

She wanted to enjoy the trip and Nathan’s company. “Going live in ten.”

“On it.” Nathan roughed out a few flowing lines, and within seconds, his hand was gliding over paper without hesitation.

She counted down to one in her head, then hit record. She nudged his shoulder to let him know.

“Hey, YouTube land.” Nathan talked without looking up from his work. “Coming to you live from a stunning part of town in Rome, where the architecture is filled with inspiration.”

Tara glanced between his sketch and the nearby building. She hadn’t recognized it at first, but he was creating a stylized version of the pattern carved in stone across from them. 

“And we’re dedicating this video to a friend on his way back home.” She didn’t mean to add that, but she was glad she did. Nick would know it was for him.

For the next hour, Nathan talked about his process and inspiration—all the standard things. She moved the camera to focus on his face as he wrapped up. 

“Since we’re traveling right now, these aren’t available for inking yet. But we’re going to collect several of these designs, and then let you viewers choose when we’re back home,” he said.

They hadn’t discussed that. It was a smart idea though.

He wished everyone goodbye, and she cut the feed.

“Shouldn’t you have been the one in a video dedicated to your new boyfriend?” Nathan asked as they packed up.

She rolled her eyes. The question dug under her skin in a way she didn’t like. “You think you sound like you’re teasing, but it doesn’t come out that way. What happened with Nick was temporary. We all knew it.” Was Nathan still jealous? They’d moved past this, hadn’t they? “And even if none of the above were true, if you’ve got something to say, say it. Don’t do this passive aggressive thing about my boyfriend.”

“Whoa.” Nathan held up his hands. “I was actually teasing you. I don’t have an issue with any of this, and I’m sorry if it came out that way.”

Was she overreacting? Probably. It had been a long few days that ended on a series of down notes. She loved half of what happened, hated the other half, and felt guilty for wallowing. “No. I’m sorry. Do you want to go back to the hotel?” Tomorrow she’d summon energy to make this a whirlwind tour of reckless fun.

“Yes. And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry it’s only the two of us.”

She heard the sincerity that time. “Me too.”

Nathan tried to draw her into conversation on the walk, but she wasn’t feeling it. She was grateful to tangle her fingers with his, and walk side-by-side in silence. It didn’t do anything for most of her jumbled thoughts, but it cemented that she and he were good together. That helped.

When they reached their room, their notification emails were out of control. Which was status quo. Unfortunately, so were the massive quantity of hate messages. 

Those would pass. Or diminish in number. Right now, they didn’t help her somber mood.
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IT WAS PAINFULLY EARLY when Nick’s plane landed in Salt Lake. Despite having only been gone a month, flying in over snow-capped mountains felt foreign. This city he’d grown up in wasn’t as welcoming as he’d hoped.

His anxiousness built as the plane taxied in for a landing. The instant all the wheels were on the ground, he had his phone on. 

Nick had checked in with Parker when he landed at JFK, while going through customs. The doctor kept Fiona overnight, and Parker promised to let Nick know if she was discharged before he got home.

There was a voicemail waiting from Parker. The terse “Call me when you get in,” wasn’t reassuring.

He was glad Parker was back though. Maybe Nick should give Wyatt more credit, but he knew Parker. He dialed, and the instant Parker answered, Nick asked. “Is everything all right?” 

“Everything’s fine. Fiona will be out of here soon. You on the plane still?”

“Yeah.” Nick was itching to leave, but it would be a few more minutes before he could consider moving.

“Meet us at her apartment. There’s no reason for you to come to the hospital. We’re that close to being gone.”

That was something to be relieved about. “Can I grab you anything on my way there?”

“We’ve got it covered.”

“Is that Nick?” Fiona’s voice was faint in the background. “Let me talk to him.”

Nick smiled and more of his tension evaporated.

“You didn’t have to come home for me.” Fiona spoke into the phone a second later.

“Yes I did. You would have done the same.”

She laughed, sounding like herself. “At least tell me you’ll get other things done by cutting your trip short.”

“We have an office to replace. And as soon as you’re up for it, we’re going building hunting.” Just like Tara and Nathan would be doing back in Italy. The reminder of them cut deep, and Nick frowned. How did he miss them already?

“Good point,” Fiona said. “It’ll be good to see you.”

“Same.” Nick disconnected.

It took forever to disembark, and just as long to collect his luggage from the carrousel. The airport was a ghost town, except for his flight and a sparse smattering of employees. It was nice. Calm. And a stark contrast to what JFK had been, even in the middle of the night.

He grabbed a cab outside at the curb, and gave the driver Fiona’s address. Usually she and he dropped off and picked each other up, rather than leaving their cars in long-term parking. 

The sky shifted from dark gray to light as they drove. The clouds were heavy enough that he didn’t see stars, and the night wasn’t completely black.

Familiarity was sinking in. The freeway he’d driven on for decades. The exits and landmarks he knew without thought. The skyline. The several mile stretch of hotels, warehouses, and empty fields, punctuated by Downtown.

