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      It’s a destination wedding, Fate, Texas style, and the thermostat isn’t the only thing about to hit its boiling point.

      

      Lulu Nichols has lost the love of her life.

      

      Her best friend, Derek, proposed to someone else. He’s marrying someone else. And oblivious to her feelings, he’s asked her to play best man at his wedding. She can’t say no, not without admitting her secret and ruining everything, so she pastes on a smile and heads to Mexico to watch the man of her dreams get his happily ever after, even if it isn’t with her.

      

      Connor Shaw is finally ready to claim the love of his life.

      

      He wants Lulu. He’s always wanted her. Even though she’s slightly crazy and seriously delusional about her relationship with Derek. Connor is the one that brings out her fire and matches it with his own. He’s the one that drives her just as crazy as she drives him and it’s way past time for her to admit that all their fighting is really just foreplay.

      

      Together they’re like gasoline and a match; a powder keg destined to blow, but oh how satisfying an explosion it will be.

      

      But is their spark the kind that burns fast and then out? Is the heat going to Lulu’s head or is there more to Connor than she’s ever realized? Could they possibly be meant for forever or are they destined to always be a should’ve been?
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        For the fighters.

        Keep fighting.

        For yourself.

        For the one you love.

        For forever.
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      Lulu Nichols needed a drink. Not one or two but rather a never ending supply of them. That was the only way she was going to make it through the next five days without a complete and total mental and emotional breakdown. She was going to get drunk enough to forget that the only man she’d ever loved was marrying someone else and she wasn’t planning to sober up until the happy couple was hitched and she had to accept the cold hard truth.

      Derek Harper wasn’t hers. He’d never been hers. Not in any of the ways that mattered.

      He’d been her best friend since she was five years old. The first boy she ever kissed. The same boy she’d given her virginity to in what would come to be known as their greatest mistake. They’d survived it though. Their friendship had survived all the awkward teenage years and then growing up and building their adult lives. She’d been sure it could survive anything but it wouldn’t survive this, at least not their friendship the way it had been before.

      She couldn’t let it.

      She couldn’t keep going on like this. She couldn’t be the woman that constantly settled for crumbs of his attention. He was about to be a married man and she wouldn’t be the most important woman in his life anymore.

      If she was honest with herself, she hadn’t been in years. Sometimes she wondered if she’d ever been at all. If she’d been even half as important to him as he was to her, they never would have ended up here.

      She’d fallen in love with Derek when she was a little girl and twenty years later, her heart still belonged to him, but his heart had never belonged to her and it had taken him proposing to another woman for her to finally see the truth.

      He’d never loved her the way she loved him.

      She hated herself for loving him. Some days she hated him too. She hated that he didn’t love her the way she needed him to and she hated knowing that he never would. Just like she hated that deep inside of her she knew that knowing didn’t change anything.

      She’d loved him in one way or another all her life and if there was a way to stop loving him short of cutting out her own heart, she’d yet to find it.

      She hadn’t stopped loving him when he’d paraded a string of cheerleaders past her in high school. She hadn’t stopped loving him when he’d broken her heart as a teenager. She’d still loved him when he brought girlfriends home to meet his friends and family.

      Even when he’d met Aubrey, when he’d told her that Aubrey was different than all the others, even when he’d proposed to Aubrey, Lulu had still loved him in silence. Even as she’d helped pick out bridesmaid dresses and tasted cakes and ordered a gift from the registry for his wedding to Aubrey, she’d still harbored and hidden her feelings for him. Soon she would stand at his side as he pledged his life and love to Aubrey, not her, and even if she couldn’t stop loving him she would have to let him go.

      He wasn’t hers. He would never be hers. And she wouldn’t spend the rest of her life mourning her loss.

      It was time to move on.

      Derek had made his choice. Derek had made it clear years ago that they would never be more than friends. Derek didn’t love her the way that she loved him. Derek loved Aubrey and he was going to marry her and build a family and a life with her and Lulu would forever be on the outside looking in.

      She had to give up the dream that was her and Derek, together, and focus on her future. As her mother liked to point out, she wasn’t getting any younger. She needed to move on, let go, put herself out there and get serious about dating. That was the only way she might ever find a man that could overcome the ghost of Derek.

      She wanted her happily ever after. Even if she couldn’t have it with the man she’d always considered her Prince Charming. She wanted a family of her own. She wanted a husband that would make her the center of his universe. She wanted a man that would look at her and know without a shadow of a doubt that he was lucky to call her his woman.

      But those plans were for after the wedding. Not right now. Right now, her only plan was to get through this destination wedding week and to do that, she planned to get drunk. Really, really, drunk.

      “I’ll make you a deal…” She squinted at the nametag the bartender was wearing, “Homie? Really?”

      “Howie.” He corrected with a chuckle.

      “Oh… yeah, well, that makes more sense.” She grinned back at him as she held up her drink, “Howie, we’re going to be homies, BFFs even. You feel me? All you have to do is refill this glass whenever it gets low.”

      “This is my job, miss.”

      “No, I don’t think you understand. I will reward you very, very generously if you make sure this glass is never empty tonight.”

      That sparked a level of interest in his eyes that might have made her react if she wasn’t cold and dead inside. He was cute, really cute actually. He had honey-brown skin with hair and eyes so dark they were practically black. Add in his alluring accent and he probably made a fortune flirting with boozy tourists from his perch behind the bar.

      Unfortunately, this boozy tourist had no interest in his pretty face or his flirty attitude. Her libido was on life support and she didn’t see her lady bits warming for anyone anytime soon. Particularly not while she was stuck here celebrating Derek’s happily ever after with another woman.

      Maybe, someday, she’d be able to open herself up to someone but for now, her insides felt like a brick of ice. Her only interest in the cute bartender was his ability to pour a drink that would keep her blessedly numb until all of the wedding merriment was over.

      Five days in paradise, that was what the invitations promised, but for Lulu it was like being dropped into hell. Five days of forced couple’s activities when she was single. Five days of wedding parties where she would be alone. Five days centered around the fact that Derek and Aubrey were about to pledge their undying love and devotion to each other in a ceremony that would be the end of every dream Lulu ever had for her own happily ever after. Not even five days of getting drunk on a beach in Mexico would guarantee she made it through without completely losing her shit.

      She’d tried to convince Derek that making her a member of the wedding party wasn’t necessary but he wouldn’t have anything less. He’d anointed her his Best Woman. As if to drive the point home that he didn’t see her as feminine or attractive, he’d asked her to be part of his groom’s party instead of a bridesmaid. He’d said it didn’t make sense for her to stand on the other side of the aisle when she was his best friend. He didn’t know that the only place she wanted to be standing at that altar was in front of him and he never would.

      He couldn’t. He was about to be a happily married man. He was still her friend, her best friend, but that was all they would ever be and it was about damn time she knocked that fact into her own hard head.

      No more denial. No more lies. She was done. Just as soon as she made it through this wedding she was done with Derek Harper. Done.

      But until that time, she was still his best friend so of course she had given in and joined the wedding party. She’d boarded the plane and ordered a drink. Somewhere over south Texas, she’d ordered another. By the time the plane landed in Mexico, her credit card had taken a hit and her pockets were filled with tiny bottles of mind-numbing medication. Unfortunately, drunk at thirty thousand feet didn’t translate to drunk at sea level, a tragedy that she had to overcome as soon as possible because the festivities were set to begin at any moment.

      “How generously?” Howie, her new best pal, was leaning over the bar with a teasing smile.

      “Very,” she pointed a perfectly manicured nail at him. “I’ll give you a crisp, cool hundred at the end of the night, in addition to my tab, if you keep this drink filled. Comprende?”

      “Si, Senorita.” He nodded enthusiastically.

      “If it ever runs dry, I’m deducting from the hundred.”

      He nodded his understanding as he topped her off, “You want to talk about it?”

      “Trust me, it’ll all explain itself when the shrieking begins.”

      Howie looked mildly amused by her comment but moved down the bar to assist another customer. He thought she was being sarcastic. She wasn’t. He’d understand exactly why she needed a drink when Aubrey and her giggling girl gang arrived with all of their high-pitched squealing and shrieking laughter.

      Lulu played nice with the girls, for Derek’s sake, but she wasn’t friends with any of them. Aubrey included. Derek’s fiancé had made it clear from the beginning that she didn’t approve of Lulu’s close relationship to her man. She’d tried pulling them apart. Tried pushing them apart. She’d wedged herself between them but Derek had always been strong enough not to give in. He’d refused to let the woman wipe away what he had with Lulu but she knew, she just knew, that once those rings were on their fingers and Derek was officially a husband, Aubrey’s husband, all of that would change.

      She couldn’t even blame Aubrey. Not really. Not when it must have been obvious that Lulu was in love with Derek. Well, obvious to everyone but him. Aubrey would force him to cut the cord either through manipulation or cold hard honesty and eventually she wouldn’t even have to try to keep them apart. Derek would have a life and a family with Aubrey and no more free time to spend with Lulu.

      Her role in the wedding was Derek’s last attempt to bring the two women in his life together but it wasn’t going to work. Aubrey didn’t want to be friends with her and that was fine. Lulu didn’t mind. She wasn’t aching to form a connection with the woman Derek was marrying either.

      It wasn’t that she hated Aubrey. She didn’t. Well, except on principle alone. She sometimes wished the woman had never come to Fate to visit her cousin. What should have been a week long vacation had turned into a month and then the summer and then a year after she’d been introduced to Derek. She’d stayed in Texas to be with him, which seemed sweet and romantic but in Lulu’s biased opinion, was pure scheming.

      Lulu knew that Aubrey wasn’t what Derek needed in a wife. She was high maintenance. Her family was well off and she made it a point to let everyone know it. Her father was a politician back in Montana where she came from. Her mother was the sweet, stay at home party planner and socialite. And Lulu would bet every spare penny in her bank account that within a few years Aubrey would suggest she and Derek move north, so she could be near her folks, and then, after that she would probably push him to become Congressman Derek Harper or something equally ridiculous.

      Lulu had never told anyone her thoughts on the matter though. Derek only would have rolled his eyes at her and told her she was being ludicrous. And maybe she was but that wasn’t the point. Friends or not, it was Aubrey he loved and if she wanted to move back to Montana then Derek would make it happen for her. Lulu didn’t doubt that for a second.

      Just like she didn’t doubt getting out of Texas was Aubrey’s ultimate plan. The woman had done a damn good job of convincing everyone she loved their small hometown. So much so that people had been shocked when she chose to have the wedding at a resort in Mexico instead of in the small Baptist church in Fate. But Lulu hadn’t been surprised.

      Not by the wedding location. Not by the extravagant weeklong activities list. Not even by the fancy resort.

      Aubrey had gone all out to wow her guests but all Lulu was impressed by was the extensive selection of high-end alcohol behind the bar.

      She checked the clock on the wall. The bridal party was due to arrive at any moment. She’d arrived early. She’d dropped her bags in her cabana and then, after raiding the mini-bar and finding it seriously lacking, she’d headed straight to the bar. Actually, she’d been pleased to note the resort Aubrey had chosen featured several bars spread throughout the grounds. It had taken her some time to locate the one where the mandatory meet-and-greet was being held but she’d still beat the others which gave her time to make her deal with the bartender.

      A mandatory meet-and-greet, otherwise known as the first excuse of many for the wedding party to get drunk and hit on each other.

      Lulu was so not in the mood as she took another long drink from her glass and fanned herself with the invitation she’d brought with her to find the bar on the huge resort grounds. In addition to the mandatory meet-and-greet, the invitation also included highlights such as couples yoga class, dance lessons and sandcastle building. She planned to bail on at least two of those three things and figured she’d leave it up to her hangover to decide on the third.

      She was here but not even Derek could force her to play the role of peppy Best Woman for five straight days. Not sober at least. She took a nice long sip of her new drink and enjoyed the tickle in her throat as it went down. A half dozen more and she might be able to make it through the next few hours alone.

      Alone. That was the word to define her life these days. Alone, alone, alone. Even when she was surrounded by people, she was all alone. Which she supposed she should get used to considering that’s what her life was going to be from here on out.

      That dark thought had her nearly emptying the glass. Luckily, Howie her new best friend was there to help her out. He switched her empty glass for a full one with a wink and a smile. She appreciated the drink but the flirting, not so much. She should have made that part of the deal.

      She was in no mood for flirting. She didn’t even want to watch her friends flirt with each other and god help anyone who set their sights on her. She knew there would be hook-ups at this wedding. There were too many young, attractive, single people in this magical Mexican paradise setting for it not to happen. But she wanted no part of it.

      Her heart was still mourning Derek. Even if he didn’t know it. Even if he was marrying someone else. She feared that despite all of her common sense and pep talks, she would mourn the loss of him forever. She’d end up the old maid alone with a house full of cats talking to them about the good old days when the beautiful boy down the street had been her everything.

      Lulu took another drink and prayed the numbness set in soon. She needed it. She needed to stop thinking these ridiculous thoughts. She needed to get over her obsession with Derek because wanting what she could never have wasn’t love. It was idiocy. Lunacy. And she didn’t want to end up in a room with padded walls wearing a straight jacket as a fashion accessory.

      “You should probably slow down there, dollface.” A deep voice slid over her, down her spine and made her shudder. With revulsion, she told herself. It was definitely revulsion. “Wouldn’t want to get drunk and admit you’re in love with the groom, would ya?”

      The taunt sent a red-hot surge of anger boiling beneath her skin, turning her cheeks pink and the ice in her veins to lava as she spun to face the man intruding on her pity party. She felt a little light headed when she noticed how close he was standing but she attributed that to the alcohol in her bloodstream. It only pissed her off more that it proved he was right. She needed to slow down on the drinks or risk making a scene before the bridal party even arrived.

      God, she hated when he was right.

      Connor Shaw was an arrogant, know-it-all bastard. He always had some smartass remark for her. Always. He’d been Derek’s sidekick since the sandbox days but Lulu did not consider him a friend. He was more of a nuisance, an ache in her head that never quite went away. Case in point, he was here now, standing far too close to her, wearing some sort of cologne that invaded her personal space and made her stomach twist; looking smug as hell because he knew, knew, that every woman in the room was looking at him now that he had her attention.

      She hated him. Despised him even. But she couldn’t blame the women in the room for staring.

      He looked like an angel, all golden and gorgeous and he had an obnoxious habit of always managing to stand directly in the path of the sun. Even now, in the low light of evening, a spotlight of glowing orange beamed through the windows above, highlighting his dark blond hair and making it look as if he were wearing a halo. Sometimes it seemed like the sun literally revolved around him.

      It was annoying as hell.

      So was that knowing twinkle in his dazzling blue eyes. Because he wasn’t just ridiculously good looking, he also knew he was ridiculously good looking which made him just about the biggest kind of asshole on the planet in her estimation. He knew the effect he had on 99% of women and the fact that she fell into the 1% that didn’t go ga-ga over him seemed to give him some weird sort of enjoyment, which only made him more infuriating.

      “I mean, unless that’s your plan.” He leaned an elbow against the bar beside her, edging even closer so that she had to force herself not to pull away, to put more space between them, because she knew he’d take her retreat as a win in their never-ending game of dare. “Liquid courage?”

      “Go away, Shaw.”

      His head tilted slightly as if he’d expected a different response, “Drowning your sorrows then? Have you finally admitted to yourself that you and Dare were never meant to be?”

      Her jaw clenched because, as per usual, his assumption hit far too close to home. She attributed Connor knowing so much about her to the fact that they’d grown up together. He’d always been there, on the edges of her friendship with Derek, watching. Judging. He saw parts of her that she’d thought were well hidden from everyone, even Derek, especially Derek, but somehow Connor had seen her infatuation with their friend and he seemed to take absolute joy in calling her out on the stupidity of it.

      “I said, go away.” She slipped her hand around the glass in front of her without looking at him but a big, warm, roughly masculine hand closed over hers, stopping her short.

      Her breath caught at the contact and she silently cursed herself for the physical reaction. It had been too long since anyone touched her. Anyone. It didn’t have anything to do with this man no matter how gorgeous he was. It was the alcohol and the moroseness that had overtaken her at the thought of Derek getting married.

      Derek. Married. To someone else.

      Her blood chilled and she pulled her hand away from Connor, carefully, so as not to spill the liquid in her glass. She glared at him when he frowned and his eyebrows drew together. He was looking at her strangely, in a way she couldn’t place and she glanced away before he saw something else she didn’t want him to see.

      “Just… slow down on the drinks, okay doll?”

      “Don’t call me that.” She instantly flinched.

      “Tell me you’ll slow down, at least until dinner is served and you put some food in your system and I won’t call you that again.” His blue eyes were serious and she felt something inside of her begin to splinter.

      Was he actually trying to take care of her? This man that taunted her constantly? That set her every nerve ending on edge? Was he trying to make nice for once? Because he knew this must be hard on her?

      She nodded, “Okay.”

      He gave her a small, cautious smile, “Okay.”

      “Okay.” She tipped her drink at him.

      “Okay.” He said again and she rolled her eyes because she knew he’d do this all night if she let him get away with it.

      “You can go now.” She shooed him away, “Go find someone else to play your mind games with, Shaw.”

      “But playing with you is so much fun.”

      She groaned, “If you stick around, I’m definitely going to need another drink.”

      That made him chuckle slightly, “Do one more thing for me and I’ll go find someone else to play my mind games with, as you so eloquently put it.”

      “What?”

      “Call me by my first name.”

      She raised an eyebrow at that, “What?”

      A big shoulder rose slightly, “Your brother calls me Shaw. Down at the station, all the guys call me Shaw. It’s weird hearing it from you too. I don’t like it. We’ve known each other a long time. Long before I became Deputy Shaw. Call me Connor.”

      Lulu squinted up at him, trying to figure out what game he was playing now. Everything he did had a purpose. He was always screwing with her and trying to throw her off balance. But for the life of her, she couldn’t figure out why he suddenly cared that she use his first name instead of his last.

      She’d been calling him Shaw for as long as he’d worked with her older brother, Lance, down at the Fate Sheriff’s Department. Lance didn’t like Connor much either and used his last name as a curse more often than not. She’d picked up the habit mostly by accident but then kept it up when she realized it annoyed Connor. But if calling him by his first name would get him to go away right now, that was all Lulu cared about.

      “Okay… Connor.” She licked her lips, the name feeling strange on her tongue after so many years, “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

      “For the whole week.” He smirked and she groaned again.

      “I should’ve known it wouldn’t be that easy, not with you. It never is.” She twirled a finger, “Fine. I’ll call you Connor… all week… just so long as you keep your thoughts on me and Derek to yourself.”

      “Sure.” He pushed up from the bar to his full height, looming over her. He moved so fast that she didn’t even have time to think of pulling away when he raised his hand. He tucked her hair behind her ear softly and then tilted her face up, forcing her to look him in the eye before he spoke again in a low, husky voice, “Not much left to say, is there? You’ve got to let him go, Lu. He chose her and you deserve better. You deserve a man that sees you and only you in a room full of people. You deserve to come first.”

      Lulu stared up into hypnotizing blue eyes. Ocean eyes, one of her girlfriends had called them, because they looked a stormy blue-green up close. She’d already started to drown in them when his words hit her like a punch to the gut. Her world shifted slightly and her stomach turned as she realized what that strange look she hadn’t been able to place was.

      Pity.

      She felt sick suddenly. It was the alcohol. It was the alcohol and the wrongness of this whole thing.

      Being in Mexico. Derek marrying Aubrey. Connor Shaw of all people standing here in front of her, touching her so gently, and telling her so earnestly that she deserved better. It was all wrong.

      Lulu smacked his hand away with an outraged growl, “Don’t tell me what I deserve.”

      “Lu…” He sighed but she cut him off, not wanting to hear another word he had to say.

      “We had a deal, Connor.” She spit his name at him. “Go away. Leave me alone. I don’t need your pity or your judgment. Just go away and leave me the hell alone for once, would you? I’m not in the mood for your condescending attitude.”

      Connor scowled but stepped back, away from her, as if he sensed not doing so might lead to bodily harm. He was smarter than he looked. She breathed in the fresh air. She needed air that didn’t smell like him. Like man and musk and millions of mistakes.

      She didn’t trust him. She hated him. She hated his words and she hated how much they affected her.

      She and Connor always bantered. Back and forth, dig for dig. It was what they did. It was simply the game they played but he hadn’t just hit her in a soft spot this time. He’d sliced her wide open and it hurt. His words hurt. They made her ache. It was a low blow, even for him, especially right now when her emotions were so close to the surface.

      Before she could blink, she felt tears well up behind her eyes and she shoved off her chair. She wobbled slightly on her heels but she shoved Connor away when he reached out to help steady her. She wouldn’t cry. Not here. Not now. Not because of a stupid man that didn’t understand anything.

      He didn’t understand that you couldn’t just stop loving someone because they didn’t love you back. If it were that easy, she’d have forgotten about Derek Harper years ago. She would have moved on, if only it were that simple.

      Lulu rushed out of the bar, heading towards the bathroom and praying that she didn’t run into anyone else in the wedding party before she had a chance to get herself under control. She was already losing a lot this week. Her hopes and dreams for the future. Derek. But she refused to lose her dignity too.
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      Connor Shaw wasn’t normally an asshole. Really, he wasn’t. He just couldn’t seem to help himself when it came to Lulu.

      The woman got on his nerves. Every damn one of them. She set him on edge and it didn’t matter if he had the best of intentions, nothing he said ever came out right when it came to her. He couldn’t remember the last time they’d had a conversation that hadn’t ended with one of them storming off but this was the first time he’d ever seen her come even close to tears and that tore at his insides.

      He hadn’t wanted that. Not at all. Just the opposite actually.

      He’d only been trying to help when he approached her. As the best man, the real best man since Lulu’s title was merely honorary, he’d been given the all important mission of keeping an eye on the guests most likely to cause a scene. Okay, so maybe he’d given himself that mission but it was an important task and he felt like he owed it to Derek to make sure his big day, or week as it may be, ran smoothly. And the one person, in his opinion, most likely to ruin things was Lulu Nichols.

      He knew her.

      She might not think he did. She might not like that he did. But he knew her and he knew that this was killing her.

      He’d seen her face last Thanksgiving when Derek had proposed to Aubrey in front of all of their family and friends. He’d watched as Lulu’s face went ashen and he’d known then that getting her through this was going to be his mission. He’d known all of the wedding prep and festivities were going to be hard on her. He’d known what nobody else seemed to be paying enough attention to understand.

      Because Derek, God love him, was oblivious to the fact his best gal pal was in love with him.

      Connor didn’t know how that was possible. Didn’t know how Derek had missed all of the clues over the years. At times he’d honestly thought Derek was purposefully ignoring it in the hopes he wouldn’t have to address the issue but as time went on he’d come to the only conclusion he could. His friend was just an oblivious idiot.

      Lulu had been madly in love with Derek since they were little kids but Derek had made it clear he only saw Lulu as a friend. Over the years, Lulu had gotten better at hiding her feelings for him. She didn’t bat her lashes every time Derek walked into a room anymore and she didn’t spend all her time writing his last name on her notebooks. But she was still in love with him and he was marrying another woman.

      Of course Derek marrying Aubrey was going to be hard on Lulu so Connor had decided right then and there, at the engagement dinner, that it would be his job to look after her. Make sure she didn’t completely lose her shit. Distract her when possible, which had seemed like the easiest way to handle her since they usually ended up sparring whenever they so much as exchanged more than five words.

      When he’d seen her sitting at the bar all alone, drinking, he’d gone over to check on her. To make sure she was okay. But clearly she wasn’t okay so he’d gone with the only thing he’d had on the tip of his tongue. Teasing. Taunting. Verbal jabs. And it had been working.

      Getting her to play along was never difficult. She always had a comeback for anything he threw at her. It was one of the things he liked about her so much. He hadn’t been lying at all when he said she was his favorite person to play with. She was.

      But then she’d smiled at him, an actual smile, not one of those fake ones she’d been using since the engagement and not one of the sneering ones she usually shot at him when she thought she had the upper hand in an argument. It had been a real smile, broad and open and happy. That smile, pointed at him, had thrown him off balance, thrown him off his game.

      Because as crazy as she might be, as obsessive and delusional and ridiculous as she was, she was so goddamn gorgeous it made him ache.

      When they’d been younger, Derek had called her dollface because she’d looked like a little doll. One of those perfectly proportioned little beauties with the chiseled cheekbones and the slightly too big for their face eyes. The rosy red lips that were always full and lush. Her hair was dark and silky and curled around and over her shoulders when she didn’t have it twisted up in a bun. She’d always looked like one of those perfect little dancing dolls spinning magical circles in a jewelry box. Connor had called her that tonight because all done up for the event with her pretty red lips and big dark eyes and sleek black dress, she’d looked like a beautiful doll.

      A beautiful, fragile, breakable doll.

      It had kicked him right in the gut how beautiful she was. For just a second there he’d wanted to tell her instead of ignoring the urge like he usually did. He’d forgotten to keep up the facade of sparring partners, and for just a minute, he’d let himself forget how fragile she was when it came to Derek. He’d forgotten to keep it light and he’d told her the truth, his truth, the one that she would have already figured out if she could see herself the way he saw her.

      She deserved better than someone that didn’t realize how lucky they were to be the man she wanted. She deserved someone that could keep up with her fire and her spirit instead of putting it out. She deserved more than a man that had never looked past his own wants and needs to put her feelings first.

      Connor had told her the truth and then he’d had to watch as the beautiful, breakable doll shattered.

      Dammit. He cursed his own stupidity under his breath and contemplated going after her. He never should have said those things. Even if they were true, she was right. She didn’t need his pity or his judgment. She didn’t need him telling her what to do. She didn’t need him at all and she’d made it more than clear that she didn’t want anything from him.

      Hell, who was he to give relationship advice anyway?

      The woman he wanted was in love with someone else. Had always been in love with someone else and might always be in love with him even though he was marrying another woman. Connor was as bad as she was, wanting someone that didn’t want him.

      But what made his situation even worse was that he was fairly certain she hated his guts.

      Why wouldn’t she? He teased and taunted her like a little boy pulling the pigtails of the girl he liked on the playground. He couldn’t remember the last time they’d had a conversation that didn’t end with one of them cursing or yelling at the other. And as much as Derek getting married was going to change things, for all of them, it clearly hadn’t changed that.

      Lulu’s retreat from him, from the room, from the truth, more than proved that she still wasn’t ready to truly hear what he had to say.

      “I take it you are the reason the lady requested a never ending supply of drinks this evening?” A voice with an accent had Connor turning to face a glaring bartender.

      “Excuse me?”

      “The pretty lady? She requested her cup never go empty tonight. She said I would know why soon enough.” Dark eyes narrowed on him, as if sizing him up, “And here you are, driving her from the bar in a fit of tears. You make the pretty lady cry.”

      Connor growled when the dark-skinned man made a disapproving sound, “She wasn’t crying.”

      “No?”

      “No.” He pushed back up to the bar, “Lulu isn’t a crier. She didn’t cry when her best friend pushed her off her bike at age ten and she broke her wrist and she didn’t cry when the man she loves broke her heart at seventeen. Trust me, if she was going to cry it would be over him, not me.”

      “Ah, I see.” The bartender polished a glass, “It is a lovers quarrel then?”

      “No. I’m not… She’s not…” Connor slammed a hand through his hair in frustration and then wondered why the hell he was talking to this guy at all, “Just pour the drinks and keep the therapy sessions to a minimum tonight, huh?”

      “As you wish.” The guy shrugged and put the glass on the counter, “What can I get you, sir?”

      “Bullet on the rocks.” Connor watched the bartender nod and turn to retrieve the liquor. He drummed his fingers against the bar-top but couldn’t keep his eyes from returning again and again to the doorway. When she didn’t come back through it he finally forced himself to turn his back to it and that was when he noticed the glass Lulu had left behind. “What was she drinking?”

      “The señorita?”

      Connor glared, “Yeah, the señorita.”

      “White wine.”

      He took a deep breath and let it out, “Good. Make sure that’s all she drinks. No hard liquor for her.”

      Lulu on white wine was generally a very happy drunk. Maybe she knew that. Maybe that was why she’d chosen the drink for tonight. She’d known she would have to play up her happy best friend role for everyone in the room. If she wanted to get happy drunk, Connor didn’t see any harm in letting her.

      Lulu on hard liquor, however, was a disaster. Vodka made her loud. Rum made her flirtatious. Whiskey made her mean. Tequila made her sick. But white wine made her easy-going and Connor could use a less stressed out, less emotionally compromised Lulu tonight.

      It would make her easier to handle.

      “Your drink, señor.”

      He took the tumbler of rich, amber liquid and then paused, “You heard what I said right? No liquor for the pretty lady. Not even if she begs for it. White wine only and I’ll tip you well if you don’t tell her sticking to wine was my idea.”

      “Si Senor.”

      “Gracias.” Connor raised his glass in a mild salute, downed the liquid and slammed the empty glass back on the bar before moving away.

      He couldn’t seem to help himself. He headed for the door Lulu had disappeared through before he’d even consciously decided he was going after her. She’d been gone long enough and he didn’t like the idea of her wandering around the resort alone, not in the state she was in. He considered it part of his duty as Best Man to find her, round her up and get her back to the bar for the meet-and-greet before the rest of the bridal party arrived and noticed her absence.

      That would be a great start to the wedding merriment. He could only imagine what Aubrey would do if she thought a tear-stained Lulu was trying to steal her thunder. Not to mention the hell Derek would rain down on him if he found out Connor was the reason for Lulu’s tears. No, it would be best for everyone if Connor found her first and got her back to the party before anyone else arrived.

      Only as soon as he neared the door the sound of high-pitched female voices warned him what was coming. He glanced around but there was no escape. A tidal wave was coming and he was directly in its path as the group of women spilled into the room led by the bride herself.

      “Connor!” Aubrey squealed his name in that high-pitched voice of hers and threw her hands in the air, “Oh my God! I’ve never been so happy to see you.”

      He chuckled as she grabbed him and hugged him tight, “Well hello there darlin’ it’s nice to see you too although I’m fairly certain it hasn’t been long since we parted ways at the front desk.”

      “Oh well yeah.” Aubrey rolled her eyes as she pulled back, flipping her hair over her shoulder, “But you’re here! On time! Look around, Con. You’re literally the only male member of the wedding party that managed that miraculous feat.”

      Connor frowned when he glanced around and noticed she was right. Hell, he’d been so caught up in Lulu that he hadn’t even looked around the bar earlier. He was like a one-man heat seeking missile when it came to that woman.

      He shook off that thought when he realized the man of the hour wasn’t at Aubrey’s side either, “Where’s Derek?”

      “On his way, supposedly. He had to make a trip back to the airport to pick up his parents after their flight got delayed. He swore it was okay if we started the party without him but I think we should wait. Don’t you?”

      “Well, yeah.” Connor nodded, “Considering he’s the groom and all.”

      “That’s what I said!” Aubrey exclaimed as if he was the only one on her side.

      Connor cleared his throat, “So, uh, if Derek went back to the airport, where’re the rest of the guys?”

      Aubrey shrugged, “Probably lost, or at the wrong bar, or drunk already.”

      “Or all three.” A petite blonde sidled up next to Aubrey, eyeing Connor from top to bottom like he was a piece of meat, “Good lord, Bree. I was under the impression you somehow wrangled the best looking Texas boy in existence but this one is in a class all his own, don’t ya think? I thought Montana had the hottest guys in the country but you boys certainly give them a run for their money.”

      Connor gifted the girl with a grin and turned on the charm, “Seems she’s been holding out on me too. Are all the Montana girls as pretty as you?”

      “Fuck no.” The blonde fake fanned herself, “I’m one of a kind, handsome, but you’ll figure that out for yourself.”

      Aubrey groaned dramatically, “For God’s sake woman, keep it in your pants. The only thing he’s going to figure out is that you’re crazy if you don’t put a lid on it.”

      “I don’t believe we’ve been properly introduced.” The blonde ignored Aubrey and offered a hand, “I’m Sierra Ramey, best friend of the bride and single for the weekend so long as you keep talking to me in that sexy, southern accent.”

      “Connor Shaw.” He took her tiny hand in his much larger one but rethought giving it a peck on the back like she clearly intended him to do when he noticed the big man that walked up behind her and made his presence known with a growl.

      “Sierra.” Dark eyes narrowed even as a smirk played on his lips. “Behave.”

      “And that killjoy would be my husband, Brenden.” The blonde blew a piece of hair off her forehead with a feigned sigh before taking back her hand and turning to face the man that could have doubled for Vin Diesel if the actor added about ten pounds of pure muscle to his stocky frame, “I was just playin’ baby. You know I’ve got eyes only for you.”

      “Uh huh.” Brenden grunted, pulling his wife into his side before offering a mitt of a hand, “Nice to meet you...?”

      Connor shook his hand, “It’s Connor and it’s nice to meet you too. I’ve heard a lot about y’all.”

      “Lies. All lies.” Sierra giggled as her husband chimed in, “Unfortunately it’s probably all true.”

      Connor smiled as he took in the couple.

      They were going to be fun. He’d heard enough of Aubrey’s stories about her friend Sierra to know she was half-crazy and a full on flirt. Just like he knew that her husband, Brenden, headed up the Bounty County Sheriff’s Department back in Montana. Connor figured despite the blonde’s shenanigans that he and Brenden would become fast friends this week. They had a lot in common. They were both members of the law enforcement community and they were both in love with clearly crazy women for starters.

      “Connor.” A second female voice whined loud enough to grab his attention and he shifted his gaze to see that the other blonde next to Aubrey was pouting, “Aren’t you even gonna say hello to me?”

      He had to force a smile but he gave an apologetic shrug, “Just getting around to it, darlin.”

      Amber batted her lashes at him and he fought the urge to roll his eyes. Sleeping with one of Aubrey’s cousins had clearly been a mistake. Of course, he hadn’t known she was Aubrey’s cousin at the time.

      He and Amber had gone to school together, known each other their whole lives, and then happened to hook up at the local backwoods bar called The Roadhouse one night when he’d been feeling particularly stupid and lonely last summer. He hadn’t given it much thought after. It hadn’t been anything special.

      But then Aubrey had rolled into town. Derek had met her. She’d ended up staying. And now Connor’s one-night stand seemed to be a permanent fixture in his already complicated enough life.

      He’d made it clear to her that there would be no seconds, that he wasn’t on the menu and they could stay friends but nothing more. Amber either hadn’t understood or didn’t know how to take no for an answer because she constantly flirted and found reasons to be near him. He’d been hoping that she would bring a date to the wedding and save him the trouble of avoiding her all week but since there wasn’t another man in sight he knew he’d have to be polite but aloof to keep her at a distance.

      “You’re looking handsome this evening.” She cooed, coming closer, but Connor sidestepped her and pointed towards the bar, pretending not to have heard her.

      “They’ve got us all set up in the room back there if you want to go on in and grab a seat. We’ve got private dining and access to the patio but this main room is open for all the other resort guests.”

      “Oh, I don’t know if we should sit down yet, shouldn’t we wait for Derek?” Aubrey blinked up at him as if waiting for the right answer but Sierra beat him to it.

      “Jesus Christ, Bree. Cut the cord. I’m in five-inch heels. I’m sitting my ass down and getting a drink. We’ll save the seat next to you for Derek. Now come on.” The blonde looped her arm through Aubrey’s as she all but dragged her towards their private room.

      With a, what are you gonna do look, Brenden followed. Connor traded polite hellos with the other bridesmaids. Anna was the youngest at twenty-one and a shy little thing compared to her older cousin and sister. The other one was Aubrey’s friend from back in Montana and Connor hadn’t caught her name yet. They both returned his smiles and greeting and then continued on.

      “What about you, Con? You coming?” Amber hedged.

      “Not yet. You go on.” He shook his head firmly, “I’m going to see if I can’t track down the guys. Make sure they’re not at the wrong bar.”

      “Oh… Okay, I…”

      He was fairly certain Amber had been about to offer to go with him but a loud, booming voice cut her off, “We’re here. Time to get this party started!”

      Connor started to breathe a sigh of relief at the familiar voice but then he turned his attention towards the hall and saw the small group heading towards them. Dean was leading the way of course. Derek’s little brother was loud, fun and enjoyed being the center of attention, especially when it came to women. Connor loved the guy like he was his own little brother. Which was why the urge to rip his hands off and beat him with them was both new and yet familiar.

      Dean had one arm around Nikki, Aubrey’s until now missing bridesmaid, and his other arm around Lulu’s waist as he paraded down the hallway like a peacock with a prize, or in this case two.

      Lulu was tucked into his side, her arm around his waist too, leaning on him a little. The smile she was wearing was sweet and sincere as she looked up at the big idiot and the rush of jealousy that hit Connor nearly doubled him over.

      He was used to Derek touching Lulu. They were best friends. Connor had to watch them interact all the time. He’d learned to live with it once he’d realized Derek had no feelings for Lulu beyond friendship.

      But Dean was a different story altogether. Dean was a flirt and a man-whore and he definitely didn’t think of Lulu like a sister the way Derek did. Connor didn’t want him within twenty yards of Lulu, let alone with her in his arms.

      It should’ve been him. The old familiar sensation raced through him and he grit his teeth. He was the one that should have been at her side. He was the one that should have been allowed to hold her, comfort her and touch her. He wanted to be the one that she smiled at but instead, he’d somehow become the man that when her gaze met his even at this distance, they automatically dropped away and to the floor.

      Why the hell did he always have to antagonize her? Oh, right, because he felt like spitting venom whenever he thought of her pining after Derek all these years. Because it annoyed the hell out of him that he could have any woman he wanted according to just about anyone that had ever met him, but he couldn’t even get the one he’d always wanted to stop fighting with him.

      He blew out a steadying breath and forced himself to smile, “You’re late as per usual.”

      “Well, Nikki and I were on our way but then I saw this pretty little thing wandering around alone and being a gentleman I stopped to escort her inside.” Dean nudged Lulu and she giggled a little, which was all the confirmation Connor needed that the little shit had in no way been a gentleman and had in fact probably hit on her relentlessly until she rolled her eyes and agreed to come inside with him. “She was lost and I had to save her, Con.”

      “Uh huh.” He pursed his lips but Lulu didn’t look at him.

      Lost, his ass. She’d been in here not ten minutes ago. She’d only left to get away from him. But if she wanted to pretend their previous conversation hadn’t happened he wasn’t one to argue with her about that.

      He also knew better than to ask why Dean had been with Nikki to start with. There was an answer in the way the pretty brunette looked up at him and Connor didn’t need to hear about it. It seemed Dean had gotten a head start on his mission to bag a bridesmaid and so long as that bridesmaid wasn’t Lulu, Connor didn’t give a shit who the cocky little shit slept with.

      The other two missing groomsmen were just behind Dean. Reed and Ridley were Derek and Dean’s cousins. The familial resemblance was uncanny really. They were older than Dean but not by much and the three of them together would undoubtedly cause trouble.

      “And you two?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “This is my vacation and I didn’t bring a watch.” Reed grinned, “I’m getting a drink. You with me, bro?”

      Ridley nodded, “Yep, a drink sounds good.”

      “Okay, okay, let’s get some food ordered before we start throwing back drinks, huh? You’re all here now so why don’t you go on in and grab a seat. Aubrey’s in there already with the others so I’ll wait for Derek and…”

      “No need to wait. I’m here.”

      Connor glanced over Dean’s shoulder and saw his lifelong best friend all but steam-rolling down the hallway. His long legs ate up the carpet as he closed the space between them all. He was a man on a mission and his smile was blinding, proof he considered himself the luckiest man on the planet to be getting married in a few days.

      “Derek.” Lulu stepped out from under Dean’s arm to greet him, “Where were you? I tried calling when I got here but you didn’t pick up.”

      “Sorry, Lulu.” Derek pulled the brunette into a friendly hug and then ruffled her hair in a way that must have made her want to bite his hand because she was glaring at him when he pulled away, “I left my phone in the room when I ran back to the airport to pick up Mom and Dad. Their flight was delayed so they missed their van.”

      Connor kept himself still and motionless as the two interacted. It was something he’d been doing for a long time. If he didn’t speak he wouldn’t risk telling Derek he was a fucking asshole to keep toying with Lulu’s emotions by constantly pulling her close. If he kept himself still and his breathing even, he wouldn’t give into the urge to grab Lulu and pull her away from their mutual best friend.

      “Mom and Dad are here?” Dean cut into the moment, straightening up and dropping his other arm from Nikki as if he’d been caught doing something wrong.

      “They’re dropping their bags in their room and then they’ll be down.” Derek informed his little brother before turning his attention to Connor, “Hey man, you seen Bree yet?”

      “She’s in the private dining room waiting on pins and needles for ya.” He jerked a finger over his shoulder, “Come on. Let’s get you to your girl before she panics you got cold feet and made a run for it.”

      Derek laughed as he moved past Lulu and gave Connor a brotherly smack on the back, “The only way I’m running is towards her. Lead the way.”

      Connor caught Lulu’s eye before he turned away. She looked sad again and fuck he hated that. Her smile for Dean had annoyed him but even that was better than this and he had a feeling he would be seeing a lot more of this look than that one over the next few days. He hated it and he wanted to make it better for her, but until she accepted that Derek wasn’t going to suddenly wake up and realize he’d been in love with her all along, there wasn’t much Connor could do.

      She averted her gaze, refusing to look at him, and he sighed as he turned his back on her and led the group towards the dining room. It was going to be a long night if he had to watch Lulu make sad eyes at Derek for the next few hours so he purposefully arranged himself so that she couldn’t sit next to Derek or even across from him at the large table. Connor stuck her at the other end next to Dean and across from himself and didn’t hesitate to motion the nosy bartender over to give her a drink.

      “Thank you.” She murmured quietly as she took the glass of wine and he nodded but said nothing.

      It was all he could give her, for now, so it would have to do.
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      Lulu was actually having fun. Everything was so much more fun when she had a drink in her hand. And so far tonight, her best bud Howie had come through for her. She’d never found the bottom of her wine glass. Not even once. And he’d cut out all the flirting he’d been doing earlier. She wasn’t sure why he’d finally gotten the hint but she kind of loved him for that.

      She covered her mouth as a giggle worked its way up her throat. Hell, she loved everyone right now. Even the girls that usually got on her last nerve had become her best friends in the span of the last few blurry hours.

      Dinner had gotten off to a rough start. She’d been quiet and bitter. She’d glared at Connor when he kept her from sitting near Derek and ignored him when he’d tried to talk to her. She’d listened as Dean and Nikki flirted and felt nothing but emptiness. She’d watched as first Aubrey’s parents and then Derek’s parents had toasted their children and held hands and gave secretive smiles and she’d longed for that kind of connection to someone.

      But Howie had brought her a drink, and then another and then another.

      As it turned out, white wine could drown even the giant hole of loneliness inside of her. Drown out the longing and the sadness. Drown out everything but the ability to just relax and enjoy herself.

      They’d had a nice dinner and then the older couples had said their goodnights. That was when it had turned into a party. They were all young, mostly unattached, happy and carefree and in one of the most beautiful beachside resorts in the world. So they’d celebrated with toasts and stories and dancing and more drinks than Lulu could count.

      So many that she’d somehow ended up inside with the girls at the table while the boys went out to have a cigar on the patio. She never stayed behind with the girls. She wasn’t the type to enjoy girl-talk and she’d never fit in with these women. But everyone had been drinking and she’d found herself in the middle of the merriment and actually enjoying herself.

      Aubrey wasn’t half bad after a couple glasses of wine. Not that they were going to braid each other’s hair and sing Kumbaya anytime soon, but she wasn’t a total bitch either. Lulu could admit that much to herself, at least while she was drunk, and maybe just maybe this was what they’d always needed for her to be able to accept this woman into her life, into Derek’s life, and move on.

