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      Once upon a time, a long, long time ago—Oh, who am I kidding?

      My life is no fairy tale.

      Not since my Broadway career dried up. Like a year-old prune.

      Once upon a time, I was the leading lady in many a fairy tale but now?

      Now I’m coming back and I’m not playing the sweet princess anymore.

      I’m the Wicked Witch of the West and I’m making a comeback to prove nothing and no one can hold me down.

      Not the illness that caused me to faceplant in the middle of a show two years ago and not the naysayers who are convinced I’m done.

      There’s only one teeny, tiny problem. Someone is after me.

      Luckily, my problem has a simple solution: personal security.

      A round-the-clock bodyguard should do the trick. And if I get my way, he should be damn hot.

      But when I meet him? It’s not the trick I want him to do—it’s me.

      There’s something hauntingly familiar about him, and I just can’t shake the feeling that I know him.

      There’s only one other man who’s ever had this effect on me: my brother’s best friend from high school.

      And this boy is all grown up and giving me the serious feels.

      Our chemistry is still off the charts and a new year is starting soon.

      Time to get my career back and score the hottie for a New Year’s kiss.

      Let’s just hope neither of us drop the ball.
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      Big shout out to my lovely readers. You’re the reason I do what I do. Hope this new year brings you MUCH joy, prosperity, and great books. This second-chance love story was exactly what I felt like we needed to kick this year off. Hopefully you agree.

      

      -Weston
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CARTER

        

      

    

    
      The club was hot and humid despite the air-conditioning. Bodies writhed on the dance floor beneath the flashing strobe lights, and the distinctive scents of alcohol, sweat, and excitement hung heavily in the air.

      Bart, my boss and best friend, had built up the private security firm I worked for by his bootstraps and he took his rules very fucking seriously. The first rule of being a bodyguard was to know where my client was at all times.

      Sometimes, we had clients who enjoyed trying to dodge us. It was a game of sorts, especially for the younger ones whose parents had stuck a detail on them for one reason or another.

      Losing sight of my client would not be a problem this evening. Senator Mackey’s daughter had attached herself to me. Just not in a good way.

      Another frozen cocktail sloshed down the front of my shirt, and the very much inebriated Ms. Mackey giggled as she pawed at my chest. At this rate, I was still going to be wringing this strawberry-flavored slush out of my skin by the time I was eighty.

      Football players and sports stars often got a lot of flak for being difficult to guard, but they had nothing on socialites. No sportsperson I’d guarded—and that included men and women—had ever grabbed at me the way Mackey had been doing all night. They touched a little, flirted, and gave long lingering looks, but they didn’t fully grope or paw at me the way she was doing.

      “Loosen up a little, Carson,” she purred, or tried to.

      It came out as more of a slurry bundle of words that maybe, almost, sounded like the ones she’d meant to use. I didn’t speak, not even to correct my name. It’s Carter.

      Batting the long, made-up lashes around her red yet still stunningly blue eyes, she peered up at me with the remainder of her drink in one hand and the other on my soaked chest. “Come on, Carson. Join the partaaaay. You know you want to.”

      She did a little shimmy while pushing her boobs together with her arms. The dress she was wearing was so tight and flimsy that she nearly popped a nipple with just that one tiny dance move.

      My eyes immediately did another sweep of the room, from one side to the other without my head moving at all. If any paparazzi had gotten in here and caught a photo of that, I could kiss my year-end bonus goodbye right in the center of its fat ass.

      “I’m marrying Timmy in forty-something hours,” she slurred, evidently not having noticed how close she’d come to flashing the entire nightclub at the bougie hotel where her bachelorette party was being held.

      She batted her lashes again, moving back to bring her unfocused eyes up to mine while shaking her hips in a way I thought was probably meant to be provocative. If anyone had asked for my opinion, I’d have told them she looked more like a cooked noodle being shaken by a toddler than a sexy dancer, but at least she was still standing on her own two feet—albeit barely.

      At some point tonight, I’d have to drag her puffed and powdered ass out of here, and I already knew it wouldn’t be easy. The senator’s daughter was out to play, and apparently, I had been made a part of her game.

      “Really?” She pouted her full lips. “You’re not even looking at me.”

      Whatever you think. I was watching her, all right. I saw every move she made, but I knew she wouldn’t be able to tell I was paying any attention to her.

      It was all part of the job. Blend in. See everything. Never look. Never get caught staring.

      “Timmy isn’t any fun either,” she complained, sticking her bottom lip out.

      I had to give it to her. The girl was something to look at even if one was in the business of not looking.