He let himself into Fiona’s apartment, and a new wave of disorientation washed over him. It was still her place, but it wasn’t. Nothing was out of place, but there was more. Her living room had always been shades of white. Beige and generic. 

Now, sparkles of personality peeked through. In the shot glasses on a shelf by the TV. Photos of her, Parker, and Wyatt dotted the walls.

She didn’t spend much time here since everyone’s jobs kept them on the road. But Parker called this place home now where he never had. And while Wyatt had kept his condo for the time being, he probably lived here as much as anyone did.

A month ago, Nick had been furious about the entire idea. Fiona dating two men. Being involved at all with Wyatt.

Why had it mattered?

He stashed his luggage in the corner—he’d drop it at home later—and started a pot of coffee.

Now for more waiting. He checked his email, but didn’t have the focus to reply to anything business-related.

Nick flipped over to the text exchange he’d had with Tara when he landed at JFK.

He’d sent her a message that said The eagle has landed. That was fucking corny. Why did he do that?

Her reply came within seconds. When the eagle is settled, send me photos of the city and the lights. You owe me.

He’d smiled the first time he read it, and his amusement glowed just as brightly now.

The front door opened, dragging him from the exchange.

“—legs work just fine,” Fiona said. “You’re not carrying me into the apartment.” Her irritation was tempered by laughter.

“It’ll be fun.” Wyatt tried to coax her.

“Welcome home,” Nick said.

Three pairs of eyes fell on him, and everyone went silent.

That wasn’t awkward at all. Only a lot.

“You made coffee. My hero.” Fiona’s cheer was back. She crossed the room and gave him a one-armed hug, favoring the sling on her other one. She stepped back, brow furrowed, and looked him over. “You’ve changed.”

Not what he expected, and he wasn’t sure how to interpret it. He nodded at her arm. “So have you.”

“Did you trip down the stairs trying to avoid a building falling on you?”

“Technically I got leaked on by a rainstorm.” Nick offered weakly. “Oh, and that explosion at Bella’s during their competition round? I was there for that. I didn’t fall down any stairs though.”

Fiona paled. “You didn’t tell me that.”

“I was fine and didn’t want to worry you.” There were a lot of things they he didn’t know how he was going to tell her. Some he probably never would.

“Are they just as fun in person?” Parker joined the conversation. He shook Nick’s hand and clapped him on the shoulder.

“As much fun as the three of you.”

Wyatt stayed near the door, expression impassive. “What aren’t you saying?”

So very much. “We’ve all be home less than five minutes. Catching up takes time. Have you eaten? I’m starved. I’ll make breakfast.”

“I’ll make breakfast.” Wyatt headed for the kitchen. “You three catch up.” He looked so at home and comfortable here.

Fiona’s lack of protest, at him doing whatever he wanted, reinforced that Wyatt was as much a part of this place as she and Parker were. So odd.

Is it really?

Maybe not as much as he’d made it out to be. 

Fiona sank onto the couch, leaning into Parker.

Nick sat in the chair next to them. 

“You must be exhausted,” Fiona said.

He should be after flying all night. Now that he was here... “I’m too wired to sleep. We’ve got so much to talk about. The office—”

“Will wait. Tell us about your trip. What really happened at Bella’s. Your install was done by then. Why were you there? What’s Milan like? Should we add it to our travel list? I want details.” Fiona’s eyes sparkled with excitement.

A reply stuck in Nick’s throat. Every thought and memory tied back to Tara and Nathan in some way and he wasn’t ready to share that. He didn’t know what he’d say if he did get into it. What was he supposed to tell Fiona?
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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NATHAN WASN’T SURE what to make of Tara’s mood swings. He understood being upset over, well, everything. But even-keel was her normal state, even when she was struggling. 

It wasn’t as though she’d freaked out. Her terse response when he teased her about Nick was disconcerting. Her excitement to go out, followed by her subdued reaction to being there wasn’t like her. 

When they reached their hotel room, he set his bags aside, took hers from her and did the same, then wrapped his arms around her waist.

She sank into him with a tired sigh.

“It feels weird.” He’d never had to filter his thoughts with her before, and this wasn’t the time to start. Besides, this should help.

The way her body tensed against his, maybe that was a bad call. “What does?” she asked.

“Not having Nick here. Like, this should be our room. All three of us.”

Tara relaxed in his embrace. “It does feel weird. Can I tell you something?”

“Always.”

“Promise you won’t get mad.” Her uncertainty concerned him. That wasn’t like her either. 

“I promise. You know I’m always here to listen. We tell can tell each other everything.”

“Can we?”

The bubble of uneasiness inside grew. “Can’t we?”

“Don’t turn this back on me.” The edge returned to Tara’s voice.

This was going downhill quickly. What was he doing wrong? Besides keeping secrets? Besides that. “I’m not. Tell me whatever you need to. I’m listening, and I won’t get upset.”