      If Derek was going to marry someone else, he could have done a lot worse.

      Aubrey’s friend from Montana, Sierra, was pretty much the coolest person Lulu had ever met. She was an absolute laugh riot. There was no telling what was going to come out of her mouth at any given moment. Plus, she’d told so many ridiculous stories that couldn’t possibly be true that Lulu’s stomach muscles hurt from laughing.

      Sweet little Anna had opened up a bit and joined in the fun. Sierra seemed to take great pleasure in making the younger girl blush and stammer but it had worked. She’d joined in on the fun right along with the rest of them.

      Even Anna’s older sister, Amber, whose voice was normally like nails on a chalkboard to Lulu, was bearable with enough alcohol coursing through her system. Of course she thought it was ridiculous the way the girl all but threw herself at Connor every chance she had, but it was also funny. Watching him try to fend off her clearly unwanted advances was pretty damn funny and if Lulu wanted to snatch the girl aside and tell her to take a damn hint that was only because she looked so ridiculously desperate.

      She was having fun. Something she’d never expected to have tonight. And just so long as she focused on the celebrating and not on what the celebration was for, Lulu could maintain her aura of fun and drunkenness.

      “Wait, wait, wait…” Anna gasped, eyes wide and mouth agape, her voice drawing Lulu back to the conversation at the table, “Are you seriously telling us that your husband gives you a monthly allowance for sex toys?”

      “Yep.” Sierra grinned.

      “Oh. My. God.” Anna shook her head in disbelief.

      “It’s perfectly normal.”

      “I don’t know that I’d call anything you do normal.” Aubrey giggled and Sierra smacked her arm playfully, “But it’s always fun.”

      Sierra pointed a manicured finger at the younger girl across from her, “Look, I love my husband. He’s hot and sexy as fuck and makes me wet just walking into a room…”

      “Sierra!” Aubrey admonished but her friend ignored her and Lulu couldn’t help but giggle along with the other girls.

      “But sometimes you’ve gotta spice things up a little. Trust me. It’s a good thing. Keeps things interesting.” Sierra wagged her eyebrows, “You never know what you might like until you try it.”

      “I’m not sure of anything except that I’ve got a lot to learn.” Anna admitted with a shy giggle before hiding behind her glass.

      “You’re young and you’re fucking gorgeous. You’ve got time and plenty of future suitors to figure out if you like it kinky.” Aubrey blew her a kiss with a wink.

      “Speaking of kinky…” Amber leaned over the table, lowering her voice as if she were about to spill a secret. “I’m just going to throw it out there that a certain best man is all kinds of bossy in the bedroom.”

      Aubrey gasped, “Connor? Really?”

      “Mhmm.” Amber nodded proudly and Lulu had to fight not to gag.

      Of course Connor had slept with Amber. She should have known. The airhead blonde was totally his type.

      Lulu had known him forever and she’d never once seen him with an actual girlfriend. He stuck to one-night stands, quick and done hookups or friends with benefits. Almost every single time, the girl ended up attached to him anyway despite his dickhead personality so Lulu had always assumed he must be a good fuck.

      Not that she gave it much thought. She didn’t. Except when it was paraded blatantly in front of her like right now.

      From the way Amber had been trailing after him all night like a little lost puppy, Lulu should have known she’d gotten a taste of whatever it was Connor offered up to the ladies that made them lose their minds. Amber clearly wanted a round two but from what Lulu had seen, he didn’t offer seconds. Which figured because only a total asshole would get a girl hooked on him and then walk away and if she knew anything, it was that Connor Shaw was an asshole.

      “Seriously?” Aubrey was still looking shocked and Lulu realized she’d missed whatever else Amber had said because the blonde was nodding like an eager beaver.

      “Uh huh, bossy. Total alpha, control freak, kinky.”

      “I never would have imagined.” Aubrey gaped, “He’s so laid back normally.”

      Lulu took a long drink of her wine and eyed the woman. Laid back? Connor? Did Aubrey not know Connor at all? There was nothing laid back about that man.

      He was a smartass with a vicious tongue and a know-it-all mouth. He commanded attention when he walked into a room. He was about as self-confident, assertive and downright aggressive a man as Lulu had ever known.

      She knew because all of those things irritated the hell out of her when it came to him.

      “Like, dominant, alpha, growly sexiness?” Sierra all but purred.

      “Totally sexy.” Amber confirmed with a giggle.

      “I knew there was something about that man I liked as soon as I met him.” Sierra nudged Aubrey playfully, “You’ve totally been holding out on me about these Texas boys.”

      Aubrey laughed, “It’s not as if I knew Connor was like that!”

      “Sure, but are you really going to tell me your man isn’t the same way? Trust me, girl. These kind of men tend to congregate. Just look at all Brenden’s boys up in Bounty County. Fine as hell and kinky as fuck. The stories their girls tell… whew, they get me all hot and bothered.”

      “A slight breeze gets you hot and bothered.” Aubrey laughed.

      “Oh come on!” Sierra pressed, “Tell us about Derek. How big is he? Does he know the motion of the ocean? Can he spell clit with his tongue? Or is he a map and a compass kind of guy?”

      “Oh my God.” Aubrey snorted with laughter.

      “She’s crazy.” Anna giggled.

      “I love her.” Amber smiled.

      Lulu pushed her chair out so quickly that it squeaked on the tile floor. She felt suddenly overheated. Nausea began to steep inside of her and she couldn’t get in enough air. She was going to be sick. She could feel it. And all because the idea of hearing Aubrey talk about Derek and their sex life completely freaked her the hell out. She needed to escape this conversation and this room. Immediately.

      “Hey, you okay?” Anna was the closest to her and reached out when she swayed on her heels.

      “Yeah.” Her voice was choked and she shook her head, “Yeah, I uh, I just need some fresh air.”

      “Are you sure? You look…”

      “I’m fine. Just need some air. All the wine is going straight to my head.”

      Lulu didn’t wait for a response. She turned on her heel and all but sprinted to the door as fast as her wobbly legs would carry her. She burst through the swirling white curtains and onto the patio but didn’t stop until she reached the railing. She gripped it tight and leaned over, nearly bending herself in half, trying to get the world to stop spinning.

      She was drunk. She was way too drunk. She’d thought all the wine was helping but now it felt like an enemy had invaded her bloodstream. The alcohol that had made her so happy and carefree earlier in the evening was now dragging her down into that dark pit of despair and she felt like she was drowning.

      Oh God, she sucked in the clean, fresh air and forced it back out slowly. Squeezing her eyes shut only made it worse. Not because the world tilted precariously under her feet when she did, but because images of Aubrey and Derek being intimate all but assaulted her. Her eyes flew back open and she stared out across the dark beach and into the midnight surf beyond, wishing she could just walk into it and let it swallow her up.

      She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t. She’d thought that she could but one mention of Derek and sex and she totally lost it.

      Memories of their first and only time hit her like punches to the gut and she had to force herself not to heave. A mistake, that was what he’d called it then and they’d never spoken of it again. It had been one night in two decades of friendship but it had changed everything, just not the way she’d hoped.

      It had been the best night of her life. She’d thought it was the start of everything she’d always dreamed of with her best friend. But he hadn’t seen it that way, seen her that way, and he’d chalked it up to teenage hormones, alcohol and nostalgia. He’d crushed her hopes and dreams, shattered her heart, and she’d been a broken mess ever since.

      No more.

      Lulu sucked in a gasp of air and pushed it out her nose. She counted slowly as she did it. Up to ten and then back down. And only when she felt like she had full control of herself again did she release her death grip on the patio railing.

      She was done with Derek Harper. Done. He’d made his choice a long time ago and she was finally going to move on.

      That still didn’t mean she was ready to hear about his sex life though, so she decided that between the alcohol and the panic attack she should probably find her way back to her room and call it a night. She’d had way too much to drink. That had been her plan but now that it was in full effect she regretted every ounce of the wine that now made her feel out of control and ridiculous.

      She had to keep her shit together this week. She could fall apart later if she needed to but not here and not now. Not in front of all these people.

      As her senses returned she caught snippets of conversation happening in the distance. She’d forgotten the guys had come out to have cigars and she peeked her head around the corner cautiously, checking to see if any of them had noticed her. They hadn’t luckily, but this close she could just make out the conversation the small group of men nearest her were having.

      “No way man. I already put in the work with Nikki. She’s mine.”

      That voice belonged to Dean. Lulu would recognize it anywhere. It sounded a lot like Derek’s but was deeper. Her ears perked up as someone else spoke.

      “No way. You’ve got a history with her. We’re coming in cold. You gotta pick a different girl.”

      “He’s right. You take the chick from Montana. She’s smoking hot.”

      “Dude, she’s married.” Dean snorted.

      “Not that one. The other one. You take her and Reed and I will toss a coin for the other two.”

      “Toss a coin?” The second voice that must have been Reed whined, which made the other voice that of his older brother Ridley.

      “We’ll coin toss for all three. First one to bang their bridesmaid wins.” Dean was grinning now, she could hear it in his voice, and as what was happening sank in Lulu felt another surge of anger and heat swirl with the alcohol in her veins.

      They were betting on the bridesmaids. They were betting on which one of them would be able to sleep with their assigned girl first. They were actually wagering on sex. Not just random sex either. Sex with the bridesmaids that were supposed to be their friends and their partners this week. They were reducing the girls that Lulu had spent the last few hours finally befriending to nothing but a sexual conquest and she refused to stand by and let it happen.

      She was just drunk enough that she didn’t hesitate or think it through. She simply stormed around the corner and straight for the group of men. Her face was hot with anger and her nails cut at her palms with the urge to ball her fists and punch each and every one of them.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” The words rolled off her tongue much louder than she’d intended, but there was no taking them back because the three of them were already turning to face her.

      “Oh, hey Lu.” Dean shot her a goofy grin, “Didn’t see you there.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” She repeated, poking a finger in his chest, “Are you seriously out here making bets about which bridesmaid you’re going to sleep with?”

      Dean had the grace to look sheepish, “Uh…”

      “You’re a pig.” She poked him in the chest again and then slung her finger around the semi-circle of Harper males, “You’re all a bunch of disgusting pigs. Taking bets about who you can get into bed? Those girls are supposed to be your friends!”

      “Wait just a…”

      But she didn’t wait, she kept right on.

      “Tell me, how much is sweet, little Anna worth? It’s gotta be more than Amber right? I mean Amber is sort of easy. Everybody knows that.”

      “Lulu.” Dean grimaced.

      “Wait, did you tell them you already hooked up with Nikki? If not, you’ve got this one in the bag but if so, I guess you gotta hope there’s a bonus for hitting it twice right, Dean?”

      Dean stepped back away from her. Reed and Ridley both dropped their guilty gazes. But before any of them could say anything another deep, commanding voice broke into the conversation and sent another swirl of heat through her veins.

      “Okay, Lulu, I think that’s enough for tonight.”

      She whirled on Connor, “You’re right. I think enough is enough too. This is bullshit and you know it.”

      “You’re right. It’s inappropriate.” Connor stepped closer to her, his voice low and soft, “I’ll handle the three of them but how about first you let me take you to bed?”

      “Not if you were the last man on earth.” She sneered.

      Connor only chuckled slightly, “Smartass. I meant to your room. Let me get you back to your room.”

      “I don’t need your help.” She jerked her arm away when he tried to reach for her but she was drunk, really drunk, and she wobbled enough that he ended up having to catch her. She swallowed hard when his arms went around her. Strong and warm and male. She shook her head to clear that stupid thought. “I said I don’t need your help.”

      “Clearly.” He only smirked and steadied her on her feet, “Come on. We’re calling it a night.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do.” She harrumphed but her feet followed him when he tugged on her hand, pulling her towards the edge of the patio and around the side of the building to the pathways that led to the bungalows.

      “Why? Afraid you might like it?” He shot over his shoulder and she snorted.

      “Afraid I’ll actually give in to the urge to punch your pretty face.”

      “Aw, you think I’m pretty? Thanks, Lu. Back at ya.”

      She rolled her eyes even though she knew he couldn’t see. God he was annoying. He was the worst. Why was she going anywhere with him?

      She pulled her hand away from him and he frowned, “Lu…”

      “I can find my own room thank you very much.” She kept walking, bypassing him.

      She could feel him behind her though and it sent a shiver down her spine. It was the mixture of the alcohol and the night air. That was all. It wasn’t knowing those ocean blue eyes were behind her, watching her walk away from him.

      He caught up to her easily, falling into step beside her, and caught her arm when she swayed on her heels, “Easy there.”

      She growled but let him hold her up as she paused to pull off one heel and then the other. Connor didn’t say a word. He simply held her steady and when she was back on her feet and released her hold on him he took her shoes from her and carried them as he started down the pathway again, expecting her to fall in step beside him, which she kind of had to do.

      She pursed her lips, feeling the need to remind him and herself, “I think you’re an ass.”

      “I’m aware. You tell me multiple times a day.” He shot a glance at her out of the corner of his eye.

      “Didn’t want to miss my quota.”

      His lips curled slightly, “You ever stop to consider you’re not exactly a peach to deal with yourself?”

      “I’m a fucking delight.”

      That made him laugh and she found herself grinning back at him. She was definitely drunk because drunk was the only way she would ever admit even to herself that she enjoyed sparring with Connor like this. It was fun and distracting. It stopped her from thinking about all of the other shit going on around her, stopped her from thinking about Derek and Aubrey and their impending nuptials, stopped her from thinking about that gross bet that the other groomsmen had been making.

      She frowned when she thought about the conversation she’d overheard again. The one about the bridesmaids. The one where the guys had been making bets about the women in the wedding party. The one where nobody had mentioned her at all.

      “What’s wrong?” Connor’s voice pulled her out of her thoughts and she realized she’d stopped walking.

      “Nothing.” She started to walk away but he grabbed her and stopped her in her tracks.

      “Bullshit.” He closed the distance between them in one long stride and tipped her chin up with a finger, his eyes studying her intently, “You change moods faster than the weather back home in Texas. You were laughing one second and now you look sad again. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      There was the sound of laughter that drifted to them from somewhere in the distance and she jolted back to reality. Connor was in her personal space. Touching her. Demanding answers to things he had no right to ask. So she knocked his hand away and walked away from him as quickly as she could manage.

      “Go to hell.”

      “Trust me, doll. I’m already there.” He followed behind her as she stormed off and when she bypassed a turn he grabbed her by the wrist again, halting her, “Your room is this way.”

      “I knew that.” She lied, pulling away from him, again, and heading down the small path she hadn’t even noticed. “And stop calling me doll.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I hate it.”

      “You don’t mind when Derek calls you doll.” His voice dripped disdain and she felt that flair of heat and anger that always came when he mentioned her relationship with Derek.

      “Yeah? Well you’re not Derek are you?”

      “No shit.” He muttered quietly before he growled, “Jesus, Lu, how drunk are you? You just walked right past your door.”

      She stopped, looked around, and turned back to scowl at him. He was right of course. He was standing in front of her door four steps behind her. Dammit, all of these pathways and bungalows looked the same. But she knew it wasn’t just the alcohol that was distracting her.

      It was him. Him and his stupid, judgmental bullshit. He drove her crazy.

      “How do you know which room is mine?” She narrowed her eyes as she marched back towards him.

      “Because mine is right next door.”

      “But how do you know this one is mine?”

      “Best man. I know everyone’s room number.”

      “I’m the best man.”

      “No, you’re not.” He frowned.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “No.”

      “Yes, I…”

      “You’re not the best man, Lu! You’re not a man. You’re a woman. Maybe Derek is too fucking stupid to realize that but I’m not so stop arguing with me over dumb shit and unlock your door so I can make sure you get your drunk ass into bed before you push me too far and I do something we’ll both regret.”

      Her soggy mind whirled when he all but yelled at her but she pulled out the key card and swiped it over the reader. The lock unclicked and Connor pushed it open, holding it for her and then following her inside. She didn’t even think to tell him to get out as she unsnapped her necklace and put her jewelry on top of the dresser.

      He’d said something that sank in, past all of the booze, down to the loneliest parts of her.

      “I’m not the best man.” She admitted in a small voice. “I’m not the best anything.”

      Connor’s sigh was heavy in the quiet room, “That’s not true.”

      “Isn’t it though?” She glanced up to find him standing beside the bed, hands on his hips, a look she couldn’t read on his face. “I’m not the girl that ever gets picked first. I’m nothing but an afterthought.”

      “Lu...” He swiped a hand over his face, “Get in bed. Please. You’re drunk and you’re not making any sense.”

      “I make perfect sense and you know it.” She unzipped the side of her sundress and shrugged out of it. “You just hate admitting when I’m right.”

      Connor sucked in audible air when her dress his the ground, “Why the hell are you taking your clothes off in front of me?”

      “I’m going to bed. I’m not sleeping in my dress.” She glanced down at her bra and panties and shrugged indifferently. “This covers as much as a swimsuit. Don’t have a coronary Connor. I’m not trying to seduce you if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      He growled something she couldn’t understand beneath his breath as she stepped past him and crawled beneath the covers, pulling them up to her chin. He hadn’t moved. He was still standing exactly where he’d been before when she looked back at him. Only his eyes were closed and his chest was moving up and down in deep breaths.

      It was like he couldn’t even stand the sight of her. She was that awful. She curled in on herself, hating the doubts that were swirling in her head, hating herself.

      “Connor?”

      “Yeah?” His voice was tense and he answered before his eyes flicked open and found hers.

      “Why doesn’t anyone want me?”

      “Lu…” He groaned, “Don’t. Just go to sleep.”

      “I heard them talking about the bet, about the other bridesmaids. I’m not even part of it. It’s like I’m invisible. It’s like I don’t even exist. I thought, all this time I thought Derek couldn’t see me but he does. He just doesn’t want what he sees. Nobody does.”

      Connor stared at her for a long moment, his brows furrowed. His mouth opened and then closed as if he wanted to say something but stopped himself. When his face went soft, she recognized the look there and turned her head away before the rush of tears could come again.

      Pity. Again. And from Connor.

      She bit her lip to stifle the rush of sadness that was overtaking her pleasurable buzz. Why was she talking to Connor anyway? He wasn’t her friend. He was just the asshole that liked to remind her that Derek would never love her the way she loved him. He was the last person she should be hoping would reassure her.

      “Forget it. Just go away.” She muttered into her pillow.

      “Lu…” He said again in that soft tone of voice, as if she might shatter if he spoke too loudly, and honestly she wasn’t sure if he stayed a moment longer that she wouldn’t so she hissed at him instead.

      “I said, go. Get out. Now. I appreciate you making sure I got back but I don’t want you here. Get out of my room. I’m being drunk and stupid, just like you said. I just want to go to sleep and forget all of this.”

      Since she refused to look at him, she held her breath and waited. There was no other sound in the room. Nothing. Not even the sound of his breathing. A long moment passed and then another and she was just working up the courage to roll back over and yell at him when she heard him sigh and then the rustle of his clothes as he moved.

      “Fine. I’m going.” His voice was hard, rough, and he cleared his throat, “I’ll put a bottle of water from the mini-fridge on the nightstand. You should drink it before you pass out. It’ll help with the hangover.”

      Her bottom lip trembled and she bit into it harder. The tears were coming and she wanted to curse at him. She wanted to fight with him some more. She’d rather fight with him than deal with him like this. She couldn’t fucking stand it when he was nice to her. She didn’t want his pity.

      She listened with her eyes squeezed shut as the fridge clicked open and then shut. She heard him move back towards the bed and put the bottle beside her. But she still jumped a little when she felt his fingers stroke softly over her hair, briefly, so briefly she thought maybe she’d made it up in her drunk mind, because a second later his voice came from the doorway.

      “Goodnight Lu.”

      The door clicked shut behind him before she could respond, though she had no idea what she would have said. Thank you. Goodnight. Go the hell away. Please don’t leave me alone. It didn’t matter. He was gone and she was all alone again.

      She was drunk and emotional. Connor had done a nice thing for her by getting her to bed. But that didn’t make them friends and she needed to remember that.
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      Connor raised his hand and said a silent prayer that he wasn’t making a huge mistake before he knocked. The sound reverberated in the quiet morning. He’d waited for as long as he could. He’d waited and listened and watched but when she hadn’t emerged from her room he’d known that the hangover from last night must be hell and went to retrieve the gifts that would hopefully get him back through her door.

      Memories of last night assaulted him every time he blinked. Images of Lulu smiling and laughing. The way she’d looked at him when she’d asked why nobody wanted her. The way she’d looked standing there in nothing but a lacy bra and panties set, completely oblivious to the fact that he wanted her more than he wanted air or sunlight or tomorrow.

      She was as oblivious to him as Derek was to her.

      It was a sick joke of fate. It had to be. What other explanation was there for why he wanted this particular woman? The one that had never wanted him? The one that longed for his best friend, their best friend, the same way that he longed for her? Fucking fate.

      He raised his hand and knocked again, harder this time. Some of his frustrations worked their way into his fist. He thought he heard movement on the other side of the door after a few louder bangs but he couldn’t be sure. He hit the door one more time and was just opening his mouth to yell when it jerked open to reveal the woman of his dreams looking like absolute hell on the other side.

      He fought not to laugh, knowing she would slam the door in his face if he did. Her long, dark hair was in tangles, hanging every which way and crumpled on one side. Her pretty angular face was crossed with pillow lines. She’d gone to sleep without taking off her makeup and there were dark splotches down her cheeks. Those black streaks cut his urge to laugh off instantly.

      She’d cried. After he’d left her in bed alone last night, she’d cried. Those were mascara tears that had dried on her cheeks.

      His heart ached and he wanted to reach for her. He wished he could go back in time and refuse to leave her alone. He wanted to go back and tell her the truth, that she was wanted, that he wanted her. But telling her that the reason the other guys hadn’t included her in their bet was because he’d overheard them before she came outdoors and threatened each and every Harper male that if they laid a finger on her that he’d rip it off, seemed like a bad idea.

      She didn’t seem to be in any way prepared to learn that he had staked his claim with the other groomsmen. She wasn’t ready to know that if she was finally ready to get over Derek and move on, it was damn sure going to be with him. He couldn’t tell her that he wouldn’t let any of those dumbass, Derek look-alikes that his friend called family anywhere near her.

      She was his. She just didn’t know it yet. But she would find out soon enough.

      “What?” She snapped and he grinned because he knew he’d been staring.

      “Morning Medusa.”

      Her eyes narrowed, “Fuck off, Shaw.”

      She started to shut the door in his face but he’d expected as much and caught it with his foot, easily holding it open. Lulu glared. He almost laughed again because she was so damn cute. Even looking like hungover hell, she was adorable and he wanted to cuddle her.

      Yep, cuddle her. Hold her. And then fuck her. Hard.

      “Nuh-uh.” He shook that thought away, “It’s Connor this week, remember?”

      “Fine. Connor.” She huffed his name like it was a four-letter word, “What are you doing here?”

      “Making sure you’re alive.”

      “Mission accomplished. Bye now.” She tried to shut the door again but he didn’t budge.

      “I brought you some breakfast and coffee. Thought you might need it to help with the hangover.” He shook the bag at her and held the cup up as proof.

      “Coffee?” Her dark eyes twinkled just a little as she reached for it.

      “Let me in first.” He held it out of reach and she literally growled at him.

      “Why?”

      “Because I brought you your crack but that’s not the only reason I’m here. I let you sleep as late as I could but we’re gonna be late if you don’t go get dressed now. I’ll sort out the food for you. You get ready.”

      “Ready?” For what? What are we late for?”

      “Buddy games at the beach. It’s on the invitation, Lu. Everybody is paired up with a buddy to do the sandcastle thing and whatever else Aubrey’s cooked up in her bridezilla head to make us look like assholes.”

      “Buddy games.” Lulu winced as she said the words and then cringed, “Oh God, don’t tell me that means…”

      “Hi buddy.” He laughed when she groaned.

      “I’m going to kill Derek for this.” Lulu all but whimpered as she grabbed the coffee from him and then turned and walked back into her room.

      Since the door didn’t slam in his face, Connor followed her inside. Lulu had tipped the large cup back and was guzzling the liquid even as she stumbled around the room. A room that was a disaster area, he noted as he put the bag of food on the dresser. It hadn’t looked like this last night when he’d left her and he frowned.

      “I got cold in the middle of the night and had to find pajamas.” Lulu shrugged as if that was explanation enough for why it looked like her suitcase had exploded.

      He nodded but remained quiet as he pulled out the items he’d chosen for her for breakfast. He wasn’t about to mention the fact that she’d stripped down to her undies in front of him last night if she wasn’t going to acknowledge she’d gotten cold because she was mostly naked. He laid out the treats and motioned to them casually.

      “Take your pick, doll. Sugar. Carbs. Protein. I brought a little of everything because I didn’t know what you’d eat.”

      “Wow.” Lulu came closer, admiring the array of breakfast foods, “Where did you get all this?”

      “Breakfast buffet.”

      “They don’t give take out bags at buffets.” She eyed him suspiciously and he grinned.

      “No, they do not. Which is why I stole all of this.”

      Lulu giggled, “You stole me breakfast?”

      “I need my buddy awake and alert if we’re going to build the best fucking sandcastle that beach has ever seen.”

      Lulu smiled and snatched up a blueberry muffin. Connor felt something in his chest ease just a little when she smiled at him like that. She wasn’t fighting with him. Hadn’t thrown him out. That was a good start. It wasn’t much in the grand scheme of things but even one little smile from her felt like he’d won the damn lottery because they were so rare.

      “Thanks for the coffee and the food.” Lulu shoved a bite of muffin into her mouth and motioned at the bag, talking with her mouth full and not caring at all that he wanted to lick the crumbs from her lips, “You don’t happen to have any ibuprofen in there do you? My head is killing me and if we’re going to spend the day together I’m going to need a painkiller.”

      “Funny.” He rolled his eyes.

      “No painkillers then?”

      “Not in the bag but there’s some in my suitcase. Hold on. I’ll grab them for you and then we really have to get moving, Lu.” He spoke as he moved to the little door next to the dresser and pulled it open. “We’re going to…”

      “What are you doing?” Lulu cut him off, her voice going sharp.

      “Going to my room.”

      “Our rooms are connected?” Her eyes widened as she peered around him, taking in his side of their little bungalow. “But, you were, at the front and I….”

      “I thought I might scare you if I started banging on this side door.” He shrugged as he went into his room to get the little bottle of blue pills. “So I went around but now you know so, there’s no point. Surprise. Our rooms are connected.”

      Lulu’s lips pursed as he walked back through the doorway, “That door wasn’t locked. You didn’t just unlock it. And your side was open. Oh my God, did you come into my room last night?”

      “Chill out, Lu.” He snorted as he handed her the bottle of pills, “I unlocked your side before I left last night. I was worried about leaving you alone in that condition. I thought if something happened it’d be good to have a fast way to get to you.”

      “You could’ve come in here and watched me sleep.”

      “But I’m not a creepy fucking stalker so obviously I didn’t.” He frowned, “Come on Lu. You know me better than that. You trusted me to get you to your room last night. Now you don’t even trust me to be next door?”

      Her brows knit together but ultimately she finally gave a jerky nod, “Okay, fine, yeah, I know you weren’t being creepy it’s just… I didn’t know you were like, right on the other side of the wall.”

      “I told you that was my room last night.”

      “Strangely enough everything after my fifth glass of wine gets a little fuzzy.” She opened the pill bottle, shook two into her palm and then downed them with the coffee. “God, I’m tired and I feel like shit and my brain isn’t working properly yet. Just go to the beach without me.”

      “Not a chance.” He took her by the shoulders and turned her around, pushing her towards the bathroom, “You’re not getting out of this. Now go in there and do whatever you have to do to make yourself presentable because in fifteen minutes I’m leaving for the beach and you’re going with me, even if I have to carry you.”

      “Asshole.” She grumbled.

      “That’s one.” He chuckled, “Now go.”

      “If I jump in the shower, will you go get me more coffee? There’s not nearly enough in that cup to make me nice.”

      He laughed, “Are you going to lock me out if I leave the room?”

      “It hadn’t occurred to me but now that you mention it…”

      “Lu.” He groaned and she laughed.

      “I won’t lock you out so long as you come back with coffee. Lots and lots of coffee.”

      “Your wish is my command.” He mock bowed and she laughed harder.

      “Now that is something I could get used to.”

      She was still laughing when she slammed the bathroom door in his face and Connor was still grinning.

      Good God, had they finally turned the corner?

      She hadn’t told him to go away. She’d let him into her room. She’d smiled at him and thanked him for the food and even joked with him. She’d also accused him of being a total stalker and spying on her but hell, he could admit at least to himself that the thought of crossing that line and coming in here to check on her had run through his mind at least one or two dozen times overnight. He hadn’t done it though and he was glad he hadn’t since her reaction had been to freak out at the very thought.

      He wasn’t sure what that look on her face had been when she’d realized barely a wall separated them but he’d liked it. Liked the way she’d bit into her bottom lip. Those dark eyes sparking with something that the man in him wanted to call heat but the cynic in him said was probably just confusion.

      It didn’t matter. All that mattered right now was that she’d let him in. It was an opening, no matter how small, and he fully intended to slip through whatever crack had opened up in her armor.

      He grabbed the donut she’d bypassed and took a big bite as he left the room to retrieve her more coffee. He’d been good and only eaten yogurt and granola for breakfast but hell, he felt like indulging as a treat for how well things with Lulu had gone so far.

      Now if they could just make it through the day.

      He grinned again as he remembered the way she’d cursed Derek for pairing them as buddies. The truth was, Connor had done more than a little maneuvering on that front to make sure he had her all to himself. He’d put a bug in Derek’s ear about his cousins and that little wager they had going with Dean and of course his friend being the good guy he was hadn’t questioned it at all when Connor suggested he could keep an eye on Lulu this week. Derek had even thanked him for making sure his cousins didn’t get any ideas about sleeping with Lulu. Derek, sweet, oblivious Derek, had no idea that Connor was the one with ideas.

      Dirty, filthy, sexy ideas.

      He had to push the images of her in nothing but her bra and panties to the back of his mind, again. He’d been so damn good last night. He’d barely even let himself look, barely even glanced at her beautiful, lithe, strong dancers body. He hadn’t taken advantage of her drunkenness. So he wasn’t going to feel guilty for going back to his room and taking care of the situation she’d caused with his own hand.

      Wasn’t the first time he’d jacked off to thoughts of Lulu but he damn sure hoped it was the last.

      He wanted her there, with him. Her hands on him. Her mouth on him. He wanted her under him, wrapped around him, chanting his name.

      “Fuck.” He muttered as he grabbed the largest cup he could find at the buffet and filled it with hot coffee.

      He had to stop. He had a chance, a small chance, but a chance. This was the first time in twenty years Lulu wasn’t following Derek around like a shadow and Connor wasn’t going to screw it up by showing his hand too early. He was going to play it cool and make it through today with her without kissing her. Or killing her.

      With Lulu, the girl that twisted up his head and his heart, those two things seemed to go hand in hand.

      The more she annoyed and frustrated him, the more he wanted to kiss her. He wasn’t sure exactly when he’d gone from imagining shaking her until her teeth rattled to imagining her shaking through an orgasm beneath him, but it hadn’t happened yesterday. It had been a long time coming and it had taken him a while to accept it himself, to realize that the need he had to set her straight about Derek was twisted up in his own need for her.

      It had taken him a long time to realize he could simultaneously hate her and love her, want to yell at her and hold her.

      Up until now, she’d only ever given him the chance to do the yelling.

      He finished adding the two packs of sugar and the cream Lulu liked to the cup and then snapped on a lid. He could have yelled at her for this. He’d brought her coffee as a nice gesture this morning but it had been more than that. He’d brought her coffee exactly how he knew she liked it. But had she said a word about that? Had she even noticed that he made it the way she liked? Nope. She’d just downed the thing like it was a drug and she needed her fix and then sent him to get her more because it hadn’t been enough.

      He hadn’t yelled at her though. He hadn’t said a word. Because this week he intended to get the chance to hold her and yelling at her wasn’t going to get him any closer to that goal.

      Connor smiled at the group of women that passed him as he headed back to the bungalow. His eyes didn’t linger on them for a second but still they giggled once his back was to them. He couldn’t say the attention didn’t feel good. It did. It always had. But the only woman he wanted looking at him like he was a piece of meat these days mostly looked at him like he was meat and she was holding a carving knife.

      The thought made him chuckle to himself and he was so distracted he swiped his key card over the automatic lock and nearly ran smack into the door when it didn’t open. Connor frowned and swiped again. It stayed red and he cursed under his breath for being an idiot.

      He’d made Lulu promise she wouldn’t lock him out, but she didn’t have to. The door had locked behind him automatically. He didn’t have a key to her room. He was holding the key to his own room next door but of course that wasn’t going to work.

      He grinned to himself as he headed for his room. If she thought she could keep him out that easily she had another thing coming. He’d barely been gone ten minutes and he suspected she was still in the shower. So long as that was the case the door between their rooms would still be open and he could get back in that way.

      “Bingo.” He unlocked his door and saw that the one across the room still stood open. He wasn’t a creep. He wouldn’t have gone through without warning her he was coming in if he’d known she was standing there. He’d thought there was no way she’d be out of the bathroom and yet, as soon as he stepped through the door, he stopped in his tracks. “Woah.”

      Lulu shrieked and spun to face him, “Jesus Christ, you about gave me a heart attack!”

      He blinked but he couldn’t find the words to tell her that she’d just about given him one. He’d seen her last night in nothing but her lingerie. Lace and satin. She’d rolled her eyes when she told him it covered as much as a swimsuit but looking at her now, like this, he realized that had been a lie. That bra and panties she’d been wearing last night covered a hell of a lot more of her than that skimpy little string bikini.

      God she was gorgeous.

      She’d pulled her hair up into a bun on top of her head, messier than the one she sported when she was dancing. It was still damp from her shower and it looked nearly black in this light. The makeup that had smeared her pretty face when he left was gone. Instead, she looked fresh and wide-eyed, her lashes as dark as her hair and her lips a bubblegum pink. But it was her body that made him lose the ability to speak because never in his life had he seen so much of her on display and his hands practically itched to pull at those flimsy strings and see that suit hit the floor.

      He could have her naked in seconds. His hands on her skin. Her mouth under his. He could…

      “Connor!”

      Her voice snapped him out of his dirty thoughts and he blinked. He refocused on her face and had to hide a wince. She’d clearly said his name more than once from the way she was looking at him. Her hands were on her hips now, her lips pursed and her eyes narrowed and he knew that she’d caught him staring and was about to go on the defensive.

      “What?”

      “I said, you’re staring.” She growled.

      “Sorry.” He fumbled with the coffee cup distractedly, “It’s just… you look… Is that what you’re wearing to the beach?”

      “No, I thought I’d wear a parka.” She rolled her eyes, “Of course this is what I’m wearing. Why? Do you have a problem with that?”

      “No. Just, put on some sunscreen.”

      It was a stupid thing to say but it was the only thing he could think of. What was he supposed to say? That yes, he did have a problem with her wearing that swimsuit in public because he’d have to threaten every man on the beach to stay the hell away from her? He couldn’t go there. Not yet. Not when she was clearly itching for a fight so he went with a dumbass sunscreen remark and still, she hissed at him.

      “Is that supposed to be funny?”

      “What? No.”

      “Because the suit is small and I’m showing so much skin? If you want to tell me to cover up, just say it, Connor.” She grabbed a pair of equally skimpy cut-off denim shorts and leaned over, slamming one leg and then the other into them before standing back upright and pulling them over her hips, “I don’t appreciate the snide remarks.”

      “I wasn’t being snide.” He groaned.

      “No?” She slammed a pair of sunglasses onto the top of her head and glared at him.

      “No.”

      “You’re not going to tell me I look cheap? Or that I don’t have the body for it?” Her glare turned wary, suspicious, “No low blows to throw at me this morning?”

      He swiped a hand over his face, hating that they’d come to this, that all she ever expected from him was to hit her where it hurt so he shook his head and dropped his hands into a shrug, “You don’t look cheap. You look beautiful, Lu.”

      She seemed even more taken aback when he was nice to her and he cursed under his breath. Jesus, he had his work cut out for him. It didn’t matter what he said, it was always the wrong thing. She always assumed the worst because that’s what he’d trained her to expect with all of his thinly veiled remarks about her needing to get over Derek and stop letting him toy with her emotions.

      Her dark brows knit together and her equally dark eyes studied his face. She opened her mouth like she was going to say something and then closed it. The confusion settled deeper and he had to resist the urge to yell at her for not saying anything. He’d just told her she was beautiful and her reaction was to look at him as if he’d grown two heads. He wanted to kiss the confusion right off her gorgeous face but instead he only sighed.

      “If you’re ready to go, we should get to the beach. We’re gonna be late as it is.”

      “I… um, yeah okay.” She finally nodded.

      Connor watched as the moment passed them by without her even noticing. She slid her feet into a pair of flip flops and then tipped the sunglasses down over her eyes. She held her hand out and he handed her the coffee cup he’d all but forgotten he was holding. He even ignored the way her fingers brushed his and the way her little pink tongue darted out to swipe at that pretty pink mouth as she pulled away from him.

      “Well, let’s go then.” Her voice sounded soft and he knew that behind those sunglasses she was still giving him that confused look that annoyed the hell out of him.

      What was there to be confused about? He’d said she was beautiful. He’d complimented her. He’d gotten her not one but two cups of coffee. He was practically bending over backwards to be nice to her and not start a fight and she hadn’t said thank you for any of it.

      “Are you going to put on a shirt?” His voice was rougher than he’d meant for it to be and she stepped back from him.

      “Nope.”

      He’d thought it was a reasonable question. She’d put on shorts. Why wouldn’t she put on a shirt? But from the tone of her voice clearly he’d said the wrong thing. Again.

      She turned and headed for the door without him and he growled as he followed after her. Her cute little ass in those shorts was impossible to ignore. Her full, perky breasts in that tiny triangle top was a fucking invitation. And he couldn’t help the snarl that tore from his throat as he realized what he’d been missing.

      “You’re wearing that for him, aren’t you?”

      Lulu ignored him. She picked up her keycard and opened the door. She stepped outside, all but letting it slam in his face before he caught it and followed her out. He let it slam shut loudly behind him as he stomped after her, growing angrier by the moment as she didn’t deny his question.

      “You can’t honestly still think you have a chance with him.”

      “Shut up, Connor.” She snapped.

      “He’s getting married in four days! To someone else!”

      “I know that.” She pulled up short and ripped her sunglasses off to glare at him, “I don’t know where you get off talking to me like that or accusing me of wearing a swimsuit to the beach just to impress Derek, but you’re an asshole with no right. I’ve accepted that Derek is marrying Aubrey. I’m playing along. I’m smiling and going to the beach to build a fucking sandcastle with you like a good little bridesmaid or best woman or whatever the hell I am. What else do you want from me? I’m doing my best to move on so stop bringing him up.” She ran out of steam midway through and her words fumbled to a soft halt, “Please, just stop rubbing it in okay?”

      He stared down at her and felt his insane possessiveness begin to fade. He’d jumped to conclusions. He’d accused her of trying to steal Derek away from Aubrey right here in the middle of the resort where they were getting married in a few days. She was right. He was being an asshole and it was all because he wanted her for himself and he’d been insanely jealous of Derek for years.

      That was his issue. Not hers.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Her brows drew together again but before she could question his sincerity he shook his head.

      “I’m sorry. You’re right. I’ve been an asshole about this thing you and Derek have, had, and I’m sorry. I won’t bring it up again. I know this is hard for you.”

      Lulu bit into her bottom lip and blinked quickly. Shit. Were those tears turning her eyes glassy? She slammed her sunglasses back on and turned away from him.

      “Thank you.” She muttered as she started walking towards the beach again.

      They walked side by side in silence through the resort. It wasn’t as easy as it had been before his accusation and he silently cursed himself for being such an ass. All of the wins he’d been notching this morning were wiped clean in the span of one conversation.

      “I mean it.” Lulu finally spoke again as they stepped onto the white sand beach and caught sight of their friends already lined up near the water, waving to them. “Thank you, for everything. Getting me back to my room last night. Not giving me hell about the hangover. Bringing me coffee. Making sure I didn’t skip this today. It would have looked bad if I didn’t show up so… thank you for looking out for me.”

      His heart ached. He wanted to pull her into his arms and hug her. He wanted to promise her that he would always look out for her. Always. But since he knew they were treading on new and dangerous ground he only risked throwing his arm around her shoulder and grinning.

      “Of course, what are buddies for, right?”
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      “You have got to be the worst sandcastle builder in the entire universe.” Connor groaned and Lulu stuck her tongue out at him.

      “You’re the architect of this catastrophe.”

      “I said to build a moat. How do you mess up a moat?”

      “A moat has water, Connor!” She raised her voice as she threw her hands in the air, “If you didn’t want me to put water in the moat you should’ve said so!”

      “You didn’t just put water in the moat you dumped a fucking pail of it on our castle and now it’s just a pile of sand.”

      “Newsflash genius, it was always just a pile of sand.”

      “You’re impossible.”

      “You’re ridiculous.” She shot back when he rolled his eyes at her and God help her if she wasn’t grinning.

      She was having fun. With Connor of all people. Jesus, she was seriously low on friends if she was resorting to playing with the enemy.

      Connor laughed, his deep chuckle making her smile widen. It wasn’t often that she heard him laugh. Usually if they were anywhere near each other they were fighting, but something had changed between them at some point between last night and today.

      She didn’t know what it was exactly. Connor had been nice to her for starters. He’d taken care of her last night, gotten her a drink when she needed one and then to her room when she’d needed to leave. This morning he’d brought her coffee and breakfast and made sure she didn’t bail on this stupid activity. He’d even apologized when he’d been an ass about her swimsuit and he’d told her she looked beautiful.

      Yeah, calling her beautiful had probably been what softened her towards him. She couldn’t remember the last time anyone had called her beautiful. Her parents and brother totally didn’t count.

      The rest of his good deeds didn’t hurt either. She’d really needed that coffee after all. They weren’t new best friends or anything but she also didn’t want to smack him in his too pretty face every time he opened his mouth. That was something right?

      Oh, they were still fighting. They’d been arguing and shooting barbed comments at each other all day. They’d yelled at one another so many times during this stupid sandcastle building game that Derek had threatened to separate them but Connor had held his hands up innocently and their friend had gone back to his fiancé without a backwards glance. They’d gone back to working together to complete the monstrosity that didn’t have a chance in hell of winning and they’d gone right back to arguing too.

      The difference was that neither of them had stormed off today.

      They’d stuck it out. Argued and fought and then let it go. They’d smiled and laughed together, something she wouldn’t have thought was even possible before today. But there it was, she was having fun fighting with Connor on the beach.

      And she could admit, at least to herself, that it was hard to let her anger get the best of her when he was wearing nothing but a pair of swim trucks.

      He might be rude. He might be condescending. He might be a know-it-all that got on her last nerve and she might want to punch him as often as she wanted to speak to him, but holy Christ the man was nice to look at.

      His skin was tan, glistening bronze with a mixture of sunscreen and sweat. His hair was damp from the water she’d thrown on him earlier in a fit of childishness and it was curling as it dried. His broad shoulders and biceps bulged as he scooped at the sand, trying to fix the damage she’d done. Trickles of ocean spray ran in rivulets down his well-defined abs, finding the creases and then the hem of his shorts which sat low on his hips, showing off that ridiculous V that made women lose their minds.

      She’d always thought she was immune to Connor’s good looks. She’d known he was handsome but it had never really affected her, at least not to the point that she couldn’t deny it. But watching him crawl around in the sand, hot and sweaty, looking sexy as hell, she had to bite her lip to keep from drooling.

      “Lu?”