“I’m sorry. I’m being snippy, and I don’t mean to be.” Tara scrubbed her face, and dragged in a breath through her fingers. “I don’t know where things were going with Nick, but I liked the direction. Part of me hoped he wouldn’t leave. Sure, he wasn’t supposed to stay here forever, but... you did.”

And Nathan had never regretted it. “I understand.”

“You’re not jealous or anything?”

His answer stalled in his throat. He tugged on the thread and tried to unravel his hesitation. “There’s this insecurity... Usually it’s tiny, and sometimes it’s not so little. It asks if a guy like Nick could replace me. He’s successful, he knows how to fix a leaky roof, and he’s sexy.”

Tara opened her mouth.

“There’s more.” Nathan needed to say this, and he might lose the words if he paused. “I don’t know if that feeling will ever go away. I hope it will, but I can’t promise. But that’s on me. I recognize it. Logically I see there’s no reality to it. I know when you say you love me, you mean it as much as I do.”

She rested her head on his chest. “I really do.”

He dropped onto the bed and pulled her with him. Within seconds, they’d settled so they both lay on their sides, facing each other. This was better. He could look her in the eye. 

“If you think there’s more there with Nick, if the possibility exists at all, don’t let an ocean and a few countries keep you from figuring it out.” That was easier to say than Nathan expected. 

A tiny smile flitted across Tara’s face. She propped her head up on her arm. “How do you feel about him?”

That was such a complicated question. “He’s a decent guy. I can see why you like giving him head.”

“Thanks.” She rolled her eyes, but her smile grew.

“Real answer, I don’t know. Maybe it’s all physical with him and me, maybe there’s more than friendship, maybe not. But I guarantee if he hurts you, I won’t give him a second chance.”

“So what aren’t you telling me?”

Nathan’s mind stalled. “I... nothing? I laid it all out.”

“Not that.” Tara furrowed her brow. “I had a feeling about all of that, though I like hearing it confirmed. There’s another secret. Something you’re holding back.”

The truth surged forward, wanting to be told. “What makes you say that?” 

“Years of friendship, and the fact that you didn’t deny it.”

Best way to do this was to spit it out. Now or never. Waiting longer wasn’t going to make anything better. “I know where that list came from. The one from the website, with Marco’s name on it.”

Tara laughed, then cut it short. She narrowed her eyes. “Fuck. You’re not joking.”

Nathan could blame this all on Lenny. The guy made the decision to release the data. Nathan needed to own his part in it all. Tara was listening and sober. He’d been trying to pretend this didn’t exist, and that made a tiny lie into an epic one.

Tara sat up and crossed her arms. “Your silence isn’t comforting.”

“Lenny did it.”

“Lenny... the graphic artist Antonio laid off six months ago? He barely knows how to open Photoshop. He didn’t hack a data... fuck.”

Nathan could see the edge of the cliff, and something told him he couldn’t stop things from plummeting over. “I wanted to know—d”

“Say it. I want to hear the words come out of your mouth. Tell me what you had to do with this.”

“I already told you once.” No. Bad. Wrong. He was making things worse.

Tara clenched her jaw. “When? When did you tell me?”

“The night at the bar. When you met the blonde. Arie?”

“Aria.” She clipped off the name. “You mean the night where I got so drunk I didn’t remember half of what happened?”

“You told me you were sober enough to listen.” Nathan was making this worse. He sat up and faced Tara. 

“You knew better the next morning.”

“And then there were interruptions, and for a while it didn’t matter anymore.” He was spouting off all the excuses he’d told himself for the last month, and they all sounded pathetic when he said them.

Tara stood and paced. She licked her lips and clenched her jaw. But she didn’t look at him. “We live together. Work together. We’re not just roommates or colleagues, we fuck on a regular basis. We’re dating. There wasn’t a single time in the last month where you managed to say Tara, we need to talk?

He didn’t know how to respond. He was out of excuses, and the truth still lodged in the back of his throat.

Her laugh was bitter and filled with disbelieve. “You still haven’t said it. The direct and honest version, please. Though, if you cared to toss a why or an I’m sorry in there, I wouldn’t complain.”

“Lenny was talking shit. This was months ago, before he was fired. I was sick of listening to him because he didn’t know what he was talking about. It had been a long time since I did something big. I told him I could get into anything. He goaded me on. I decided if I was going to do it, I’d at least pick a company whose business model I didn’t agree with.”

“So you went Batman on a dating website? A bit of vigilante justice to prove you were awesome?”

That made it sound even dumber than it had been. “No. This was all about my ego. I seduced one of their tech guys to get his login info. I used that to create a backdoor and grab the list. I proved I could do it.”

“And then you let Lenny do whatever he wanted with the results?” Tara’s tone had gone flat.

That was bad. He expected Tara pissed off. Tara who was cool and glacial was someone not interested in dealing with him. “He got extra annoying, so I told him I was done, and walked away.”

Tara’s expression was blank.

“I didn’t do it to hurt you. I never looked at the data. I didn’t know Marco was in there.”

Tara’s only movement was the rise and fall of her chest with each breath.