      His voice jolted her out of the dirty thoughts she’d been having about just what lay beneath those board shorts. Shit. She jerked her eyes upward but it was too late. He’d caught her staring at him. She knew he had because that knowing smirk inched up his chiseled face and his eyes twinkled with amusement.

      “What?” She snapped, more annoyed with herself than with him in that moment.

      If he mentioned it at all, she swore she was going to stab him with the sand rake they’d been using to smooth out their work surface. He was accustomed to women staring at him. She’d been around him long enough to know that, to have seen it for herself. That was why she had always been so very careful not to let him catch her looking. Because she wasn’t one of his groupie bimbos that thought he was charming. No, he ruined that thought the moment he opened his mouth, every damn time.

      He sat upright on his knees on the ground. His hands were caked in wet sand. He stared back at her for so long with those fathomless blue eyes that she fidgeted uncomfortably. She’d never liked it when he stared at her and she’d certainly caught him doing it more times than he’d caught her.

      “What?” She said again, putting her hands on her hips.

      Connor only smiled and clapped his hands together, shaking off the sand, “I said this is a complete loss. There’s no point trying to fix it. There’s nothing to do but get a drink and grab a lounge chair while these idiots finish this stupid game.”

      “It isn’t stupid! It’s fun!” Aubrey yelled from a few feet down the beach where she and Derek were putting the finishing touches on a castle that miraculously resembled the one at Disneyland.

      “You say that because you’re winning.” Connor shot back.

      “And Con hates to lose.” Derek laughed.

      “I’ve lost enough to you over the years.” He glanced back at Lulu, “I think it’s time we changed the game.”

      “What was that?” Dean yelled from the other side of his brother as he and Nikki tried to rebuild a turret on their castle that kept falling. “Can we be done with this shit? I feel like a fucking twelve year old girl.”

      “The game isn’t over yet!” Aubrey yelled, wiping sweat from her brow.

      “Sorry guys, the bride has spoken.” Derek leaned over and gave his fiancé a kiss and Lulu looked away, staring out at the ocean.

      “You guys finish up here then, I’m going to get a drink and a volleyball. We’ll play a real game when I get back, yeah?” Connor pushed to his feet, wiping more sand from his arms and legs. “Lu? You in for volleyball?”

      She turned back to him with a snort, “You want me to play volleyball with you? What? This little teamwork activity wasn’t adventurous enough for you?”

      Connor chuckled, “What can I say, I’m a masochist.”

      “Clearly.” She grinned but shook her head, “But no thanks, I’ll be a spectator. Volleyball isn’t really my thing.”

      “Afraid you’ll break a nail?” He teased.

      “Never been a big fan of balls flying at my face actually.”

      “Well that explains the sad state of your love life.” Connor snorted and she flipped him off.

      “You’re such an asshole.” She shot back but couldn’t keep the smile out of her voice.

      That only made him laugh harder, “Trying to break your record? I think we’re up to fifteen times you’ve called me that today.”

      “Must’ve been a slow day.”

      “God, you’re a brat.” Connor laughed.

      “And you’re an asshole.”

      “We’ve already covered that, Lu.” He motioned towards the lounge chairs, “Go get in the shade. You’re starting to look a little pink.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do.”

      She glanced down at her arms and chest and unfortunately realized he was right. She was burning in the hot summer sun despite the lotion she’d all but slathered on. She did need to grab some shade or else she’d be the color of a lobster by dinner tonight.

      “Take care of yourself so I don’t have to.” He shot back with a knowing glare.

      “I’m going to go sit in the shade but I’m doing it because I want to, not because you told me to.”

      “Whatever you say, Lu. Whatever you say.”

      She ignored him and headed for the line of lounge chairs that each featured a colorful umbrella for shade. Aubrey’s friend, Sierra, was already kicked back relaxing in one so she plopped down next to her. Sierra was fair skinned and the sun would have done a number on her if it was burning Lulu so it was probably a good thing she’d spent the day in the shade. The gorgeous blonde was wearing a red and white polka dot bikini, ridiculously oversized sunglasses and a gigantic floppy hat. She looked like a movie star and from the way she kept snapping her fingers requesting drinks and generally telling everyone why their castles sucked, she could have been one.

      She’d had an unknowable amount of margaritas at this point but she handed over a full glass to Lulu as soon as she sat down beside her, “Here ya go, lovely. Cool off.”

      “Thanks.” Lulu took the drink, “I’m not stealing yours am I?”

      “Nah, I got another.” Sierra picked up a second full glass and giggled, “I have them bringing me two at a time. Saves them a trip. I’m nothing if not helpful.”

      Lulu laughed with her and took a small sip of the frozen drink. It was refreshing but she mostly just held the cold beverage between her hands. The idea of getting drunk again didn’t seem like such a good idea after her pity party last night.

      “I get it now, by the way.” Sierra wiggled in her chair, resituating herself so she could see Lulu better.

      “Get what?” Lulu asked distractedly.

      Connor was trudging up the beach by himself to the little shack that had supplied them with their sandcastle building tools and drinks. His back was broad and tanned and flexed as he moved. It was hard to tell in board shorts but he had a nice ass too. She wasn’t the only one that had noticed. Half the women on the beach had turned to watch him.

      “Why you went running out of the room last night when we were talking about the boys and their… manhood.” Sierra snickered a little when Lulu whipped back to face her. “Oh come on, you think I didn’t notice that you couldn’t get out of there fast enough? Child, please.”

      Her words, while casual, felt like a slap in the face. Lulu fought to keep her face from giving anything away. Horror filled her veins and panic seized hold of her heart.

      Sierra had noticed. Sierra knew. It had taken this woman who was a virtual stranger less than a day to figure out the secret Lulu had managed to keep from those closest to her for years.

      She shot a look towards Derek but he and Aubrey were oblivious to this conversation. She almost snorted. Hell, when wasn’t he oblivious to her? She watched the happy couple making googly eyes at one another, sneaking touches and kisses as they worked side by side to build their ridiculous castle. Her heart ached and she had to look away when a thought she’d never had before entered her head.

      They were perfect together.

      Derek was happy. He was happy with Aubrey. He loved Aubrey.

      There were no doubts left to that. There hadn’t been in a long time. She’d known it but she’d failed to accept it. Here and now, she had to. After spending last night talking to the girl, she knew Aubrey wasn’t the devil or the enemy. She was just the woman that Lulu’s best friend had fallen in love with, the woman he’d chosen instead of her. To him, it hadn’t even been a choice.

      Lulu hadn’t even been on the playing field.

      “It’s not what you think.” She finally managed to choke out, glancing at Sierra from under her lashes.

      “Oh, I think it is.” The blonde smirked, “I didn’t get it last night but seeing you today… it’s totally obvious.”

      “It is?” Lulu tried to hide the flush of embarrassment that heated her face by taking a long drink of the margarita Sierra had handed her.

      “Of course it is.” Sierra lowered her voice conspiratorially; “You’ve got it bad for Connor.”

      Lulu choked on the alcohol that was in her throat. She coughed and spluttered. Heat lit up her entire body until she was certain she was beet red from head to toe. A couple of their friends turned to look at her but she shook her head and her hand at them, motioning them not to come over because she was fine.

      But she wasn’t fine.

      It took her a minute to get air back into her lungs and when she did the shock and horror of what Sierra had said seemed more absurd than ever, “What?”

      “You’ve got a thing for Connor. I get it. Hearing about him and Amber last night must have sucked. I’m sorry about that by the way, I didn’t know when I brought up the conversation and…”

      “No.” Lulu was still shaking her head, couldn’t seem to stop the movement, she was like one of those bobble dolls people put on their dashboard, “No. No. You’ve got it all wrong. I don’t… We don’t… It’s not like that.”

      Sierra dropped her glasses down her nose enough to shoot a disbelieving glance at her, “Uh huh. Suuuure.”

      “I’m serious. You’re wrong. I don’t…” She blinked and shot a glance around to make sure nobody was close enough to hear them, and that the man they were talking about was still up the beach at the shack before turning back to the blonde, “I don’t even like him as like… a human being. Haven’t you been paying attention? All we do is fight.”

      “Oh, I’ve been paying attention and what you two do isn’t fighting. That’s foreplay, honey.”

      “No. It’s just fighting. We can’t stand each other.”

      “If my friend Lane was here she’d totally back me up on this but since she’s not you’re gonna have to take my word for it. All that heat between you two, you might think it’s hate but there’s a thin line, baby girl. When you two hit the hay you’re gonna set the barn on fire the sparks are so hot.”

      Lulu opened her mouth, closed it again and then shook her head. Sierra wasn’t making any sense. None at all. If she’d figured out that Lulu had a crush on Derek that would have been hard to explain away but this? Connor? There wasn’t anything between her and Connor.

      “I do not have a thing for Connor.” She hissed as quietly as she could manage, “I am definitely not having sex with him!”

      “Well, why not?” Sierra raised her eyebrows. “Lordy, he’s hotter than a whore in church and he looks at you like he wants to make your insides melt and then lick all that goodness up.”

      “Jesus Christ.” Lulu put a hand to her face.

      Sierra was crazy. Aubrey had tried to warn them all of that when she’d said her matron of honor was coming from Montana. Lulu hadn’t believed her then. Even last night, she’d thought Sierra was just a little eccentric. This confirmed it though. The woman was a lunatic.

      “He does not look at me like that, not that I even know what that means, but trust me, he only looks at me like he wants to strangle me most of the time.”

      “Well, yeah.” Sierra shrugged, “Sometimes he does. But most of the time I think he’d rather kiss you than kill you.”

      “Because those things totally go hand in hand.” Lulu snorted.

      “He wants him some Lulu. Bad. You can’t tell me you really haven’t noticed.”

      “I haven’t because you’re wrong.”

      “I’m not wrong. I’m never wrong about these things. Well, hardly ever. He hasn’t so much as glanced at another woman on this beach all day.”

      Lulu frowned, “That can’t be true. Amber was…”

      “All over him like white on rice? Yeah. And what did he do? He told her that he already had a partner and dragged you out there to play with even though you pretty much fought with him about everything.”

      “I did not…”

      “You did.” Sierra cut her off, “It was like watching two kids on the playground pulling each others hair when the teacher wasn’t looking just to have a reason to be touching.”

      Lulu started to deny it and then paused. No. It wasn’t true. She didn’t even like Connor. He annoyed the hell out of her. They did nothing but argue. He couldn’t stand her either. He was always on her case about Derek and if it wasn’t that he was finding something else to fight with her about. Other than calling her beautiful this morning, which had been a total anomaly since they’d gone right back to fighting, they didn’t have a kind word to say to each other.

      Sierra was delusional.

      “You dumped water on him for no reason I can fathom, except that you wanted to see him all wet and sexy.”

      “I dumped water on him because he made a gross frat-boy remark that I refuse to repeat even to vindicate myself.”

      “Was it about sex? I bet it was about sex. Because when he looks at you, it’s right there in his eyes. That’s all he’s thinking about.”

      “You’re crazy.” She took another long drink from her margarita glass.

      “Oh, definitely.” Sierra shrugged, “But I’m the fun kind of crazy and I’m one hell of a matchmaker so humor me. If you get the chance, and I’m willing to bet you get the chance soon, you jump on that pogo stick, Lulu.”

      “Oh my God! Sierra!”

      “In my experience it’s only the rides you don’t take that you end up regretting and that, my dear, is some first class wisdom I’m sprinkling on you like your very own fairy godmother.”

      Lulu laughed because she didn’t know what else to do. Sierra was funny. She was funny because she was delusional.

      There wasn’t anything between Lulu and Connor. Not the kind of thing Sierra was talking about. It was tension but it wasn’t sexual tension.

      Did she sometimes catch him staring at her mouth? Sure. Did she sometimes find herself mentally undressing him? Occasionally. But he was ridiculously good looking so she couldn’t be faulted for that. Just like she was certain his fascination with her mouth was due only to the fact that she didn’t use it to kiss his ass like most of the women he knew.

      Lulu bit her bottom lip and watched over the rim of the margarita glass as Connor headed back towards them. He had a volleyball tucked under one arm and he was grinning that wide, dazzling grin of his at some buxom blonde that was trotting along beside him. Lulu snorted and sipped at her drink, ignoring the twinge of annoyance she felt.

      It wasn’t because of what Sierra had said. It wasn’t because for the first time all day she wasn’t the one he was smiling at and teasing good-naturedly. It was just the simple fact that the man attracted the dumbest, most obnoxious kind of women on the planet.

      Big Boobs McGee would be no exception she was sure.

      “Still think you’re right?” She rolled her eyes at Sierra but the other woman only laughed in response.

      “Oh, I know I am.”

      “He literally picked up another woman.”

      “All the better to make you jealous, lovely. The sun might’ve turned you pink but I’m sensing a little bit of green.”

      Lulu laughed, “Oh shut up. I am so not jealous of one of his bimbo groupies.”

      “Because you know it’s not really her he’s interested in?”

      “No. That’s not it.” Her laughter fell away and she shook her head, pulling her gaze away from Connor and the other woman, refusing to acknowledge that anything Sierra had said was making her doubt everything she knew about herself. “Please, change the subject. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

      “Okay.” Sierra gave in easily, maybe too easily, because she cocked a brow, “Can I ask you something serious, though? Girl to girl? Friend to friend? Because I do think we could be great friends, Lulu.”

      “Sure.” She shrugged, certain that whatever else Sierra wanted to talk about that it couldn’t be worse than the previous conversation.

      “When you get that far off look in your eyes, what are you thinking about?”

      Lulu blinked in confusion, “What?”

      “I noticed it last night and then again today, sometimes you seem to just drift away, like you’re not entirely here.”

      She hadn’t expected such a deep question from the woman that mostly talked about sex toys and orgasms. Lulu shifted uncomfortably in her seat. She didn’t think anyone had ever paid enough attention to her to notice those little moments but apparently this woman she’d just met had.

      But how could she answer? How could she tell Aubrey’s best friend in the world that most of the time, when she got lost in her thoughts, she was thinking about Derek? About how unfair it was that he’d never love her the way she loved him? That she sometimes dreamed of the life they could have had together if only he did?

      She couldn’t tell Sierra that. She couldn’t tell anyone that. So she took another sip of the margarita she hadn’t intended to drink, trying to think of something, anything, that she could say instead of the truth.

      Sierra didn’t give her a chance to formulate a response though, she just sighed, “It’s fine. You don’t have to tell me. That wasn’t my point anyway.”

      “It wasn’t?”

      “No. I just wanted you to know that I noticed and that I’m here if you ever want to talk about it.” Sierra gave her a small smile that was equal parts pitying and indulgent, “And I’m not the only one that notices. He does too.”

      “Who?” Lulu felt a grip of momentary fear that Sierra was talking about Derek but of course she wasn’t.

      “Connor. He watches you and when you space out, when you disappear and you get that sad look in your eyes, that’s when he starts a fight. He pulls you back. He wipes away the sadness by replacing it with whatever he has at his disposal. The teasing? The fighting? He’s fighting for you.”

      Lulu started to open her mouth to tell Sierra that she was crazy, again, but the other woman held up a hand. It was a good thing. Because Lulu had no idea what would have actually come out of her mouth considering the jolt of pain that sliced at her chest when the blonde’s words sank in.

      He fights for you.

      “Just, think about it.” Sierra slid her empty margarita glass onto the table between them and then gracefully rolled to her feet, “I’m going to take a dip and cross getting fucked in the ocean off my bucket list.” She winked and then sashayed away with a finger roll before she called out, “Brenden Ramey, your wife is all hot and bothered come and do something about it.”

      Lulu watched the biggest man on the beach fall in line with a grin of pure love on his face. The two of them waded into the water and then disappeared beneath a few waves. Lulu could just make out their heads bobbing down the beach after a few more minutes and she looked away since Sierra had made it clear what they were going to be doing.

      Much to her consternation, her eyes trailed back to Connor. She watched him from beneath her lashes as he said something to Dean that made the other man flip him off. The new blonde at his side and Nikki both giggled. Then to her surprise, the blonde simply patted Connor on the arm and turned and headed back up the beach.

      His eyes found hers and he smirked when he caught her staring. She quickly looked away because something traitorous warmed in her belly. Something that she had never, ever, let herself acknowledge and still refused to accept now.

      Sierra was wrong. Crazy. Delusional. Connor didn’t fight with Lulu just to distract her from Derek. Did he?

      She bit her lip and closed her eyes, deciding that she’d spent far too much time and energy thinking about a man she didn’t even like today. She clearly needed to get some rest. She’d just take a little nap under the shade of her umbrella and when she woke up, she would remember that Connor wasn’t her friend no matter how nice he’d been being today.

      The Connor Shaw that she knew was only nice to her for one reason. He was working an angle. She just hadn’t figured out what it was yet.
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      “Lucy Lee Nichols, we’re officially late.”

      “Connor Asshole Shaw, you call me by my full name one more time and the only thing you’ll be on time for is your funeral.” Her voice drifted back to him from her side of the bungalow and Connor couldn’t contain a laugh.

      Not many grown women preferred their childhood nickname to their full name but of course Lulu wasn’t most women. She’d been Lucy when they were in Kindergarten. He remembered because there was a joint art project where they’d finger-painted their names side by side in a photo album somewhere at his parents house. But sometime between then and finishing grade school she’d gotten the nickname and it had stuck.

      He’d always assumed she liked it because Derek was the one that had come up with it. A flare of annoyance slid down his back as he shoved the cell phone he’d been playing on while he waited for her in his pocket. She’d called him an asshole but he was so used to that it barely registered but one thought about the connection she and Derek shared and he couldn’t sit still any longer.

      “That is not my middle name.” He crossed through the open doorways between their rooms that he had been proud to see she hadn’t closed when he’d gotten out of the shower.

      It wasn’t much but it was something. She hadn’t shut him out despite whatever weirdness had been going on with her down at the beach this afternoon.

      He’d thought they were having a good day. They’d managed to get through sandcastle building without too much drama. They’d fought like cats and dogs but that was par for the course for the two of them. They’d had fun together. He’d gotten to see her smile. He’d heard her laugh. He’d even caught her checking him out a few times. He’d thought he was making some progress in getting her to finally see him but then he’d suggested volleyball and she’d pulled away from him.

      He had no idea what had happened but she’d very carefully avoided him the rest of the afternoon after that. She’d stayed in the shade, sunglasses shielding her eyes, while he played. When he’d claimed to need a break and collapsed in the chair beside her, she’d said something about needing to cool off and gone for a swim. She’d stayed in there until they’d all decided to head back to the resort and get out of the sun.

      She’d gone to her room. He’d gone to his. But she’d left the doors between them open and he had to take that as a good sign.

      “Your middle name isn’t asshole?” She stuck her head out of the bathroom with a mock look of shock and he laughed again.

      “You know my middle name the same way I know yours. Stop pretending otherwise.”

      She tapped a makeup brush against her lips, appearing thoughtful before she shook her head, “Nope. Sorry. Asshole is all I got.”

      “Do you seriously not know my middle name?” He paused, the question one that he was certain shouldn’t bother him, but did. Because that flare of annoyance was back. She damn well knew Derek’s middle name. “We’ve been friends since we were kids.”

      “Friends?” She winced though her eyes twinkled with amusement, “Is that what you’d call it?”

      No. That wasn’t the word he’d call them if given the choice, but he didn’t dare tell her that he’d never once thought of her as his friend. She’d been the annoying little girl that tagged along whenever he and Derek went fishing. She’d been the overachieving annoyance that ruined the curve on every test he’d taken in school. She’d been the most frustrating aspect of his universe since the moment she developed breasts and hips and had started making his cock hard. But mostly they hadn’t been friends because he’d spent the last two decades watching Derek break her heart, helping her pick up the pieces and then been forced to watch as she gave it right back to the wrong man to do it again and again and again.

      Connor had been kind about it at first. He’d been sweet and understanding. He’d tried to talk with her rationally and reasonably back when they were still kids, but she hadn’t listened to him then any more than she listened to him now. He’d gotten frustrated, agitated and then angry. He’d started taking it out on her for treating him the same way Derek treated her. His pride had been hurt but so had his heart and he’d turned to snide, cutting remarks to try and protect himself from caring even though he knew he still did.

      So no, they weren’t friends. She was right. But they were… something.

      “Fine, but we’ve known each other since we were like four years old, you seriously don’t know what my middle name is?” He put his hands on his hips, and wished he could see her through the crack in the bathroom door when she snorted.

      “Jeez, Connor. I’m just giving you hell. Of course I know your middle name.”

      “What is it?” He demanded, still uncertain she was being honest.

      “James.” She leaned over to poke her head out and shot him a look, “Connor James Shaw. You’re named after your uncle, Jim, on your mother’s side. Happy now?”

      Connor let out a breath he hadn’t been aware he was holding. She knew. Of course she knew. Everyone in small towns knew each others full names because at some point or another their parents had yelled at them in public using those names. Or at the very least they’d been spoken during the graduation ceremony. Still, he felt a rush of relief that she’d only been teasing him. That she wasn’t so completely unaware that she hadn’t cared enough to catch his.

      But no, he still wasn’t happy. Relieved. Not happy. He wasn’t sure he’d be happy until he was certain she knew all the tiny, insignificant details about him that he’d collected and stored in his brain about her over the years.

      “Sure. Whatever.” He looked at his watch and sighed, “But seriously Lu, hurry up. We were already late this morning. Now we’re gonna be late to this stupid dance lesson Aubrey set up for all of us.”

      “Fine. I’m hurrying.” Lulu retreated back behind the door where he couldn’t see her at all.

      “This is you hurrying? You’ve been getting dressed for nearly two hours.”

      “It has not been that long.”

      “It has been that long and I know for a fact it doesn’t take that long to make you pretty so get out here and let’s go already.”

      “I’m not ready yet.” She completely ignored the compliment he’d just given her and he rolled his eyes as his patience wore thin.

      “We were due at the ballroom ten minutes ago.”

      “So go down without me!”

      “Not a chance. We’re buddies this week, remember?”

      Lulu flipped the bathroom door open with a hiss and stomped out to face him, all trace of her earlier good mood gone as she glared at him, “Stop saying that. We are not buddies, Connor. I figured it out, you know? It took me a while but I figured out that you’re watching over me so let me put you at ease. I’m not going to fuck things up for the happy couple so you can back off and go mess with someone else’s head for the rest of the week.”

      He wanted to say something. He knew he should have a response to her newest little tirade against him and why she didn’t want him around. But when he got a glimpse of her, his mind shorted out because once again she was wearing nothing but a bra and panties only this set was like nothing he’d ever seen before.

      “Are those Star Wars?” Is what came out of his mouth and Lulu faltered, her anger seeming to fade as she looked down at herself and realized what she was wearing too.

      The red and white undies were cut to look like little boy shorts. They covered more than the bikini had and more than the sexy lacy lingerie had. But he still felt himself growing hard behind his fly and his fingers flexed, wanting to strangle her for being so oblivious.

      “Yeah.” Lulu shrugged, a slight blush lighting up her pretty face as she shook her hips playfully, “Chewbacca. Rawr!”

      Connor didn’t laugh. He couldn’t. There wasn’t anything funny about Lulu in that moment. She was beautiful. Sexy as hell. She had a fire and a spirit about her that called to him. And yeah, she had a weird sense of personal boundaries and a little bit of a nerdy sci-fi streak but dammit why did she also have to be so damn stupid?

      She wasn’t. That was the thing. He knew she wasn’t stupid. She was a smart girl. But she was completely ignorant to what should have been as obvious as the nose on her face.

      He wasn’t watching over her for Derek. He wanted her as far away from Derek as possible. He didn’t even want her thinking about Derek. Connor was the one that wanted her and she either didn’t know or didn’t care that she was teasing the hell out of him with these brief flashes of skin and vulnerability.

      He grit his teeth. His cock was hard. His patience was gone. His fingers itched. His throat was tight and he knew if he said something, anything, that she was going to take it the wrong way so he didn’t say a word.

      Still, her smile fell as silence buzzed through the room, “Jeez, Connor, did you lose your sense of humor in the last five minutes?”

      “Yeah, I lost it, apparently in the same place you keep losing your fucking clothes.”

      Her eyes flashed wide at his rough voice and she stepped back from him as hurt crossed her pretty face, “Wow, ok. I didn’t realize you were such a prude. You’ve seen me dance a hundred times and I barely wear more than this on stage so I don’t understand your problem, but I’m sorry. You came into my room not the other way around so if you have a problem with what I’m wearing, maybe don’t come in here uninvited.”

      “I’m not a goddamn prude.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”

      “I came over here because we were supposed to go to dinner together and now I can see you’re still not dressed.” He growled, his own anger rising as she continued to play dumb, or be dumb, he couldn’t decide. “What I don’t see is why you think it’s okay to parade around in front of me in your underwear all the damn time! Do you think I want to be picturing you naked? Do you think that’s a good thing for me?”

      “I wasn’t aware you were picturing me naked but since I can see the thought makes you physically ill, I’ll be sure to put some clothes on.” Lulu’s voice cracked on the words as she spun towards the dresser to grab up a shirt laying on top and Connor cursed some more.

      He hadn’t wanted to fight with her. Not tonight. Not anymore. But damn if he could help himself now that they’d started. He couldn’t let it go now, especially not when she had the completely wrong idea about why he couldn’t be picturing her naked all the damn time.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t want to but considering she was oblivious to how much he wanted her it didn’t exactly make his life easy when he had to walk around with an erection every time he thought of her naked and in his arms.

      “Dammit, that’s not what I said! Stop twisting my words.”

      “No problem. No more twisting because I don’t want you to talk to me ever again.” She snapped at him over her shoulder but he had snapped too.

      He was sick of waiting for her to figure it out. He was sick of pretending this spark between them wasn’t real. He was sick of her taking everything he said and did as an insult when he never, ever, really meant it that way.

      “You only ever hear what you want to but you’re going to hear me. Now.” He grabbed her by the arm and spun her to face him, forcing her to meet his gaze, “Imagining you naked makes me the opposite of ill. You make me hard all the damn time. You, naked, wrapped around me is pretty much the only fantasy I ever have. You’re gorgeous and you’re sexy and you drive me fucking crazy. I don’t know if you really just don’t get that or if you’re playing dumb because you don’t want to get it, but I’m done playing games with you, Lulu. Stop walking around half-naked in front of me unless you want me to take it as an invitation to touch you and kiss you and fuck you until you don’t know which way is up or how you ever existed without me inside you. You got that?”

      His words were harsh. Dirty. A rough threat threaded with promise. They were all true though and he couldn’t keep them to himself anymore. But did they garner the reaction that he’d hoped for? No. Instead of responding, instead of saying something, anything, or even just pulling him closer, Lulu simply stared up at him with a dumbfounded look on her face as if she’d truly never expected him to utter anything along those lines to her.

      “You… want me?” The confusion in her pretty dark eyes nearly gutted him and he groaned at the self-doubt that Derek had put inside of her over the years.

      A woman as beautiful as Lulu, as smart and strong and fierce as Lulu, should have known that she was wanted. She should have thought every man in the world wanted her because to Connor, they did. Only he wanted her more. He always had and his biggest regret in that moment was not telling her so before now when he saw the doubt in her eyes.

      He softened his voice, “I’m not immune to you. I’m not him, Lu. I see you. I’ve always seen you. He never did but I do.”

      “Don’t.” Her confusion turned to wariness and she shook her head.

      “Don’t what? Tell you for the millionth time that you’re wasting your life pining for a man that doesn’t want you?”

      “Don’t.” She repeated but her voice caught and he refused to drop this now.

      “How about I tell you something you don’t already know? This man does. I want you and I’m fucking sick of pretending otherwise because you’re not ready to let go of him. I want you. I’ve always wanted you. Maybe I should’ve told you that before now. Maybe it would have helped you let go of him sooner and we might have gotten a chance before all of this but… I’m telling you now. I want you. I want all of you. The good and the bad and the crazy. That’s the truth so please see me. I’m standing right in front of you. See me.”

      Lulu was still shaking her head. Confusion and disbelief warred on her face. She looked at him as if she’d never laid eyes on him before and it nearly killed him when she spoke so softly it sliced like a knife.

      “You don’t want me. That’s not true. You don’t even like me. You fight with me and…”

      Connor couldn’t take it another second. Being this close to her. Feeling her smooth skin beneath his palm. Seeing the look of confusion on her pretty face and hearing her tell him that she didn’t believe what he was saying, that she didn’t believe what he felt was real, it was too much.

      He was done. So done. He’d told himself that he would wait until she was ready to hear what he had to say but she’d pushed him too far this time. He’d told her and she still didn’t believe him. So he’d show her instead.

      He tightened his grip on her, pulling her against the length of his body, and kissed her. Hard, it was too hard. She gasped against him at the contact but he didn’t give her a chance to push him away. He slid his tongue along the seam of her mouth, tasting her as her lips parted and the small little moan she made shred every last bit of his sanity.

      Her taste was like nothing he’d ever experienced. He’d wondered. He’d dreamed. But he’d never expected this. She tasted like sunshine and honey, sweet like candy, and he wanted to inhale her.

      His tongue stroked deep as he raised a hand and twisted it in her long, dark hair, pulling until she tilted her head back to give him more space. Her hands came up to his chest and his breath caught as he waited for her to shove him away. Instead, her arms traced up and over his shoulders, wrapping around his neck and when she pulled him even closer he groaned and shoved her backwards, pressing her against the wall as he took her mouth with all of the passionate emotions she’d always evoked in him.

      Love and hate. Fire and ice. He wanted to punish her and pleasure her all at the same time. His feelings for her had always been so conflicting but they were strong and now that he’d set them free, his head spun with the wonder of what it felt like to kiss this woman that he’d wanted in his arms for so long.

      She didn’t reject him.

      She kissed him back. She held him close. She moaned as he meshed their bodies together, running his hands over all the warm flesh she’d left open to him. She moved against him as he rocked his hips into her and stroked his tongue in and out of her mouth in the most filthy, suggestive way. She was right there with him.

      Lulu was his in that moment.

      She was liquid heat in his arms; all movement and need as she grasped at him, pulling him closer, rubbing her body against him. He slid his hand down to her ass and shifted her slightly, just enough that he could notch himself between her legs and she opened for him. She wrapped her calf around his, arching her hips so that he could press his aching cock against the mound between her legs.

      They both groaned at the contact.

      She was wet. He could feel her heat and dampness through the thin barrier of her panties as he slid his hand around her hip and down between them. He wanted to touch her. Needed to touch her. Needed so much more of her, all of her, everything she would give him.

      But just as he was finding the edge of her panties, about to slip his fingers inside and feel all of that hot, wet heat that was just for him, his phone buzzed in his back pocket.

      He jerked, surprised by the vibration and the sound. Lulu snapped back from his kiss so hard her head collided with the wall and she winced. He automatically loosened his hold on her hair, reaching up and back to stroke the spot that no doubt stung, but he knew as soon as she tensed that the moment was over.

      The real world had interrupted them and she had slipped from his grasp.

      Thinking not to upset her, he casually stepped back. He removed his hands from her and felt the loss of her heat. He took a deep breath, trying to put himself back together, to figure out what to say or do next but when he met her gaze again his heart crumbled.

      Lulu looked scared. Of him? Of this situation? Of his feelings or of hers? He didn’t know but he didn’t like it.

      She’d been right there with him and now she was gone. Her eyes were glassy and distant. He couldn’t read anything she was thinking. Worse, she was shaking slightly and looking at him with that gaze of confusion and wariness again.

      More than anything he wanted to pull her back into his arms and finish what he’d started. But this wasn’t the end of anything. It was the beginning. And now wasn’t the time for it considering she was still looking at him as if she was lost in a foreign land without a map or a guide for the language and his phone was still ringing in his back pocket.

      “Connor?” Lulu raised her fingers to her lips and he almost kissed her again when he heard his name in that sweet, slightly husky voice.

      Her beautiful mouth was red and swollen from the way he’d taken it. It was always lush, pouty and full, but knowing he was the one that had stained it red and left it glossy with moisture sent a surge of pride and possessiveness through him like nothing he’d ever felt.

      That mouth belonged to him now but he’d have to wait to claim the rest of her.

      “Go and fix the damage I did to your hair and makeup.” He attempted to smooth his own hair back into place and sighed, “And for the love of God, put on some clothes.”

      “Con…” She shook her head, her glassy eyes regaining focus and that mouth he loved so much beginning to thin with what he knew would be another argument that they didn’t have time for right now.

      “We’re going to be late as it is. You know that’s them calling. They’re wondering where we are and what we’re doing. Go and get dressed before they come looking for us, okay?”

      Lulu let out a shaky breath but ultimately nodded. She didn’t say a word. She just moved slowly past him. She looked absolutely wrecked and while he took a great sense of satisfaction in that, and in the fact that for once in her life she hadn’t argued with him, had simply gone to do what he told her to do, he also hated watching her walk away from him.

      Her dark eyes watched him as she disappeared behind the bathroom door. The last thing he saw was the way she bit into her bottom lip before the door clicked shut, completely closing him out this time. Once she was out of sight, Connor dropped to the edge of the bed and let his head fall into his hands.

      Fuck.

      It wasn’t supposed to have happened like that. He’d had a plan. To make her trust him. To make her see him. To make her understand that he wanted more than sex from her. But instead of taking his time and winning her over he’d yelled at her then all but attacked her and though she’d come willingly with him as he jumped over the edge of no return, he knew that his timing left a lot to be desired.

      He grabbed his phone out of his back pocket and looked at the screen. He had a text message and a missed call. It buzzed in his hand with a voicemail. All the messages were from their friends.  Their friends would come looking for them if they didn’t show their faces in the ballroom and soon.

      Derek would come looking for them and then what? Connor didn’t even want to imagine what Lulu would do if Derek was the one to find them together. He didn’t want to think of how she would try to hide Connor, get rid of him, ignore him and pretend that kiss had never happened and for what? All for a man that was marrying someone else in a few days time.

      Connor cursed under his breath again as he shot back a quick message that they’d be there soon and then tucked the phone away again.

      He knew that by now, even when they did appear in the ballroom, even if Lulu managed to put herself back into sorts and didn’t look as if she’d just nearly had an orgasm in his arms, Derek would ask why they were late. He would be there in the ballroom watching them and asking questions. And Derek was the last person in the world Connor wanted anywhere near either of them after what had just happened.

      He wanted to lock the door and keep Lulu to himself. He wanted to make her feel things she’d never felt before. He wanted to make her feel so good that she forgot that she’d ever wanted anyone but him.

      Instead, after a terrible ten minutes passed she came out of the bathroom. She was dressed in a short black dress and heels this time. Her makeup fixed and her hair smoothed into place. She looked put together but she didn’t quite look like Lulu.

      It wasn’t that her lips were still swollen. It wasn’t the slight flush that stained her cheeks when he stood and she saw him. It was the wariness that had crept into every one of her muscles and the way she held herself stiffly away from him, as if she was scared to get too close to him.

      He winced, “Lu…”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” She clipped at him instantly.

      “Lu…” He tried again, moving towards her, but she held up a hand that stopped him in his tracks.

      “I can’t do this right now, Connor. Like you said, they’re expecting us. Let’s just go and get this over with and then…” She trailed off and he didn’t know how she’d intended to finish the sentence.

      Then they would what? Talk? Continue? Pretend it had never happened?

      “Please?” She blinked up at him and for a split second he saw the Lulu that he’d fallen for, the girl that was so damn fragile one wrong word could shatter her. He’d never been the one with that kind of power over her. Those looks had always been Derek’s before now. And the realization that he’d gotten under her skin, finally, made his heart ache, “Please, if you meant anything you said to me tonight just… give me some time to figure it all out, okay?”

      “Of course.” He gave in immediately, not wanting to make things any worse, “Let’s just go.”

      But he knew that he couldn’t let it go. Not now. Not now that he knew what she tasted like. Not now that he knew she was liquid fire and passion in his arms. Not now that he knew she wanted him too.

      Maybe it confused her. Maybe it scared her. But she wanted him.

      She could have some time to think if she wanted, but she hadn’t asked for space so he intended to be right there with her all night, reminding her of just how damn good they could be together.
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      Lulu had never been so confused in her life. She’d always thought she knew exactly who she was. She’d known what she wanted. Even when she’d learned that she couldn’t have the life she wanted, the person she’d wanted, she’d still known where she stood.

      Until today. Until Connor had kissed her. Until he’d turned her world upside down.

      Connor Shaw had kissed her. He’d told her she was gorgeous and sexy and that he wanted her. He’d said he had always wanted her. And when she hadn’t believed his words, had thought he was still up to something, he’d shown her. Connor had kissed her like both of their lives depended on it.

      Connor had kissed her and she’d completely lost her footing.

      Her mind had been whirling ever since. Nonstop. Questioning everything. Every moment. Every interaction. Everything for the past twenty years of her life was suddenly flashing to her through a new filter, the Connor filter, without the mask of disapproval she’d always seen shading their relationship.

      He did disapprove. She hadn’t dreamed that. But now she had a small inkling of why it was that Connor had continued to dash her dreams of a life with Derek again and again.

      It wasn’t because he was rude or mean-spirited. It wasn’t because he had wanted to hurt her. He’d wanted her to face the truth, to give up on the man that had broken her heart so many times she was certain it would never fully heal.

      He’d needed her to face that truth before she’d be able to hear his. He knew her. He knew her better than she’d ever let herself believe he did.

      In his own way, Connor had helped her pick up the pieces of her heart again and again through the years. He’d distracted her from her pain and sadness. For the first time, she wondered if she gave him a chance, if he wouldn’t just pick up the pieces but help her heal too.

      She shook her head to clear the thoughts. It was crazy. She was crazy. One kiss and she was thinking of crazy things and possibilities.

      Just this afternoon she’d accused Sierra of being the insane one but as it turned out, the woman was really insightful, observant, and perhaps nowhere near as crazy as she liked for people to believe.

      Sierra had told Lulu that Connor wanted her. She’d been right. She’d pointed out the ways he had taken care of her throughout the day, made her smile and laugh, and pulled her out of her own head. Lulu hadn’t been willing to listen then but now, thinking on everything between them she could see it for herself.

      Connor had been taking care of her for a long time.

      Sierra had also said that Lulu wanted Connor though and she wasn’t entirely sure how the blonde had known that. She hadn’t known it herself. Not at the time. She’d known that her eyes had a tendency to linger on his beautiful features when he wasn’t looking. She’d known that her body reacted to his presence with heat that she’d never been able to completely explain away. But she hadn’t thought it was anything more than a simple chemical reaction to his superior gene sequence.

      But then he’d kissed her…

      Connor had kissed her and she hadn’t pushed him away. She’d never even considered it. As soon as his mouth had taken hers, she’d melted. She’d been overcome by the surge of desire that leapt inside of her.

      The part of herself that had always wondered what he would taste like, how he would kiss, why every woman that had ever been graced by his touch went all dreamy at just the sound of his name afterwards, had wanted that kiss, had needed it. She’d needed to know but it had been so much more than anything she’d ever expected.

      His hand in her hair had been firm and aggressive. His mouth had taken absolute possession of her. He’d held her right where he wanted her. He had been in total and complete control and she had been able to do nothing but accept the onslaught of his passion in that moment.

      She’d never experienced anything like it.

      The boyfriends she’d had, the lovers she’d taken, none of them had ever been so demanding. Never been so thorough. Never forced her to feel every ounce of desire, every spark, with nothing but the stroke of their tongue and their hands on her body.

      When that phone had interrupted Connor and his kiss, she’d felt on the verge of coming apart at the seams. She would have climaxed the minute he touched her. Maybe even before. He’d driven her so high, so fast, that when the kiss had ended so suddenly she’d felt like all of the oxygen had been sucked away from her. When he’d pulled back, pulled away, she’d felt like she lost the ability to breathe. She still wasn’t sure she was breathing properly because she kept getting bouts of dizziness as she spun across the dance floor.

      The instructor Aubrey had hired to teach them the steps to the all-important first dance the wedding party would be doing kept clapping and yelling out tips and counting steps. His voice rang in her ears. It was the only thing she heard over the sound of her own thunderous thoughts that kept asking…

      Now what?

      “Darlin, you’re giving my ego a hell of a bruising you know that?”

      She blinked and glanced up into a set of playful, dark brown eyes that she’d known all her life, “Sorry, what?”

      “Exactly.” Dean chuckled. “You haven’t heard a word I said, have you?”

      She must have winced because her current dance partner only laughed again. He led her awkwardly through the next round of steps without commenting. She hadn’t even realized he’d been talking to her. In all honesty, because they kept changing partners every few minutes to make sure the dance would go off flawlessly, she couldn’t even remember when it had gone from Reed guiding her across the floor to Dean.

      She could dance all day and night without giving the steps a second thought. Dance was her life. It always had been. She’d been practicing ballet since she was a kid. She’d taken up ballroom as a teen. She’d tried jazz and tap and hip hop and everything in between. If it had a beat that she could get lost in, Lulu fell in love with it.

      She’d made dance her career. Teaching classes at the fitness center back in Fate. Doing shows across the state with a local troupe when she found the time.

      Dancing flowed through her veins so she wasn’t surprised in the least that she’d been following the instructors steps even as she zoned out and didn’t hear Dean’s voice.

      “Sorry. Distracted I guess.”

      “I’d say so.” Dean only shrugged good naturedly, “You want to talk about it?”

      “Definitely not.” She returned his smile and he nodded.

      “Not appropriate for little brother ears huh?”

      That made her laugh a little as their feet got tangled and it took them a moment to get back on track. As much as she’d always hated when Derek said she was like the sister he’d never had, she’d always considered Dean family. He really was like a little brother to her. He’d spent years chasing behind her and Derek on his bike and climbing up trees after them. She would always think of him as that adorable, cherub faced little boy that wore Spiderman pajamas even if he was over six feet, two hundred pounds of pure man, muscle and lady-killing charm these days.

      “It’s cool. I get it.”

      “For the record, there’s plenty of things I don’t need to hear about your life as well.” She teased.

      “But I always have the best stories.”

      She laughed again even as she heard the instructor call for a change of partners. Dean laughed with her. He was already beginning to step back away from her, to move on, when a big figure cast a shadow over him. She looked up and her breath caught.

      “Connor.” Dean grinned.

      “Scram kid.” He didn’t smile, “This one is mine.”

      Dean chuckled and gave a mock bow before moving away. Lulu gaped up at Connor as he moved into her personal space. She was in too much shock over what he’d just said to even argue when he wrapped an arm around her and pulled her closer than any of her previous dance partners had dared.

      “What were you two laughing about?” He asked, voice rough and serious.

      She stared up at him mutely. He’d called her his. To Dean. Surely she should have some sort of comeback for that. She wasn’t his… anything. Not really. Just yesterday she’d have called him an enemy. Today, he’d started to become a friend. Then he’d kissed her and twisted everything she thought about him up in knots.

      Connor raised one eyebrow, “You’re not going to tell me?”

      She frowned at him. Frowned at the way he so easily guided her across the dance floor. She had only a vague memory of dancing with Reed but she remembered him stepping on her foot. Dean had nearly tripped them at least twice. Connor though, Connor held her with confidence and surety, guiding her exactly where he wanted her to go, leading her as if he’d been doing it for years.

      And just when the hell had Connor learned to dance like this? And with who? And why did the thought of him learning to dance with someone else annoy her so much all of a sudden?

      “Do you have any idea how jealous it makes me when you laugh for one of them?” He lowered his voice when she remained quiet. “I want your laughs. I want your smiles. I hated seeing Reed and Dean touch you, even innocently. I’ve wanted you back in my arms since the moment I let you go.”

      Lulu sucked in a shaky breath and stared. His blue eyes twinkled and the chandelier overhead sparked gold off his hair. His lips were just a few inches away and if she leaned up, she could kiss him again. Take another taste of that deep, sensual, bourbon and chocolate taste of him that made her insides melt. She pulled her gaze away and swallowed hard.