“I should have looked. It never occurred to me. I knew you and I wouldn’t be on it. Your family wouldn’t be. I kind of hoped my dad would be, but he’s not in their income bracket.”

Nothing.

He grasped for more words. “I’ll keep rambling all night if you don’t stop me.”

*
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TARA STRUGGLED TO PROCESS this information. Nathan hadn’t done this to hurt anyone.

That didn’t make it a good idea or a victimless crime. Why hadn’t he considered other consequences?

This had indirectly cost her the tattoo shop. 

It was costing them valuable filming time for the competition. 

It cost thousands in repairs on her home. 

It put her back in the public eye and painted a target on her back for something she didn’t do.

Technically Nathan wasn’t to blame for any of those things any more than Tara was for Marco’s cheating. People were assholes, and they would have found an excuse with or without Nathan’s involvement.

But he was completely to blame for keeping his mouth shut. He watched for weeks as bits of their world unraveled. As the stress and backlash chipped away at her confidence. 

He kept his fucking mouth shut, like it didn’t fucking matter. Like the truth was insignificant.

Just like Marco had.

Nick would never do something like this.

She hated herself for the thought. What if that wasn’t true? What if she was destined to fall in with liars and assholes over and over?

This was one lie.

But it was a big one. And the truth up front... it might not have changed any of the other events, but it wouldn’t have shattered her ability to trust Nathan.

He watched her, concern etched on his face. “Say something? Anything? Scream at me. Shout so the whole hotel hears what an inconsiderate idiot I am?”

And he didn’t realize why she was pissed off. He still thought it was about the fallout.

“I’m tempted to let you keep talking. You seem to have a lot to say about this for someone who hasn’t said anything over the last few weeks.”

“I’m so sorry. For grabbing the list. For letting my ego get the best of me. For not vetting it.”

He still didn’t get it. Was she being unreasonable, expecting him to know she was upset because of the dishonesty? “You should have been sorry a month ago.”

“I was.” His response was weak.

“A core part of our relationship is supposed to be trust. Not just the poly parts of it, but all of it. You do remember why I got divorced?”

“Vividly.”

She’d made him spell out what he did. She would offer the same. “Because Marco is a lying asshole, who didn’t want the world to know he and his pretty little socialite wife had an alternate lifestyle. He cut me off from it. He lied about his reasons. He continued to fuck around. And then he sicced a private investigator on me, because if he was cheating, I must be doing the same.”

“But you weren’t.”

“And you saw how hard it was for me to deal with that. You put up with me through the aftermath. Lived with my insecurities, and said you understood as I learned how to trust again.” Now that she was talking, she couldn’t stop. “We don’t have to worry about cheating, because that’s not a thing in our relationship. And all I ask for is honesty. Because it was so hard for me to learn that I deserved that. And you’ve taken that from me.”

“I don’t know what else to say.”

She bit the inside of her cheek, searching for strength. “Sounds like a running theme with you.”

“I’m sorry.” He sounded sincere. He looked sincere.

That didn’t take back the lie.

“It’s going to take more than that to forgive you.” This could be worked through. As far as she knew, he’d never done anything like this before. She hated the doubt that said but are there other lies you don’t know about?

She’d been willing to work with Marco, until he turned the media against her. And this wasn’t even on the same level as what Marco did.

But it hurt so much more. “I need to deal with this. To process. I can’t talk to you right now. You had your chance. I’ll call you when—” if?“—I’m ready.”

Nathan knelt in front of her and grabbed her hand.

She jerked away from his touch. Away from the sympathy that clawed through her, begging her not to walk away. “Don’t do this theatrical bullshit. Not now. Not for this.” She grabbed her bags, shoved some stray items into them, and walked out of the room.

Is she going to go back to him at some point? Probably.

Would they make things better? Could they?

Probably, but she couldn’t dwell in that space right now. It hurt too much.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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IT WAS DARK OUTSIDE when Nick woke up. Not unusual in the middle of winter, but according to his phone, it was just after midnight.

He spent yesterday morning catching up with Fiona and Parker. Wyatt even joined in after breakfast. It turned out when Nick wasn’t hating him for corrupting his sister, Wyatt was a decent guy. A little cocky, but that was what made him a good sales manager.

Nick danced around any details of his relationship with Tara and Nathan. 

A little after noon, he’d been unable to stop yawning. He begged off to get some sleep and said they’d get more done tomorrow... Later today?

He hadn’t meant to sleep almost twelve hours. He was wide awake now. It would take a few days to adjust to the switch in time zones again.

Tara and Nathan were probably up. It was after seven in the morning there. Was it too early to call? Was it appropriate?

He’d deal with the consequences if it wasn’t. He wanted to talk to Tara, and if she wasn’t in the mood, she’d let him know.

The phone rang several times. No one was around. He’d leave a message and then go work.

“Hello?” Tara’s greeting was a dry croak.

His chest ached. Did he miss something after he left? “What’s wrong?”

“So much. It doesn’t matter. How are things there?” She sounded forlorn.

“Fiona will insist on working, despite her broken arm, and we’ll work on putting other pieces together once she’s awake. I’ll deal with that when it gets here. What’s wrong?”

“I don’t... I can’t.” Tara let out a strangled laugh. “Which is ironic, or at least morbidly funny, given the situation.”

Nick’s concern grew. “Are you at least talking to Nathan about it?”

“No. Christ, no. That’s so very low on my list of options. I don’t even know where he is.” This time her laugh ended in a sob.

That sounded worse than really bad. “I’m listening. Whatever it is, whatever’s going on, you can tell me.”

“He lied to me. And it wasn’t a big thing, but it was, because the fallout caused so many problems, and I don’t know why he couldn’t just tell me the truth, and what if I overreacted, but it hurts that I can’t trust him—” She let out a shaky sob. “And please don’t say I’m sorry, because Christ I’ve heard that enough today.”

“Do you want me to hunt him down and punch him in the face?” Nick was half joking. Fury pulsed through his veins, that anyone would be treated this way, but especially Tara. 

She chuckled dryly. “No. But maybe. But no.”

He wanted to hop the next plane back to Italy, so he could hold and comfort her. It was an impractical impulse, but if it would help, even a little, and not get in the way of anything else, he’d do it.

Fuck responsibility.

It was tempting to listen to the irrational thought. He’d already proven he could work from Milan. Parker and Wyatt would make sure Fiona didn’t work too hard here, and she could take care of finding a new building...

No. Nick needed to stay. “I won’t say I’m sorry, since you don’t want to hear it. Tell me what will make this better, instead.”

“I don’t know. Marco used to tell me all the time that I was overreacting. I keep hearing it in my head. I overreacted. It’s even in his voice. And it won’t shut up. Nathan didn’t mean to hurt me.”

“Do you want me to add a second voice to your side of the argument?” Nick could that without hesitation.

“It might help.”

“You’re not overreacting. Even if Nathan didn’t do it to hurt you, he saw that it was. I would have come down on him a lot harder than you did.”

“I’m so upset I can’t even twist the innuendo out of that and make it a joke.” Tara sounded a little better.

“I wish I could be there with you.” He winced. He didn’t mean to say that out loud, but there was no desire to take it back.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah.” The fist around his heart loosened a little more with each lift in her voice.

“Are you coming back? I get that you have a lot to do at home, and I don’t mean later today or anything, but will I see you in the future?”

Nick hoped so. Fuck hope, he would make it happen. “Yes.” He and Antonio needed to revisit the contract, but Nick would make the trip even without the excuse. He’d been away from Tara for less than two days, and he missed her already. The notion was odd, but the realization felt right.

“We don’t get a lot of snow here in the winter... okay, we don’t really get anything notable. But it’s pretty here in December and January. Speaking of, you promised me pictures of your temple, and I understand they go all out with the Christmas decorations.”

Nick smiled. “It’s still not my temple. But I’ll send you pictures. I might make Parker take them. He’s more gifted with the camera than I am.”

“Good.” Tara sounded so much better than when she’d answered. “Then you can be in the photos too. What time is it there? One?”

Nick glanced at the clock. “About.”

“I won’t keep you up. Try to sleep.”

“Will you be all right?” Nick didn’t want to fall asleep alone. Not that he had a choice, but the desire was still there to wrap around her.

“Long term? I suspect. Right now, I hurt.”

“Imagine me there?”

“No.”

The abrupt refusal caught him off-guard. How was he supposed to reply?

“Because you’re not here,” Tara said. “And pretending otherwise will make it hurt worse.”

Nick fumbled for a response. How was he so hooked on this woman? And why did he care that she make things right with Nathan? Did he actually feel bad for the guy? 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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NATHAN WAS WILLING to give Tara her space, but it was a reluctant decision. Videos aired on their channel, but they all came from standby footage, that was meant for emergencies.

He couldn’t think of a better word for this. Their relationship had an iceberg-sized crack running through it, and he was desperate to fix it.

He waited two days before calling. It didn’t matter that he was staying in a hotel. Accommodations weren’t an issue. He was worried about her. He needed to make things right. 

The phone rang and went to voice mail. Leaving a message wasn’t ideal, but he had to do something. “Tara, it’s Nathan. I’m sorry. More than sorry. Talk to me, please?”

He disconnected and sank back onto his temporary bed. This sucked. He was such an idiot. Why didn’t he tell her the truth up front? The excuses made sense at the time, but hindsight was a bitch.

His phone chimed with a new text, and he scrambled to read it. A tiny spark of hope glowed inside at Tara’s name.

The note said, Not yet. I need time.

Well, fuck. How much time? He hated the idea of waiting for her to reach out again. He’d grovel at her feet to make this right. 

But it was an answer. If she was still talking to him, even tersely, there was hope. That didn’t fill the empty pit where his heart should sit.

His phone rang in his hand, startling him. His pulse sped up, until he saw the US phone number on screen. Chicago area code. Maybe it was a coincidence. Someone in his home city mis-dialed an international number.