      She had to stop this whirlwind going on inside her.

      “Are you really not going to talk to me?” Connor’s hand slid up her back in the gentlest caress and she fought off a shiver of awareness.

      Right. Talking. He wanted to talk and she was being a mute idiot.

      She shook her head, “I told you earlier that I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Okay. I can think of much better ways to put that sassy mouth of yours to use.”

      She growled at the classic Connor comment that made her want to smack him, “You’re an asshole.”

      “You’re right. I’m the asshole that isn’t afraid to say the things you don’t want to admit you already know.” He only smirked down at her, igniting both a heat of desire and anger in equal measure.

      Had it always been both? Was she only tricking herself into thinking it was the latter? Or was she just so lonely that she would accept even the attention of this man that she didn’t like all that much?

      “I hate you. I know that.”

      “No. You don’t.” He sighed, twisting them around the next turn gracefully before catching her gaze again, “You just hate that I’m willing to admit what you can’t. Holding onto those dreams of you and Dare were pointless. You knew that. You knew it long before we got to this point, Lu.”

      “Shut up.”

      “It was never going to be him for you. He can’t handle you. Never had a clue what to do with all that wild, untapped energy inside you, but I do. I get you. I match you. Now that you’re finally starting to realize that you know, just like I do, that it always should’ve been us.”

      She snorted, “A match? You think we’re a match? We’re more like fire and gasoline.”

      “Mmm.” Connor smirked, his body brushing against hers suggestively, his voice low and husky and just at her ear, “Just imagine the explosion.”

      “Stop it.” She whispered but her voice was too soft to be a deterrent.

      Her breathing had sped up and it didn’t have a thing to do with the dancing. It was him. His hands on her body. His masculine scent in her nose. His heat radiating all around her. Her body reacted to him and to his taunts that had begun to feel more like promises.

      Sierra was right. All the fighting they did? It definitely felt like foreplay now.

      “Just admit what your body already knows. You want me just as bad as I want you.”

      “You’re delusional.” She shot back the only thing she could think of because her body was a traitorous bitch and even her mind felt cloudy in his presence.

      “You want to talk delusional? You’re so wound up just from that one kiss, from thinking about it, about me, I bet I could make you come within minutes of touching you. Tell me I’m wrong.” He all but dared her to deny it but she managed to roll her eyes.

      “Minutes? What am I? Fast food?”

      He chuckled at that, “Fine. I’ll get you off fast the first time and then I’ll take it slow. I’ll make you come so many times you lose count. I bet nobody’s ever given you multiple orgasms.”

      “You’re an arrogant bastard.” She sniffed at him defensively, worried he would see right through her, “I’ll have you know Barney gets me off as fast as I need him to, as many times as I want. He makes me come so hard I see stars.”

      “Barney?” His voice was practically a growl, “Who the hell is Barney? You got a big purple friend I don’t know about?”

      “Mmhmm.” She blinked up at him as innocently as she could because if he thought he could tease her, then two could play at that game, “A big, purple headed friend that hits spots you couldn’t find with a map and compass.”

      “Jesus Christ.” He muttered under his breath and she barely contained a giggle when he tilted his head to the sky as if he was looking for patience. His blue eyes were hot when he finally looked back at her. “Your vibrator? You named your vibrator Barney.”

      “Seemed fitting.” She shrugged. “He’s big and purple and all about making me feel good.”

      Lulu bit her lip when Connor groaned. She could feel his cock pressing against her belly even through their clothes. Her panties were damp from the game they were playing. If she was honest with herself, he was right and she’d been wet from the moment he touched her. She had to clench her thighs together when he licked his lips and pinned her with a look of blatant desire.

      “Fuck, baby.” He was practically panting, “Just thinking about you laid out in bed, naked, pleasuring yourself, it’s so fucking hot. I want to see that so damn bad.”

      Had he just called her baby?

      She blinked, frowned, then blinked at him again. That was not at all the response she’d expected out of him. And just like that, the game twisted right out of her control and she realized she’d lost whatever upper hand she’d thought she had.

      She shook her head, “Not a chance.”

      “Someday you’ll show me.” Connor sighed, “Someday you’re going to show me everything that gets you off.”

      She let out a shaky breath. She had no reply for that. Her denials were beginning to sound forced even to herself.

      “Do you know how much it turns me on thinking about watching you fuck yourself with that big, purple friend of yours?”

      Lulu swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry as images of that looped through her mind. She could barely hear above the blood pounding in her ears. Her breasts had swelled with anticipation. She could feel it in the tightening of her dress. It turned her on too, thinking about Connor watching her, but still she tried to right her course.

      “Doesn’t the idea of me getting off without you make you… I don’t know…” She trailed off when he cocked an eyebrow at her.

      “Jealous? Hell yeah. I’m jealous of a sex toy right now. I want to be the one giving you pleasure. I want to be the one making you moan. I want it to be my name you scream when you come apart. But if you want to play with your purple friend, you just let me know when and where. I’ll watch you play until you drive me out of my mind and then I’ll claim your ass while you fuck yourself on your toy.”

      Lulu’s breath hitched and Connor smirked. She was definitely the one panting by the time he finished that little fantasy but she tried to hide it. Her cheeks felt red, the flush coasting down her neck and warming her entire body. The ache between her thighs was downright irritating and she needed relief but she refused to let Connor know that.

      “You’re not planting a flag in my ass like Columbus discovering a new world, Connor.”

      He laughed, “God, you’re a firecracker. I love that sassy mouth of yours. I loved finally getting to kiss it. You haven’t been able to stop thinking about it, have you? Nobody’s ever kissed you like I kiss you. Admit it.”

      “Go to hell.”

      “Spending the past ten years near you and not being able to touch you has been exactly that, baby.” Connor caught her eyes and held her there, mesmerized, “But now that I’ve had your mouth, I intend to have the rest of you. You want it too. I can see it in those pretty eyes of yours every time you look at me now. You want to know what its like for me to claim every inch of you, don’t you? You won’t have to wait much longer. Neither of us will.”

      “Wh-what does that mean?” She hated the stutter in her voice, especially when he only smiled at her in return.

      “You’re gonna come to me tonight.”

      “Like hell I am.” She frowned, “You cocky bastard, I’m not…”

      “And, switch.” The loud voice of their dance instructor commanded once again and Connor stopped dancing and slid a hand to her chin.

      “Come to my room tonight, Lulu.”

      “Never going to happen.” She glared back up at him but his lips only curved upwards into that knowing smirk.

      “Whatever you say, Lu. Whatever you say.”

      She narrowed her eyes. She hated it when he said that. Like what she was saying was cute but clearly untrue and he was just waiting for her to realize it.

      “Cutting in.” Derek’s voice came from next to them, making Lulu jump and Connor drop his hand.

      “Of course.” Connor smiled but it didn’t quite reach his eyes when he looked at their best friend, “All yours.”

      Without a backwards glance, he turned and walked away and Lulu’s eyes followed him. Something about seeing the distance he put between them made her heart feel heavy. That smile that hadn’t really been a smile had cut at her insides and made her wonder how many times she’d missed those tense interactions between the two men.

      All this time, she’d assumed she was the only one hurting because of her obsession. Now she wondered if she hadn’t been wrong about that too. If Connor had really felt all of those things he said he did, all this time, and she’d been blind to it… Oh God. She felt a little lightheaded as she realized what it meant.

      She’d been hurting him the same way Derek hurt her.

      “Lulu?”

      She jerked her attention back to the voice she would recognize anywhere and found Derek holding out his hand expectantly. All around them, the couples had switched off partners and begun dancing again. Derek was standing less than a foot from her and he’d had to say her name to get her attention.

      That might be a first in the history of their entire friendship.

      “Sorry. Yeah.” She took his hand and let him hold her at a respectable distance as they fell into the steps with the music.

      “You okay?” His voice was soft, concerned, and she could see the worry that sparkled in his dark eyes.

      “Yeah. Fine. Why?”

      “You look flushed.”

      Lulu giggled but the sound was all wrong. Her voice was off. She felt like she was lying to her best friend and she supposed that she was. She wasn’t fine. She was definitely flushed. And there was no way she could tell him why.

      “It’s hot in here, with all the wine and the dancing. I think its just going to my head.”

      Another lie. The only thing going to her head was Connor. His kiss had felt like taking a shot of whiskey. It had burned her from the inside out and even now she could taste him on her lips.

      “So you and Connor weren’t fighting then?”

      “Huh? No.” She shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts.

      She could barely hold onto the thread of the conversation Derek was trying to have with her. That was definitely a first. Usually Derek was the one that invaded her thoughts when he shouldn’t be there. Yet now he was right here, inches from her, their hands and bodies entwined in a dance, and she couldn’t focus on anything but the man that been doing his damndest to push Derek from her mind for years.

      He’d succeeded. Connor had finally succeeded, she realized. Derek had been there with them most of the day. He’d been there on the beach but she’d barely given him a second look. She hadn’t bemoaned her loss while she watched him with Aubrey. She’d been too busy fighting with Connor. And now? After the things he’d said, after the way he’d kissed her and touched her in her room, he was the only thing she could think about.

      It was crazy. She was crazy. She couldn’t want Connor, couldn’t ache to feel his hands on her again, couldn’t yearn for his taste. She couldn’t actually be considering letting him be right and going to him tonight but God, he was right.

      She wanted Connor.

      “Well that’s a first.”

      “What?” Lulu’s voice came out shrill again and she had to fight down a surge of panic.

      Had Derek read her mind? Did he know? Could he tell that things between her and Connor had changed?

      “If you and Con weren’t fighting, that’s a first.” Derek only smiled easily and perfectly executed a complicated turn in the dance they were learning. “Usually you two are at each other’s throats.”

      “Oh, that… yeah.” She tried to steady herself and focus.

      “I’m glad you two seem to be getting along a little better. I’ve always wished you two were better friends. That’s why, when he asked to be paired with you this week, I went ahead and said yes even though I worried you’d end up killing each other.”

      Her eyebrows shot skyward, “Wait, what? He asked to be paired with me?”

      “For all the buddy games, yeah. He wanted you two to be partners. It’s why you’re roomed together in the bungalows too. He thought maybe you two could find a way to be friends if you were in forced proximity.” Derek laughed, completely missing her shocked expression, “I thought you’d ask for a room change within the first eight hours but… I guess he was right.”

      Lulu gaped at the things she was hearing. Connor had asked to be paired with her. He’d wanted to be near her. He hadn’t been lying. He had been working an angle but it wasn’t at all the one she’d thought he was working. Even when she’d said she was going to murder Derek for putting them together, Connor had let her believe that he had no say in the matter but he had. He’d wanted this. He’d wanted her. Just like he said he did.

      “…and it was nice knowing he would look out for you while I was busy with my grooms duties and making sure Aubrey was taken care of.” Derek was still talking and Lulu caught back up to what he was saying when he smiled, “You two have always been like oil and water but if I can’t look after you, I’m glad that Connor is there to do it. He’s a good guy.”

      “He’s a pain in the ass.” Lulu retorted automatically, her eyes drifting to the man they were discussing.

      “Well, yeah, he’s that too.” Derek laughed, “But he means well. He’s probably the most honest person I’ve ever met. He doesn’t beat around the bush. He’ll tell you the truth even if you don’t want to hear it. He can be rough around the edges but ultimately, he’s only ever doing what he thinks is right.”

      Jesus, Lulu bit into her bottom lip. She remembered at dinner the previous night when Aubrey had called Connor laid-back and Lulu had wondered if the woman knew him at all. Now, just a day later, she couldn’t help but wonder if she did.

      It was like, all this time, he’d been wearing a mask, or rather, maybe she had. Maybe she’d been wearing blinders when it came to him. They’d been ripped off today and now, for the first time, she truly saw Connor.

      She’d hated him for so long just because he told her things she didn’t want to face. But he’d been right. She just hated to admit when he was right. She didn’t hate him. She hated what he’d represented to her. Letting go of Derek, admitting she was wrong, accepting that everything she’d wanted would never be hers.

      Connor turned suddenly with his new dance partner, as if he could sense her gaze on him. He caught her staring and his smile widened knowingly. He shot her a quick wink and she rolled her eyes before looking away.

      Cocky bastard. She shouldn’t want him even more knowing he’d been looking after her all this time but she did. God help her, she thought she really might prove him right once and for all and go to him tonight.

      The way he’d kissed her, the way he’d touched her, the way he’d looked at her ever since… she felt wanted for the first time in so long and that was something she feared could become really, really addicting if she gave him half a chance.
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      Connor had paced back and forth so long the carpet beneath his feet was starting to show the wear. He stared at the small doorway that had been shut when he got back to his room after dance lessons. He’d lost track of Lulu for one damn minute while he tried to politely tell Amber that he wasn’t interested and now there was a wall between him and Lulu that he couldn’t even begin to scale.

      Fuck.

      He stopped pacing and sat down on the edge of the bed. He checked the clock on the nightstand. It was late but it wasn’t too late. She could still change her mind. He stared at the doorway, willing her to knock and then cursing violently when the room remained quiet.

      He was such a masochist. He was really considering going after her. Even though he’d put the ball in her court and told her he would be waiting. She hadn’t come to him. She’d ditched him. She wasn’t ready to face what he could give her.

      He should let her be. He knew that. Hell, his heart wasn’t up to the disappointment. He should just go to bed, leave it for tomorrow, and figure out a new plan then.

      “Fuck it.” He stood and rushed for the door that led to her room. He wasn’t going down that easy. If she thought she could simply avoid him then she had another thing coming. He was tired of being ignored. He jerked his door open, fully prepared to bang his way through the door on her side, but he pulled up short to keep from running her over because Lulu was standing on the other side, her hand up as if she’d been about to knock. His heart fucking stopped. “Lu?”

      “I’d only be using you.”

      He growled when she instantly tried to put parameters on what she was doing and why, “Shut up.”

      He grabbed her by the arm and jerked her through the doorway. He kicked it shut behind them. He backed her against the wall and loved the way her eyes went wide when he crowded her.

      “I’m only using you as a distraction.”

      “I said, shut up.” He slid his hand into her hair but the defiant way she tilted her chin up only made his cock hard.

      God he loved that fire that lit her up from the inside out. Of course she wasn’t going to make this easy for him. She wouldn’t be Lulu if she wasn’t simultaneously pissing him off and making him hard.

      “I’m telling you up front that I’m using you for your body. You’re hot and I want to get off. Rumor has it, you’re good at that kind of thing so this should be right up your alley. One night. No strings or feelings. This is just sex. It isn’t anything more than that.”

      “Whatever you need to tell yourself, dollface.”

      Her dark eyes flashed, “Don’t call me that.”

      “You’re right.” He traced her stubborn chin, “You’re not a doll. You’re a woman. You’re strong and you make your own choices. You came here to use me? Then use me, Lu.”

      He backed up a step, giving her space, and watched her dark brows knit together. He smirked. She hadn’t expected him to let her take control. Good. He liked it when she was a little off balance.

      If she’d expected him to simply go caveman on her, she knew him better than she realized. Because he wanted to. He wanted to strip her down and take her hard and fast. He wanted to fuck her until she went hoarse from screaming his name. He wanted to brand her, mark her, claim her. Make it so she knew whom she belonged to.

      But that was what he wanted.

      It wasn’t what Lulu needed.

      Not yet.

      He’d seen the flash of hurt when he used that old endearment. That wasn’t his word to use. That was Derek’s and he didn’t want her thinking about the other man at all when he was finally touching her. Besides, Derek had been wrong. Lulu had always been far stronger than either of them gave her credit.

      She’d come to him tonight even though she was still wary. Even though she wasn’t sure why. She was trying to give him new rules to play by in order to make it seem like she was in control because she wasn’t ready to face that this was exactly where she was supposed to be.

      She needed to be the one in control this time. She needed to own this as her decision. She wasn’t going to look back on tonight and say he’d seduced her in a weak moment. She wasn’t going to twist this around in her head later and claim he took advantage.

      This was about her. She’d made the decision to come here. She wanted to believe it was just about sex? Fine, at least for now. He could give her that. He’d give her whatever she needed.

      He held his hands out at his sides when she continued to eye him warily, “You want my body? It’s yours. Do with it what you want. I only have one demand and it’s non-negotiable.”

      “There’s always a catch with you, isn’t there?” She rolled her eyes but he wasn’t playing, not anymore.

      “You don’t close your eyes.”

      “What?”

      “While you’re using me, you look at me, Lu. You don’t close your eyes. You don’t look away. You see me. You don’t pretend I’m him. I’m never going to be him. So, see me. Be here, tonight, with me.”

      Lulu’s dark eyes went soft at his demand and his heart lurched in his chest when he saw her finally, finally, begin to understand him.

      That was his truth. The one thing he wouldn’t and couldn’t budge on. Not with her. Not after all this time. He wanted her. Hell, he’d always wanted her. But he wouldn’t be a stand-in for the man she couldn’t have. He wouldn’t let her pretend he was someone else, not even if he thought he’d die without her touch. He wouldn’t let her touch him and be thinking of Derek.

      “I know who I’m with, Connor.” Lulu spoke softly, her eyes never leaving his as she closed the space between them, “You were right, okay? I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you. You turned everything I thought I knew upside down and the only thing I know for sure is that I want you. You. Arrogant, annoying, pain in the ass, so sexy it hurts to look at you sometimes. You. I want you.”

      His heart ached, “Then I’m yours.”

      Lulu stopped just in front of him, her dark eyes serious as she looked up at him, “You really mean that don’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      She tiptoed up, her hands going around his neck as she pulled him down to her and kissed him. Eyes open. Looking at him. She took his mouth and whatever pieces of his heart that hadn’t already been hers, she took them too.

      “Kiss me, Connor.” She whispered against his lips, “Kiss me like you kissed me earlier. Kiss me like nobody but you has ever kissed me. That’s how it feels when you touch me… Iike there’s never been anyone else.”

      “Fuck. Lu.” He groaned as his control snapped and he hauled her into his arms the way he knew she wanted.

      Lulu moaned when he took her mouth. Her eyes drifted shut but he let her get away with it. His own wanted to shut too. He wanted to bask in the feel of having her in his arms, of knowing her taste. She was like a drug working its way through his system, making him high even as he drowned in her.

      He slid his hands to her ass and lifted her easily. She wrapped her long, graceful legs around him and his cock ached. He could feel her heat through the thin shorts she was wearing. He needed more than just the tease of her this time. He needed to feel her, touch her, taste her.

      He ripped his mouth away and growled when she rocked her hips against him, “Now? Now is when you decide to start wearing clothes in front of me?”

      Lulu’s laugh was sweet against his neck before her teeth scored him, “You’re wearing too many clothes too. Take them off.”

      “Your wish…”

      “My command.” She giggled again as he dropped her cute little ass onto the dresser. Her dark eyes were hooded when he pulled back enough to reach for the hem of his shirt. He dragged it over his head and dropped it to the floor and then started to reach for hers to do the same but her touch on his skin took his breath away, “You’re so beautiful.”

      “I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.” He smirked when she shot him a dirty look.

      “Just returning the favor.”

      “Ah, so you did hear me call you beautiful? Good to know.” He whipped her shirt off and hissed a breath at what was underneath. No playful underwear. No sexy lingerie. Nothing but smooth, creamy, hot skin. He palmed her perky little breasts, running his thumbs over the hard little nubs.

      “Con.” Her back arched, pressing her breasts into his hands, “Please.”

      “Please what?” He teased as he plucked at her nipples. “What do you want from me, baby?”

      “I…” Her voice caught when he pinched her nipple, “I want you to do to me whatever it is you do to those groupies of yours that makes them go all dreamy over you.”

      He chuckled, “You want the dream package huh?”

      “Yes.”

      “No.” He smirked when she glared at him, “You’re not ready for that yet.”

      “You son of a…”

      He ducked his head and sucked on her pretty pink nipples. Lulu’s cursing turned to a moan and he groaned when her hands came up and gripped his hair. He licked and sucked her perfect little breast and when she tried to steer him by tugging on his hair, he only went slower.

      He was rewarded with more cursing and he smiled against her hot flesh.

      So she’d heard the stories had she? About what a good time he was in the bedroom? He hadn’t thought for a second that she hadn’t. Hell, if anything he’d wanted her to hear those little bits of gossip. He could be an arrogant asshole. She was right about that. But he’d earned every single one of those stories by being a selfless, patient and doting lover.

      Did he like being in control? Hell yeah. But being in control meant taking care of the person sharing his bed even if it was only for a few hours.

      He’d never been in a committed relationship. He wasn’t the kind to date and make promises to one woman when his heart belonged to another. And Lulu had owned him for years, even if she hadn’t known it at the time. So he’d kept things casual with the women that threw themselves into his arms. He’d made them feel good and then sent them on their way. Now that he finally had the one woman his heart and his cock both ached for, there wasn’t a chance in hell he was going to rush them to the finish line.

      “Connor.” Lulu gasped his name as he sucked hard and then popped her nipple free from his mouth.

      He eyed his handiwork, squeezing and thumbing her breasts. They were swollen and red. Wet from his mouth. Her nipples so hard he knew they were like a livewire tied to that sweet heat between her legs. He strummed the aching peaks again and when Lulu wiggled, her thighs clenching together, he smirked.

      “So damn beautiful.” He leaned back up and took her mouth softly, “Love seeing you like this for me.”

      “You just get off on torturing me.” She bit his bottom lip and he chuckled when she tried to wrap her legs around his waist again.

      “Maybe.” He admitted against the hollow of her throat, “Maybe you deserve a little torture for all the times you made me hard without even trying. Without even noticing. Without realizing how damn bad I wanted you.”

      “Con…” Her voice went soft again when he sucked at her sweet skin, sucked until he was certain it would leave a mark.

      Instead of getting lost in his head thinking about just how long he’d waited for this woman, he slid his fingers into the sides of the shorts she was wearing and pulled them down. Lulu gasped when he jostled her out of her clothes. Sexy little brat. No underwear either. He was going to spank her for that but right now wasn’t the time.

      Right now, he had the woman of his dreams sitting atop a dresser, completely naked. Her dark eyes were hooded with desire as she looked back at him. Her hair was tangled from his hands. Her lips and breasts were swollen and red from his kisses. The bruise he’d left at the hollow of her throat was sexy as hell but the thing that made his hands shake and the blood in his body boil was the way she didn’t try to hide herself from him. She let him look at her, completely bare, and when his eyes traced the slim curve of her hip to the mound between her legs she opened wider for him.

      “You said you’d been imagining me naked.” Her voice was husky when she smirked back at him, “Is this what you imagined?”

      “Better.” His own voice was rough, “You’re better than anything I could’ve imagined.”

      “Your turn. I want to see you too.”

      “You been imagining me naked, Lu?” He started to grin but she didn’t laugh the way he expected her to.

      Instead she met his gaze, those dark eyes hot with need and nodded, “Yes. More often than I care to admit.”

      “Fuck.” He groaned as his cock twitched. “Love hearing that. You want my cock, Lu?”

      “You know I do.”

      “You’re gonna get it. I swear you’re gonna get it. But the minute my pants come off I’m gonna want to be inside you and there’s something I have to know first.”

      Lulu growled, annoyance flaring on her pretty face just as he’d known it would and God, he really was a sick son of a bitch for playing with her like this. For wanting her anger and fire just as much as he wanted her softness and vulnerability.

      “More demands?” She hissed at him through slitted eyes, “Because I thought you said your body was mine to use tonight so…”

      “I said my body was yours. It is. But you’re not using it properly.”

      “Are you giving me a fucking lesson now?”

      “My body was made to make yours feel good, Lu. So let me make you feel good.” He slid his hands to her thighs and pressed, pushing them apart as he dropped to his knees and he swallowed a smile when she gasped and clutched at his hair. “I have to know what you taste like. I promised I’d let you come fast the first time, remember? So fall apart for me baby and then I’ll put you back together. I’ll always put you back together. Remember that.”

      “Con…” That wariness was back in her voice and he knew that he was pushing his luck talking to her like this.

      She’d only agreed to come to him tonight because she wanted sex. She wanted his body. She wasn’t ready to admit he could give her so much more than that if she’d just let him. So instead of giving her a chance to second-guess him or this, he wrapped his arms around her, pulled her ass to the edge of the dresser, and buried his face in her sweet pussy.

      “Oh, God!” There wasn’t an ounce of wariness in her voice when her body jerked beneath him and opened to let him take more.

      “Mmm, so good.” He hummed against her mound, reveling in the taste of her.

      Sweet like honey and all for him. He licked the sweet cream from between her legs and groaned when she shuddered. Close. She was already so damn close and he’d barely touched her. If he could have paused in his ministrations for even a second he might have pressed her to admit she’d been wet for him all night but he couldn’t seem to stop drinking down her sweet taste as she moaned and arched and shook apart beneath his mouth.

      Her hands in his hair, pulling at him, was the sweetest sting. He wanted her to cover him in scratch marks. Hickies. Anything. Anything that would prove that this was really happening. That she was here, with him, and this wasn’t a dream.

      He wasn’t sure he could bear waking up to find out this was just another fantasy.

      “Connor! Oh, God, Connor!” His name from those lips was the sweetest prayer and he felt what she was trying to tell him as her body tensed around his seeking tongue and fingers. She’d found the crest and was riding it higher and higher. He hummed against her slick folds and she cried out, “Oh, God, yes.”

      Her body jerked and rolled. Her back arched and her legs fell open even wider. Her nails scratched at him as she held him in place, keeping his face where she wanted it as the ecstasy of her orgasm spiraled through her. And he didn’t move, couldn’t even look away, because knowing that he was responsible for giving her that much pleasure filled him with an odd sense of accomplishment the likes of which he’d never felt before.

      His heart ached at the beauty of her. This wild and feisty woman that he’d wanted for so long. He’d known it would be like this between them. The arguments and the fighting, the way her fire called to his own. They were good together dammit. Just like he’d known they would be.

      Slowly, he eased back from her as the trembling passed. She was a beautiful puddle of sweat and come. She’d trusted him enough to fall apart, trusted that he would put her back together just like he’d promised. A sweet, lazy smile curled at her lips as he stood and his heart double-tapped as he committed this moment to his memories. He’d waited a long time for her to look at him like that.

      “Mmmm…” She stretched, rolling upright from where she’d slumped boneless after her orgasm, “I thought you said I wasn’t ready for the dream package?”

      Connor barked out a laugh as he gathered her into his arms, nuzzled her neck and hair and soothed her in the aftermath of her climax, “That wasn’t the dream package, baby. That was just me worshiping you the way you deserve to be worshiped each and every day.”

      Lulu licked her lips as she looked up at him. He couldn’t read whatever was going on behind those dark eyes in that moment. She surprised him when she raised her hand to his cheek and held his gaze as she pushed up and kissed him softly and slowly, sweetly, with her eyes on his and more emotion than he could stand to see on her pretty face.

      “I have this feeling…” Her dark lashes covered her eyes from him as she stroked his cheek, “I think if I’m not really careful, I could become addicted to the sweet words that come out of that filthy mouth of yours, Connor Shaw.”

      His heart thudded and he wound his fingers in her hair, forcing her to meet his gaze, “Then be an addict, Lu. Because now that I’ve tasted you, now that I’ve watched you come apart, I don’t intend to ever stop. I’m addicted to you so I think its only fair you become addicted to me.”

      Her lips curled slightly, “We don’t make any sense, Con. All we do is fight.”

      “Which just means we’ll get to have a lot of make up sex.” He smirked when she laughed lightly, “Just give me a chance ok? Because you know as well as I do this is about more than you wanting my body.”

      “Hmm.” Lulu trailed her fingers down his chest, finding the path between his muscles and meeting his gaze bold as she pleased when she cupped his cock through his pants. “I still want this.”

      He groaned when she squeezed him lightly, “It’s yours.”

      “No, I want it right now.” She licked her lips, “You said I could have it yet you’re still wearing pants. Take them off, Con. I want to make you feel good too.”

      He cursed under his breath but backed up to give himself a little space. His cock was harder than a steel pole. He was dripping pre-come. The wet spot on the front of his boxer briefs was proof of how worked up he was. He’d wanted to be inside Lulu since he’d figured out what the thing between his legs was used for. And now she was here, naked and flushed from her climax, watching him undress with so much heat in her eyes that he felt burned, and he wasn’t sure he would even last.

      He dropped his pants to the floor and groaned when Lulu eyed him up and down and then prowled down from her perch on the dresser. He stepped back, nearly tripped over their discarded clothes, and had to catch himself. Lulu kept coming at him and when the back of his knees hit the bed, she pushed him in the chest, forcing him to sit down with a thump.

      “Lu…” His voice was rough as he realized with her standing and him sitting that her beautiful breasts were at eye level, “You can’t play with me. Not this time. I’ve wanted you for too long. I need it too bad. Don’t play with me, baby. Please.”

      She stopped just in front of him and tilted his head back. Their eyes met and that softness was back in hers. Maybe before tonight she’d never realized just how much power she had over him, but she did now. She coasted her fingers through his hair and then bent down and brushed her lips over his.

      His hands automatically went to her waist, pulling her closer. Lulu must have read his mind or known what he wanted because she slid one leg up and over, straddling him as she crawled onto his lap. Her sweet little body fit him so well. She rolled her hips and his cock twitched, knowing it was as close to heaven as he’d likely ever get. Lulu moaned and did it again, causing him to curse.

      “Lu…”

      “Not playing with you, Con.” Her body shivered slightly, “Just slowing down a little. Don’t want this to be over yet.”

      “It’s not. We’re not. We’re just getting started.” He gasped as he felt her small hand coast down his abs, finding and circling his aching member, “Fuck me, Lu. Ride me. I’m not going to last long once I get into your tight little body so just, fuck me already and put me out of my misery.”

      Lulu’s smile was slow and sexy, “Poor Con, it’s killing you letting me take control isn’t it?”

      He smiled back at her, “Is it that obvious?”

      “I enjoy making you miserable a little too much probably.” She kissed him lightly and then lifted her hips, positioning him at her entrance and then sliding down on top of him, “But I can’t keep it up, not when you make me feel so good. Oh God, yes.”

      Connor groaned, his hands tightening on her hips as she began to work him over. Up and down, her body bounced on top of him to a rhythm all her own. She rolled her hips and he smacked her ass playfully. She gasped but she must not have minded because she slammed her mouth down on his and kissed the living hell out of him. Her tongue did filthy, suggestive things to his as her tight body stroked him deep and her breasts bounced against his chest.

      She was fucking perfect.

      His match in every way.

      She was his. Finally.

      “That’s it. Ride me.” He guided her hips when her movements turned jerky. She was close again. Something he would gloat about later. Map and a compass his ass. He’d make her come so many times she’d be drunk on orgasms and him and never want to leave his bed.

      “Oh, God… God… Yes.” Lulu tilted her head back as she cried out and her body squeezed him tight. “Connor!”

      He felt the tremor that rocked her as she went over the edge. He felt it sweep him up and carry him right over with her. His cock swelled and her pulled her down hard on top of him one last time, holding himself as deep as he could get as he exploded.

      Best orgasm of his fucking life.

      Lulu shivered her way down from her own orgasm and he held her close. She slumped against his chest and he stroked her sweat-dampened hair for a long moment. This was perfection. Not just having Lulu naked and in his arms, wrapped around him like he’d dreamed of for so long, but this quiet aftermath of their lovemaking.

      Because it definitely hadn’t been fucking.

      He’d always known it would be like this with her. The connection between them was real and strong. Sure maybe they didn’t always see eye to eye on everything, but they understood each other in ways nobody else ever would.

      In this moment, holding her as they recovered from the fire of coming together, he could see them spending the rest of their lives fighting and fucking and teasing and taunting. That’s what he wanted. It was what he’d always wanted.

      Lulu as his. Not for a night. Not for sex. He wanted her for always and he fully intended to keep her.
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      Lulu woke up to the feel of being completely cocooned in warmth. Her first thought was that she must’ve grabbed the heating blanket she sometimes used in the winter but then the supposed blanket shifted against her and she gasped. That wasn’t a blanket. That was six plus feet of sex on legs and dynamite between the sheets. A walking and talking sex god who’d made her see stars multiple times last night before she’d apparently passed out in his bed.

      Shit.

      So much for her ‘this isn’t anything but casual sex’ bullshit. She’d never really been into the casual thing but she was fairly certain you didn’t sleep over if it was only supposed to be a one-night stand. Then again, she didn’t think either of them had bought that line about her only using him for his body anyway so maybe it didn’t matter.

      She’d only thought she was confused yesterday. After he’d kissed her and turned her world upside down. Today, well today was going to be a disaster of epic proportions because she had no idea where they stood now.

      “You know I can practically hear the wheels in your head turning, right?” A gruff, husky voice came from just behind her at the same time the big hand that had been resting on her hip slid around her to rest against her stomach.

      She bit her lip, “Did I wake you?”

      “No. I’ve been awake for a while.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Watching you sleep.” He chuckled and she was glad he was behind her where he couldn’t see her smile, “What? Not gonna call me a creepy stalker like you did when you thought I broke into your room?”

      “It’s a little different now, seeing as how I’m in your bed naked.”

      “Mmm, that you are.” The big hand on her belly slid higher, cupping her breast, “Talk about a good morning.”

      Her body responded instantly. She moaned and her head fell back. Connor was there, catching her against his chest as he teased her with little kisses along her shoulder and his fingers worked their magic. She shifted restlessly, caught between knowing she should get up and get out of his bed and simply letting him make her feel good for a little while longer.

      “Are you wet for me, Lu?” His voice was gruff and she shivered.

      “Find out for yourself.”

      “Feisty. God I love that about you.” His laugh was low and sexy, “Makes me wonder if you’re really up for that dream package you asked for last night.”

      Her breath caught and heat slid over her at the blatantly sexual promise behind those words. She’d asked him for whatever he did to women to make them go googly eyed and he’d told her she wasn’t ready for that. He’d then proceeded to drive her out of her mind with his hands and his tongue and his cock. There was more? Good God she might not survive with her sanity intact.

      Connor chuckled again, “What exactly have you heard about me, Lu?”

      “I uh… I heard y-you like control.” She stuttered a little because he was teasing his fingers along her stomach.

      “So you know how big a deal it was for me to let you call the shots last night?”

      She nodded because her throat felt tight. She’d known he was holding back, for her. She’d needed it to be her choice and somehow, he’d understood that completely without her having to say a word.

      “Last night, I let you have your way. God it was good, Lu. We’re so damn good together. But I need to show you it can be even better if you let me lead. You think you can trust me to have my way this morning, baby?”

      His way. What did that even mean? Lulu swallowed hard.

      She should really get up and get the hell out of this room. She needed a cold shower. She needed some time and some space to sort through everything that had happened between them last night. She needed to replay all of those beautiful sweet things he had said to her and try to figure out just how she felt about him now.

      Because she didn’t think she could hold onto the lie that she didn’t even like him as a person after the way he’d looked at her and treated her last night.

      Connor sighed, the sound heavy and sad, and his hand on her stomach stilled, “It’s okay. I get it. It’s a lot to ask.”

      She could feel his retreat and she hated herself for still doubting him. He’d been nothing but good to her last night. He’d left it up to her. He’d let her take control. He’d been sweet and kind and he’d held her close all through the night.

      She knew him. She knew he wasn’t a bad guy. She knew that he would never purposefully hurt her. So then why couldn’t she trust him to give her more pleasure than she’d ever known?

      “Wait.” She caught his hand as he began to slip away from her. “Just… wait.”

      Connor’s fingers laced with hers and he squeezed gently, “Forever. I’d wait for you forever, Lu.”

      Her heart stuttered at those whispered words. Who was this man that she’d known all her life and never knew at all? Sweet and gentle and honest to a fault. She’d spent so long hating him for telling her the truths she didn’t want to hear but now, like this, he somehow knew exactly what she needed and gave it to her without hesitation or question.

      “Just… tell me what you want from me.” She squeezed his hand in return, thankful he hadn’t tried to force her around to face him. Somehow it was easier not having to look at him. He was there, with her, his big presence warming her and making her feel safe.

      “Need, baby. It’s what I need. I need you to trust me.”

      “I…” Her voice caught but she forced out her own truth, “I do.”

      “I need you to give up control to me. Not all the time. Not out there in the real world, but here, when it’s just the two of us, I need you to do what I tell you, what I ask you, and know that anything and everything I do is to make you feel good. Can you do that?” His lips touched her shoulder, gently, sweetly.

      “I…” She paused, trying to think it through.

      He was asking a lot. He had to know that. He was talking as if this, them, was a sure thing and going to continue. When she was still trying to figure out what it all meant, he was asking for more.

      “I know it doesn’t come natural to you, especially with our history. You’re gonna balk the first time I tell you to get on your knees and suck my dick.” She must’ve made a noise at his crude words because he chuckled and nuzzled closer to her, “But that’s one of the things I love about you. I love your fire and your passion. I’m not trying to take it away. I just need to be the one in control and knowing that you trust me enough to do what I tell you, fuck baby it’s gonna make it even better between us. Trust me.”

      “Wh-what will you do if I don’t follow an order?”

      His lips against her shoulder pulled into what could only have been a smile, “Punishment of course.”

      “Punishment?” She wiggled in his embrace a little as she thought about that.

      Why was she getting turned on the more he talked? She shouldn’t be. Should she? She didn’t relish the idea of him getting to call all the shots, that was for damn sure, and yet… when she thought about misbehaving, just to fight with him, tease him, be a brat, she couldn’t deny that spot between her legs grew hot and wet and achy.

      “Oh, I think you know exactly what I mean.” Connor bit her shoulder, his fingers beginning to slide down her stomach again, “Now answer me. Are you wet for me, Lu?”

      “Yes.” She groaned when his fingers slid between her legs.

      “Fucking soaked is more like it.” His voice was a guttural growl, “Tell me you’re not already thinking of ways to defy me just to see if I’ll spank that cute little ass.”

      She arched into his touch, “Do you want me to tell you what you want to hear or do you want me to be honest?”

      “Honest. Always.”

      “I was thinking that all the fighting we’ve done all these years…” She gasped as he found her clit and pinched, “Would’ve gone a lot differently if you’d threatened to spank me sooner.”

      “Fuck.” Connor groaned as he flexed his fingers, driving them into her as his erection pressed against her ass. “I knew it. I knew you were perfect for me. Goddamn. Every time I think I have the upper hand you go and rip away another bit of my sanity. I intended to go slow with you, ease you into it, but you don’t want slow do you, baby? You want to drive me as crazy as I drive you.”

      “Con…” She gasped as he slid his fingers out of her and grabbed her leg, pulling it up and back over his hip. She didn’t even have time to complain about feeling empty before his cock was there. He pushed inside her with one brutal thrust, holding her in place with his strong arms as he began to fuck her from behind. “Oh God, Con…”

      “That’s it.” He growled, “Keep saying my name just like that.”

      “Con. Oh, oh, Connor.” She arched back, trying to reach him, wanting to kiss him, needing to see him, but he didn’t budge his grip on her and she was trapped in his steel embrace. It was hot. There was no denying that. He’d promised her that letting him be in control would be. But something heavy in her chest was making it hard to breathe, let alone think and she couldn’t let go, not like this, not without knowing he was right there with her, on a dangerous precipice, not without seeing that blatant honesty in his eyes that said he’d catch her, “Connor, please.”

      “Please what?” His voice was harsh, his breathing turning ragged. “Tell me what you want, baby.”

      “You. I.” She gasped as he stroked deep and when she had air in her lungs again her voice sounded like a whine, “I need to see you. Please. I need to see you. Oh God, please, I need… I can’t… I need you…”

      “Ah, God, Lu.” Connor groaned as his grip on her loosened and she whimpered when he slid out of her. Then he was there, rolling her to her back and looming over her. “Better, baby?”

      She saw the worry in his ocean eyes and immediately reached for him, pulling him back into her arms, needing his touch in a way that wasn’t easy to explain or rationalize. She kissed him hard and held onto him, not understanding this sudden tidal wave of feeling he’d pushed her into. She didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to. When he broke the kiss, she knew he understood simply from the way he looked down at her, the way he stroked her hair so softly even as he fit himself back between her legs and drove in fast and hard.

      “Connor!” She cried out as he wrestled her arms over her head, holding her down as he pounded into her again and again.

      She hadn’t known that was what she needed but he had. She’d felt like she was flying away, just busting apart at the seams as her entire life changed overnight. She’d thought she knew what she liked, what she was into, but Connor had turned everything upside down. She’d needed him to help hold her together and he just got it.

      He got her.

      “That’s it baby. I got you.” His voice was rough but his eyes were soft as he resituated her beneath him and pulled her leg up around his waist, “Hold on to me.”

      She whimpered as her body tensed, trying to hold him deep inside of her.

      “I’m here, Lu. I got you. Let go. Just let go.”

      Lulu closed her eyes and let the pleasure wash through her. She didn’t have to think. She didn’t have to worry. She didn’t have to try to impress him or be something that she wasn’t. He wanted her. Just like this, just the way she was, Connor wanted her. He wanted to be in control. He wanted to make her feel good. All she had to do was leave it up to him.

      Letting go, letting him take the lead, giving herself over to him, it was the most freeing thing she’d ever felt.

      Connor’s way turned out to be a lot rougher than her way had been. He took her hard and fast. He muttered filthy obscenities. He held her down when she twisted beneath him. He would undoubtedly leave bruises and instead of worrying her, her heart soared at the idea of him wanting her so badly that he couldn’t be gentle.

      Nobody had ever wanted her like this. Not with this kind of passion. Not with this kind of possessiveness.

      That first night here in Mexico, she’d asked him why nobody wanted her. He’d said she was drunk and put her to bed. He hadn’t told her how much he wanted her. Not then. But he’d told her since in all of the little things he did for her and he was showing her now with his body.

      Everything she’d always wanted. To feel wanted and desired and cherished. He gave it to her without hesitation. Everything she’d always needed. To be seen and heard and chosen first. He gave her.

      How was she supposed to do anything but accept that and him and take the pleasure he offered?

      She didn’t know how it would work. They came close to killing each other on a daily basis. They argued about literally everything under the sun. This thing between the two of them had sparked so unexpectedly for her but he’d wanted her for years. They were in paradise, in forced proximity, with the heat and the wedding bearing down on them. If they were back in Fate, back home in Texas, would this have happened eventually? Once she let go of her feelings for Derek, would Connor have been there for her? Or was she tricking herself into believing this was anything but some great vacation sex?

      “Stay with me.” Connor’s voice had gone taunt and she felt him shuddering as he held himself up over her, “Stay with me, Lu.”

      She softened and rose up just enough to brush her lips over his, “I’m here. I’m with you. Promise.”

      “You ready to come?” He released her hip and slid his hand between her legs, finding and rubbing her clit as he continued to drive into her. “Come on, baby. Come for me. That’s my first order. You come for me or I’m gonna spank this sweet pussy. Come on, Lu. Come for me.”

      She bit her lip. Connor narrowed his eyes. He growled and then the sweet tease of his fingers rubbing her clit was gone. There was a second where she reconsidered her decision but then he smacked her. Not light or teasing. He slapped her mound hard enough to sting and she gasped as she pain sent a shockwave through her system. Her entire body tightened and she could feel every inch of Connor inside her. She gasped at the wholly new sensation but it wasn’t new for long. He smacked her again and the heat flared through her. This time she gave into it. She tipped her head back and let it take her over the edge. Her climax knocked the air out of her and she felt Connor jerk as he joined her in his release.

      They collapsed together on the bed. Both breathing hard and covered in sweat and come. Their bodies wrapped around each other. He was still half on top of her but despite his weight she held him there because she couldn’t be sure she wouldn’t fall apart again without him to hold her together.

      “I’ll move in a sec.” Connor groaned after a few minutes, “Soon as my blood returns to my head.”

      “Mmm, stay.” She ran her nails down his back and he shivered.

      “That was… intense.” He sat up enough to look at her and she smiled at the soft worry on his handsome face.

      “It’s not always like that?”

      “Never.” He pulled her hand to his mouth and kissed it gently. “Only with you.”

      God, he really was a sweet-talker. She melted a little bit for him when he said shit like that. He was full of it of course. She knew all those girls back home in Fate that got all starry eyed over Deputy Shaw had probably been told the same things.

      “Uh uh.” He gripped her chin and forced her to meet his gaze, “I don’t say that to all the girls.”

      “I didn’t even say it!” She laughed and he grinned.

      “You didn’t have to. It’s written right there on your pretty face. But when have you ever known me to lie or sugarcoat anything for you, Lu?” He gave her a pointed look, “The only time I’ve ever come close to sex that good was when I….”

      Connor trailed off and suddenly rolled over.

      “Con? What’s wrong?” She instantly felt her defenses sliding back into place.

      “Shit.” He muttered and then shook his head, “If I tell you, you have to promise not to freak out.”

      “Well that seems unlikely.” She sat up quickly pulling the blankets over her breasts. “Just tell me what’s wrong.”

      “It’s not that anything is wrong… per se…” He winced when she pinned him with a hard stare, “We didn’t use a condom.”

      Lulu blinked at him as the words sank in. They hadn’t used a condom. The thought had never once entered her head. It should have. She knew that. There were plenty of reasons to be careful not to mention the fact that she’d only just started sleeping with him but she hadn’t stopped them or told him to get one. Not this morning or last night for that matter.

      “Don’t freak out.” Connor reached for her.

      “I’m not freaking out.”

      “Are you sure? Because you’re doing that thing you do where you stare off into space and don’t say anything for a long time.” He frowned, “I swear to you that I didn’t mean to forget. I just… it’s you and I thought I was prepared for you but dammit I guess I wasn’t because I don’t think straight around you.”

      “It wasn’t just your responsibility. I could’ve said something.” Lulu shook her head, “Look, I’m on the pill. I’m a dancer and it helps regulate my cycles. You don’t have to worry about that.”

      “Worry about… Jesus, Lu. You think I’m worried about me? I’m worried about you! I’ve been tested and I haven’t been with anyone since but dammit you shouldn’t have to take my word for that. I should’ve been prepared.”

      “Don’t yell at me! We’re both adults here. It’s just as much my responsibility to be safe as it is yours.” She raised her voice to yell right back at him and then she caught herself and started laughing. “Oh my God, Connor! See! We’re already arguing. We can’t agree on anything!”

      He softened a little, “We agree that disagreeing can be fun sometimes.”

      She snorted, “Is this an awful idea, Con?”

      “You and me?”

      “Yeah, you and me.”

      “No, baby. It’s a great idea. Come here, let me prove it to you again.” He dragged her down into the sheets and she giggled as he kissed her neck.

      “You know we’ll have to leave this bed and this room at some point right?”

      “I know.” He sighed.

      “I was thinking…” She trailed off and he sat up enough to look her in the eye again.

      “Uh oh, you’re about to say something that’s gonna piss me off aren’t you?” Connor shook his head, “Don’t say it, Lu.”

      “Maybe we shouldn’t tell anyone about this.”

      “Dammit Lu. I said don’t say it.” He sat upright and all but pouted.

      “I’m not trying to hide it I just…”

      “You damn sure are.” He cut in.

      “Just, listen to me. Please.” She caught his arm when he started to crawl from the bed, “You said yourself that this week isn’t about me. It isn’t about us. This is Derek and Aubrey’s wedding. Would telling them we’re sleeping together really make you happy? When you’re the one that told me not to ruin things for them?”

      “First off,” Connor pinned her with a look, “We’re together. We’re not just sleeping together. And yeah, it would make me happy. I want the world to know you’re mine now.”

      “Like a dog pissing on his property.” She rolled her eyes, “You don’t want to tell the world. You want to tell Derek.”

      “Don’t.” He growled.

      “Don’t what? Tell you when you’re acting like a caveman?”

      “Don’t act like I’m the only one thinking about him right now. Is it that you don’t want anyone to know or is it just Derek that you don’t want to tell, Lu?”

      Lulu winced at the accusation as much as the way Connor sneered it at her. Maybe she had that coming. After all, he knew better than anyone just how she’d felt for Derek. But she was here, with him, and despite everything her head was telling her, her heart wanted to give them a shot, a real shot and she’d assumed if anyone would understand why that shot shouldn’t be hinged on Derek’s reaction she’d thought it would be Connor.

      “Dammit Lulu.” He sighed and she glanced up to see him pulling at his hair, “I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry. It’s just…”

      “You’re jealous.” She watched him pace and shook her head in disbelief. “That’s what this is really about. That’s what it has always been about, isn’t it? All of the fighting and the snide remarks and telling me he doesn’t deserve me. You were… jealous?”

      “Of course I’m fucking jealous.” Connor groaned, “For years I had to watch you accept crumbs of his attention when I was right fucking there, wanting to give you the world. So yeah, I’m jealous you wanted him and not me and now that I have you, I damn sure don’t want to have to hide how I feel about you anymore.”

      Her heart was in her throat, “Con…”

      “It should’ve been us. You and me. All this time it should’ve been us but he met you first and you fell for him and I never stood a chance until you let him go.  He’s happy with Aubrey and you said you weren’t still in love with him so why, Lu? Why can’t we be together? Why can’t we be happy too?”

      “Connor.” She reached for his face, cupping it when he dropped to his knees in front of her, all but begging and breaking her heart open at the same time, “Connor, stop. Please.”

      He looked up at her with hurt in those ocean blue eyes and she pulled him closer. She buried her face against his neck and just hugged him until he stopped breathing so hard. He finally wrapped his arms around her and she pulled back enough to look at him.

      “I’m not in love with Derek. I haven’t been in a long time. I’m not sure if that’s even what I’d really call it. Obsessed is probably a better word for it. It wasn’t healthy and I’m putting it behind me. I’m here and I’m with you and I want to see if this is real.” She swallowed past the lump in her throat, “So, if it’s that important to you, you can tell him. I won’t stop you. But I think that if you stop thinking about us and think about the reason we’re all here that you’ll understand where I’m coming from when I say we should wait.”

      Connor rested his forehead against hers, “Just tell me that it’s not because of him.”

      “It’s not because of him. I told you. It’s not. I’d already decided it was time to move on I just, I didn’t see you coming. Not now. Not so soon. I don’t want to make this week about me. That’s all.”

      “You think we’ll steal their thunder if we tell everyone we’re together?” He looked thoughtful instead of upset for the first time since she’d spoken up and she nodded.

      “I think it’ll make everyone look at us and talk about us and we’re just the guests here.” She traced his jaw softly, “Please Con, can you try to understand where I’m coming from?”

      He rubbed his hands up and down her back and sighed, “I won’t hide in the shadows and I won’t lie to him if he asks but I guess… at least for right now… I don’t have to go out of my way to tell him either.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me. I still don’t like it. But you’re right that this week isn’t about us. This is Derek and Aubrey’s week. I have the rest of my life to make you the center of my universe.”

      “You’re a good man, Connor Shaw.” She leaned up and kissed him softly.

      “About time you noticed.” He leaned down and kissed her back.

      Her heart ached again when she thought about how stupid she’d been. Connor had been jealous. How had she not thought of that? She’d been tied up in her own issues with Derek for so long that she hadn’t even questioned Connor’s motives for being the way he was with her. Now that she knew, it broke her heart every time she thought about it.

      “I’m so sorry I didn’t see you before now.”

      “Shh, don’t apologize.”

      “I treated you the same way he treated me and I just…”

      “Shh, it’s always been you for me, Lu. Always. I waited twenty years. I’d have waited twenty more.”

      “I’m sorry it took me so long to get here.”

      “All that matters is that you’re here now.” Connor kissed her again, “And I’m not letting you go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Connor fucking hated golf. Seriously, how was something considered a sport when the only way you broke a sweat was because it was hot as hell outside? Hitting a tiny white ball and then chasing it down was not a sport in his humble opinion. Give him football. Give him baseball. Hell, he’d take some hard-hitting hockey even if he was a born and bred Texan. But don’t give him shit about golf being an actual sport.

      It wasn’t.

      He checked his phone for the thousandth time but the clock had barely moved from the last time he’d checked it. Plus, every time he picked it up and found it empty, he just got more frustrated. He wanted to get back to the resort, find Lulu and spank her cute little ass for not texting him back all day.

      What the hell was she up to that she couldn’t return a freaking text message?

      After making love to her again this morning, because really, he wasn’t passing up an opportunity to take a shower with the woman of his dreams, he’d done the sensible, responsible adult thing and sent her over to meet with the girls while he met with the guys for this little golf outing.

      The little golf outing from hell. They’d spent all day out in the sun and heat playing a game he hated and they’d only barely cracked the back nine because apparently someone had scheduled their start time a half hour after the seniors tournament started.

      Connor contemplated banging his head against the steering wheel of his golf cart. Why? Why would grown men choose to spend their day doing this when they could all be back at the resort instead?

      Hell, didn’t Derek want to spend time with his soon to be wife? Weren’t the little Harper’s still itching to bag a bridesmaid? Shouldn’t Brenden be worrying about what kind of trouble Sierra was causing in his absence? Why was he the only one feeling all itchy and out of sorts just because he hadn’t seen Lulu in a couple of hours?

      He was a damn mess. One night with the girl and he was ruined. He’d always known it would be good between them but he hadn’t expected just how well she would fit him. He hadn’t expected to get so wrapped up in her that he could barely function for checking his phone and trying to figure out what she was up to while he was held hostage on a golf green.

      “Hey.”

      Connor looked up a second before his oldest friend in the world climbed in on the other side of his golf cart, “Hey.”

      Derek sighed as he rearranged his long legs, leaning back and getting comfortable on the seat next to Connor. It was the first time all day they’d had even a moment of almost privacy. The first time they’d been this close without a horde of other people surrounding them and Connor couldn’t help but tense up just a little.

      Derek had gotten a cart that morning with Aubrey’s dad and Connor had trailed behind Dean and the other Harpers all day with only Brenden Ramey for company.

      The man wasn’t bad company. In fact, he was the only bright spot in the day from hell for Connor. They’d talked a lot and he’d been right. They had a lot in common and he knew they’d be friends if their paths ever crossed again.

      Brenden had a force of deputies and detectives that sounded about as close as brothers. Connor knew what that was like. His new brother-in-law Nick was his own partner back home and he considered all of the guys in the Fate Sheriff’s Department friends. He even liked Lulu’s brother, Lance, who seemed to hate his guts for no apparent reason. They were his family, or he hoped they would be soon.

      But just thinking that thought, about making Lulu his family, with Derek sitting beside him had his stomach knotting and his throat tightening.

      He wanted so badly to just say it, to tell Derek the truth. Tell Derek that he was in love with Lulu, always had been, and Derek’s loss was his gain. He wanted to fucking mark Lulu publicly and yeah, maybe that did make him kind of a caveman, wanting to plant a flag on her like she was his territory now, but he couldn’t help it. He’d wanted her for so long that having her felt too much like a dream he might wake up from if he wasn’t careful.

      But he’d promised her that he wouldn’t confront Derek about them and he wouldn’t break that promise so he locked his jaw and swallowed the words instead of telling his best friend the truth.

      Derek, oblivious as always, simply smiled, “So, I’m taking a poll and thought I’d start with you since you seem about as thrilled to be out here as a man being tortured.”

      “I think golf ranks right up there with having my fingernails pulled out and you know it.”

      “Hence, the poll.” Derek chuckled.

      “What kind of poll?”

      Derek knew he hated golf. It wasn’t a secret. The only reason Connor was here was because this time was Derek’s time. Derek was the groom. He got to plan activities and tell them all what to do. Connor had come along today because he was Derek’s best man but he hadn’t done a great job of pretending to smile and have fun if his friend was here to call him out on it.

      “Spend the next three hours waiting for these old-timers to finish up the back nine and waste the rest of our day in the process, or call it and head back to the resort, find Bree and Lu and have some fun.”

      Connor all but sagged with relief, “Fuck. Yes. Call it and let’s get back to the girls.”

      “Damn, Con, that was almost too easy.” Derek grinned at him knowingly and when he frowned Derek snorted, “Don’t try to backpedal now. I know you want to get back to Lulu just as bad as I want to get back to Bree.”

      Connor’s air caught in his lungs and he stared at his best friend for a long moment, trying to figure out what to do or say next. Derek was right. He’d made it easy. Derek had asked one simple question and Connor’s reaction had proven whatever suspicions he had right.

      “Is it that obvious?” He winced.

      “Maybe not to the rest of the guys but to me? Yeah.”

      “When’d you figure it out?”

      “That’s a loaded question.” Derek scrubbed his chin and sighed heavily, “Let’s just say for now that I put two and two together when you both disappeared instead of going for drinks after the dance lessons last night.”

      Shit. Connor cursed under his breath. Lulu was going to flay him alive for this. He cleared his throat and turned to stare out over the beautiful golf course.

      He hadn’t broken his promise, had he? He’d told Lulu that he wouldn’t announce things and he hadn’t. He’d also told her that he wasn’t going to lie. From the way Derek was looking at him, Connor assumed their best friend knew everything anyway so lying would be no use.

      “We’re… together.”

      “So why have you spent all day scowling?”

      “She hasn’t text me back since we left the resort and things are… complicated, between us.” He lowered his voice.

      “Complicated.” Derek laughed, “You realize I’ve known you both for the better part of twenty years, right? Complicated is quite literally a day at the beach compared to you two hooking up.”

      Connor winced when Derek’s words all but echoed Lulu’s doubts about them, “So you don’t think it’ll work either?”

      “No. That’s not what I said.” Derek looked thoughtful. “I think in a lot of ways, you’re perfect for each other.”

      “You’ve said yourself that we fight like cats and dogs.”

      “That’s called passion, my friend.” Derek cuffed him on the shoulder, “You two have been putting off sparks for years. I think… well I think I always knew you’d end up with her eventually. It was never going to be me. I just, I don’t see her like that.”

      “You’re blind, Dare. You always have been when it comes to her.”

      “No. Not blind.” His friend shook his head and glanced down at his hands, “Willfully ignorant maybe, I just… I feel like the three of us have been circling each other for a long time. To tell you the truth, I saw the way you looked at her years ago. I knew you wanted her and the best I could do was try to stay out of the way of you both.”

      Connor stared at his friend in complete bewilderment. Derek knew. He’d known? He’d always known how Connor felt about Lulu from what he was saying. He’d known and he’d never said a word, not until now. Connor frowned, his jaw tensing as he realized that Derek could have done a hell of a lot more than simply ignore Lulu’s feelings for the past decade if he really thought they were perfect for each other.

      He could have set her straight years ago. He could have cut her loose. He could have helped Connor figure out what the hell to do about the crazy attraction he felt to the girl that rode his last nerve and wanted his best friend instead of him.

      “You knew? All this time?” He gripped the wheel of the golf cart, “You knew I was in love with her?”

      “No. Hell no. If I’d known that, things would’ve gone different I swear. I honestly thought you just wanted to fuck her, Con.”

      “Jesus.” He swiped a hand over his face as the blows just kept coming.

      “Hear me out. You’ve had a reputation for loving and leaving the ladies for a long time. I wasn’t about to let Lulu be another notch on your bedpost. Not her. I may not love her the way a man loves a woman but I do love her, as a friend and a sister. She’s like family to me.”

      “And you really thought so little of me that you used yourself as a barrier to keep her away from me all this time?”

      “I’m sorry for that.” Derek sighed, “I really am. More than you can imagine.”

      “So what changed? I mean, clearly Lulu had to let go of the idea of you as her White Knight since you’re marrying Aubrey but why are you telling me all this now? Why agree to let me room with her in the bungalow? Why let her be my buddy for those stupid events if you thought all I really wanted was to bang her out of my system?”

      Derek winced, “It was Bree, actually.”

      “What?”

      “It was Bree that said I should give you a chance. My girl told me about everything you’ve done in the weeks leading up to the wedding. All the times you showed up out of nowhere to help Lulu get through whatever wedding chore Bree had given her. She told me that she saw the way you looked at Lulu sure, but she also saw the way you were with her. Gentle when she needed it. Sharp when she didn’t. It was Bree that convinced me you wanted more than just to fuck through whatever issues you two have.”

      “So I have Bree to thank. Not you.” He scoffed.

      “Yeah.” Derek sighed again, “Look, I’m sorry for the way things played out the last few years. I never wanted to hurt Lulu. She’s my best friend. It kills me to know I’ve caused her pain. But the thought of you hurting her? Jesus Con, I’d have to kill you and I don’t want to kill my oldest friend. Do you get that?”

      Connor snorted as he watched Dean and Reed joking around on the green, waiting for their turn to hit. He hadn’t expected to have this conversation with Derek. Not here. Not now. Not ever really. It hurt to know his friend had thought so little of him and to find out that even now, Derek doubted whether Connor could make Lulu happy. But he supposed if he harnessed his temper and looked at the fucked up situation they’d all been in for the better part of their lives, with him wanting Lulu and Lulu wanting Derek and Derek trying to tread the line between them, that he could see where Derek was coming from when he threatened to kill him if he hurt Lulu.

      They both loved the girl, in their own way.

      “I’m not going to hurt her Dare. I promise. I’d rather cut myself open than cause her even a second of hurt.”

      “I know.” Derek squeezed his shoulder firmly, “I can see that now. The first night we were here in Mexico, at dinner, I saw the way you were with her too. You never took your eyes off her. Not for a second. I knew this trip wasn’t going to be easy on her but it was something she needed to face and you’ve stepped up for her at every turn. You gave her everything she needed before she even asked for it. You took care of her. That’s when I knew it was about more than sex for you.”

      “I love her. I’ve always loved her.” Connor shook his head, amazed at the words coming out of his mouth and that it was Derek he was telling first, “I hated her sometimes too. For ignoring me. For not seeing me. For not knowing what I couldn’t tell her. But even when I hated her, I loved her.”

      “Like I said, passion.”

      Connor snorted, “She didn’t want me to tell you. This morning, she asked me not to say anything and I accused her of still trying to hold onto her dream life with you.” He shook his head when Derek winced, “I was a bastard to her about you for a long time. I’ve been jealous of you for a long time. I wanted to tell the world but she was right, I mostly just wanted to tell you.  It’s going to take some time for me to really believe its me she wants after all these years but I’m trying, so thank you.”

      “For what?” Derek tilted his head.

      “Starting the conversation that I couldn’t start. I promised her I wouldn’t and I didn’t. But you did and now you know and there’s no going back from that. I love her. She’s mine, Dare. She’s mine and I’ll fight any man that tries to keep her from me, including you, from here on out. Do you get that?”

      “Of course.” His friend nodded. “Of course I do.”

      “I’ll fight her too if I have to. God knows it wouldn’t be the first time.” He managed a smile and Derek chuckled.

      “Somehow I don’t think you two are done fighting with each other, not by a long-shot. You enjoy it too much. So does she.” Derek gave a soft smile, “She lights up for you. Maybe you don’t see it but she does.”

      Connor smiled but remained quiet because of course he saw that. It was one of the things he loved about her so much. He loved the fire that lit her up from the inside out. The way she matched him smartass remark for smartass remark. She was witty and funny and biting when she had to be. He loved how beautiful she looked with her cheeks flushed and her eyes wide and a snarl on her lips as she yelled at him.

      Total masochist that he was, he loved fighting with her.

      Derek shrugged, “With me she’s always tried to keep herself soft, gentle and accepting but with you she’s not afraid to be strong and fierce. I like that side of her but she’d never tell me to go fuck myself the way she does you.”

      Connor laughed a little, “True. Guess I’m just lucky.”

      “You are.” Derek agreed, “We both are.”

      Connor traded a smile with his best friend the likes of which they hadn’t shared in years. All this time he’d spent being jealous of Derek, of secretly pining for the one woman that he wanted more than any other, the same woman that was in love with his best friend, had driven a wedge between them. It had been hard to see with it there. He’d chalked it up to growing up and growing apart. They were still best friends, always would be, but a distance had grown between them since Connor went to the Academy and Derek went to college. They met up for drinks down at the bar occasionally but they didn’t talk like they used to. He hoped that this was the beginning of them getting back to the kind of friendship that verged on brotherhood, the kind they’d had when they were younger.

      Derek was happy with Aubrey and Connor finally had Lulu to himself. They could stop the mad whirlwind dance they’d been doing around one another. No more hiding or lying or secrets, they could just live and love and all be friends again.

      “So are we heading back?” Connor asked when his friend continued to watch the others swinging their clubs.

      “Yeah. Sure. Let’s go.”

      “You gonna tell everybody else we’re leaving?”

      “I already told Dad and Mr. Dixon. They want to stay and finish the round.” Derek shrugged.

      “And the others?”

      Derek grinned mischievously, “I don’t know about you, but I could use a little break from the wonder trio and their epic quest to bed a bridesmaid.”

      Connor laughed, “A-fucking-men.”

      “Speaking of which…” Derek narrowed his eyes and Connor raised his hands up in a show of innocence.

      “I only agreed to be part of that bet so they’d leave her the hell alone. This thing with Lulu isn’t about that. Not at all. But when they started making bets and picking girls I had to keep them away from her, Dare. I had to.”

      “I get it.” Derek shrugged, “I love my little brother but if he laid a finger on Lulu I’d beat him to a pulp. He’s a womanizing asshole with an ego problem and she deserves better.”

      “Don’t think Dean is going to be a problem.” Connor grinned, “I threatened to cut off his favorite appendage if he so much as looked at her too long.”

      “Nice.”

      “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do.”

      “Hell yeah he does.” Derek confirmed with a nod, “And right now? We’re ditching these assclowns and going after our girls. Hit the gas and get us out of here before one of them comes to see what we’re talking about.”

      “If that’s what the groom wants…” Connor flipped the golf cart into reverse, “That’s what the groom gets.”

      He punched the gas and they flew backwards across the path. Every head at the hole spun to face them. Dean yelped, jumping out of the way when Connor put the car back into drive and careened dangerously around them all.

      “What the hell?” Dean yelled after them.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Reed added, “We’re not done here!”

      “Better things to do, boys. Keep the Dads company and we’ll be sure to tell the girls hi for you.” Derek laughed as Connor bumped them around the course at top speed and they whipped back towards the resort.

      Over their laughter Connor thought he heard Dean complaining about being left behind but he couldn’t be sure. He thought Reed said something about them forfeiting their scores. He didn’t care and neither did Derek. Let the little Harper’s play their stupid game of golf. Connor and Derek had beautiful, sexy, incredible women waiting for them back at the resort. They’d been stupid to stay away as long as they had.

      It took almost ten minutes for them to get back to the resort. They turned in the keys to the golf cart and headed straight for the pool. Aubrey being madly in love with her soon to be husband, of course she’d text Derek back when he asked where the girls were. Lulu remained unresponsive to Connor’s messages, which set his teeth on edge and had him glaring at Derek when his friend asked if he wanted to swing by his room to change.

      Fuck no he didn’t want to take the time to change. He’d go to the pool in his slacks and polo like a fucking douchebag so long as it meant he got to see Lulu now. Screw dress codes, the only way his clothes were coming off at this point was if Lulu was undressing him.

      He didn’t want to waste another minute. He was on a mission. He intended to track Lulu down and find out exactly why she hadn’t been returning his messages. Then, if or rather when, her explanation failed to appease him, he intended to spank her cute little ass until it bore his handprint and she remembered that she was his now.

      He and Derek headed out to the big pool near their bungalows side by side. Several of the women in the vicinity turned their heads to watch them pass but Connor ignored them all. He couldn’t even muster his usual carefree smile for them. He kept his eyes straight ahead because as soon as he spotted Lulu, he couldn’t have torn them free if he wanted to.

      She wasn’t wearing anything but that ridiculously tiny little string bikini again. All of her honey colored skin was on display as she lounged on a chaise. Her dark hair was in a messy bun on top of her head and big sunglasses covered her eyes. She was holding a book in one hand, the other thrown over her head and with her leg cocked upwards, all he could think was that she was the sexiest damn dance instructor the world had ever seen.

      He didn’t know whether to fall to his knees and worship her or wrap her in a blanket so the rest of the world couldn’t see what was his and his alone now.

      “Dare!” Aubrey’s high-pitched squeal rent the air as soon as she spotted them and in a split second she was up.

      She raced towards them and Derek stopped, knowing what was coming. He braced himself and caught his fiancé when she launched herself into his arms. He held her close as she wrapped herself around him and kissed him hard on the mouth.

      Connor caught all of it out of the corner of his eye because he certainly didn’t stop walking. He met Lulu’s eyes as her head came up and the book came down. Behind the sunglasses it wasn’t easy to read her expression but from the way she licked her bottom lip nervously and shimmied upright, squaring her shoulders to face him, he knew his own expression must be thunderous. Which was fine, because they were about to have a fight and he knew it.

      He stopped directly in front of her chair, his big body casting her in his shadow, “Where’s your phone, Lu?”

      She tipped her sunglasses up on top of her head to look at him directly, “Dunno. Maybe in my room?”

      “Maybe in mine you mean?” He glared back at her when her lips pursed, “You had it this morning in my room before we split up. Did you leave it there?”

      Her eyes darted past him and heat pumped into his bloodstream. He could see the way her breathing sped up. Nervousness but something else too. There was a fire building in her eyes but there was a warning in her tone when she said nothing but his name in a low, hushed voice.

      “Connor…”

      “Don’t bother. He already knows.”

      “You told him.” She snorted, shaking her head as she dropped her book and swung her legs over the side of her chair, “I should have known. You just couldn’t help yourself could you?”

      “Lu…” He growled but she wasn’t done yet and she spoke right over him.

      “I asked you to do one thing, one damn thing to give this thing between us a chance to work, but you went and blew it just like I knew you would.”

      “I told you I wouldn’t tell him and I didn’t.” He stepped closer when she stood to her full height and she craned her neck to look up at him.

      “Oh, so he just guessed then?” She rolled her eyes and started to step past him but he blocked her way.

      “No. He didn’t guess. He flat out told me he’s known for years.”

      That pulled Lulu up short and she stared at him for a long moment. Her dark brows furrowed over her equally dark eyes and that lush mouth he loved so much fell into a solemn line. He watched her steal a glance back at the happy couple, still twined together but talking animatedly to each other as if nobody else in the world existed.

      When she looked back up at him her voice was softer, the anger of a moment ago all but gone, “He knew?”

      “He knew.” Connor confirmed.

      “He knew how you felt about me?” Her bottom lip trembled slightly and he hated that they were having this conversation here and now but he nodded and she bit her bottom lip, “He knew how I felt about him?”

      “Lu…” He softened his voice as well and when she winced he pulled her into his arms and lowered his forehead to hers. “It doesn’t matter now. None of it matters. Can’t you see that? See me. Focus on me. I’m right here with you.”

      Her dark eyes had taken on that faraway look she sometimes got when she was thinking or when she was dancing and got caught up in the music and drifted off to somewhere only she knew.

      Connor slid his hand to her ass. He had to distract her. Had to. He couldn’t let her get lost in wondering what Derek had known and when and for how long. He wouldn’t let her wonder why Derek still hadn’t chosen her. Connor had. He’d chosen her today and every day before even if she didn’t know it. He’d distracted her plenty of times with his words but now that he’d felt the magic of having her in his arms, he wanted to distract her with his body.

      Lulu let out a small gasp as he palmed her ass and her eyes refocused on him, “Connor!”

      “What?” He feigned innocence as he cupped a small little round cheek and used the handful to pull her closer, her body up against his.

      Another little gasp came from her when her stomach rubbed against the erection he’d been sporting since the moment he saw her, “We’re in public.”

      She was trying to get him to stop. Supposedly. Her words were telling him not to make a scene. But the way her lips curved upwards, the way she slid her hand to the small of his back, keeping him close, the way she didn’t even try to push him away, told a different story altogether.

      “And?” He slid his other hand to her ass, holding her tight against him as he gave a roll of his hips, rubbing his length against her.

      “And…” The word came out breathless as her back arched and she tangled her hands in his hair, pulling him down towards her. She met his eyes when she whispered, “And you’re making me want you.”

      “It’s about fucking time.” He growled a moment before he took her mouth right there in the middle of the resort with Derek, Aubrey, God and everybody watching.
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      Lulu moaned as Connor swept his tongue into her mouth. He didn’t take it slow or try to keep it chaste. He hit her with a full-on onslaught of passion and the tidal wave swept her up, leaving her clinging to him, holding on for dear life as he kissed her senseless.

      God, how was it possible that she’d missed this today? Missed him? It was ludicrous considering he’d taken her multiple times this morning, given her a half dozen orgasms and then kissed her silly before going off to meet the boys for golf. But in just the handful of hours she’d been without him, her body had begun to ache for his touch, to miss his taste, to need the reminder of what it felt like being in his arms.

      Bliss. It was absolute bliss. He made her head swim and her body hot and desperate for more.

      She didn’t care that they were in broad daylight, standing in the middle of the resort, groping each other like horny teenagers. She didn’t care that the other girls were there, no doubt watching with gaping mouths and wide eyes and, at least in Amber’s case eyes green with envy. She didn’t even care that Derek and Aubrey were there somewhere because Derek had forfeited his right to have any say in who she kissed or when and where; it was only as Connor’s quiet words had sunk in, telling her that Derek had known how they both felt and said nothing, done nothing, that she’d finally, ultimately, put him out of her mind for good.

      He didn’t deserve her. Not her attention. Not her longing. Not her heart. Connor had been right all along.

      Connor was the one that had been there for her when she was down. He was the one that had distracted her from her pain and loneliness. He was the one that annoyed the hell out of her and made her laugh and smile and want more than she’d allowed herself to hope for in a really long time. Connor wanted her and he’d proven it time and time again, choosing her, focusing on her, and making her feel wanted, beautiful and desired.

      It was Connor. Oh God, maybe it had always been Connor. In one way or another, even when he’d pissed her off he’d always been the one that was there for her.

      And now there was this… this need that he’d awoken inside of her, not created out of thin air because a part of her had always been attracted to him, he was too gorgeous to deny that. A part of her had always wondered what being with him would be like after seeing the one night stands that fell dreamily for him. She’d hidden it down inside herself so deep that ignoring it had become easy but he’d woken that fire inside of her and now it burned so hot and bright that she was only scared it would burn out and she’d be left cold and lonely all over again when he was done with her.

      Lulu tiptoed up as he used his big hands on her ass to pull her body flush against him. Her breasts rubbed against his chest as she wrapped her arms around his neck. She sucked his tongue causing him to groan in that deep, full-chested way that made her core clench. The kiss turned wild as he pressed harder against her, rubbing her against the erection she could feel through his pants and she moaned right back into his mouth. It was only when he wrenched free, sucking in a gulp of air, that she saw the amazement that lit up his beautiful blue-green eyes.

      She smiled softly and nuzzled their noses together, sweetly dropping a small kiss on his upturned mouth. He hadn’t expected her to kiss him back so openly. He’d kissed her but he hadn’t expected her to kiss him back, not so wantonly, and she found that she liked surprising him even as a small piece of her heart went slippery soft at the thought of all the times he must have wanted to do that, wanted to kiss her, but had known she wouldn’t react to it so eagerly.

      God, she’d hurt him and she hadn’t even known.

      “Lu…” His voice was rough but before he got another word out there was a wolf whistle followed by a thick drawl.

      “I’m gonna need a cold shower if you two keep that up.” Sierra was fanning herself dramatically from her chair a few feet away when Lulu glanced at her and blushed. “Don’t y’all have a room because I’m pretty sure they frown on live porn at the public pool in these kind of places.”

      Lulu giggled a little when Sierra winked at her knowingly and then turned her face back up to Connor, “She has a point.”

      “Mmm, she does.” He rubbed her against his erection again, “Get that cute ass moving and stay in front of me so I don’t give these kids a fright with the flagpole in my pants.”

      She giggled again as he spun her by the hips, keeping her tight in front of him as he guided them out of the pool area. She left everything behind, knowing Sierra or one of the other girls would grab her book, towel and cover-up for her. She enjoyed the feel of Connor’s big hands on her naked skin and stomach as they walked but when he turned them into the nearest building she frowned and balked a little.

      “I thought we were going to our room?”

      “I can’t fucking wait that long.” He growled near her ear as he pushed her into the public locker room and then grabbed her hand and all but dragged her towards the back where the showers were located, “I want you now.”

      “Connor, I…”

      “Don’t you dare tell me no right now, Lu.” He glared at her as he snapped the plastic sheeting of the last shower aside and pushed her in, flipping on the hot water to drown out their voices as he backed her under the spray, “You’ve had me on edge all day. Ignoring my texts. Ignoring me.”

      “I wasn’t.” She yelped as he wrapped a hand in her hair and tugged her ponytail free, sending her hair cascading down, “I forgot my phone.”

      “I thought you were brushing me off and then…” He groaned as he ripped his polo over his head and dropped the soaked material to the ground behind him, “Then you go and kiss me like that in front of everyone. You fucking claimed me, Lu and I’m goddamn sure going to claim you right back.”

      She shivered at the dark look in his eyes as much as the husky tone of his voice. Oh, she’d known she surprised him out there but she hadn’t known this would be his reaction. She bit her lip as he kicked off his shoes and then began to unbutton and unzip his pants. She had thought she’d experienced the depth of how much Connor wanted her when he’d taken her this morning but this…

      This wasn’t want. She realized as she watched his muscles twitch and his eyes go hooded. This was need.

      Pure. Desperate. Unimaginable. Need.

      “Connor…” Her voice was shaky as she shook her head, “We’re in public. Let’s just go back to the room and…”

      “No.” He growled as he dropped his pants and took a firm grip on his cock, “You give me a hard-on in public. You take care of it in public. Get on your knees. Now.”

      She blinked at him in surprise as the rough words pricked at her subconscious. His eyes twinkled and one corner of his mouth tipped up. What was it he’d said when he told her he wanted control of their sexual relationship? Something about her balking the first time he told her to get on her knees and suck his cock.

      Right.

      Lulu narrowed her eyes back at him and then, casual as could be, she dropped down to her knees in front of him and tilted her chin up to meet his gaze. Surprise widened his blue eyes and then an emotion that made her heart thunder fast came over his handsome face. Heaven help her, but on the floor of a public shower, where anyone could walk in and hear them, pull the curtain aside and see them, she basked in the shot of power that flowed through her veins.

      She was the one that he wanted this way. She was the one he needed this from. And that knowledge only made her want him more, made her want to give him everything he wanted and be everything he needed her to be.

      “Now what?” She licked her lips, keeping her eyes on his because if she looked at the thick, straining cock he was holding just inches from her face, she’d be tempted to swallow him whole and she had a feeling he wanted her to wait until he told her to do that.

      “Take off your top.” He voice was a low growl, “I want to see those tits you were rubbing against me out there.”

      Without hesitation now, Lulu reached behind her and pulled the strings keeping the top of her bikini in place. It fell to the floor and she pushed it aside. She glanced back up at him in time to see his nostrils flare.

      “Con…”

      “Close your mouth. No more talking.” He hissed and then, as soon as she had done what he said he surprised her by moving closer and using his hand to guide his cock to her lips, painting her with his pre-cum. “Do you see what you do to me, baby? Fuck you drive me crazy. Tell me to stop and I’ll do my damndest to give you soft and sweet instead. Tell me to stop and I will.”

      Her heart ached all over again at the wonder of him. This man was just… How had she not known anything about him all this time? Not this dominant side of him that wanted to mark her, claim her, and possess her. Not this gentle side that she could see in his eyes was worried about scaring her away with how intense his need for her was. She hadn’t known but now that she did, her heart went soft all over again.

      She met his eyes and shook her head firmly. Connor made a low, needy sound as he watched her dart her tongue out and lick at her lips. The taste of him on her tongue made her close her eyes and moan in response and she only opened her eyes again when his rough fingers stroked softly over her cheek.

      “You’re fucking perfect. So damn perfect. And mine, finally mine.” His eyes were still soft when his voice went low again, “Suck me, Lu. Suck my cock. Suck me with that sexy… ah, shit, yes.”

      His order broke off into a groan of praise as she opened her mouth and took him inside. She stayed shallow, bobbing against the crown of his thick shaft. She sucked gently and stroked her tongue all around him before focusing on that golden spot just on the underside beneath the head.

      “Fucking hell.” Connor grunted, the soft hand that had been on her cheek going to her hair and tangling roughly, “More. Take more.”

      Lulu moaned around him as she began to work her mouth down, taking more of his thick length inside on each pass. His moans and small muttered praises as she licked and sucked at him made her core clench. She was wet without so much as a touch to her own body. It was the power she felt, being on her knees for him, drawing those sounds out of him, that had her squeezing her thighs together as she bobbed on his cock and raised her hand to cup his balls.

      Connor cursed and his hips punched forward suddenly. He fucked into her mouth, pressing all the way to the back of her throat and causing her to gag once, twice and then a third time before he cursed again. He pulled his hips back just as quickly.

      “Fuck. Sorry. You make me lose control.”

      Lulu refused to let go of him when he tried to pull out of her mouth, she moved her hands to his hips, holding him in place. She looked up at him, his dick still in her mouth, and waited for the split second it took for him to realize she hadn’t minded. In fact, she could feel the wetness between her legs that had come with his pounding rhythm and the power of knowing she’d made him lose his carefully constructed control.

      “Fuck.” He murmured again, a reverence in his voice that he didn’t try to hide, “That’s what you want isn’t it? To make me lose control?”

      Lulu licked the plump head of his cock as she pulled off him with a breathy, “Yes.”

      The hand in her hair tightened, “Do you trust me, Lu?”

      “Yes.” She said again, without hesitation, without any doubt.

      No matter what else had gone on between them. No matter how many times they fought. No matter how many times they’d argued and yelled and stormed away from each other angrily. She’d never once given a thought to the idea that this man who was so much bigger and stronger than her, could hurt her. Because she knew he wouldn’t.

      Now? Knowing how much he wanted her and seeing that softness in his eyes, she knew without a doubt that he couldn’t. Not just that he wouldn’t but that the very idea of it would hurt him far worse than anything that he might do to her, even accidentally.

      So her answer was simple and easy.

      Of course she trusted Connor.

      “Relax your jaw, baby.” Connor moved his free hand to her cheek again and stroked softly, “I’m gonna fuck that beautiful face of yours like I’ve been dreaming about for too damn long. It’s gonna be rough so hold onto me.”

      She did as he said and with his eyes still on hers, Connor pulled his hips back until just his tip rested on her bottom lip and then slammed forward again. Lulu moaned, bracing herself as best she could against the onslaught. After a few more deep, powerful strokes, she found Connor’s rhythm and began to lick at him as he used her mouth. His eyes closed and his head fell back, a curse that sounded like her name on his lips and she closed her own eyes, basking in the pleasure.

      This was exactly what they’d both wanted. What they’d needed. He’d been right. Again. She thought they just might be perfect for each other after all. Which was just too crazy to only now be figuring out.

      Connor groaned as he continued to grasp her tight and pound into her face. He’d opened his eyes when she looked back up at him and they were trained on the spot where her lips circled his thick shaft. His mouth was open as he panted roughly and the intensity on his handsome face was unnerving and delicious at the same time.

      “Fuck. Look at that gorgeous mouth wrapped around me. Even better than my dreams. Better than I…” Connor’s eyes widened as the hand she’d been using to play with his balls slid backwards, finding that sensitive flesh just behind them and he shuddered against her before he growled and jerked out of her mouth. “God damn woman, you’re gonna make me come.”

      Lulu smirked as she wiped at the saliva on her chin, “Isn’t that the point, baby?”

      “No.” He surprised her with his words just as much as when he grabbed her shoulders and hauled her back to her feet, “No, that wasn’t the point. There’s only one place I want to be when I come and it’s not your beautiful mouth, Lu. Tell me, are you wet from letting me use you hard and rough?”

      He backed her under the spray again with two big steps and pinned her to the wall. He didn’t wait for her to find her voice and answer. Connor slid one big hand up her thigh, finding the edge of her bikini bottoms and slipping beneath them and straight into her folds.

      She gasped, “Con…”

      “So damn wet for me.”

      “Yes.” Her voice felt hoarse and needy as she arched her hips into his seeking fingers, “Please.”

      “Please what?” He growled against her throat, no doubt leaving more marks that she was too punch drunk to be mad at him for at the moment.

      “Fuck me. Please. Connor, please.” She knew she was begging and she didn’t care about that either. She was too far gone. Too needy. Too eager to feel him inside her. Too desperate to come.

      “Like I’ve ever been able to deny you anything.” He muttered against her collarbone as he hefted her up, “Put your legs around me. That’s it.”

      Her head cracked back against the concrete wall as he positioned himself and drove into her hard and fast in one push. They both cursed. Then his hips were moving just as frantically as they had been when he fucked her mouth, driving her higher and higher. She clung to him. Tried to kiss him. Tried to tell him, show him, that she’d never felt anything like this, but they were moving too roughly to put their mouths together without risking knocking their teeth out so she simply held on as he put his head in the crook of her neck and fucked her through the biggest, most overwhelming, intense orgasm of her life.

      “Connor! Oh God, Connor!” She gasped as her breath caught and the orgasm knocked the air out of her lungs.

      “Ah fuck, that’s it. Come on my cock. Take me with you. Take me… Ah, God. Lu!” Connor’s voice actually cracked as he slammed deep inside her still quivering body and shuddered.

      She could feel him come. Feel the way his thick length swelled with his climax and pulsed deep inside her tight channel. Feel the heat of his come lash against her walls. Her brain tripped up momentarily on the realization that they’d been too frantic to use a condom, again, but she dismissed it with her next panting breath.

      This was just going to be the way the two of them came together. Too desperate to think about anything but each other. They were together now. Connor had told her that this morning and it had been whirling in her head all day. Now, there was no denying that he’d meant it and that it was exactly what she wanted too. Just the two of them, figuring out how to make this work.

      “Jesus…” Connor finally groaned against her neck as he began to regain his bearings and started righting himself. He pulled back enough to meet her gaze and his pupils were still blown. The blue green glinting wildly as he softly traced a finger over her swollen bottom lip, “Every time we start fighting, let’s just do this instead from now on, ok?”

      She grinned and giggled a little, “Deal.”

      “Ah, damn.” He winced a little as he began to untangle them, “Don’t laugh.”

      “Why? What’s wrong?”

      “I can feel your muscles tense and I’m too damn sensitive after coming my brains out just a second ago.” He kissed the edge of her nose sweetly as he pulled out and they both hissed a breath. He set her back on her feet carefully and held her in place beneath the spray of the water that was miraculously still lukewarm. “You okay?”

      “Better than okay.” She nodded, letting her head fall to his chest.

      “Sore?” He stroked her hair back, forcing her to look up at him and she saw the worry glinting in his eyes. “I was rough. Again.”

      “I’m fine, Connor.” She promised, “I can take anything you dish out.”

      “That was intense though…”

      “It was the best sex of my life.” She cut him off and watched what she would have sworn was a blush stain his cheeks, “Every single time with you is and then you go and make it better and my only worry is that I’m going to die from so many orgasms. Ok?”

      The grin that curled up his handsome face was full of male pride and swagger and she couldn’t help but grin back at him.

      God he was sexy. Sweet too. And as he gently held her beneath the spray of water, washing the signs of their rough lovemaking away and then helping her to redress both her and himself, she knew that she was in really big trouble.

      Because her heart had spent years being battered and bruised. She’d only just begun to put it back together. And now she was feeling it slip back out of her grasp.