He swiped Answer. “Hello?”

“Nathan? It’s Aunt Christine.”

His stomach turned inside-out. He hadn’t heard from his family in a decade. “Yes?” Any other response escaped him.

“Your father is sick.”

So? Fuck that bastard. Kicking Nathan out at sixteen. Calling him a demon and a sinner. Telling him it was his fault his mother left his father for another woman. “And?”

“Pancreatic cancer. He probably only has a week or two to live. I thought... I know you two weren’t close, but I thought you’d like to know.”

“I...” Why couldn’t he find the right words? Venom over the past churned with potential regret. “When was he diagnosed? Did he just find out?”

The long silence that stretched over the line was more telling than any words. “He’s known for about nine months. He asked me not to reach out to you. But you needed to hear it from me, and not stumble on an obituary a year down the road.”

“I see.” He was suddenly numb. Anything else would devour him with conflict from the inside out.

“I’m sorry this had to be the way we spoke again. I won’t tell you what to do, but if you want any chance of making things right, you don’t have much time.”

What was he supposed to say? I’ll be on the next plane home? Or ask Dad to reach out if he wanted to talk? Sure. Have her put a sick man on the phone to help Nathan make up his mind. “Where’s he staying?”

“He’s in hospice. Alexian Brothers. I can—”

“Thank you. For letting me know.” Nathan disconnected. He shouldn’t have cut her off. This wasn’t her fault. Except for the part where she’d stood by when it happened. Refused to take him in for fear of making his father angry. Cut off all communications for so long.

So did I. 

It hadn’t been his choice. He tried. 

The question was, did he go? Was this a bridge worth trying to mend?

If I don’t, I’ll always wonder what could have been.

The only answer he had was that he didn’t want to leave while things were a mess with Tara. They needed to mend themselves. She was more important than anything.

How long did he need to give her?

He needed to pass the time. To take his mind off life. Maybe if he could focus on something else for a few hours, solutions would work themselves out at the back of his mind.

He flipped through every movie and TV show he had access to. Hundreds at his fingertips, and they all looked trite, or too emotional, or just plain stupid. 

That was what he needed, wasn’t it? A little of mindless entertainment to distract him. He picked one with robots and monsters and huge explosions. 

Half an hour in, he realized he hadn’t paid attention any of it. Did he want to go back home? Should he?

He tried to play a game... Read a book... Listen to music... Draw.

His mind drifted every time.

It was almost midnight. Sleep would offer a respite from his wandering thoughts.

Nathan tossed and turned, dozing occasionally, to wake up five, or ten, or thirty minutes later. Around six in the morning he gave up.

He had to see Tara. Talk this through and make things right. He’d been wrong to lie. To keep this secret for so long. Had he said that? He’d apologized, but did he use those words?

He would now. Dropping by first thing was a bad idea. Odds were high she’d be awake, but she was friendlier if she had a little time away from the world in the morning.

The hotel had an American breakfast on the menu. The waffles were sweeter than in the States, and the bacon wasn’t cooked to a rectangular crisp. It was close enough to summon a pang of homesickness he hadn’t felt in years.

The food might as well have been sawdust for as much as he tasted. He rinsed it down with too hot, too bitter coffee.

He wouldn’t make the same mistake he did with the list. Putting this off would be worse. For his heart and for their relationship.

Nathan strolled down the street. The sunlight crept over the top of buildings, but it didn’t take the chill out of the air. 

His phone rang, the same number as yesterday. Aunt Christine could go to voicemail. 

It seemed like an eternity before he reached the apartment, but it was only about ten minutes. This was home. Or it should be. He didn’t feel right walking in though. That was too much presumption.

He knocked and waited. There was no answer.

The curtains shifted in the upstairs window. With the sun rising, he couldn’t see inside, but it was enough to tell him Tara was home.

She didn’t come to the door.

Fuck. Nathan wandered to a coffee shop a few doors down, and ordered Tara’s favorite. He should have done this before he knocked. A vase of fresh flowers sat near the front register. Every day there was a different bloom, delivered from a local greenhouse.

He paid for the drink. No reason to get one for himself. The last thing he needed was more caffeine coursing through his veins. 

The girl behind the register was the youngest daughter of the family who owned the bistro. She smiled at Nathan and nodded at the arrangement of daffodils. “They represent new beginnings.”

“They’re beautiful.” And as corny a sign as he’d ever seen. “May I have one?”

She nodded. 

He took the coffee and flower to an empty table, and settled in to dial Tara. His call went to voicemail, and he left her a message similar to last night. There was no follow-up text from her after.

What now? Go back and pound on the door until she let him in? Let himself in and risk making her angrier?

His New Voicemail icon glared at him. Might as well see what Aunt Christine had to say.

“Nathan, I’m sorry to bother you again. Whatever you’ve decided, this will be the last time I reach out. Your father’s condition has been downgraded. He’s not expected to live for more than forty-eight hours.”