      As if he could read her mind, Connor stopped once they were fully clothed again and pulled her into his arms. He kissed her with the softness he’d lacked in the shower. Gentle and easy, he coaxed her mouth open and then played with her tongue. He didn’t touch her at all except for where he held her face between his hands and their mouths connected and still, when he finally broke away, she was dizzy with a desire that threatened to take her to her knees.

      “Lu…” His voice was both soft and rough as he continued to hold her face, forcing her to meet his eyes, “Admit this thing between us is about more than just wanting my body.”

      Her throat instantly felt tight and she bit her lip. She remembered the way he’d called bullshit on her when she’d tried to use that excuse for giving in and going to bed with him. He hadn’t believed her, even then, and she’d known it. Just like she knew that he wasn’t trying to get her to convince him right now by admitting it. He wanted to be sure she saw past her own lies to the truth of what was happening between them.

      But the words wouldn’t come.

      As much as she wanted to tell him that of course there was more to it than just sex, she couldn’t get her throat to work properly. Just the thought of admitting she wanted more from him caused fear to paralyze her. Because despite their time together and despite what he’d said, Connor didn’t do relationships and she knew that.

      Just like she knew that it was impossible for her to admit that two days ago she’d thought she was in love with Derek and now she was falling for Connor. It was impossible. She knew now that she’d deluded herself into believing what she felt for Derek was love when really it had only been the lackluster memory of loving him that had kept her drawn to him. It hadn’t been real, but it had felt that way.

      And that was what scared her the most, because if what she’d felt for Derek wasn’t real, how could she possibly trust herself to fall in love with Connor?

      They were on vacation. This wasn’t real life. They were in a romantic resort, on a Mexican beach, drinking and flirting and playing. She’d said herself there would be hookups at this wedding. She just hadn’t intended to be among them.

      So why then didn’t this thing with Connor feel like a hook-up?

      “Lulu.” He sighed heavily, sadness in his eyes as he stroked her cheek, bringing her back to the moment, to the present, to him.

      “I….” She swallowed hard and felt her lip tremble with fear, “I don’t know.”

      Disappointment crossed his handsome face but he hid it by leaning forward and pressing a chaste, sweet kiss against her forehead, when he pulled back his eyes were serious, “Yes, you do. You’re just too scared to admit it. But that’s okay. I’ve waited for you this long, baby. I told you I’d wait forever if I had to but I think, after today I’ve got a better idea.”

      “Y-you do?” She managed, his words making her throat tight in an all new way.

      “Mmm.” His eyes twinkled, “I think I’m going to keep making love to you until you don’t feel whole without me. Until you’re not scared of how I make you feel anymore. Until you’re only scared of how you feel when you’re not with me.”

      Connor didn’t wait for her reply, which was good, because she didn’t have one that she could put her voice to. This man overwhelmed her in so many ways. He’d always been honest to a fault and that was how she knew he meant every word that he’d said to her.

      He would wait for her. He would continue to make her feel things that nobody else ever had or ever could. He would love her until she was ready to admit that she loved him too.

      He hadn’t said the words. Not yet. Not outright. But he’d shown her time and time again and now that she’d truly seen him, she knew there was no going back. Her fears. Her doubts. Her worries. He’d overcome them all because that was just the kind of man Connor Shaw was.

      The best man.
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      The next few days passed in a blur of sunshine, wedding activities and late night sexcapades. Well, the sexcapades weren’t exclusive to the late nights. Connor dragged Lulu away for some private time any chance he got, morning, noon or night. He hadn’t been lying when he told her he intended to give her enough orgasms to overcome all of her lingering doubts about them. And he thought that he might, finally, be getting through to her, not just with all the amazing sex but with all the other ways he’d upped his game to show her he was serious about making them work.

      He brought her coffee in the morning, just the way she liked. Usually after he’d woken her up with his face between her thighs. Sometimes he let her sleep in and brought back breakfast, then waited and took her in the shower. He loved getting to wake up beside her and see her soft and warm from sleep.

      It felt like he’d been waiting his whole life for this week, for this chance with her.

      They’d spent their days, once they were vertical, sated and dressed, doing all the activities their friends had scheduled for the wedding.

      They’d had another dance lesson, one where he’d growled every time he had to see the other groomsmen touch Lulu. For the first time in his life, it hadn’t been Derek he wanted to pummel but instead, every other Harper. When Connor had finally gotten her alone again he’d gone full-on possessive caveman, pinning her down and taking her hard from behind while he spanked her ass and forced her to tell him she was his.

      They’d gone to couples yoga too which had been far more fun than he’d given it credit for when he saw it on the invite. Then again, seeing Lulu in a pair of skin-tight yoga pants twisting and turning and shaking her ass had made him regret all the times he’d avoided her yoga classes at the gym. He’d been so damn hard by the time the hour was up that he’d barely made it back to their room before he was dragging those tights off her and having her ride him with that same roll to her hips she’d teased him with the entire class.

      They’d spent a day just the two of them snorkeling on a reef not far from their bungalow. They’d seen beautiful fish and other sea-life. Lulu’s smile had been so beautiful in the blue of the ocean that he’d kissed her until they’d both nearly drowned. They’d been laughing when they finally made their way back to the beach and that night, when he’d made love to her it had been with those same smiles of pleasure on their faces.

      Not a day had passed since that first one on in Mexico that he hadn’t gotten to enjoy the taste of Lulu on his lips.

      They still fought. That couldn’t be helped. Sometimes he was a jealous bastard. Sometimes she was a hothead. But instead of turning to tearing each other down, they almost always ended up cooling down and then having make-up sex. The few times they hadn’t taken the time to cool down first had been some of the hottest sex of his life, simply tearing at each others clothes and fucking hard until they didn’t have the energy to argue anymore.

      It had been a good week so far and every day only got better. She was opening up to him. Being sweet with him. She didn’t mind being with him in front of the others. She let him hold her hand and kiss her and they’d made no secret of the times they’d snuck off for sex only to come back looking debauched and satisfied.

      And that was the only word Connor could come up with as he rolled off Lulu after another round of hot, fast, hard lovemaking that took his breath away and had her panting and sweaty as she rolled up next to him to cuddle in the aftermath of their orgasms.

      Satisfied. He was finally satisfied. Happy. Content. Lulu was his, in bed and out of it, and she would be his when they went home to Fate in a couple of days. Back to their real lives, back to their own apartments and houses and jobs, they’d go back together.

      “Mmm.” Lulu nuzzled his damp chest, “Somebody looks awfully satisfied with himself.”

      He chuckled when she read his mind and shot her words back at her, “Somebody sounds awfully satisfied with herself.”

      “You do aim to please and you hit the mark every time.”

      “I…” He started to respond but the sound of his cell phone ringing on the nightstand interrupted him and he groaned. “Hold that thought, babe.”

      He kept one arm around Lulu and reached for the nightstand with his other. He squinted in the mostly dark room until he could make out the name on the screen and then put it back down after turning off the ringer. He scooted back into Lulu’s warmth but she shot him a confused expression.

      “You’re not going to answer that?”

      “Nah. It’s not important.”

      Lulu raised an eyebrow, “One of your groupies trying to schedule a hook-up?”

      “Groupies?” He laughed, “God no. First off, I don’t have groupies. There are women I’ve slept with in the past who would like to think it meant more than it did but I’d hardly call them groupies.”

      “They’re total groupies.” Lulu snorted, “Groupies trail after hot guys, flashing their tits and all but begging for a ride. If you want proof you have groupies, look no further than Amber.”

      He groaned at the mention of the most annoying blonde on the planet, “She’s let up since I made it clear you’re the only woman I want in my bed.”

      “Yeah? So why’d she hiss at me that when you get tired of me and toss me out of your bed she intends to be right back in it?”

      “She did what?” He growled, every muscle in his body going tight with anger. “That conniving little… Dammit, Lu. I’m sorry you have to deal with her. For the record, she never spent a single night in my bed.”

      “Just got down and dirty with her at the Roadhouse?” Lulu’s voice sounded teasing but there was something else there that made his heart warm because he thought she sounded a little bit jealous and God, how long had he been the one that was a jealous mess? He wouldn’t let her have to deal with his past conquests though, not Amber and not any of the rest. He’d make it clear to them all that he was with Lulu for good as soon as they got back to Fate.

      “I’ve never taken a woman home to my bed, Lu. It was never a place I wanted them because they didn’t mean anything to me.” He brushed his thumb under her chin, lifting her gaze to his, “Not like you do.”

      “Technically I’ve never been in your bed either.”

      “A problem I intend to rectify as soon as we get home, baby.” He rubbed his thumb back and forth over her bottom lip, wondering if he should tell her what he’d been thinking and then deciding that he’d never hedged with her before and he didn’t want to start now. “I want you there with me. In my bed. In my house. In my life. I want you with me all the time.”

      Lulu’s dark eyes widened slightly, “All the time? Like… you want me to move in with you?”

      “Yes.” He stated firmly and plainly.

      “Connor…” Her lips pursed, “Don’t you think that’s a little fast? We’ve only been together a few days and it’s a vacation fling and…”

      He rolled her to her back with a grunt, “Don’t call it that.”

      “Con…”

      “This is not a fling, Lulu. It’s not a one-night-stand or a multiple-night-stand or friends with benefits or any other of those titles the kids are using these days to keep from calling a spade a spade. This is a relationship and I want it to be real. It is real. Tell me you can accept this for what it is. Please.”

      Her eyes softened and she brushed her fingers through his hair as she sighed, “I’m trying. I promise, I’m trying. It’s all just happened so fast.”

      “Not for me.” He sighed, rolling back off of her and scrubbing a hand down his face, “I’ve wanted you for so long, Lu. Finally having you? It’s like, finally my real life can start because you’ll be there with me, at my side. That’s what I want. It’s what I’ve always wanted.”

      “Connor…” She rolled up onto her elbow to look down at him, her beautiful face painted in shadows and moonlight. She leaned down and brushed her lips over his, murmuring in the small space, “You steal another piece of my heart every time you say sweet things like that.”

      “They’re true.” He caught her hair, keeping her close. “They’re all true.”

      “I know. I used to hate you for that. The way you could see right through me to the truth, the way you had no problem calling me out on it. But I think, even when I hated you for it, I knew you were only trying to help me face it myself. I’m sorry it took me so long.”

      “What matters is that we’re here now. Together. And I want us to stay that way when we go home.” He met her eyes seriously, “We’ll work out the details later, just tell me that you’re not going to chalk me up to a wedding hook-up and leave me behind when its time to go back to the real world.”

      “Of course not.” Lulu smiled softly, “Even if I was dumb enough to try it, something tells me you wouldn’t let me go that easily.”

      “Never. I’m not letting you go. Ever.”

      His serious statement hung in the air between them until the sound of his phone dinged in the dark space again. It was the tone that alerted him he had a voicemail so he didn’t bother to even look at the phone this time. When he glanced back up at Lulu she was frowning at the thing though and he chuckled slightly at the jealousy she’d never admit to.

      “It was Kady that called and I can call her back in the morning. I’m sure it’s nothing important.”

      Some of the tension in Lulu’s face softened and she relaxed back down beside him on the bed. He let her get comfortable again, sliding his arm around her and pulled her against his side. His woman was a serious cuddler which he found absolutely adorable until the middle of the night when she inevitably smacked him in the face or kneed him in the groin. Not that he’d told her she did those things. He wouldn’t say a word to discourage her from using him as a pillow because he loved the feel of her naked skin against his.

      “How is your sister doing?” Lulu traced what he thought was a heart across his chest and he smiled at the change in conversation.

      “She’s good. I’ve never seen her so happy.”

      “How far along is she now?”

      “Um… what day is it?” He squinted, doing the math in his head quickly, “26 weeks?”

      “And you’re sure you shouldn’t check your phone? I mean, your sister is pregnant. What if something is wrong?”

      “If something was wrong, Sloan would be the one calling me and that thing wouldn’t have stopped ringing until I picked up.” He chuckled, “He’s an absolute wreck and a pain in the ass and he wouldn’t rest until he’d yelled at me to get my ass home.”

      “Something tells me you’re enjoying that Kady’s husband is an absolute mess over her pregnancy.” Lulu smirked.

      “Who? Me?” He chuckled and then sighed, “Sloan and I have our issues but we’ve worked most of them out for Kady’s sake. All I ever wanted was for her to be happy and he broke her heart. It took me a long time to realize the only way to truly fix it was to let him put it back together too. Took him six fucking years but he did right by her and he’s my family now.”

      “And your partner down at the station.”

      “And my partner down at the station.” He grumbled, making her laugh again, “No matter where I go or what I do, I cannot escape Nick Sloan. But trust me, that wasn’t him calling which means Kady is fine, just checking in with her baby brother as per usual.”

      Lulu giggled slightly, “Baby brother?”

      “Yep. Doesn’t matter that I’m five inches taller than her and weigh a solid hundred pounds more than she does at the very least, to Kady I’ll always be the baby brother that she helped raise and has to check on at least once a week. I bet she’ll still be calling me that when I’m in my eighties and can’t hear her without an aid anymore.”

      That made Lulu laugh and he enjoyed the sweet, husky sound as well as the way her breasts bounced again his chest. Of all the things they’d talked about in the past few days, their families hadn’t come up much. There wasn’t much to say, or at least he hadn’t thought there was considering most of the time people wanted to ask a million questions about his mom and Lulu already knew that story.

      She’d been there to watch, just like Derek had, as Connor and Kady’s mom had slowly started losing her mind.

      Early onset Alzheimer’s the doctors had called it. She’d barely been in her forties. It had started out innocuously enough. Misplaced keys. Forgotten bills going unpaid. Her car running out of gas because she swore she’d filled it up the day before. But the progression had been fast and brutal and they’d ended up having to put her in a nursing facility within a year of the diagnosis.

      With the loss of his beloved wife, who his father had decided was gone long before they put her in the ground, the old man had taken up drinking to deal with his loneliness. He might as well have gone to the facility with her as much attention as he’d paid to his children at that point.

      After that, Kady had come home and helped raise her little brother, making sure Connor finished school with decent enough grades to get into the Police Academy even as she’d worked herself to the bone night and day to finish her nursing degree. She’d been a natural mother figure even back then. Now, he knew without a shadow of a doubt that she would be the best mother on the face of the planet for those little girls she was carrying.

      Connor had only been a teenager when their mom had passed and he’d turned to his friends as much as his sister to get through the rough times. He’d all but moved in with Derek’s family for a while. And it was the only time in their lives that he could remember Lulu being there at his side without any attitude or snide remarks. In fact, his most vivid memory of the day his mother had died was that Lulu had simply sat beside him, holding his hand for what felt like hours, until the doctors came and told them that Kim Shaw was gone.

      He wondered if Lulu even remembered that, just as he sometimes wondered if that had been the day he fell in love with her. He’d never had a chance to ask her. Plus he worried that one of the best memories of that dark time was nothing more than a figment of his imagination and she’d tell him it had never happened.

      “Lu?” He worked up the courage to speak and felt her answering hum against his chest, “Do you remember…. I mean…. The day my mom died, you were there, right?”

      She rolled to her stomach instantly, propping her chin on her hand to look down at him from a better angle and her dark lashes blinked slowly, “Of course I was. Do you not remember? That’s a silly question, I’m sure that day was a blur for you and I wasn’t important so…”

      “No.” He stopped her with a shake of his head, “I remember. I… The thing I remember most about that day… is you.”

      “Me?” She looked startled.

      “Everyone else was rushing around all over the place. Saying goodbyes and crying and making arrangements or just catching up with other family members. It was crazy and I felt like it was all happening around me, not so much to me, but in front of me, like in one of those movies where the character doesn’t move and the world just keeps rushing around him.”

      Lulu’s eyes looked suspiciously damp when she bit her lip and nodded, “I remember seeing you sitting there on that bench all by yourself and I thought maybe you wanted to be left alone but when I said I’d leave if you wanted me to, you told me to stay.”

      “And you did.” His voice felt rough with emotions he hadn’t thought about in years, “You sat down beside me but you didn’t ask me questions or make me talk to you about it. You just slid your hand into mine and squeezed and then we just sat there for hours as the world spun out of control all around me. Your hand in mine. Feeling your reassuring warmth and your steady pulse. You got me through it. You grounded me.”

      A drop of liquid hit his chest and Connor reached up, wiping at the tears that were slowly trickling down Lulu’s cheek. The girl that never cried. She cried for him now and he felt that swell of deep emotion in his chest all over again for the strength, kindness and compassion of this woman that he’d loved for so long.

      “Shh, it’s okay.” He hushed, “I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

      “I know, I just…” She sniffled a little and wiped at her cheek, “I remember that day and I remember feeling like nothing I could say to you was really going to help. Seeing it through your eyes, knowing that I did help in some small way… that I’m what you remember? It hits me right here, Con.”

      She raised his hand to her chest, above her breast, just over her heart and he felt the slightly elevated rhythm. He stroked his thumb over the spot, basking in the way her pulse jumped at his touch. He wanted to tell her right then and there that he thought he’d fallen in love with her that day but for once, he kept the truth to himself.

      He hadn’t intended to get emotional with her. Not about this at least. And she’d gotten jumpy already when he asked her to move in with him. Admitting his love for her while they were naked and reminiscing didn’t seem like the best time.

      He took his hand back, bringing hers with it and kissing her knuckles gently before he pulled her back down beside him on the bed, “I just wanted you to know that I appreciated you then and I appreciate you now.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He sighed, trying to work out the words he wanted to say and put them in an order that made sense before he spoke, “I never really gave dating anyone a chance after high school. You know that. But, you don’t know why.” He felt Lulu tense a little and pulled her tighter, “The first reason is probably a little more obvious now. It was you. I always wanted you and nobody else could’ve come close so, why bother trying to make something work when I knew in my heart I’d secretly be waiting for a chance with you?”

      “Connor…” Her voice was soft and she squeezed his hand.

      He continued before he lost his nerve “But there was a second reason too and it was because, I knew I’d have to explain my past to those people. Where was my mom? Was it really my dad that ended up in the drunk tank every few weeks? Why were Kady and I so involved in each others lives? And a million other things that I didn’t want to talk about. That I don’t like to talk about still.”

      Lulu squeezed his hand again but she seemed to sense he wasn’t done talking. She didn’t move in his embrace. He took a deep breath to finish what he wanted to say now that he’d brought up all of this past drama with his family.

      “It’s why I’m still friends with the same group of people I was when I was a kid. It’s why this, with you, seems like the most natural thing in the world to me. Because you already know about all the bad shit in my past and you were there for me through it. It was only ever going to be you for me, Lu. Only ever you.”

      “Oh Connor…” Lulu hugged him tight and then kissed his chest, just above his heart, “I hate that you’ve had to deal with so much pain in your past but none of it was your fault and you shouldn’t have to carry that baggage.”

      “But I do. They were my parents. They’re my past. Even if I don’t like to talk about them.”

      Lulu sat up, tears glistening in her eyes again and brushed his hair off his forehead, her voice was soft when she spoke again, “Then don’t focus on the past. There’s nothing for you there. Focus on the present. Focus on the here and the now… with me.”

      “And the future?” He couldn’t help but ask as her dark eyes gleamed in the moonlight.

      “I’ll be there for that too, as long as you want me at your side, holding your hand. I’ll be there, Connor.”

      His heart fucking soared. It was the closest he’d come to an honest confession of her feelings for him and he knew then, that even though she was still holding back, that she was his. He didn’t bother to tell her that he wanted her by his side and holding his hand forever. She knew that already, somewhere in her subconscious, she knew that. And yet she’d said those words to him.

      So instead of declaring his intentions to move her in, marry her and make a family with her, he rose up and captured her mouth with his. He kissed her with every ounce of love that he’d kept bottled up inside of him for what felt like an eternity. Because that was what he wanted with her. An eternity.

      No matter how much time they’d wasted. No matter how many times he told himself that it should’ve been the two of them together over the last few years, he knew that now it was them. Together. Forever. This was only the beginning of their love story.
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      Lulu sighed as she slapped another sticker with Derek and Aubrey’s initials and the wedding date onto a plain, old water bottle. It was number sixty-seven and she’d long since lost her focus. It wasn’t like the task needed even a fraction of her attention and the only thought she was giving to it at this point was just how many of these bottles Aubrey expected her to label.

      All around the room the other bridesmaids were doing similar tasks. Sierra was handling phase one of the project. She was putting similar labels on small gift bags. Next to her, Amber and Nikki were adding in the equally emblazoned chocolates, bath bombs, chapsticks and beer coozies. Lulu was labeling the aforementioned water bottles and adding them to the sacks and then handing them off to Aubrey herself. The bride was busily writing out thank you cards, dropping them in the sacks and then finally passing them on to Anna to tie pretty bows on the handles.

      They’d been at the task for over an hour and after a long day of other wedding related activities, Lulu was over it. She wanted to go back to her room so she could be alone. Only, that wasn’t true and she knew it. She wanted to go back to her room and see if Connor was there, find out if he was done helping the other men clean up the beach from where they’d had the rehearsal earlier in the afternoon and then a big picnic dinner afterwards. She wanted alone time but she wanted it with him.

      Damn her heart to hell, but she missed him.

      She could practically hear the clock in the back of her head counting down the time they had left together in this magical, Mexican paradise. The past few days had flown by with activities and long nights of lovemaking. They’d had the rehearsal today and the wedding was tomorrow. The day after that they’d be back on a plane headed home to Fate, Texas and no matter how many times Connor told her that he didn’t want anything between them to change she knew that it would when they got back to reality.

      It would have to.

      They wouldn’t be able to spend all day together anymore. They’d have their jobs and responsibilities. They’d have their friends and their families. Once they were back in Fate, she’d have to admit to herself and to him that they were more than a week-long fling and that was scary as hell for a girl that just six short days ago had thought herself in love with someone else.

      She hadn’t been. She knew that now. Maybe she’d known it all along.

      Once upon a time, she had loved Derek. She’d loved him with her whole heart and he’d shattered it. He’d broken it time and time again and somewhere along the way that had simply become the pattern for them. She’d clung to what she thought they should have been but in reality, she hadn’t been in love with Derek in a long time so much as she’d been in love with the idea of the life she could have with him.

      Her parents were still happily married after forty plus years. They’d been high school sweethearts. Best friends turned lovers turned partners who still looked at each other with stars in their eyes. And she’d wanted that. She’d wanted it so badly that she’d focused all of her attention on her own best friend, hell-bent on making them into the couple she wanted to be, but the truth was, she’d known for a long time now that she was wrong to try to make them into something they weren’t.

      Facing that truth had been hard. It had been rough. It had been a bitter pill to swallow, but she had finally come to terms with it and she supposed she shouldn’t have been as surprised as she was to find it was the man that had always given her the truth, even when she didn’t want it, that had helped her past it.

      It was Connor.

      They fought like cats and dogs. They argued like an old married couple. But at the heart of all of their interactions, the truth was that Connor had been there for her every time she’d needed him.

      He’d been the one to help her pick up the pieces of her bruised and broken heart time and again when Derek dropped it carelessly. She supposed at some point, without her even noticing, he’d started to hold onto some of those pieces himself instead of giving them back to her. Without conscious thought, she’d started giving him pieces of her heart and after the night they’d spent in his bed, talking about their pasts, about his mother, she knew there was no more lying to herself.

      He had her whole heart and if he broke it, there would be no taping it back together the way she’d done with Derek for years. Because this wasn’t some silly girlhood crush. It wasn’t a one-night-stand or a fling or anything that could be so easily dismissed.

      She was falling in love with him.

      She loved the way he knew how she took her coffee without even asking. She loved the way he kissed her so sweetly and so gently sometimes. Just as she loved the way that other times he seemed too desperate for her to go slow. She loved it when he took control of her and she loved it when he was so needy for what only she could give him that he lost his carefully tethered control.

      She loved the demanding lover he’d become. The sexy, dominant man that pinned her down and fucked her hard while he growled about making her feel empty without him inside her. She loved the sweet, gentle man that woke her with light, teasing kisses and took her slowly, whispering nothings in her ear about how he was the one that didn’t feel whole unless he was inside her.

      She loved fighting with him. She loved making up with him. She loved laughing with him and talking to him and just… being with him.

      She hadn’t seen it coming. She’d laughed at the very idea of them together. But they worked. In bed and out. During the day and throughout the nights. They spent every moment they could together and it still didn’t feel like enough. She wasn’t sure it would ever be enough after all of the years she’d wasted not seeing what was right in front of her.

      She felt scared and relieved and hopeful and terrified and so many other emotions that she couldn’t begin to get a handle on when it came to Connor. She felt like she needed to talk to someone but who was there for her to talk to about this crazy, intense need for him that had taken root inside of her?

      As much as Sierra had prodded her to dish up the dirty details of what she’d known was going on between them, the perky blonde hadn’t known them separately. She wouldn’t understand. Not really. And the other girls? Amber was an obvious no-go and Anna was too innocent to be much help. Aubrey was just… Aubrey. They didn’t have that kind of relationship. And she certainly couldn’t talk to Derek about it. That would just be too weird.

      So she’d spent the past few days getting lost in her head, worrying and thinking and worrying some more, and then letting Connor pull her out of her head with his soft touch and reverent demands only to retreat back inside her head as soon as he was out of arms reach.

      She wanted to go back to their bungalow and see him. Now. He was the only one that understood what she needed when she got like this. He always had. And she thought that maybe if she saw him, her thoughts would quiet and simply let her heart take the lead and push away all of the doubts and fears about what came next for them for just a little while.

      “Lulu!”

      She jerked, knocking over the water bottle she’d been holding, at the sound of her name, “Huh? What?”

      “You put the label on upside down.” Aubrey cried out in anguish, “Good grief girl, you’re as distracted as a deer in rut I swear.”

      “I… uh, sorry.” She frowned at the label that was indeed upside down, just like the bride had said and focused on trying to peel it off and stick it on properly. “I’m… just tired I guess. I haven’t been getting much sleep.”

      “Hell yeah you haven’t.” Sierra wagged her eyebrows playfully and Lulu realized what she’d admitted as a warm flush rose up her cheeks.

      “Oh, I…” She shook her head, trying to correct herself but Anna came to her defense.

      “Leave the poor girl alone would you? You’re embarrassing her.”

      “What’s to be embarrassed about?” Sierra only snorted, “Getting it good and regular from the kind of man that knows the true meaning of the word pleasure? No shame in that, honey.”

      “Oh my God.” Amber all but hissed, “Can we not talk about Lulu’s sex life?”

      “Just because you’re not getting any doesn’t mean the rest of us can’t have fun.” Sierra rolled her eyes before turning back to Lulu, “You’ve been in la-la land again. Thinking about your man and the dirty, delicious things he’s no doubt promised to do to you when you get back to the bungalow?”

      “I… no.” Lulu felt the heat rise all the way to the tops of her ears.

      “Liar.” Aubrey teased good-naturedly, “But that’s okay. I totally get it. We’re almost done here and then we can all go back to what we’d rather be doing.”

      “Our men.” Sierra announced and everyone laughed.

      Lulu dropped her head, ignoring the other women as they chatted easily around her. As it turned out, Aubrey had been telling the truth. They’d only done up 100 gift bags for guests and it wasn’t long before they were cleaning up their trash and boxing up the bags for the next day. Lulu fidgeted until a small hand landed on her shoulder and she turned to see Nikki smiling at her.

      “Go on. We can handle the rest.”

      “Are you sure?” Lulu could hear the relief in her voice even before the younger girl nodded.

      “Go.”

      “Thank you. I owe you one.”

      Lulu headed back to her cabana after saying quick goodbyes. She walked fast, her heart racing with the thought of seeing Connor. Had it really only been a couple of hours ago that he’d kissed her goodbye as she went off with the girls to do gift bags? It felt like an eternity, which was ridiculous.

      What was she going to do when they got back to the real world and they had to spend the entire day apart at work? What about when work kept him late and she didn’t see him at all? How many sleepless nights were in her future as she lay awake, alone, worrying about him out there doing something dangerous in the line of duty?

      She burst into the bungalow, “Connor?”

      When no reply came, her heart sank. She headed for the door between their two rooms, the one that hadn’t been closed in days, but just as she’d expected his room was empty. She pouted a little that he wasn’t here waiting for her to return but she knew that was as ridiculous as all the rest of her thoughts were lately.

      He’d been with the other guys cleaning up. She was certain Derek had him doing some sort of best man duty or another as they prepared for tomorrow. At the very least, she couldn’t complain if they’d gone to one of the bars for drinks to celebrate Derek’s last night of bachelorhood.

      But without his big, strong, confident presence, the bungalow felt strangely empty and she felt wholly alone.

      Lulu glanced at the clock. It was still early despite the long day she’d put in helping Aubrey and the others with wedding prep. She chewed her bottom lip, contemplating whether she should just take a shower and call it a night or give into the urge she had to talk to someone. It only took her another half second to decide.

      She’d have loved to talk to Krysten. She wished for the hundredth time the girl was here with them on this trip. Despite being a few years younger than her, she and Krys had formed a strong bond over the years. It had been nice having someone that understood what it was like to love a Harper man that only saw her as a buddy. Krys had been getting the same treatment from Dean since they were children. But despite the fact Krys was her closest female friend, she wasn’t the one Lulu wanted to talk to right now.

      Krys would be nice. She would be supportive. But it didn’t feel fair to call and tell the girl all about how she’d finally realized she was over Derek. Krys had enough of her own problems when it came to her Harper best friend. She didn’t need Lulu reminding her that years of friendship didn’t mean they were soulmates right now.

      Instead of calling Krys, Lulu grabbed her iPad out of her bag for the first time since arriving in Mexico. She’d brought it thinking she’d be spending a lot of time alone and could read or play games but she hadn’t touched it once until now.

      Carefully, she set it up on the equally unused desk in the corner of her room and then hit the button for FaceTime. She could have just called. She knew that. But she needed to see a familiar face right now and so she hit the autodial button for her first contact and waited as it rang through on the other end all the way back in Fate, Texas.

      It only took two rings before the screen switched from black to a shaky, unfocused but familiar room and she heard the equally familiar voice saying, “Lu? Hold on a sec. Lu? Ok. You there?”

      “Hey big brother.” She smiled as Lance’s face came into focus and she felt a rush of calming energy settle the worst of her nerves just as it always did when she talked to her brother.

      Lance was the most levelheaded person she knew. He was rational and logical. He was laid-back in a way that she had never mastered with all of her nervous energy and she wondered sometimes if he’d gotten all of the serene genes and she’d been left with nothing but nerves as the younger sibling.

      “Hey!” His bright grin lit up the screen when he saw her, “We weren’t expecting you to call tonight. Sorry it took a sec for me to figure out what was ringing and find this damn thing.”

      “We?” Her own smile grew, “Is Trent there too?”

      “Hey baby girl.” Another familiar Texas drawl came through her speaker a moment before a gorgeous, blond haired man poked his head in behind her brother, wrapping his arms around Lance and flashing a megawatt smile, “It’s good to hear from you. Your brother has been freaking out since we’ve gotten nothing but texts since you left. How’s Mexico?”

      “I was not freaking out.” Lance scoffed but the knowing look Trent shot her told her all she needed to know and she found herself smiling.

      “Mexico is beautiful. Derek and Aubrey chose an incredible resort. The beaches are white and the water is so blue it’s practically clear. It’s amazing.”

      Lance’s dark eyebrows winged up, “Aubrey? You’re calling she who shan’t be named by her real name now?” He whistled quick and low, “How many margaritas have you downed today sis?”

      “Oh shut up.” She shot back good-naturedly, “I know it seems crazy but… a lot has changed since the last time I saw you.”

      “Seven days ago you mean?”

      “Hush.” Trent bit at his boyfriend’s shoulder and grinned, “Clearly she has something to tell us. Just look at her, baby. She’s practically glowing.”

      Lulu felt herself blush at Trent’s words, which she knew did nothing but confirm them. Glowing? Wasn’t that something that happened to pregnant women? There wasn’t a chance in hell she was pregnant even if she and Connor hadn’t been using condoms. But she supposed, maybe, she was glowing because for the first time in a long time, in longer than she cared to admit really, she was happy.

      She was so damn happy and she was so damn scared to tell her brother why.

      “Lu?” Lance’s dark brows had furrowed and his face was serious now, “What’s going on?”

      “Well… something happened and I’m not entirely sure how it happened and I don’t really have anyone I can talk to about it so I thought… maybe… I could tell you but you have to promise me that you won’t freak out.”

      “You’re making it sound like it is definitely something I’m going to freak out about.” Lance grunted, “Spill it Lulu. Now. What’s going on with you? Did you steal Derek away? Ruin the wedding? Do you need an escape?”

      “God no. Nothing like that.” She rolled her eyes. “It’s actually kinda the opposite I… well, I realized I’m not in love with Derek.”

      “Finally.” Trent all but groaned and Lance smirked at his boyfriend.

      “I think I’ve known for a while now I just… didn’t want to let him go.” She shrugged.

      “Jesus Lu, you had me seriously worried there for a second.” Lance chastised her seriously, “You’re over Derek? You’re letting him go and going to be in the wedding and everything is fine?”

      “Yeah. For the first time in a long time, everything is fine.”

      “So how exactly did you come to this magical realization?” Trent grinned at her and there was a knowing sparkle to his bright blue eyes that made her wonder if he already knew the answer. That was impossible though. Wasn’t it?

      She swallowed hard and took a deep breath for courage, “I met someone or rather… I mean, I knew him already but I didn’t know him, know him, if that makes sense. I just…. I kind of saw him for the first time through clear eyes while we’ve been down here and… We’re together now.”

      “Together?” Lance’s eyes practically popped out of his head, “With who?”

      “Connor.” She admitted softly and waited for the explosion she knew was coming.

      Instead, Lance simply stared at her. Silent. Slack-jawed. A look of shock and horror on his features that resembled her own so much. Her brother stared at her across the distance of thousands of miles, through two computer screens and somehow she could still feel the ice of his cold reaction to her admission chill her to the bone.

      “Lance?” She finally said when he remained quiet. “Say something.”

      “Trust me. You don’t want me to say something right now, Lu.” He grit his teeth and she winced.

      Trent whispered something in his boyfriends ear that she couldn’t make out and then turned back to face her with a soft look of understanding on his handsome face, “Your brother is just in shock. Ignore him. Talk to me. Tell me how this happened. You and Connor? Connor Shaw?”

      “Yeah. Connor Shaw.” She bit her lip, her gaze darting from her brother’s stony expression to his boyfriend who looked intrigued if not slightly confused, “He… He makes me happy.”

      “Well of course he does.” Trent grinned, “Anyone could see that just from looking at you. You’re all bright cheeks and sunny smiles. It’s good to see. Happy looks good on you baby girl.”

      “Thank you.” She felt her bottom lip quiver a little when Lance shook his head.

      “You hate him.” He all but growled.

      “I don’t.”

      “You do. You fight with him nonstop. He treats you like shit. He…”

      “Doesn’t.” She cut her brother off, “He’s only ever told me the truth. Truths I didn’t want to hear. Truths I didn’t want to face but the truth nonetheless.”

      “He’s a condescending asshole!”

      “No. He isn’t. He…” She bit her bottom lip and swallowed hard, “He’s only ever tried to take care of me he just, he didn’t go about it the best way maybe but, I see it now. I see him now and we’re good together, Lance. Please believe me. He’s good for me.”

      “I don’t like this and I don’t like him.”

      “You don’t know him.”

      “I work with him at the station and I have for years, don’t tell me I don’t know him.” Lance shot back.

      “Fine. You know that side of him maybe but you don’t know him like I do.” She shot right back, feeling her spine straighten with a new determination to make Lance see the truth the way Connor had made her see it. “I know it sounds crazy. I know it’s hard to believe. But he’s not what you think he is. He’s sweet and he’s kind and he cares about me and I…” The words tried to get stuck in her throat again but she forced them out this time, “I’m falling in love with him.”

      “That’s probably just sunstroke.”

      “Jesus, you’re such an ass sometimes.” Trent snorted at his boyfriend before she could respond, “Nobody would have ever thought the two of us would work, but we do. We got our happily ever after despite all the people that said it wouldn’t last, that we were too different, that there were too many obstacles to overcome. Why can’t you give your sister the benefit of the doubt that she knows how she feels and that this thing between her and Connor is real?”

      Her heart squeezed tight in her chest when Trent defended her. He was the best thing that had ever happened to Lance. He’d stumbled into Fate in the dead of night, a high-profile country music superstar hiding from the fact he’d just been outed as gay. He and Lance had connected instantly despite all of the things and people that had tried to come between them. Lance had come out of the closet to be with Trent and neither of them had looked back since.

      She’d gained another brother that day. She’d fallen for the smiling cowboy country singer just as quickly as her brother had, if in a different way. He’d held her when she cried over Derek and threatened to beat him to a pulp for her too. He’d always had her back, from day one of meeting her, but hearing him try to sway Lance to her side now made her love Trent even more.

      Lance frowned, shoving a hand through his thick dark hair, “He’s not good enough for her.”

      “Aw, baby.” Trent pulled him close, “Is that what this is about? Nobody’s ever going to be good enough for your little sister.”

      “No it’s not… Look, Lu, I’ve seen the way he watches you when you come into the station. I just thought you were smart enough not to fall for a cop of all people.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Trent scoffed, “I fell for a cop. You’re a cop, dumbass.”

      “Yeah and what we do on a daily basis is dangerous. I love you and we’ve talked about that but I want better for my sister than spending her nights worrying about whether or not her partner will come home from work.”

      Her throat tightened and she felt tears well in her eyes as she listened to Lance talk to his boyfriend instead of to her. It was fine. He was telling her things she’d never heard him say before even if he wasn’t saying it directly to her.

      He didn’t want her to be with a cop because what he and Connor did was dangerous. He was just worried about her getting her heart broken. He was a good big brother for worrying but that wasn’t up to him. She worried about Lance already. What would it add to her stress worrying about Connor too? Nothing. Her heart would be broken if anything happened to either of them.

      “And to think I thought you hated the guy because I said he had a nice ass that one time.” Trent lightened the mood with his trademark playfulness.

      “Well that certainly didn’t help.” Lance managed a smirk.

      She listened as Trent teased Lance and he slowly loosened up before her very eyes. They were so good together. They balanced each other out. Their differences only made them stronger and the things they had in common were all the things that mattered. They wanted each other and a life together, to be happy and healthy and most of all to just be open to be themselves and to love each other. They’d gone through so much to find that happiness and now that they had, nothing would ever come between them.

      Did she and Connor have that kind of easy repertoire? Not exactly. But it didn’t mean they weren’t meant for each other just the same. They had a different kind of relationship. They argued and they picked fights just to rile the other. They were sparks and fire and passion and now that it had erupted into a relationship she couldn’t imagine going a day without it.

      Without him.

      “Lu?”

      “Hmm?” She realized she hadn’t heard whatever it was her brother said to her and she refocused herself on the two men staring at her from the iPad screen.

      “This isn’t just some fling you’re having on vacation is it?” Lance sighed heavily, as if he already knew the answer.

      “No. It’s not. I told you, I’m falling for him. I think… I think it would be really, really easy for me to admit I love him, but I don’t think you’re the man I should tell that to first so… He makes me happy. I wanted to tell you that, to warn you, because we’re coming home together and I don’t want you to make any scenes or overreact. I want you to be happy for me.”

      The truth spilled out of her in a rush and she felt her shoulders sag a little once the words were out. This was why she’d had to call Lance. This was why she’d needed him to know. She’d known that he would have a problem with her and Connor being together because he’d never liked Connor all that much. She’d needed to clear the air before she went home because once she and Connor got back to Fate she had a feeling there would be enough other obstacles trying to pull them apart.

      She hadn’t wanted her brother to be one of them.

      Lance was one of her best friends. She loved him. He’d looked after her and protected her throughout her life. But she was a big girl now and she got to make her own decisions about whom she loved. She’d needed him to know and she needed him to still have her back.

      “Okay.” He nodded slowly, his lips still pursed but understanding beginning to dawn in his eyes, “Okay. As long as he makes you happy, I’ll support you just like I always have. But if he ever stops making you happy, I’ll be the first in line to rip his heart out of his chest.”

      “And I’ll be second.” Trent supplied with a wink.

      “Thank you.” She murmured softly. “Thank you guys. You have no idea how much of a relief it is to tell someone how I’m feeling and know you’ll stand by me.”

      “Always.” Lance grunted, “You’re my sister, Lu. I love you and I’ll always think you deserve the best.”

      “Love you too.” She blew him a kiss.

      “Just have fun the rest of your vacation. Enjoy yourself and be happy.” Trent added.

      “Love y’all. See you in a couple days.” She nodded, waving goodbye before the line clicked off and her iPad screen went dark again.

      She breathed out a heavy sigh of relief and dropped her head into her hands. Lance had said she deserved the best. Was it possible that the man she’d been fighting with for over a decade was really the best thing to ever happen to her? She thought that maybe, just maybe, fate worked in mysterious ways and he was.
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      Connor might have been eavesdropping. He hadn’t meant to. Not at first anyway. He’d simply come into the bungalow on his side and when he’d heard Lulu’s sweet voice he’d headed her direction, curious about who she was talking to. Then, as he’d reached the doorway, he’d begun to comprehend the words he was hearing and they had stopped him in his tracks.

      She was falling for him. She’d come close to admitting that she loved him. At the very least she’d hinted that she knew she could.

      God, how long had he waited to hear something like that? A decade at least. Probably more. Hearing her say those words had frozen him in place, curious what else he might hear if he didn’t give himself away.

      He’d known that he shouldn’t listen in on her phone call. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair. But he hadn’t been able to stop himself after he’d heard even just that little bit.

      She hadn’t said his name even but he’d known she was talking about him. She had to be. It wasn’t as if he’d given her any free time to have a “vacation fling” with anyone else at this resort. She spent every night in his bed. So she was talking about him, and to her brother of all people.

      That meant something. Something big. If she was telling Lance about them, that meant she’d finally accepted that this wasn’t going to be a secret vacation rendezvous that ended before they got back home.

      He didn’t know if she had called Lance or if Lance had called her and in truth, it didn’t matter. She’d talked to her brother and she’d told him that she was in a relationship with Connor.

      She must have known Lance wouldn’t like hearing that. The guy had never seemed to like Connor all that much despite the years they’d worked together at the Fate Sheriff’s Department. He’d never really understood what Lance Nichols had against him, still didn’t, but he had zero doubts that the other man would follow through and tear his heart out if he hurt Lulu in any way.

      It was a damn good thing he only intended to spend the rest of his life making her happy.

      She pushed the rolling chair she was sitting in back and spun around. Her eyes caught on him where he was leaning one shoulder against the doorframe and he watched her lips form a small “o” of surprise. Her dark eyes narrowed on him as she recovered just as fast and she raised one of those sharp eyebrows.

      “How long have you been standing there?”

      The real question was how much he should give away. That conversation hadn’t been meant for his ears, which meant she didn’t need to know that he’d heard her confess that she was falling in love with him. She’d tell him herself when she was ready so he pushed up off the doorframe to his full height and moved towards her with a lazy, cocky smile.

      “Just long enough to hear that Lance’s boyfriend thinks I have a nice ass.”

      Lulu laughed, just like he’d wanted her to, and shook her head at him, “Eavesdropper.”

      “Are you saying I don’t?” He reached her and bent over the chair, boxing her in.

      “Not at all.” She tipped her face up to him, expectantly licking her lips, “Trent has great taste in men. Clearly.”

      “Mmm, he’s not my type.” He brushed his lips over hers softly, just a quick sweep that had her leaning up for more.

      “No?”

      “No.” He nipped at her bottom lip, lapping at the plump pout as her taste began to seep inside of him and stir his need for her just like it always did.

      “What’s your type?” Lulu slid her arms around his waist as she stood, pressing her body to his, moving into him without him having to pull her at all.

      “You. Just you.”

      He swept his mouth down over hers as soon as he saw his words settle and her eyes widen at his honesty. He sealed their lips together, kissing her gently, sweetly, but with every ounce of emotion he had inside of him. She moaned slightly as he swept his tongue into her mouth and her arms went up and around his neck, gripping his hair and pulling him even closer, as if he might try to get away. He didn’t. He kissed her until their bodies were writhing against each other. Kissed her until he had to pull back or pass out for lack of oxygen.

      “I missed you.” He murmured against her lips and she answered with a little whine, tipping her head back for him as he trailed kisses down her jaw.

      “God, Connor.” She breathed his name in that way that made him never want to hear anyone else ever use it again. Only her. It was hers. Just like he was. “I thought I was going crazy. I missed you too.”

      “You’re not crazy.” He nipped at her pulse point.

      “I am though. I am. I’m crazy about you.”

      He pulled back enough to look her in the eye. There was heat and fire there but it was dampened by a softness that pulled at his heartstrings. So close to the words he wanted. So close but not there yet. She wasn’t ready and until she was, he wouldn’t push. He would only take this and anything else she wanted to give him.

      “It’s about time, baby.” He slid his hands to her ass and lifted her off the ground, “You’ve been driving me crazy for years.”

      She clung to him as he carried her to the bed. Her hands flexing in his hair. Her soft breasts pressed to his chest. She nuzzled at his neck and he shuddered from her touch, the feel of her in his arms, the rightness of them. The bed was mere steps away and when he laid her back across it, he pulled back to look at her again.

      God, would he ever get used to how beautiful she was?  He didn’t think so. Her long, dark hair spread over the white bedding. Her equally dark eyes peering up at him from under those thick lashes, not shyly, not anymore, but coy with the knowledge of how much he wanted her. Her lips were rosy and swollen from his kisses and she looked so gorgeous it physically hurt to look at her.

      “Where were you?” She asked softly as he continued to stare at her.

      “After we finished cleaning up from the rehearsal, Derek insisted we go for a drink since it’s his last night of bachelorhood.” He admitted as he pulled his shirt over his head, “I reminded him he hasn’t been a bachelor since the day Aubrey showed up in town and he let me sneak away after the first round.”

      “Mmm, I thought that might be where you were.” She bit her lip as her dark eyes trailed down his chest. “But I didn’t want to be the girl that came barging in on the boys because she missed her… you.”

      He gave her a pointed look when she very carefully avoided the use of the term boyfriend. He was her boyfriend. He was her man. He’d be her everything if she let him. Instead of flat out telling her that he wanted the term and the one that came after it, he only sighed.

      “I wish you had. Do you know how fucking hot it would’ve been to have my woman come and drag me out of the bar because she needed me? The guys never would’ve let me hear the end of it and I’d have loved every second of it.”

      She rolled her eyes, “Uh huh, because a needy chick is hot.”

      “You being needy for me? Yeah. It’s hot as hell.” He caught her gaze, “I left the bar when I did because I needed you. I’d have been back earlier but I went to the ballroom looking for you first. The girls were gone by the time I got there and I all but ran back here.” He unbuttoned his pants with a slow flick of his fingers, “I needed to see you, Lu. Needed to touch you. Feel you. It’s been too long since I got to be inside you and I feel like I’m missing part of myself when you’re not with me.”

      “Con…”

      “Shh.” He dropped his pants and eased down over her on the bed, pushing her shirt up and kissing across her rib cage, “You don’t have to say anything. I just have to tell you those kinds of things now. I had to keep them to myself for so long. I can’t keep it inside anymore.”

      “Con.” She said his nickname again as he pushed her shirt up and she raised her arms to help him take it off. As he dropped it over the side of the bed she wrapped her arms around his neck again, pulling him up and dropping a soft kiss against his chin and then his mouth, “I missed you too. I told you that. It’s only been a few hours and I can’t think straight for wanting you. What are we going to do when we have to go home and back to work and…”

      “Don’t worry about that right now.” He cut her off with another kiss, “We’ll figure it out.”

      “But…”

      “If you need me, you call. You text. You fucking send up a smoke signal, Lu, and I’ll be there. You don’t ever have to feel lonely again. Not when I can be there. I’ll come to the gym and fuck you in the locker-room or in front of one of those big mirror walls you’ve got if you need my touch. You can ride me in my cruiser. Hell, that’s been a fantasy of mine for a long time. It doesn’t matter where you are, if you need me, I’ll be there.”

      He met her eyes as the seriousness of his almost crude words filled the space between them. Lulu bit her lip and he could practically see the wheels turning in her head. She was thinking too much again. He flipped the button on her shorts and pulled them down her legs as she simply lay there, watching him from beneath those dark lashes. When she was naked and laid out beneath him, he rose back up over her and watched as she raised her arms over her head, crossing her wrists the way she’d learned he liked. It stretched her beautiful body out and perked her perfect tits up for him. But more than that, it was a sign of her submission, of her willingness to let him be in control, to have her however he wanted her, and when she widened her legs for him, letting him see her slick pink folds as well, he had to swallow a groan.

      She hadn’t said the words but she didn’t have to. Her willingness here and now was more than he’d ever expected from her. It made his dick hard and his balls draw up but it also made his throat tight and his chest ache at the wonder of her.

      She was giving herself to him. Completely.

      “I’m never gonna hurt you, Lu.” He traced his hands over the smooth skin between her hips even as he kept his eyes on hers, “Never. I promise.”

      “I know.” A flicker of a smile crossed her lips, “I trust you and I need you. Now. Make love to me. Please.”

      “Always.” He ducked his head and licked her nipple, causing her to arch and moan, “Forever.”

      He fastened his mouth around the pert nipple and sucked, hard, before she could utter a response. She let out a keening cry instead and her hands went back to his hair, pulling him tighter as she pressed her breasts up for him to take more. He didn’t need her words. Not right now. All he needed was this.

      The way she looked at him. The way she touched him. The way she reacted to him. She was everything he’d ever needed.

      He pinched her other nipple as he licked and bit at the rosy tip in his mouth. She cried out his name and he switched, giving the left breast the same treatment. Worshiping her with his mouth as she writhed beneath him, her hands in his hair and his name on her lips.

      He kissed down the middle of her chest and felt her stomach muscles quiver beneath his mouth. He paused at her belly-button, swirling his tongue around it and making her giggle. He smiled against her damp skin and ran his cheek against the sensitive skin just beneath that stretched between her hipbones. Her laugh turned to a sigh and he did it again and again until she was pushing at his head, trying to force him lower, to where she wanted.

      Smiling up at her, he kissed a trail down to her mound but instead of parting her folds he kissed the crease of her leg and continued on down her thigh. Lulu cursed at him and he chuckled as he nipped at the sensitive flesh. He slid his shoulders down, notching himself between her legs and met her glassy gaze.

      “Put your feet flat on the bed.” His voice was gruff, even to his own ears, but Lulu complied instantly, which only made his need for her more intense.

      He leaned back on his heels, looking his fill of her. Lulu’s skin was flushed pink and sweat-dampened already. Her dark hair was wild around her shoulders and her equally dark lashes were low over her eyes, hooded with desire. Her lips were swollen and red from where she was biting them. Her breasts heaved as she breathed and her stomach quivered. And she was wet, God she was wet, he could see her pretty pink parts glistening for him and he licked his lips, making her whimper.

      “Connor. Please.”

      “Please what?” He smirked as he traced his fingers up her thigh, dancing close to the spot she wanted him but never quite touching her there.

      “Put your mouth on me.”

      “Here?” He pressed a soft kiss to her hip, “Or here?” He moved down and kissed the top of her mound, “Or maybe here?” He blew a cool stream of air over her slick pussy and her hips arched automatically.

      “Dammit Connor, stop teasing me. I can’t take it. I… Ayyy!” Her word cut off into a keening cry as he flicked his tongue over her once, twice and on the third pass he all but buried his face between her legs. “Ah, God, yes!”

      He groaned as her taste hit him, the scent of her arousal suffocating him in the sweet sexiness that was pure Lulu. He growled as a fresh surge of moisture greeted his lapping tongue and he wiggled it deep, finding her opening and pushing in and out lewdly. Her fingers clawed at him, her nails scratching him in that way he liked so much and when he glanced up from his spot between her thighs it was to find her head tipped back and eyes closed, mouth open on a panting demand for more.

      Oh, he planned to give her more. He planned to give her everything he was. First, he was going to start with an orgasm or six though, because as many times as he’d made love to her in the last week, this was the first time he knew without a doubt that she was making love right back to him.

      He fucked her with his tongue until her hips began to pump against his face relentlessly and then he eased back. He slid his tongue up and found that secretive little pearl. It was swollen with need and from her shallow breaths he knew it wouldn’t take much to send her over the edge. He latched his mouth onto that little nub and sucked, hard, causing Lulu to jerk and scream his name as her climax hit her hard and fast.

      “Oh, God, Connor. Yes!” She pushed at his head, keeping him in place, as if he was going to move away and give up the chance to lick up all that sweet cream she made for him, to feel her muscles spasm around his tongue, to let pride fill his chest when she finally, finally, relaxed her tight hold on him and fell into a limp heap on the bed with another muttered, “Oh my God.”

      He smirked as he rose up, kissing her mound and then her belly. Catching her hand when she reached for him, he kissed her knuckles and then the inside of her wrist. He pulled her arm back up over her head as he rose and finally met her eyes. The light there filled him with more than pride, it also filled him with a bone deep hope that she finally understood her feelings for him were real and that he felt the exact same way.

      “Connor.” Her lips curved seductively and he nuzzled his mouth to hers.

      “Taste that?” He muttered as he licked at her lips, tracing the bottom curve and then dipping inside to trace it from the other side, “You make the sweetest honey for me, baby. I can’t get enough of how you taste, how you feel when you come apart for me.”

      She made another of those tiny whines as he kissed her soft and slow and easy. He loved the way she didn’t back down from the kiss, or from the taste of herself. She stroked her tongue against his when he darted in to play and chased him when he began to pull back.

      “Please.”

      “Mmm, I love it when you beg. Say it again.”

      Her eyes narrowed on him and he chuckled when she clamped her mouth shut. Fiesty. God, he’d always loved that about her too. She’d let him have his way so many times in so many ways in the last few days. She’d agreed that he could have the control he loved so much when it came to sex. But she never failed to defy him either, in one way or another, she always tipped that sharp little chin at him and waited for him to deliver the punishment they both knew she longed for.

      “It’s gonna be like that?” He smirked when she smiled back at him lazily but didn’t say a word, “Okay, sweetness, up. Now. Get on your knees.”

      Slowly, Lulu licked her lips and then rolled herself over. She looked back at him over her shoulder as she slid her knees up, bringing her ass up right in front of him. He moved so fast there was no way she could brace herself for it when he smacked her right cheek with the palm of his hand. She gasped but before she could open her mouth to say anything he wrapped an arm around her waist and spun her around on the bed until she was facing the other direction.

      “Connor, what are….”

      “Look.” He urged as he moved his hand up to her chin, tipping it towards what he wanted her to see and when her dark eyes met his in the mirror she gasped.

      Facing this direction instead of towards the headboard, the mirror over the dresser gave him a delicious view of her as she faced it on her hands and knees in front of him. Her dark hair hung down over her shoulders. Her breasts though small swung slightly as she sucked in a ragged breath. The flare of her hips fit his hands perfectly as he positioned himself behind her and her dark eyes on him made this position even more erotic than he’d intended when he spun her.

      “Watch.” He ordered as he nudged her legs wider and slid his cock through her wet folds, causing her to shiver and shut her eyes. He pulled back and smacked her ass again, “I said, watch.”

      Lulu’s dark eyelashes fluttered as she opened them again. She gave a small nod and once he knew she was braced and as ready as he could get her, he slowly fed his cock into her inch by inch. She was still tight from her previous orgasm and he groaned as he pulled her hips back to meet his measured thrust.

      “Yessss.” Lulu hissed as he slid into her slick heat.

      “You feel so good.” He pulled back and then slid in again, nice and slow.

      “So do you.” She hummed softly.

      “Like you were made for me.”

      Her dark eyes stayed on him as he pulled back and thrust again, a little harder this time since she didn’t agree. She bit her lip and canted her hips though, taking him and clenching her muscles around him. He groaned at the sensation and fought off the need to pound into her hard and fast, to get them both off. Her eyes on him, on them, was both heaven and hell, because he could see all the things she wasn’t ready to say. He could see how much he affected her and he wanted to shout his own words of love for her.

      He kept the pace slow, almost languid, as he pushed into her over and over again. She rocked back when he pulled out until just his thick cockhead sat at her opening, trying to keep him inside. He could make love to her like this all night. Slow and sweet, with heat burning in her eyes as she watched him own her. It wasn’t until he shoved back in and she gasped, dropping her head and whimpering for more that he gave into the urge to truly take her.

      “Up.” He growled as he wrapped an arm around her chest, propelling her upright even as he pumped his hips into her harder and faster.

      He sat back on his heels so he could hit the right angle and shoved up into her as he pulled her ass against him. She gasped, her eyes going wide, when he used the arm around her chest to hold her in place and slid his other down to her clit, thumbing it as he began to pump into her mercilessly.

      “Keep your eyes open, Lu.” He growled against her ear before he nipped the soft flesh and impaled her on his dick again, “Watch me make love to you. Look at how well we fit together.”

      “Oh God. Connor.” Her voice came out on a choked gasp as he pinched her clit and her nipple and slammed into her, “I’m so close.”

      “I know. I can feel it. Because I know you, baby, Know every inch of this beautiful body. Because it’s mine. All mine.”

      She moaned but the tingling down his spine warned he was almost out of time and her gasps and grunts and moans of pleasure weren’t enough all of a sudden. No matter what his brain told him about not pushing her, his heart and his body wanted more from her. Now. They said that he’d waited for her long enough and it was time she fucking admitted what they already knew. He bit his tongue but still somehow the words that had been welling up inside of him found a way past his gritted teeth and lips.

      “Say it. Say you’re mine. You know it’s true. Say it. Say it and I’ll let you come.”

      “Yours.” Lulu slid her hand down her own body, finding his fingers that were strumming her clit and helping him to get her off in one of the hands-down sexiest moves he’d ever seen. “I’m yours. All yours. Oh God, Con… I’m…”

      “Come.” He grunted into her ear as he felt her begin to spasm again.

      His hips hammered back and forth, fighting the way her body tried to suck him deep and keep him inside. He could feel his balls draw up and he growled as pleasure began to pour into his veins like hot lava. The feel of Lulu all around him, her body gripping him tight, her words ringing in his ears, he couldn’t hold back a second longer. He slammed into her twice more and then held himself deep as he came and came and came.

      Lulu’s slick, tight pussy pulsed all around him, drawing him in deep until he could practically feel her womb and some part of him wished she wasn’t on the pill. He loved that they’d never used a condom but he wanted more with her than just sex. This was more than sex. He dreamed of seeing her wearing his ring and taking his name just as often as he dreamed of watching her belly swell with his children as they built a family and a life together. But when she whimpered and went soft against him, he knew that those dreams, while closer, were still out of reach for now.

      “Look.” He nudged softly at her throat when she tipped her head back against his chest, “Look at us.”

      Her eyes drifted open slowly, hazy from her orgasm, but she found them in the mirror and all but purred when he cupped her mound and her breast possessively. She shivered in his grip but didn’t try to pull away. She finally met his eyes and when she did he spoke again, voice rough from emotions as much as sex.

      “You’re beautiful, Lulu. The most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. The only woman I’ve ever truly wanted. And I want all of you. Not just this part.” He squeezed her mound slightly, accenting his point and then moved the hand on her breast a fraction higher, over her heart, “I want all of you, for real. Look at us and tell me this doesn’t feel right, that I can’t make you happy, that we weren’t meant to be together like this.”

      Lulu twisted slightly in his arm, just enough to brush her mouth against his. She kissed him softly for the briefest of seconds. It must have hurt her neck but she did it and then she faced forward again, meeting his eyes in the mirror, looking far steadier than he felt when she smiled softly.

      “I can’t, Connor, because I’m done lying to myself. You do make me happy. Being with you does feel right. And I’m yours. All of me.”

      His heart clenched and he held her close. He kissed her sweat-slicked skin. He ran his tongue over her shoulder and neck. He nipped at her ear. He hugged her to his chest. And when she shivered he finally slipped from her body and turned her in his arms, kissing her firmly on the mouth as he picked her up and carried her to the shower.

      He bathed them in warm heat, never once taking his hands from her and kissing her each time she started to speak. As much as he’d wanted those three little words from her, as much as he’d pushed already, he simply wanted to spend the rest of the night holding her and loving her. Because when she did, finally, admit that she loved him, to him, he didn’t want it to be in a hangover of orgasms and lust and he didn’t want them to be naked.

      He wanted her to be awake and well-rested and sure of herself and her words when she said it.

      He tucked them into bed together, pulling her into his arms and burying his face in her hair. She sighed contentedly and reached for his hand. Their fingers twined and they pressed together from shoulder to knee, naked flesh to naked flesh. Nothing between them. Just the way it was supposed to be.
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      Today was the day Lulu had dreaded for months. Years even. And yet, as she looked at Aubrey standing there in her white dress, her hair curled and veil wafting in the light breeze from the fan, she didn’t feel a single pang of jealousy.

      Aubrey was marrying Derek today and Lulu wasn’t brokenhearted. She wasn’t wallowing in self-pity or recriminations. She wasn’t wishing the bride and groom ill will. She wasn’t even wishing that it was her.

      Because she was happy.

      She was happy for Aubrey. She was happy for Derek. But more than that even, she was just plain happy.

      Connor made her that way. He made her smile. He made her laugh. He pulled her out of her head whenever her tendency to get lost in thoughts and worries took over. He made her so ridiculously happy that she could only marvel that she’d somehow convinced herself she hated him all these years.

      The truth was, she was in love with him. With Connor. Not with Derek. And for the first time in her life, everything finally seemed to make sense.

      Connor was the one she was supposed to be with. Connor was the one that had held her together over the years. Connor was the one that made her laugh and cry and fight and yell and smile because he had the power to access every single one of her emotions. Connor was the one that owned her heart because he was the one that had helped her put it back together, to slide all the broken pieces back into place, and when it had finally clicked, he’d been inside it, at the center of it, making her whole.

      She loved him. It was just that simple and just that terrifying. Because she’d realized something crazy and important as he made love to her last night, as he broke down every one of her barriers and pushed her to admit the truth to herself and to him. She loved him and she had no idea what to do because she’d never been in love before.

      She’d only thought she was in love with Derek but what she and Derek had wasn’t love. It never had been. It had been obsession, fascination, idolization, but it hadn’t been love. Not the real kind.

      It had been childish and immature and selfish. She’d wanted Derek for herself no matter what, no matter whether they made each other happy or miserable. She’d only wanted what she wanted and she’d been too stubborn to admit to herself that they’d outgrown any possibility of that kind of love a long time ago.

      She’d come to this wedding with the single-minded purpose of letting him go. Once and for all. In every way. And amazingly enough, she had. It just hadn’t happened the way she’d expected it to.

      This thing with Connor had taken her by surprise. She never could have predicted the two of them would become friends, let alone more. If she’d considered there was even a chance of the two of them hooking up, in all of their years of circling each other, she’d have chalked it up to a one-night stand. Too much booze and loneliness and a mistake they’d agree to never speak of again.

      But this, them, it was so much more than that.

      It had only been a week but it felt like… okay, it felt like a week. She smiled to herself at the thought. It felt like a really fast and crazy out of control roller coaster ride of a week. But it also felt like it was the start of something that could last forever, if she just gave in to it.

      Last night, when Connor had made her watch them in the mirror, she’d seen every emotion he felt for her in his eyes. She’d felt it with every touch of his hands. Every thrust of his body into hers had brought them closer to the edge, to the point of no return, and when they’d fallen over the cliff she’d known that there was no going back.

      She didn’t want to.

      A knock sounded on the door of the bridal suite and Lulu turned her head to watch Anna hurry over to check who it was. All around her the bridesmaids were fussing over Aubrey and Lulu had felt strangely out of place all day. She wasn’t a friend of Aubrey. She wasn’t one of her bridesmaids. She should have been over there with Derek and the guys but of course that would have been too weird for all of them as she slipped into the sheath dress and did her hair and makeup so she’d been put with the other girls. She’d been looking for a way to escape all of the crying and hugging for hours so when Anna turned and said her name, her heart leapt.

      “Lulu?” The younger girl gave her a knowing smile. “It’s for you.”

      She was already moving when Anna shifted the door open wide enough for her to see who was on the other side. Her heart didn’t just leap. It thumped so hard that she felt a shudder run down her spine at the sight of him. She’d known. She’d known that it would be him. He knew her so well. He must have known she’d be itching in her own skin in this room with all these girls who weren’t really her friends on a day that she had not been looking forward to at all.

      Connor smiled and she had to steel her spine to keep from launching herself at him.

      “Hey!” Aubrey squeaked, “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Stealing Lulu.” Connor’s eyes barely twitched to the bride, “The groom has requested to see his Best Woman before the ceremony.”

      “Oh.” Aubrey looked like she wanted to pout but Connor turned up his megawatt smile.

      “He tried to sneak out to see you twice already and we had to threaten to cuff him to the sink.” He chuckled when Aubrey grinned, “He said to tell you that he’ll see you at the end of the aisle.”

      “Thank you.” Aubrey brushed at her cheek as if wiping away a fresh tear, “Go on then before you make me cry and ruin my makeup, even if I don’t believe for a second you’re not stealing our Lulu off for your own naughty reasons, Connor Shaw.”

      “Well not just for naughty reasons.” He gave a cocky wink before extending his hand, “Lu?”

      She took it and when their fingers laced together automatically she hurried after him into the hallway. The simple touch of his hand in hers made her veins hot and her heart thump again. They fit together so well, so easily, and she loved that scrape of his rougher skin against hers when he stroked his thumb over her knuckles.

      Without a word or another glance he led her down the hallway and she followed, skipping slightly in her high heels to keep up with him. Suddenly he turned a corner and then she found herself being crowded. Her back collided with the wall and Connor was in her personal space in an instant, his big body giving off so much heat she felt practically singed as he sank against her and lowered his head to take her mouth.

      The first touch of their lips was slow and easy, gentle, but the second was harder, faster, passion building between them and rising as they tangled themselves together. Connor kissed her as if he was a sailor just home from months at sea despite the fact they’d been plastered together until wedding duties pulled them apart just a few hours ago. He kissed her desperately and she knew that she was returning the kiss the same way, because that was how he made her feel.

      Desperate and needy and madly, crazy in love

      He broke the kiss with a groan after a few minutes, “Fuck. Lu, we gotta stop.” Her hips arched, rubbing herself against him and he cursed again before steadying her with his hands on her waist. “Stop or I’m going to rip this beautiful dress off you and fuck you in the nearest coat closet.”

      She bit her lip and glanced up at him from beneath her lashes. His blue-green eyes were hooded with desire and his golden hair fell forward over his forehead. His lips were red and swollen and damp and she loved knowing that she was the reason for it. Just like she was the reason his shoulders heaved as he sucked in deep, gulping breaths of mind-clearing air.

      “Dammit, Lu. Don’t look at me like that.” He growled.

      “Like what?” She bit her lip harder, trying to hide a smirk.

      “Like you want me to shove your dress up and fuck you right here in the hallway.”

      Lulu twined her arms around his neck and leaned up until her lips brushed his, “Maybe I do.”

      Connor kissed her again. Hard. His mouth took hers in a harsh, punishing kiss but he pulled back after tugging her bottom lip. He frowned and kissed her softer and then even softer, brushing his lips against hers again and again and again until she felt like she might melt into a puddle right there in the thickly carpeted hallway.

      Finally, he raised his head and looked at her and the heat in his eyes had banked into something softer as well. He caressed a hand over her cheek and down her throat. His eyes followed the movement down to the top of her dress and over the curve of her breast before reversing path. When he got back to her jaw he caught her chin and forced her eyes to his.

      “You look beautiful, Lulu.”

      Heat swept over her cheeks at the reverent way he touched and looked at her, “Thank you. You look pretty handsome yourself.”

      “How are you holding up?”

      “Fine.” She tilted her head curiously, “Why?”

      “I know today is going to be hard for you and I…”

      “No.” She put a finger to his lips, cutting him off, “No. It’s not hard at all. Not anymore.”

      “Lu.” He caught her by the wrist and pulled her hand from his mouth but she shook her head before he could say anything else.

      “I let it go. I let him go. I’m fine. I’m better than fine. I’m happy.” She cupped his cheek and forced him to look at her this time, “You make me happy, Connor.”

      “God.” His voice was rough when he dropped his forehead to hers, creating a small cocoon where they shared breath as he whispered. “You don’t know how much I needed to hear that.”

      She softened against him even further, holding him against her body. He’d needed her, she realized. He’d needed to see her, to reassure himself that she was his and that she wasn’t pining for their friend. It was hard to believe the always arrogant, cock-sure Connor Shaw could be self-conscious but standing here with him now, she knew that he’d been worried and she hated that she hadn’t told him the words that would wipe away all of his doubts.

      “Connor…”

      “Shh.” He hushed her gently, “Just be here, with me, for a minute longer okay?”

      “Okay.” She gave in as he held her close.

      Being in his arms felt so good, she relaxed against him. His strong arms around her held her up as surely as her own legs did. She put her cheek to his broad, firm chest and listened to the reassuring beat of his heart. She wasn’t sure how long they stood there like that, together, silent, simply enjoying the feel of one another in their own private world, before Connor sighed against her hair.

      “I should probably take you to him now.”

      She reared back to look up at him, “What? Who?”

      “Derek.” Connor frowned as he said his best friend’s name.

      “Why would you take me to see Derek?” She asked in confusion.

      “He asked to see you.” His frown lightened a little when she raised her eyebrows, “As much as I wish it was true, Aubrey was wrong. I didn’t just steal you away for myself. The groom really did ask to see you.”

      Suddenly, Connor’s self-conscious doubts made sense. She’d thought he had made up the excuse to get her away from the bridesmaids but he hadn’t.

      Derek had asked to see her. Less than an hour until his wedding was set to begin and Derek had asked to see her. He wanted them to talk before he got married and tied himself to another woman for eternity. He wanted to see Lulu.

      A week ago, her heart would have leaped and her mind would have raced with possibilities. She’d have hoped Derek had changed his mind. She’d have let herself believe that he needed to see her to declare his love so that they could run away together. But she knew better now that she’d taken the blinders off.

      Derek wasn’t going to call this wedding off. More importantly, even if he did, Lulu didn’t want him for herself. Not anymore. She wanted Connor and only Connor and she hated that just the thought of taking her to see their mutual friend was gnawing at his confidence.

      She opened her mouth, prepared to tell him that she loved him but the look on his face stopped her. Now wasn’t the time. Not like this. She didn’t want him to think she was saying the words to reassure him. She didn’t want to say the words with anything about Derek still hanging between them.

      Instead she pulled him down and kissed him softly before sliding her mouth to his ear, “After I talk to Derek, if there’s time, I want you to fuck me in the nearest coat closet.” Connor groaned and she nipped at his earlobe. “I miss the way I feel when I’m full of you. You fill me up just right, just enough to make me feel whole.”

      “Lu...” Connor growled her name, low and sexy, before he all but slammed her back into the wall and stamped his mouth over hers again.

      This kiss was nothing but searing heat and promise. His tongue pushed in roughly and stroked deep. He ate at her, as if he could fuse them together if he willed it hard enough. She wrapped herself around him and held on tight, reveling in the feeling of power that making this man lose control gave her.

      “You make me crazy.” He grunted as he finally tore away from her, all but retreating across the hall to put space between them.

      “Back at ya, handsome.” She winked teasingly and he shuddered out a rough breath.

      “You’ve got me hard and horny and I just know if I slipped my hand under that slinky little dress I’d find you wet for me.” Connor ran a hand through his golden hair and glared at her, “And now I have to deliver you to Derek like some sort of errand boy, which pisses me off to no end.”

      “Connor.” She stepped towards him and offered her hand, “You can take me to Derek. If he wants to talk, we can talk. But whatever he has to say, it isn’t going to change anything. You know that. Don’t you?”

      He stared at her for a long moment and her heart cracked open. He didn’t. He didn’t know. And she couldn’t tell him. Not like this. Not those words. But she could reassure him.

      “When I walk down that aisle, I’m not walking towards him. I’m walking towards you.” She slid into his personal space again and met his wary gaze. “I only see you. Only you. It’s you and me. Just us. Okay?”

      He stood so still, like a statue, for so long that she started to think he wasn’t going to say a word. Finally, he took her hand and hugged her tight again. He kissed the top of her head. Then and only then, did he pull back and meet her gaze again.

      “Okay.”

      “Okay.” She smiled a little.

      “Okay.” He smirked and when she groaned he chuckled, “Let’s go before I change my mind and haul you back to our bed. Derek’s probably wondering if I got lost as it is and the wedding is set to start soon.”

      “I’ll make it fast so we have time for that quickie.” She winked playfully as he pulled her further down the hallway.

      “Don’t tempt me woman.” Connor growled and she giggled happily, knowing that she’d settled the worst of his nerves just as his mere presence had settled hers.

      It wasn’t far down the hallway to the men’s dressing room. Connor stopped them in front of a plain white door similar to the one on Aubrey’s room just a few steps later. He looked at the door, frowned, and then tried to wipe the look away as he glanced back at her. Without a word, Lulu tilted her head up and brushed their lips together. When she pulled away that soft look was back in his eyes so she turned and opened the door before either of them lost their courage.

      Stepping inside, she’d expected to see the other groomsmen crowded around Derek just as the bridesmaids had been crowded around Aubrey. But the room was empty save for the single dark-haired man standing with his back to her, adjusting his collar in the floor length mirror. The door clicked shut behind her at the same time Derek turned to face her and for some reason, it felt like all the air had been sucked out of the room.

      He looked handsome. She could admit that, objectively. His dark hair and eyes were a contrast to the white dress shirt, showing off his tan and the white of his teeth when he smiled at her. Lulu steeled her spine, waiting for that rush of nerves and butterflies in her belly that always came when Derek settled his warm eyes and sweet smile on her, but they didn’t come. She almost breathed a sigh of relief that what she’d told Connor was true.

      She didn’t feel anything for Derek anymore. Nothing except the familiarity of friendship and the platonic love that had always been between them. It was a love she’d tried to make into more but it had never been meant to be more. She didn’t even feel the frustration and annoyance that had begun to simmer between them over the last few years as she’d started to see his refusal to admit there was something more between them as a betrayal. The truth was, the only thing she felt here and now, in this room, alone with Derek, both of them dressed for his wedding to another woman, was a sense of finality.

      Finally, they were both where they were supposed to be. They were both with people they loved. Both with people that made them happy. It never should have been the two of them together.

      Derek had met and fallen for Aubrey instantly. For Lulu, being with Connor had come easily. Their relationship had evolved simply from being in each others presence. It came naturally. That was how love was supposed to be. That was the part of her parents’ marriage that she’d envied the most and somehow she’d lost sight of that.

      She felt sheepish standing here in front of Derek now, knowing how wrong she’d been, how blind and selfish. She fidgeted, feeling suddenly uncomfortable in the slinky blue dress Aubrey had chosen for the girls. She opened hers mouth to say something, to try and break the awkward silence, but Derek chuckled and the sound was so familiar she only found herself smiling at him in return.

      “Well, this is awkward.”

      She snorted a laugh, “Saying it out loud doesn’t make it any less awkward.”

      “I know, but… I still needed to see you.”

      “Forty-five minutes before your wedding? What for?” She tilted her head as he fidgeted with his collar again, “Is something wrong?”

      “No. No of course not.” He spoke quickly and then sighed and shook his head, “That’s not entirely true.”

      “Derek.” She moved further into the room, “Talk to me. If there’s something you need to say, say it. We’ve always been able to talk about things.”

      His dark eyes pinned her in place, “That’s not true either.”

      “Oh.” Heat flushed her cheeks at the admission she hadn’t expected.

      “We never talked about… us.” Derek cleared his throat and motioned to a chair, “Do you want to sit down? Maybe we should sit down. I…”

      “I can’t.” Lulu pulled her spine straight and met his eyes, “If I wrinkle this dress Aubrey’s going to kill me. I’ll stand.”

      “Oh. Right.” It was Derek’s turn to flush slightly but he took a deep breath and met her eyes, “I just wanted to say that I’m sorry, Lu. For everything. You’re my best friend. You’re my oldest friend. And I’m sorry I hurt you.”

      Lulu swallowed against the sudden lump in her throat. She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting Derek to say, but that hadn’t been it. She suddenly wished that she could sit down because her legs felt a little wobbly on this new, uneven ground.

      “You don’t have to apologize for anything. It was…”

      “I do.” He cut her off, “I do have to apologize because I knew. I knew how you felt and I knew what you wanted from me and I should have nipped it in the bud a long time ago because I knew I didn’t and couldn’t feel the same way. I thought, well I guess I thought ignoring the issue would make it go away but it didn’t and I hurt you. I hate that I hurt you and I want us to go back to being the friends who talk to each other about everything, if we can.”

      Lulu chewed on the inside of her cheek as he spoke. He wasn’t saying anything she hadn’t already put together. Connor had told her that Derek knew about her feelings. It had hurt then and it hurt now, but it didn’t change anything. Derek was only apologizing now because he wanted to relieve some of his guilt before he got married. Lulu gave a sad shake of her head and his hopeful smile crumbled.

      “We can’t go back to how we were, Dare. We aren’t kids anymore. You’re marrying Aubrey. She’ll be your wife. She’s the woman you’ll share everything with from now on.” She bit her lip, “And I’m with Connor.”

      “I know. That’s…” Derek ran a hand through his dark hair, mussing it up, “That’s why I wanted to apologize.”

      “Because of Connor?”

      “Because you’re both my best friends and I should have stepped aside and let you explore this thing between you a long time ago.”

      The words sounded eerily familiar and she knew it was because Connor had already told her about his conversation with Derek. Connor had told her about the talk they’d had and what Derek had said. Connor was the one that talked to her and told her everything, just like it was supposed to be.

      All of the tension that had built in her muscles upon seeing Derek released suddenly and she smiled with the knowledge that everything was going to be fine. She and Derek were friends. Connor and Derek were friends. Derek had Aubrey and she had Connor and they would all be friends for the rest of their lives because nothing could come between them if this hadn’t already.

      “Derek.” She said his name and he glanced up from where he’d dropped his head, “You don’t have to apologize. We’re good. I promise. I’m grateful that I get to be a part of my best friend’s best day. I’m happy that we’re still friends and we always will be. I’m happy for you and Aubrey.”

      “And you?” Derek looked wary.

      “What about me?”

      “You’re happy? With Connor? He makes you happy?”

      Her smile was as easy and natural as falling in love with the man had been, “He does.”

      “I can tell.” Derek returned her smile with a soft, knowing look.

      “You can?”

      “I haven’t seen you as relaxed as you’ve been this week in a long time, Lu. I’m sorry for that. I…”

      “We’re done with that now.” She cut him off again. “No more apologizing to each other. No more hurting each other. Let’s just, let it go and be happy for each other. Be friends. Like we were always supposed to be.”

      Derek looked relieved and nodded quickly, “Okay. Friends?”

      “Forever.” She nodded and when he opened his arms, she went into them for a hug.

      It was light and friendly. They didn’t cling to each other. It wasn’t awkward or complicated. It was just two friends hugging each other and then moving apart to go along on their own paths with the people they loved.

      The way it always should’ve been.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Connor watched Lulu from across the room, heard her tinkling laugh and felt his heart clench. God, he was so in love with her. He’d only thought he loved her before this trip to Mexico. He’d wanted her, lusted after her, wanted to be the man that she turned to for everything, but he hadn’t known how Lulu finally letting him in would affect him.

      He thought about her all the time. Every second he was apart from her, he was planning for the next moment he got to see her. He looked for her around every corner and when they were in the same room, like now, his eyes automatically sought her out. His hands itched to reach for her. His heart raced and his body yearned for her.

      Now that he had her, he didn’t intend to ever let her go.

      His gaze drifted to the center of the room and the happy newlyweds who were wrapped around one another, foreheads pressed together, whispering to each other. He waited for the feelings of jealousy and unease that he’d begun associating with Derek years ago to come. But they didn’t.

      If he were a better man, he’d have stopped worrying about the hold his best friend had over Lulu when she’d told him that she was over Derek, but he hadn’t. Even earlier, when Derek had asked to see her, he’d felt that age old resentment flare inside of him. He hadn’t honestly thought Derek would send him to fetch Lulu so that they could run away together, but he hadn’t been able to shake his worries. Not until Lulu had come back out of that room and smiled at him.

      She’d smiled and he’d known then that she loved him too.

      Lulu had come to him, straight into his arms, and kissed him with so much passion it had threatened to drown him in his need for her. She’d known. She’d taken one look at him and known that he needed her reassurance and she’d given it to him, without hesitation or question. She’d told him with her kiss and her touch, with her eyes even if she hadn’t used words, that she was his.

      She loved him and Connor had been fucking floating like a pre-teen girl with her first crush all day long.

      Even though he’d seen her before the ceremony started, something had happened to him when Lulu had walked down the aisle on the beach earlier. The sunset ceremony had been beautiful. The sky turning gorgeous shades of pink and orange that reflected off the beautiful blue green ocean. The white sand beneath his feet had all but glowed and the whole setting had seemed magical in a way that he knew Aubrey couldn’t have planned better. But then Lulu had stepped to the head of the makeshift aisle and everything else had faded away for him.

      She was all he’d seen in that moment. Lulu with her dark hair curled and flowing loose over her bare shoulders. Her sun-kissed skin looking warm and soft. The bridesmaid dresses hadn’t been awful despite tradition and the slinky slip of silk had skimmed Lulu’s lithe body and beautiful curves perfectly. She’d smiled when she saw him then too, a sweet almost shy smile that had made him want to rush up the aisle to her, pull her into his arms and kiss her senseless.

      Instead, he’d locked his knees and let her move towards him in slow, measured steps that gave him plenty of time to fantasize about her walking towards him down another aisle, like the one back home in the Fate Baptist Church, where her dress would be white and where when he got to kiss her it would mean that she was his for eternity.

      He really had turned into a teenage girl at some point this week if he was planning their wedding but he couldn’t bring himself to care.

      The truth was, he’d thought about being with Lulu a lot. He’d wanted her for a long time. He had plans for them. Even if she wasn’t ready to hear about that plan, it didn’t mean he didn’t have one.

      They were together now. They would go home together tomorrow. Once they were back in Fate, he knew they’d have to go back to their real lives in the real world. They had jobs and responsibilities. They had family that would want to see them and spend time with them. They wouldn’t be able to lock themselves in a bedroom and ignore the outside world the way they’d been able to while they were in Mexico.

      There would be obstacles to overcome. Lulu thought moving in with him was too fast. He almost laughed at the thought. Fast? He’d been in love with her since he was a kid. He knew he could persuade Lulu to move in with him but she wasn’t the only stubborn Nichols sibling he’d have to deal with. Lulu’s brother and his coworker at the Fate Sheriff’s Department, Lance Nichols would undoubtedly have something to say about Connor’s relationship with his sister.

      Lance didn’t like Connor. He never had. No matter how Connor had tried to befriend the older man, Lance had never given him a chance. After that conversation he’d overheard he understood some of Lance’s issues with him but until he got back to Fate and talked to the man, he wasn’t sure how he could go about convincing Lance that he was good for Lulu except by being there for her, at her side, and showing them both that he was serious about them making a life together.

      “Hey loverboy.”

      Connor glanced up when someone knocked into his side, pulling out the chair next to him. He narrowed his eyes as Dean plopped his ass down in one chair and then kicked his feet up on another and leaned back as if he were lounging at home on his couch and not in a ridiculously overpriced all-inclusive Mexican resort.

      Dean had shed his tie, like they all had when the ceremony was over, and rolled up the sleeves of his white dress shirt. His dark hair was messy as if he, or more likely one of the bridesmaids, had been running fingers through it. His five o’clock shadow took away some of the boyishness that still softened his sharp features until he grinned, flashing his dimples and making his brown eyes sparkle with that mischievous glint Connor knew far too well.

      “Loverboy?” Connor scoffed, “Are you relinquishing your title or something?”

      “Nah, love ain’t got a thing to do with me. Playboy is more my style.” Dean smirked, rearranging himself in the chair so that his big hands were laced together over his stomach, “You’re the one with love in his eyes. Hell, you looked like you were sitting over here all but mooning about Lulu. You got it bad, huh?”

      “Yeah.” Connor didn’t hesitate or hedge, didn’t worry about his friend making fun of him or laughing, he just admitted the truth and smiled when Dean chuckled knowingly.

      “Yeah. Bout time you admit that you’re crazy about the girl.”

      “I couldn’t admit it before, she wasn’t ready to hear it.” He took a long drink of his beer before putting it back on the table.

      “Neither was Dare I would imagine.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But you got the girl, in the end. That’s all that matters.”

      “This isn’t the end.” Connor shook his head, “This is only the beginning.”

      “I’m glad.” Dean’s lips curled up at one corner, “Happy looks good on you. It looks good on the both of you.”

      “Thanks man.” Connor bumped their shoulders together in a sign of affection.

      The two of them fell silent and he didn’t try to keep the conversation going. It wasn’t awkward. He was used to Dean’s quiet moments.

      When the younger man was in a crowd, he was always the center of attention. His big smile and big voice and good looks put him there and he relished the attention. But when it was just his closest friends, the people that knew there was more to him than the charming playboy persona, Dean had a tendency to slide into his own thoughts. He was smarter and deeper than people gave him credit for.

      Connor knew that a lot of the time Derek chalked his younger brother up to a rash, adrenaline junkie kid that had chosen to run into burning buildings as a career firefighter for the thrill of it. Connor had talked to Dean enough to know that wasn’t the case at all. He’d wanted to do something that made a difference, to help people.

      Dean had considered joining the army when he graduated high school but ultimately hadn’t wanted to worry his parents with the possibility of going to war. He’d talked to Connor about joining the Fate Sheriff’s Department and though their small town was mostly quiet and uneventful when it came to crime, Dean had blanched at the idea of carrying a firearm let alone using it. The fire department had been Connor’s idea and he was proud of the way Dean had committed to the station fully.

      Now he just needed to grow up and leave behind his womanizing ways. Connor had no doubt that Dean would make a fine husband and father. Someday. Not today. But someday soon he knew Dean was going to look at Derek and Aubrey and maybe even Connor and Lulu and want what they had found with each other.

      “Dude, what the hell are you doing over here playing wallflower?” A rough voice slurred slightly as the chair Dean’s feet were in was knocked aside so that he had to sit up and Connor glanced over to see a bleary eyed Ridley Harper stumble into the seat.

      “Hey man.” Dean grinned at his cousin and Connor silently cursed.

      That was another thing Dean needed to leave behind. His friendship with his cousins was natural. They were about the same age and they’d all grown up together. But Reed and Ridley weren’t a good influence in Connor’s opinion. They were party boys and far more immature than Dean. Every time they were around it was as if Dean reverted back to his seventeen year old self. Arrogant and obnoxious and dead set on making the worst decision that he could just to impress the other two with his level of debauchery.

      Connor frowned, “Are you drunk?”

      “Not yet.” Ridley chuckled as he pushed a shot glass Connor hadn’t noticed before towards Dean, “But I’m heading to Drunktown and I ain’t going alone. Drink up, Cuz.”

      Dean shrugged and reached for the shot glass. He downed the brown liquid and winced slightly as it burned his throat. Ridley all but cheered and smacked his cousin on the back so hard that Dean coughed.