Fuuuuuck. Nathan wanted to scream, but he swallowed his frustration. He had to go home. If he didn’t try this one last time to make amends with his dad, he’d wonder what if for the rest of his life. 

He walked back to Tara’s and knocked one more time. He waited several minutes, but she didn’t come to the door.

Nathan didn’t want to do things this way, but time was limited. He typed her a quick text, hit Send, then left the flower and coffee on the front step. Fuck the city council if they had a problem with it.

There was no reply to his message. Not in the time it took him to walk back to his hotel, pack, and catch a taxi to the airport. 

He’d been wrong earlier. There wasn’t an empty pit where his heart should be. There was a gaping chasm of pain, and he was responsible.

*
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TARA HAD CHECKED OUT of the room as soon as Nathan was gone after their fight, but she couldn’t go home. She wasn’t ready to face their life again. The fact that he’d lied hurt too much. 

She stayed in Rome for two more days. It took a couple of hours to get some of their emergency footage scheduled for the next few days of the competition. She didn’t even want to do that. Curling up in bed and staring at the wall until her emotions settled seemed like a better idea.

This moment wouldn’t take everything they’d worked for away from her. But spite still had her temporarily lock Nathan out of their account.

Was she upset or grateful that he hadn’t tried to call or come back begging for forgiveness? She’d probably snap at him if he tried to apologize again now. Especially if he still hadn’t figured out why she was upset.

She took the train home and sank into memories of other half of the trip. Of Nick’s awe, and Nathan’s carefree joy. Of the night after, in the hotel, when the men clicked on a new level.

That was a painful path to go down. It was filled with arguments of You’re overreacting followed by this is too much like Marco. The circular mental feud threatened to make her pull her hair out.

When she got home, she took a car to her parents’ house. Her own place would be empty, but littered with reminders of Nathan, and hints of Nick. She couldn’t face it yet. She needed to eventually. Human interaction with loving people would help ease her back into reality.

Her phone rang on the ride. She let the call from Nathan go to voicemail. She couldn’t talk to him right now. Not yet. She couldn’t completely ignore him, either. Her reply was brief, but would give him something. Not yet. I need time.

Tara walked through the front door and was greeted by the familiar scent of fresh bread. Her mother was probably making Sally Lunn—she liked to keep a fresh loaf in the house. The warmth and memories wrapped around her and squeezed, and tears stung her eyes.

She dragged the back of her hand across her cheeks, furiously scrubbing away the traces of tears. She wouldn’t get emotional over baked goods.

“Hello?” Her mom’s voice carried from the other room, and the older woman wandered into the living room. She broke into a huge smile when she saw Tara, and hugged her tight. “I didn’t know you were coming over. Not that I’m disappointed. Do you want some coffee? I’m making bread.”

Tara squeezed back for all she was worth, and tried to reply. Instead a dam burst and she sobbed.

“Oh, a leanbh. What’s wrong?”

Tara tried to bring the crying under control. The longer the tears flowed, the more frustrated she grew with herself. She wasn’t a little girl, she was a grown woman, weeping over something that would get fixed. That didn’t make her feel better.

“Come here.” Mom led her to the kitchen, pulled out one of the padded wooden seats, and guided her to sit. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”

Tara nodded and tried to compose herself.

A moment later Mom set a box of tissues on the table, and left again. She returned with a tray that held two tea cups on saucers, and two more small plates with thick slices of bread that had pats of butter on top.

“Eat. Drink. If you want to, tell me what’s wrong.” Mom laid out the food and drinks, then took the seat next to her.

Tara drew in a shuddering breath, then nibbled on the bread. She wanted to talk about it, but she didn’t know where to start. She sipped her tea—chamomile and with a hint of lavender. The flavors tugged on additional strands of the past. Mom making her tea and listening to her any time someone broke her heart in high school. When she found out about Marco...

She blinked back a fresh wave of tears. “Nathan and I had a fight. And it was a big one.”

“I’m sorry, Tara hon.” Mom patted her hand. “Was he upset about a boyfriend of yours? Or did something happen with him and Gina?”

Tara choked on a laugh. “No, Mom. It was nothing like that.” It was almost funny how much it wasn’t an issue with either of them seeing someone else. 

So he’s not that much like Marco after all.

“What was it, then? He adores you. Whatever it was, I can’t imagine he meant to hurt you.”

Tara frowned into her half-empty cup of tea, watching a tiny loose twig float on top. “He lied to me. And the fallout has been pretty serious.”

Her mom sighed sympathetically. “Is it something you can forgive him for?”

“Yes. No. Maybe.” It should be. A single lie wasn’t enough to tear them apart. Am I overreacting? Tara didn’t know anymore. “Probably. It just hurt so much. I never thought he’d... I thought we were stronger than that.”

“Everyone has trouble. Your dad and I have trouble. My parents did. The fights aren’t as important as if you can forgive each other. Sometimes that’s not an option. But most of the time, it is.”

It was true. Tara could get past this. It wasn’t like her to get so emotional about things. This hurt, though.