      “Damn, what was that?” Dean wiped at his mouth, grimacing.

      “Whiskey.”

      “Cheap ass whiskey you mean.” Dean snorted, “Tasted like the bottom of a shoe.”

      “Yeah? You know that from experience?” Ridley narrowed his eyes as if he needed to focus his vision, “Are you a shoelicker, Deany?”

      “Fuck you.” Dean laughed.

      “Here.” Connor slid his beer towards the kid, “It’ll kick the aftertaste at least.”

      “Thanks man.” Dean tilted the beer up and all but downed it.

      Ridley turned his gaze on Connor, his smile turning to a sneer, “Guess congratulations are in order.”

      “Oh yeah?” Connor raised an eyebrow, “What for?”

      “You won.”

      “Won?” Connor’s other eyebrow rose as he tried to figure out what the drunk Harper was talking about.

      “The bet, jackass.” Ridley all but sneered, “You won the bet.”

      “Hey. Easy.” Dean shook his head at his cousin, “I told you to let that go. It was a stupid thing for us to bet on anyway. Drop it.”

      “Nah, man, I’m cool. It’s fine. I just wish I’d known the thing was fucking rigged.”

      “Rigged?” Connor scowled as he looked between the two Harper cousins.

      “It wasn’t…” Dean started but Ridley shoved off his hand when he reached for him and stood up.

      “Bullshit. It was rigged from the start.” Ridley’s voice was rising and Dean tried again to hush him to no avail, “You were already hooking up with Nikki and you…” He turned his sneer back on Connor, “You’ve been banging the Best Woman since we got here. You never should’ve been part of the bet. I knew it that first night when you picked her and then she got in our faces being a bitch.”

      “Don’t you dare call her that!” Connor growled and pushed to his feet so they were face to face.

      “Ridley, stop.” Dean had stood as well, putting himself between the two men.

      “Why?”

      “Because you don’t know what you’re talking about.” Dean hissed.

      “How about because I’m going to knock your drunk ass into next week if you say another word about Lulu or that stupid bet?” Connor warned.

      His hands were already fisted at his sides. He hadn’t been in a fight since he was ten. He didn’t miss that even that fight all those years ago had been because of Lulu and had involved another Harper male.

      He’d fought with Derek that day because he’d hurt Lulu by pushing her off her bike so she wouldn’t beat him in a race. He’d called Derek a cheater and Derek had tackled him. He’d been bigger even then and he’d gotten the upper hand and given Derek a bloody nose before Lulu pulled them apart. Then she’d yelled at him, at him, for making Derek bleed when she herself was bleeding from skinned knees and clutching her hand to her chest.

      Maybe that was why it took him a moment too long to react. Maybe he was stuck in the past, remembering her voice yelling at him that day and that’s why his brain didn’t click when he heard her. Whatever the reason, it was Dean’s eyes going wide and the color draining from his face that had Connor jerking back to reality.

      “The bet?” Her voice was low, practically shaking, and he spun around, already knowing what he was going to find.

      Lulu was standing about three feet away from him but from the look of horror on her pretty face it suddenly felt like a hundred yards. She was right there within reach but every fiber of his being told him that if he tried it that she would push him away and bolt. The smile she’d been wearing only minutes ago was gone and in its place was a look of betrayal that threatened to gut him.

      “Lu…” He said softly but she shook her head before he could say another word.

      “You bet on me?” She gaped at him pain written clearly all over her face. “I’m just part of that stupid bet?”

      “No, of course not.”

      Her face twisted with pain, “Is that all this was?”

      “Lulu, please… it’s not what you think.”

      “Tell me it isn’t true.” She raised her chin, as if she was steeling her spine, but her bottom lip trembled, “Tell me it isn’t true, Connor.”

      He opened his mouth to tell her exactly that but something inside him kept the words from coming out. This was a big moment in their relationship. The first misunderstanding of what he hoped would be a really long relationship. And he couldn’t start it off on a lie, no matter how easy it would be. He couldn’t lie to the woman he loved, not even to prove this was more than some stupid bet.

      “It isn’t what you think.” He repeated softly, “Please, let’s just go somewhere and talk about this.”

      Her eyes watered, “You didn’t say it isn’t true.”

      “Lulu…”

      “Dean.” She looked past him, as if he wasn’t standing there, and he turned to look at the other man as well, “Is it true? Did he bet that he could sleep with me?”

      Dean winced as if she’d just asked him to confirm Santa Claus wasn’t real to a group of children. His dark eyes went from Connor to Lulu and back again. He gave a small nod and Dean blew out a rough breath.

      “It’s true but it’s also true that it isn’t as bad as it sounds.”

      Lulu made a sound that had pain tearing through him. He jerked back towards her in time to see her cover her mouth. A sob, he realized a moment before she turned away from him. She was crying. That awful, gasping sound had been her attempt to cover it but he saw what she hadn’t wanted him to see.

      Tears.

      “Lulu.” He tried to go after her but he only made it two steps before a big, dark figure stepped into his path, stopping him in his tracks and he growled, “Move, Dare.”

      “Not a chance.” His best friend stepped to the side when he tried to go around him. “What the hell is going on? What’s wrong with Lulu?”

      “It doesn’t concern you.” He grit his teeth.

      “The hell it doesn’t. This is my wedding reception and you made Lulu cry? What did you do?”

      “Derek…” Dean tried to come to his defense but his brother glared him into silence.

      “I’ll deal with you in a minute.” Derek snapped and then turned back to Connor, “What did you do?”

      “Dammit Dare. Get out of my way. I need to go after her and explain.”

      “Explain what?”

      “The bet.” He growled, “She found out about the fucking bet.”

      Derek’s hard stance softened fractionally and he sighed, “Shit.”

      “Yeah.”

      “I told you to tell her.”

      “I know. Dammit Dare. Let me go after her.”

      “Yeah. Okay. Go.” Derek moved out of the way and Connor started to step past him and then stopped and turned back to his friend.

      “I’m sorry to disrupt your reception. It was a beautiful wedding. You’re a lucky man.”

      Derek flashed a small grin, “So are you.”

      Connor couldn’t force a return smile at Derek’s words so he nodded and then turned and went after his woman. He hoped like hell he was lucky. If he was lucky he’d find Lulu and she’d agree to hear him out. She’d give him a chance to explain and forgive him for not telling her about that stupid bet sooner.

      She was so much more than what that bet had reduced her to and he was an idiot for ever having hidden his feelings for her.

      If he’d told her that he loved her, maybe she wouldn’t have jumped to the worst possible conclusion. Maybe she would have listened when he told her there was more to the story. Or maybe she’d still be hurt by the idea that he’d only seduced her to win some stupid, childish, insulting bet.

      He cursed his stupidity under his breath as he pushed out of the ballroom where they’d all moved for the reception after the ceremony. He scanned the hallway, trying to think about where Lulu might go. It wasn’t the first time she’d stormed out on him. It wasn’t even the first time she’d stormed out on him in this very building. Last time, Dean had found her outside so he headed out the front door with nothing but a hell of a lot of determination, an apology and the three little words that might be his only shot of getting back in the good graces of the woman he loved.
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      Lulu curled her arms around her legs and stared out into the darkness. The sound of the ocean waves rising and falling was the only sound and the rhythm was peaceful, calming even. When she’d stumbled onto the beach she hadn’t known where else to go. She’d only wanted to get away, to be alone, to deal with the mix of emotions that were roiling inside of her. She’d collapsed in a heap on the warm sand, lost in her thoughts, and she couldn’t be sure how much time had passed. All she knew was that the heat of the day had faded, the breeze off the water chilled her skin, and that she was still alone.

      She’d decided that the man she’d fallen helplessly in love with was a complete dumbass sometime in the last… however long it had been.

      She was still upset with Connor. She was angry and hurt and confused. She was also pissed that he hadn’t come after her, or, if he had, that he was too dumb to figure out she’d gone back to the bungalow they’d shared all week and then, unable to stand the smell of him on her sheets, she’d wandered outside to sit on the shoreline.

      It wasn’t as if she was hiding from him. One glance from inside her room out the sliding glass doors and he’d be able to see her sitting out here. Only he hadn’t come out to talk to her so he hadn’t come to her room, which meant he was either really, really stupid… or he hadn’t come after her at all.

      The lump in her throat was hard to swallow past. Because if he hadn’t come after her then maybe the doubts that had been eating at her were real. Maybe all the things she’d been feeling had been one-sided and she’d wrongly convinced herself once again that she was in love with a man that didn’t love her in return.

      Had it all been in her head? She’d thought Connor was in love with her. She’d thought the way he looked at her, touched her, even talked to her had been proof that he had feelings for her. He’d told her that he wanted to be with her, for real, for the long haul. Hell, he’d practically asked her to move in with him. He wouldn’t have asked her to move in with him if this was all just a game, right?

      She closed her eyes and let out the breath she’d been holding.

      Being wrong about Derek was just messing with her head. She was doubting her own feelings now. Her brain was still wary, especially after what she’d overheard, but her heart knew the truth.

      It had been a crazy week. She hadn’t expected anything that had happened after she got off the plane in Mexico. She hadn’t expected Connor.

      She hadn’t expected him to try to take care of her or to admit he wanted her. She hadn’t expected the fire that had always burned between them to turn from sharp remarks to sizzling heat. She hadn’t expected the connection between them to grow so strong and she hadn’t expected to fall head over heels for the man she’d always seen as nothing but a pain in the ass.

      But the fact of the matter was, she loved him.

      Maybe that was crazy. Maybe it made her seem silly or immature that she’d gone from thinking she was in love with Derek to falling for Connor. But she’d already accepted that she’d been deluding herself about her feelings for Derek. She hadn’t been in love with him. Only the idea of him.

      It was Connor that had always been there for her. It was Connor that had always put her first. It was Connor that had always told her the truth, even when she hadn’t wanted to hear it.

      Even when she’d hated him for it, he’d never lied to her.

      Lulu blinked at the tears that tried to overwhelm her again. Connor had never lied to her. He wasn’t a liar. He’d always given her the truth. Even when she’d hated him for it. Even when she’d pushed him away because of it. Even when she’d yelled at him. He’d never softened the truth or given her pretty white lies for his own benefit. Yet she’d immediately believed the worst of him, believed that he’d lied to her, instead of believing that he had been honest with her.

      She hadn’t even given him a chance to explain. She hadn’t given him a chance to tell her the truth. He could have lied when she’d asked him about the bet but he hadn’t. He’d said it wasn’t as bad as it sounded. She’d only heard the worst and then run away before allowing him to tell his side of the story, the true side and the full story.

      Shit. Lulu cursed her own stupidity now. She cursed her naivety. She cursed her head for always seeming to conflict with her heart. Damn it, she was the stupid one.

      Of course Connor hadn’t come after her.

      She was the one that had freaked out after only hearing a snippet of conversation. She was the one that had turned her back on him. She hadn’t listened to a word he’d said. She was the one that had walked away and she couldn’t blame Connor at all for finally giving up on her.

      But she couldn’t let him.

      Lulu uncurled from her spot in the sand. Her ass was damp and she wondered if the beautiful bridesmaid dress was ruined. It didn’t matter, she decided. She swiped her hands over her backside and her hips, wiping the sand away. She was never going to wear this dress again anyway.

      She had to go and find Connor. Now. No matter where he was. She would find him and she would apologize and hope that he would forgive her. It was all she could do. Hope and pray that she hadn’t completely thrown away her chance at being with the one man that seemed to understand her and care for her despite all of her neurosis.

      Lulu wasn’t so unaware of herself that she thought she was an easy woman to deal with. She wasn’t. She knew that. She had a tendency to get lost in her own head. It was a terrible side effect of her overactive imagination and her love of books and music. She could just as easily disappear into the pages of a good story as she could the beat of a song and lose all track of time. She also believed in fairytales and happily ever afters and soulmates because of her books and because the world loved a good love song. So did she and she wanted what all of her books and songs had promised for herself.

      With Connor. She wanted her fairytale to be with Connor. A whirlwind romance that blossomed on a trip to Mexico when she least expected it, and she’d thrown it all away in a fit of outrage and despair. She had to find Connor. She had to…

      Lulu turned back towards the bungalow and her breath caught in her chest. Connor. He was there. He was sitting on the edge of her bed on the other side of the glass doors. She had no idea how long he’d been there but from the look of him, he’d been there a while. He was curled over his legs, his elbows on his knees and his head in his hands. He wasn’t looking up so he hadn’t seen her yet and she worried, momentarily, that if he did look up she’d see the fact that he’d given up on her, on them, in his beautiful blue-green eyes.

      He was here. He’d known where she was all this time. He’d come after her but he hadn’t come out and confronted her. Was that because he was done with her?

      Connor must have felt her eyes on him because his head rose slowly as she watched and when his gaze met hers the breath she’d been holding shuttered out on a sob. There wasn’t hate or anger there. He looked sad and wary and worried. He looked like a man that had been hurt and was expecting more pain at any second.

      Lulu forgot all about her damp dress. She forgot about the sand on her hands. She kept her gaze locked on Connor as she rushed up the sandy beach. She tripped and stumbled in the loose sand but she kept her footing and jerked the sliding door open.

      By the time she stepped inside, Connor had pushed to his feet and opened his arms for her. She went into them without hesitation, throwing herself against him. She wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her face against his chest. She didn’t breathe again until she felt his strong arms circle her waist and pull her in tight with the same desperation she felt.

      They stood there like that for a long time. Wrapped around one another, silent, just breathing and holding on. Connor rubbed her back in gentle strokes and held her like he didn’t want to let go. It felt like an hour had passed by the time she worked up the courage to try and speak.

      “I’m sorry.” Her voice came out, thick and hoarse from all her crying.

      “Shh.” Connor stroked her hair but she shook her head.

      “I’m so sorry.” She tried again but this time Connor sighed and began to pull away from her. She held on tight, not wanting to let go of him. He didn’t push her out of his arms though, only shifted enough he could meet her gaze when he spoke.

      “You don’t have anything to be sorry for, Lu. I’m the one that’s sorry. I’m the one that screwed up. I should have told you about that stupid bet from the start.”

      “But I should have heard you out instead of thinking the worst.” She whispered back as he dropped his forehead to hers. “I’m sorry I ran away from you.”

      “I’m sorry I hurt you. I hate that I made you doubt my feelings for even a second.” Connor cupped her cheeks between his big palms and met her gaze seriously, “I love you, Lulu. I’ve loved you my whole damn life and I don’t want to lose you. Please, please give me a chance to explain that stupid bet. I swear it isn’t as bad as it seems.”

      Her throat felt too tight to speak so she nodded. He loved her. Somewhere, deep inside of her, she’d known that he did. She’d known that the way he took care of her, the way he made love to her, the way he looked at her, meant that he felt for her just as deeply as she’d realized she felt for him.

      Still, hearing the actual words did something to her. Her heart felt like it swelled in her chest. Being loved, by Connor, made her feel full and whole in a way that she’d never felt before, a way that she’d longed for when she read her romance novels. This was the kind of love that they wrote all those books and songs about. The kind that completed a person.

      Connor sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled her down onto his lap. He didn’t seem to want to let go of her and since she hoped he never did she didn’t complain. She settled against him and listened to his heart beat strong and steady in his chest as he took a deep breath and then spoke again.

      “That first night when we got here, when all the guys went out on the patio, Dean and his cousins mentioned the bet to me. I told them it was stupid and insulting but they were dead set on having some fun, as they called it. I mostly ignored them but then…” Connor frowned, his jaw twitching as he grit his teeth, “Then they mentioned you and the top of my head just about blew off. I couldn’t convince them to ditch the dumb bet but I couldn’t let any of them near you. Not when I finally had a chance to show you how I felt. You were just starting to face the reality that you and Dare weren’t meant to be and all I could think was that if one of those damn Harper boys that looks so much like him tried to get you in bed that you might choose them instead of me.”

      Lulu bit her bottom lip as she listened to Connor relate how the bet had come to be and her heart clenched with pain when he mentioned Derek. It made sense to her now. The reason Connor had suddenly insisted on being paired with her and rooming beside her. He’d finally seen a chance with her, one she’d never given him before because she’d been too focused on their best friend. His part, and hers, in the bet suddenly made sense too.

      “That’s why you had to act like you were joining the bet.” She stroked his cheek when he winced. “You were… staking your claim. To keep them away from me.”

      “That’s all it was, Lu. I swear to you. I’d already asked Dare to pair us up for the week. I already had the room next to you. None of it was just to get you in bed. None of it. I just wanted to be near you. I wanted to be with you. And dammit, I wasn’t going to lose out on my chance with you because of some little Harper prick.”

      She softened in his arms and gave him a reassuring hug. He’d told her the truth. Again. Just like he always did. He was right. When she took the time to actually hear him out, it didn’t sound as bad as she’d feared. Not at all. In fact, in a way, it was actually kind of sweet that he hadn’t wanted to let one of those immature assholes bet on getting between her sheets when he wanted to get under her skin and into her heart.

      She was still annoyed that they’d bet on the bridesmaids. She still intended to rip Dean a new one for being so stupid and trying to impress his douchebag cousins. She figured when she told Krysten about it her friend would have a thing or two to say to Dean about it as well. But the truth of the matter was, Dean wasn’t her problem and neither were Reed or Ridley. The only man whose actions were hers to care about was the one that had said he loved her. The man she loved too, the one who was spilling his heart and soul to her now.

      “I believe you.” Lulu cupped his cheek.

      Connor blew out a shaky breath and his eyes searched her face, “You do?”

      “Of course I do. You’ve never lied to me. Never. You told me the truth even when I hated you for it. I should have let you explain earlier instead of jumping to the worst possible conclusion.” She swallowed past the knot in her throat, “I’m so sorry, Con.”

      “Don’t be.” He caught her hand and kissed each of her knuckles, “You have nothing to be sorry for. It sounded bad. I know that. Just like I know that I should have told you about the bet from the start. That night when I put you to bed and you were so sad because you felt left out of that damn bet, I should have told you then but I just… couldn’t. I… You…”

      “I wouldn’t have believed you then.” She finished for him and his eyes closed for a moment in what she’d learned was his attempt to hide his pain from her. She caught his face again, “I’m so sorry for all the times I hurt you.  I can’t take it back but I can promise you that I’ll try to do better from now on… if you’ll let me.”

      He pressed their joined hands to his chest, “You don’t ever have to worry about that, Lu. I’ll always come back to you no matter how many times you push me away.”

      “No more.” She met his intense gaze and tried for a smile, “No more pushing you away. No more lying to myself. It’s you, Connor. You make me feel… everything. Of course its you.”

      “What are you saying, Lu?” His Adam’s apple bobbed when he swallowed hard.

      “I’m saying I love you too. I love you, Con. You make me crazy. You make me mad. You make me smile and laugh. You make me happy and I love you for it. I love you for always choosing me. Even when I was too blind to see it, even when I was too stupid to choose myself, you always put me first. I’m only sorry that it took me so long to take the blinders off. I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to you. I promise.”

      “You don’t have anything to make up for. You don’t owe me anything. I don’t want you to choose me because you’d feel bad for hurting me if you didn’t. That’s not what I want. I…”

      “That’s not it.” She shook her head, “I do hate that I hurt you but, it’s not why I want to be with you. I want to be with you because you make me happy. You make me feel loved and special. You made me fall in love with you Connor and now I can’t imagine leaving this place and going home, if I’m not going home with you.”

      Connor’s eyes brightened, “You want to go home with me?”

      “Well, I mean, we’re both going home to the same place and on the same flight…”

      “But you’ll go with me? Home. So we can start making a home and a life together?”

      Lulu’s heart melted a little bit more at the hope he didn’t try to hide. This was what he’d told her he wanted, more than once. How could she have ever doubted him? Even for a second? It was so clear just from the way he looked at her that his feelings were real and that he wanted her to give them a real chance at a future.

      “Yes.” She whispered softly, pressing their foreheads together again so that they were breathing the same air. “Yes, Connor. I’ll go home with you. I’ll be with you. I want us to build a life and a family together. I think…”

      He stroked her cheek when she paused, “What is it? You can tell me anything. What do you think, Lu?”

      “I think…” She leaned into his touch, “I think we could both get the life we’ve always wanted, together. The home with the white picket fence and the two dogs and three kids and all of it. I want it. I want it with you.”

      “Two dogs and three kids huh?” His grin was wide and brilliant.

      “Or three dogs and two kids.” She shrugged, her own smile growing to match his.

      “No. No way.” He leaned forward enough to brush their lips together, “Definitely three kids, at least three kids, because you’re going to be even more beautiful when your belly is swollen with my babies.”

      A surprised laugh escaped her and Lulu shook her head in amazement, “You’ve actually given this thought, haven’t you?”

      “Of course I have.” Connor wrapped his arms around her again and then shifted quickly pulling her underneath him as he spread them out over the bed, “I’ve waited for you a long time, Lulu, but I’m done waiting. You’re mine.”

      “I am. I’m yours.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and spread her legs, letting him notch himself between them.

      “I love you.” He murmured as he nuzzled her neck.

      “I love you too.”

      “I want to make love to you.” He shifted, pressing against her mound through the barrier of their clothes, “I don’t want to fuck you. I don’t want to claim you. I don’t want to mark you. Not this time. You’re already mine. I just want to make love to my woman.” He leaned back and met her gaze, heat, desire and the love he openly gave her right there in his gaze, “Can I make love to you, baby?”

      “Yes.” She struggled to get her voice out past the knot in her throat, “Yes, please. I want that too. I want you. Love me, Connor.”

      “Forever.” He promised as he kissed her softly, “Gonna love you forever, Lu.”
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      Connor wasn’t a big fan of flying. He’d never had much reason to fly. He was a small town guy. He’d lived in the same place his whole life. His family had never been the kind that traveled for vacations or took trips. They’d never had the money for that kind of extravagance and then his mom had gotten sick. Even before she passed, family activities had gone by the wayside. His sister, Kady, had tried. God knew she’d tried. But big trips had been out of the question and the few times he’d had to fly as an adult hadn’t made him entirely comfortable with the idea of being in a tin can high above the earth.

      Having Lulu at his side had helped.

      He’d sweet-talked the little old lady that had been sitting next to her into switching seats with him. Lulu’s blushing and fussing had only helped his plea that he be allowed to sit with his girlfriend. As soon as he’d slid into the seat, Lulu had slipped her hand into his and she hadn’t let go for the entire flight.

      She’d noticed his discomfort quickly and made it her mission to put him at ease. She’d talked incessantly, about anything and everything. She’d told him old stories about growing up with her brother Lance and newer stories about going out to dinner with Lance and his superstar musician boyfriend and being bombarded by Trent’s fans. When she ran out of stories to make him laugh, she set about trying to seduce him.

      The little brat had run her fingers through his again and again. She’d slid her palm to his thigh and danced patterns from his knee up and up, dangerously close to the bulge she’d created. She’d whispered dirty things in his ear, suggestions about joining the mile high club and what she wanted him to do to her when they got home. She’d told him all of the places she fantasized about having him undress her and make love to her.

      She’d just about teased him into an orgasm but the little minx had taken his mind off the flight so much so that he’d been all but making out with her when the plane bumped to the ground and began screeching to a stop. He’d broken the kiss on a surprised gasp and she’d grinned at him. She’d been so damn proud of herself that he’d been forced to kiss her again and then he’d told her to grab her bag and get her cute little ass off the plane before he dragged her to the bathroom to take her up on her lewd offers.

      Lulu giggled and kissed him quickly, “I take it you’re driving me home then?”

      “Your car isn’t here?” He took her bag from her after she pulled it from the overhead bin and then grabbed his own as well.

      “Nah, I didn’t want to pay for parking for a whole week so I had Krys drop me off.”

      He snorted, “And you’d planned to be drunk, if I remember correctly.”

      “I decided being drunk on you was better.” She winked and he chuckled again as he smacked her ass and followed her down the aisle and off the plane.

      Once they were back on Texas soil he felt a little better. They broke from the mob of people getting off the plane and ran into a few of the others that had been on the same flight. Further up the terminal he could see Amber glance back at them but then keep going which was a relief. She’d finally seemed to understand Lulu was the one he wanted and given up on him. Dean and Nikki hung back though and the four of them made their way out of the terminal together, making small talk about the flight and commenting on silly things like the weather, which was still hot since it was Texas and all.

      They exited the secure area with Dean holding the door for them and had barely made it five steps when Lulu came to a sudden stop. Since she was still holding his hand, Connor was forced to stop as well. He turned to her in time to see her eyes go wide and then he followed her gaze and instantly recognized why she looked so shocked.

      Standing just inside the doors were two men that he would have recognized anywhere.

      Lance Nichols held a piece of paper with Lulu’s name written on it in scribbled black ink. The dark haired man was grinning but his eyes narrowed as they moved from his sister to Connor and then to their joined hands. He wasn’t grinning anymore when he looked back at Connor.

      The blond man at his side didn’t falter at all though. He waved in their direction and then leaned over and said something in Lance’s ear. Lance looked up at him, his gaze softening and then nodded. He looked more resigned than angry when he turned back towards Lulu and Connor. Lance even managed a small smile for his sister again as he waved the paper, pretending she hadn’t already seen them and wasn’t stalling.

      “We’ll uh… catch up with you later.” Dean nudged Connor’s shoulder, giving him a knowing look before tossing his arm around Nikki’s shoulder and guiding her out the side door along with a mass of others that were pretending not to notice that Trent Thorne was in the terminal.

      “Lu?” Connor pulled her against his side, forcing her to look up at him. “You okay?”

      “I didn’t know he was going to be waiting for me.” She nibbled at her lips, “For us.”

      Connor softened when he saw the worry in her eyes, “Hey. It’s fine. We have to face him sooner or later. We might as well get it over with, right? Let him see we’re here and we’re together and nothing is going to change that. Right?”

      “Right.”

      “Besides, it’s unlikely he’ll try to shoot me in public.” He tried for humor but Lulu only groaned.

      “Don’t even joke about that.”

      “We’ll be fine.” He kissed her forehead lightly and squeezed her hand, “Come on. At the very least I figure you can introduce me properly to Trent Thorne.”

      That earned him a smile at least and she shot him a look, “Don’t embarrass me by going all fanboy.”

      “No promises.” He joked.

      “Okay, fine. Come on then. No point in keeping them waiting.” Lulu seemed to take a deep breath and then turned to face her brother, raising her voice, “Oh my God! Lance! Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”

      She all but dragged Connor after her as she crossed the big space. But she didn’t let go of his hand and that was enough for him. For now, that was all he needed. Lulu holding his hand, keeping him with her, keeping him grounded. She marched forward to face her brother, who clearly didn’t approve of them, and she did it with him at her side.

      Because that was how they were going to handle everything from now on. They’d already decided. This was on their terms. They were together and nobody was going to change that. Nobody was going to keep her away from him. Not anymore. He’d just have to win Lance over, even if it took him the next sixty years or so.

      “It wouldn’t have been a surprise if I told you.” Lance opened his arms and Lulu released Connor to go into them.

      He stopped and waited as Lulu hugged her brother. They were close. They always had been. Just like he and Kady were close. He hoped that given some time that Lance would accept him just like he’d learned to accept Nick in Kady’s life. Now he and his brother in law were partners and friends as well as family. Maybe Nick could help him convert Lance to his side down at the station. Then they’d all be one big happy family.

      The thought made him smile.

      “Con?”

      He was jerked out of his thoughts at the sound of Lulu’s voice. He focused and saw that she was staring at him. So were Lance and Trent. Lulu was holding her hand out to him again and he took it, lacing their fingers together and letting her pull him in closer to the group they’d all formed.

      “Lance. Trent.” Lulu’s voice was calm and steady, soft but sure and she squeezed his hand before she spoke again, “I’d like to introduce you to my boyfriend, Connor Shaw.”

      God. He felt those words like a direct hit of adrenaline pumped into his veins. She’d told him that she loved him. She’d told him that she wanted to be with him. She’d said she wanted to build a life with him. But this was the first time he’d heard her call him her boyfriend and he liked it. He liked it a lot.

      Lance scoffed, “Lu, we know who Connor is.”

      “No. You don’t.” She raised her chin defensively.

      “Lu…” Lance started again but she shook her head and he fell quiet.

      “You don’t know Connor.” Her voice was softer as she glanced back at him, “Neither did I. Not really. Not until recently.”

      Connor’s heart thumped again and he squeezed her hand in response. The admission struck him somewhere deep that had been hurt more times than he could count. Instead of pain though, this time that empty space inside him filled with hope.

      Lulu was acknowledging that she hadn’t seen him before. She was telling him, just as she was telling Lance. She was telling him again that she was truly in this with him now. She saw him now and she chose him.

      She smiled softly as she turned back to her brother, “But you will get to know him, just like I have, because Connor is going to be part of my life, a big part of my life, for a really long time.”

      “Forever.” He found his voice and though the word came out hoarse with emotion, he cleared it and tried again, “I’m going to be by her side forever, if she lets me have any say about it.”

      Lulu turned that soft, loving look on him again and smiled, “We’re together, just like we always should’ve been.”

      Connor couldn’t help himself. Those words, that smile, the way she looked at him, he had to kiss her. Now. He pulled on her hand gently and she moved into his arms. He lowered his head and she was already right there waiting. He kissed her softly and she gave a small sigh of contentment that filled him with nothing but pure joy. He kept it sweet and innocent and just as he expected, their audience made themselves known quickly.

      Lance cleared his throat. Loudly. And Trent snickered quietly.

      Connor ended the kiss and untangled himself from Lulu. Her smile was half goofy and love drugged when she grinned up at him. He gave in to the urge and kissed the end of her nose as well before pulling her into his side and turning back to face the two men watching them.

      He offered his hand to the one that wasn’t glaring at him, “We’ve never officially met. I’m Connor. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Oh, I know who you are.” Trent smirked at his boyfriend when he grumbled. “And it’s nice to meet you as well. Ignore my other half. He’s always grumpy when he has to share me with the outside world.”

      “This isn’t about you.” Lance grunted, though the look he gave his boyfriend was pure adoration, “So long as you keep your hands to yourself.”

      Trent only laughed as he took his hand back from Connor, “Oh come on, I only said he had a nice ass once. Yours is way nicer, baby.”

      The placating sweetness of Trent’s words had Connor stifling a laugh of his own. Lulu wasn’t as thoughtful. She cracked up, earning another hard look from her brother. Trent grinned wide and innocent until Lance finally threw his hands up in the arm.

      “You’re impossible. You’re all impossible.”

      “Ah come on, you know you love us.” Lulu teased and Lance finally smiled again.

      “I do.” He glanced towards Connor, “I love my sister, Shaw.”

      “I love her too.”

      “You hurt her. I hurt you.”

      “Understood.” He nodded in agreement.

      “You do anything but make her the happiest girl in the whole fucking world, and I’ll end you.”

      “Lance.” Lulu whined, “Stop it.”

      “No. It’s fine.” Connor assured her, “Lance and I are on the same page when it comes to you so we’re going to be fine.” He faced off against the older man, “I intend to do everything in my power to give Lulu the life she deserves. Her happiness is more important to me than anything. I love her. I’ve always loved her. And if you haven’t already figured that out, you will, because I’m going to prove it to her and to you if need be, every day for the rest of my life.”

      Lance stared at him but didn’t budge. Connor stared back, knowing now wasn’t the time to blink. He’d pulled this same judgmental shit when Nick came back for Kady. He’d played the protective brother roll. He understood where Lance was coming from, especially considering Lance must be aware of all Derek had put her through. She’d deserved better and that better was Connor. He’d make sure of it.

      “Wow.” Trent was the one that broke the silence, “That was… beautiful, man.”

      Connor couldn’t be sure his cheeks didn’t tint a little bit pink, “Uh, thanks.”

      “That was what you wanted to hear, wasn’t it babe?” Trent turned on his boyfriend, “You wanted to see them together. You wanted to hear his intentions towards your little sister, who I’ll remind you again isn’t a little girl anymore. She’s a grown woman and she’s made her choice and from where I’m standing, I think she’s made a damn good one.”

      Lance snorted, “If you say he has a nice ass again, I might actually kill you both.”

      Trent laughed and hugged his boyfriend to his chest. He whispered something to Lance again that made the other man smile. Connor gave the superstar an appreciative nod for backing him up. He’d take whatever he could get at this stage. It was more than he’d expected but he’d take it.

      “Okay, well if we’re done with the third degree, do you think we can all go home now?” Lulu fake whispered, “People are staring because you’re making a scene.”

      “No. People are staring because my boyfriend is hotter than hell and too damn nice to tell them to leave him alone.” Lance fake whispered back.

      “Your hot boyfriend is ready to go home.” Trent slid his arm around Lance’s back, “And he’s not at all upset that your sister seems to have made other arrangements.”

      Connor didn’t miss the innuendo but he pretended he did, “I’ll get Lulu home.”

      Lance sighed and finally nodded, “Fine. I know when to back off.”

      “No you don’t. But you’re learning.” Lulu hugged her brother again. “Thank you for coming to check on me. I appreciate it.”

      “I worry about you.”

      “I know, but that’s not your job anymore.”

      “It’ll always be my job. I’m your big brother.” Lance released her and offered his hand in Connor’s direction, “But I’m willing to share the job, so long as you are.”

      Connor took his hand and gave it a firm shake. It was an olive branch. It was a step in the right direction. He gave another nod and then released Lance’s hand to pull Lulu back to his side, where she belonged.

      “Deal.”

      They weren’t exactly friends now. He knew that. But it was a start. Because someday, someday soon, he hoped that they were going to become more than friends. Someday soon they were going to be brothers. Someday soon he was going to ask Lulu to marry him and she was going to say yes and they were going to start a family together.

      They were all going to be family.

      Connor wrapped an arm around Lulu’s shoulders and pulled her close. She smiled up at him and he motioned for them to head out. They walked out into the sunshine of the bright Texas day, straight towards their future.

      “Come on baby, let’s go home.”
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      It was absolute chaos. Mass chaos. Just the way it always was when the whole family got together. It was always loud and hectic, overwhelming and out of control. She’d done as much planning, organizing and scheduling as she could to guarantee this first family vacation was a success and amid all of the shouts of glee and bouts of laughter, she knew that she’d succeeded.

      The sun was just starting to set creating a beautiful orange glow over the white sand beach and the blue-green ocean in the distance. The resort hadn’t changed much in the years since she had first visited. It was still beautiful and elegant with views that rivaled some of the best in the world. When her parents had mentioned wanting to get away to celebrate their fiftieth wedding anniversary she’d known exactly where they all should go.

      Now her parents sat in the center of all the commotion, holding court over all their children and grandchildren. The looks of love they shared hadn’t changed a bit in those fifty years of marriage. If anything they only seemed to love each other more, whispering privately and holding hands every chance they got and that was the kind of love that Lulu had always yearned for, and could finally say she had.

      Her mother had told them all over dinner how happy and how proud she was of her children for following their hearts and finding their own versions of happily ever after.

      Lulu watched as across the patio her big brother nuzzled against his husband’s side. Lance and Trent were still the most solid couple she’d ever known. They balanced one another out, supported each other and loved unconditionally. Trent being an international superstar had come with difficulties but Lance had embraced the life that went along with the man he loved. He’d even gotten better at smiling for the cameras when they attended events, even if he still scowled at every man that dared gush over his husband in his presence. At the moment though, there was no scowl in sight. Lance cuddled contentedly at Trent’s side, their hands intertwined, as Trent talked animatedly with the little girl who thought he hung the moon.

      Andi Sloan was madly in love with her Uncle Trent, which Lulu couldn’t blame the girl for a bit. Trent was a natural with children. So much so that she knew it was only a matter of time until the discussions he and Lance had been having for years ended and they started actual moves to adopt a child of their own.

      Andi’s sister, Lissa, was equally enthralled with Trent’s twin brother, Trevor, so it all worked out. The Thorne twins had been a package deal when Trent married into the family so it hadn’t been a question that Trevor and his husband, Cruz, would join them on this family trip. The only downside to having two major league baseball playing superstars and a world famous singer in the family was that they came with security that had meant even more plans had to be made to guarantee their privacy.

      Luckily, they also had Andi and Lissa’s daddy to help with that.

      Nick Sloan was married to Connor’s sister, Kady, and also worked side by side at the Fate Sheriff’s Department with his brother in law. Between all the cops in the family and the security detail, they’d managed to reserve bungalows on the edge of the resort away from the major traffic areas as well as a private beach.

      With safety taken care of, Nick had relaxed as much as he ever did. His head was still on a swivel even as he wrapped an arm around his beautiful blonde wife and whispered something in her ear that made her blush and giggle. Kady leaned into his arms as they watched their youngest daughter, Dawn, play with building blocks on a mat with her cousins.

      Lulu watched the kids play as well. She felt content surrounded by her loving family. No matter how loud the kids got or how riotous the laughter of the men became, it was familiar. It was hers to enjoy and she knew how lucky she was to have such a big, extended, connected family that she could also call her friends.

      She loved her family. She loved her life. And with every day that passed she only loved her husband more.

      A soft warmth filled her chest as she watched Connor with their son. The toddler looked a lot like his daddy. He’d inherited those beautiful blue-green eyes and his dimpled smile had stolen her heart the moment she’d held him in her arms the first time. The only big difference in the two was that instead of getting Connor’s golden hair, their son had a thick, dark mop of brown curls… like her.

      Cooper was the best of both of them and Lulu hadn’t known love could be so complete until he’d come into the world.

      The baby in her arms hummed softly and Lulu shifted gently, tucking the blanket more firmly around the little bundle. She loved Connor with her whole heart. She adored Cooper. She’d been certain that she was giving her boys one hundred percent of her heart. Then she’d found out she was pregnant again and when she’d heard the baby cry out, when she’d seen tears on Connor’s cheeks as he held their daughter for the first time, her heart had grown again to allow even more love to fill her.

      Lani sniffled again but remained asleep and Lulu settled herself again too.

      Her gaze went back to her husband and she smiled when she saw him watching her. Connor’s intense blue-green gaze caressed over her, pausing on the sleeping bundle before returning to meet her gaze. He smiled softly and she smiled in return. He mouthed the words that never failed to make her heart flutter and she ached to go to him.

      “I love you too.” She whispered back at him.

      He winked and went back to playing with Cooper and Dawn. He was a fantastic dad, just as she’d known he would be. He loved her with his whole heart and never held anything back from her. He’d worked hard to give her the life he thought she deserved. He wanted nothing more than to make her happy. And he did. Every day. He was her perfect match in every way. They were perfect for each other. They wanted the same things and their life together was perfect.

      Or, almost perfect.

      Lulu nuzzled her nearly one year old daughter and hid a secretive smile. There was one more thing that would make her life perfect. She knew it would make Connor happier than he’d ever been as well. There was one thing she hadn’t been able to give him yet that he’d told her he wanted from that first night together when they’d decided they would spend their lives together.

      They’d gone home to Fate after that magical week in Mexico. They’d gone on dates and worked themselves into each other’s lives. They’d moved in together. They’d brought their families together. They’d gotten engaged and then married. They’d started their own family and she’d given him a son and then a daughter.

      But there was one more piece of the puzzle to complete their family and she was keeping a secret.

      Tonight, once their children were tucked into bed. Once their brothers and sisters and parents had gone to their own rooms. When she finally had Connor alone and in bed with her, once she was tucked safely and firmly in his arms, right where she belonged, she would tell him the secret she’d been keeping for almost three weeks.

      She was pregnant, again. He was going to be a father, again. And here, in the same magical place where she’d first told him she loved him, where she’d told him about her dreams for the future and their family, she would tell him their dream was finally coming true.

      They had a big house on the hill. They had a white picket fence. They had two chocolate labs that were messy and rambunctious. And they were going to have three children, just like they’d planned.

      Their third child was due on their wedding anniversary. Their family would finally be complete. And they would all live happily ever after… just the way it was always meant to be.
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        Impulsive. Irresponsible. Impossible.

        

        Lemon Kelly lives in a world that is fast, loud and a little bit crazy. She left her small hometown for the bright lights of Nashville and has been living her dream ever since. She's traveled the world and plays her music for crowds of adoring fans. She has everything she ever wanted. Only the wants of a 17-year-old girl vary greatly from the needs of a grown woman. Is it selfish to want something more, something like the love she writes songs about?

        

        Can a girl have two dreams? Or will she have to give up one to get the other? And if so... which? Fame or a family of her own?

        

        Stable. Solid. Safe.

        

        Shane Lowry likes his quiet, controlled life. The always responsible small town deputy is a father to his three daughters first and foremost. Nothing comes before them. He had to grow up fast and early and he's long since stopped letting silly things like lust control his actions. He doesn't even date. So why does he find himself so drawn to the lively girl next door turned country music superstar that is the complete opposite of what he should want in a woman?

        

        If he lets her in, she'll shake up his entire world. He knows it. But is that a good thing or a very bad thing?

        

        The sparks between them are undeniable. The pull irresistible. And if they take a chance they just might find what they've both been missing.
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        Where do you go when there’s no place to hide?

        

        Country music superstar, Trent Thorne, is on the run. The secret he’s kept hidden from the world is no longer a secret at all. He trusted the wrong person, a man he’d thought he was in love with, and instead of a happily ever after, all he’d gotten was outed. Unwilling to sit around and watch his private life get plastered all over the news, Trent hits the road and somehow ends up in his best friend Lemon’s small hometown of Fate, Texas.

        

        He only intended to crash there for one night, but in Fate, one night can change everything.

        

        Lance Nichols knows a thing or two about hiding. He’s so deep in the closet he can’t even see daylight. The former womanizer finally admitted the truth to himself a few years ago, but he never thought he’d be able to say the words out loud, not his family, not to his friends, and certainly not to his secret celebrity crush when the guy stumbles awkwardly into his life.

        

        But the words come easily with Trent. Everything comes easily with him. Talking, touching, and even opening up about all the things he’d never told a soul.

        

        Fate brought these two together, but will it also tear them apart? One newly outed man refuses to go back in the closet. The other can’t imagine coming out of his. The world is closing in on their little bubble, but before it does, can they figure out how to coexist and be part of each other’s lives? Can Lance stop hiding and take a chance on love? And what happens if Trent decides to stay a little longer… maybe even forever?
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        Austin Evans is a playboy, a flirt and a charmer. He’s dated half the female population of Fate, Texas and figures he’ll get around to the other half before he ever decides to settle down. Fate, however, has other ideas. Because one night with the prim and proper town doctor isn’t nearly enough. He can’t get her out of his head, doesn’t want her out of his bed and if he can convince her to give him half a chance he’ll keep her in his life forever.

        

        It was supposed to be one night. One night of passion. One night of scorching hot, mind-blowing, earth-rocking fun. It was a one night stand that somehow turned into two nights, then three and four… and Victoria Sands knew better. Of course she knew better. She was a good girl, a smart girl. She knew better than to continue seeking him out, knew better than to keep falling into his arms, knew better than to let her heart get involved, but when it came to Austin her logical, rational brain never stood a chance to her body’s desire.

        

        They’re complete opposites. She’s the town princess and he’s the boy from the wrong side of the tracks. She grew up in the mansion on the hill and his mother is the woman that cleans it. She thinks everything through and he goes with his gut instinct. The one thing they have in common is that they’ve never felt anything like the sparks that flare between them.

        

        But is that enough to build a life on? A family on? And what about forever?
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      The Fate, Texas Novels are not a series. They are a set of standalone novels that all feature the small (imaginary) town of Fate, Texas. These books can be read in any order or on their own. Some characters will appear in more than one of the novels as secondary characters and often a secondary character in one novel will end up being featured in their own novel. My Fate is a small town and as such, everyone knows everyone, so expect to see familiar names and locations throughout these books, however, each book features one couple and a guarantee of a Happily Ever After.  Welcome to Fate, y’all.

      xoxo, Jess
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