Mom took the almost-empty teacup, and saucer from her. “Is this the kind of lie that can be forgiven?”

“Probably.” Tara scrubbed her face. She hated what happened, but she hated even more that she hadn’t seen Nathan for two days, and the last words they exchanged were an argument. She dropped her face into her hands. “I should forgive him.” 

“You should talk to him. The two of you are very good at that.”

Tara smiled against her fingers. They were, weren’t they? She looked up. “I suppose so. How do you make it sound so simple?”

“Practice.”

Tara’s gaze fell to her mom’s hands, which rested near a teacup turned upside down on a saucer. She twisted her mouth, and tired amusement flitted inside. “Mom. I don’t need my leaves read.” That frequently came with the tea as well. 

“It’s just for fun...” Mom trailed off when she flipped the cup upright. She stared at the damp grounds and the pattern they rested in on porcelain. “Oh.”

Tara wouldn’t ask. She didn’t want to know. “What do they say?”

“Are you pregnant?”

“What? No. I just told you I had the biggest fight ever with my boyfriend. Not a great time to be pushing me about grandchildren.”

Mom shrugged. “I don’t mean it to be pushy. I’m worried about you.”

“I’m not pregnant. I’ve been on birth control for years.”

“Don’t let you father hear that.” Mom feigned a gasp.

Tara rolled her eyes. She’d never been a proper Catholic girl, and it had been more than a decade since she hid the fact that she was sexually active. It wasn’t a dinner conversation, she just never lied about it. “Does he think I’m infertile? Magic?”

“Prove me wrong. Pick up a test at the drug store on the way home.”

“No. I’m not peeing on a stick because the tea leaves told you... what? That I’d get an unexpected visitor soon? I tattoo strangers. That could mean anything.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry. This is a bad time for that conversation.” Mom rubbed her arm. “I do worry about you. If you want to stay here for a few days, the guest room is free. Or whatever you need. We love you. We want to see you happy.”

“I know. I love you too.” 

They talked for a couple more hours. Swapping light gossip about Mom’s friends. Discussing future possibilities for Tara’s channel. Tossing around ideas for a family vacation. She managed to pull Dad away from his current woodworking project to say ciao to him as well.

Tara felt a lot better at the end of it all. She wished she could get Mom’s question out of her head. Are you pregnant? She heard that every other week. Why was it sticking with her today?

She gave both of her parents a hug, then climbed into the car Dad called for her.

Are you pregnant? The question kept bouncing in her head. 

She wasn’t. Absolutely not. She was moody because of the fight with Nathan. And before that it was because of the stress. That was all expected. 

Being home sucked more than she expected. The bedroom smelled like Nathan. The guestroom held hints of Nick. And the main shop was boarded up, making it feel abandoned. 

She grabbed a clean blanket from the closet, and curled up on the couch to watch a movie. After making it through all three Lord of the Rings films, she had to admit sleep wasn’t happening. 

It was five in the morning. The world was quiet, icy, and dark.

Are you pregnant?

Christ, she was sick of that voice. She yanked on warm clothes, and headed to the twenty-four-hour pharmacy down the street. The best way to silence the stupid question was to give it a direct answer.

A short while later, she was home again, staring at a peed-on stick, waiting for it to change. Once she had that answer, maybe she could take a couple of sleeping pills and pass out in a dreamless sleep for a few hours.

A tiny little plus sign appeared in the window, and her gut sank. She looked between the symbol and the instructions several times. She wouldn’t overreact.

Fuck. This couldn’t be true. She couldn’t be...

Elation and fear bubbled inside. A baby. She was having a baby. Adding another member to her family. Mom would be so happy. Hell, Tara was happy. Was she allowed to be?

Her phone rang, and Nathan’s name appeared on the screen. He wouldn’t be happy. Family was a massive F word to him.

She reached for the phone, but hesitated. What was she supposed to tell him? What if he was angry?

She wasn’t giving this up. It wasn’t even a question. She was going to have a baby. 

The ringing stopped. 

She lay back on the couch, trying to sort out the jumble of thoughts that filled her head. Giddiness. Fright. Doubt. It all chased each other, vying for her attention, until a knock downstairs cut it all off.

Company wasn’t an option right now. Not with her mess of a brain. Though, if it was Matilde, Tara was in the perfect state to tear into the bitch. 

She padded to a window that looked down on the street. Nathan stood at the front door.

She choked on a sob. The easy answer was to run down there and make things all right. But then she’d have her own secret to keep. What was he going to do when she told him about the pregnancy?

His knocking made her indecision worse, and his phone call destroyed her composure. When he walked away, she let out a laugh that ended in a whimper. 

She wasn’t sure how much time passed, but then he was back, and she still didn’t have answers.

Her phone chimed again, this time with a text. My father is dying. I’m going back to the States. I love you.

Tara’s tears started again, flowing freely. She sank to the floor, hugged her knees to her chest, and tried to hold herself together, rather than let her crying shake her to pieces.

To be continued...
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