      Her flaming-red hair was tied into a loose ponytail at the top of her head, the roots glowing amber in the low light emanating from the bar and the chandeliers overhead. Those blue eyes of hers were iconic, even when she had makeup smeared underneath her lids and her eyeballs were so glassy they looked like they might break.

      Miranda Mackey was a favorite of the press. She was a good girl who appeared beside her parents at events while wearing suits buttoned up to her fucking chin, but she also had a rebellious streak that had left many a newsreader hard.

      She was what Bart had called relatable when he’d booked this assignment for me. Parents and families loved her because she was perfect but not too perfect. She messed up from time to time and disappointed her Senator. Ahem. Father.

      But she always bounced back better than ever. Smiling, waving, and sincerely apologizing for having acted out. People ate that shit up like it was the last chocolate-chip cookie in the batch.

      Miranda tilted her head and walked her fingers from one of the buttons on my shirt to the next. “You could be the last person inside me before it’s only Timmy. Forever.”

      She shuddered a little on the last word but didn’t break off the seductive look she was trying to give me. “Timmy only likes... missionary.”

      She whispered it like it was a bad word before fluttering her lashes at me again. “I bet you can really fuck a girl, huh, Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome?”

      You’re right. I can, but I’m never telling you that. Nor was I telling her that I wouldn’t touch her with a ten-foot barge-pole. She was a client.

      Even if it wasn’t the second rule and I thought I could’ve gotten away with breaking Bart’s rules, the Timmy whose sexual preferences I now knew was none other than Timothy Hargrove. Son of Senator Tobias Hargrove, who just so happened to be rumored to be running for president next term.

      Plus, Miranda was seventeen sheets to the wind. Even if I was attracted to her, which I wasn’t, there was no way I’d ever have taken her up on her numerous offers. She was getting married this weekend.

      “Oh, fine.” She stuck her lower lip out. “If you want to play hard to get, I know how that game works.”

      Her hand suddenly disappeared from my chest and reappeared on my junk. Skinny fingers squeezing the life out of my very much uninterested dick, she licked her lips before blowing me a kiss and taking off to find more promising pastures.

      I breathed a sigh of relief and discreetly jiggled my hips to get the blood flowing to my favorite appendage again. That girl had been all over me all night. I was definitely going to have to be in touch with Bart later to call in the situation, but before that, I had to get her to bed and all tucked in.

      Not that the party seemed to be ending anytime soon. The girls squealed when they saw their bachelorette rejoining their ranks. Shots were ordered, and hands were thrown in the air after the liquor went down the hatch and the dance floor was claimed.

      Well, there goes the neighborhood.

      Very few of the women with Ms. Mackey were low profile. Miranda had invited all of New York City’s shiniest to enjoy her last night of freedom, and the crowd outside knew it.

      Thankfully, this part of the club had been reserved for the occasion. None of the women even had their phones with them, and the security around the perimeter was top notch.

      All I had to do was watch her, make sure she didn’t do anything too scandalous, and get her up to her room. It was supposed to have been an easy job.

      Until she had gotten so fucking handsy.

      Nothing good ever came of a handsy, drunken client. Especially not one with the connections she had.

      Lucky for me, I wasn’t afraid of much. There were cameras in here and in every inch of the hotel. If it came down to it, her own damn daddy could witness her groping me and see that I hadn’t lifted a finger in response.

      I’d stared down the barrel of much worse, and I’d come out not only standing but swinging. My dick, on the other hand, might need a bit of tender loving care later after the way he’d been manhandled.

      Bart’s third rule was not to interfere unless it was necessary. Obviously, that didn’t count for security threats. It was more part of the blend in rule.

      What it did mean, however, was that I couldn’t drag Miranda’s ass out of there when she started stumbling around. She was having a good time, and I simply had to watch her do it.

      At this point, she wasn’t a danger to herself or others. She was in a contained situation, and there were no threats around. She was just drunk, but considering it was her bachelorette party and she was going to be stuck doing missionary with Timmy for the rest of her life, I figured it was okay if she cut loose a little.

      I was there to keep her safe, not to be her dad. After another sweep of the club, I let my thoughts wander a little. My eyes were still peeled, but my brain went to that place I had to go to in order to get through long nights.

      In my case, that place was Conroe, Texas. Home.

      Like many others, I’d left there straight out of high school. Unlike so many others, I hadn’t taken off because I wanted bright lights, a big city, or fame and fortune. I’d left because I received an opportunity to work in security, and that was pretty much my dream come true.

      It was on the cyber side of things initially—because I hadn’t exactly always been as big as I was now—but it had still been the kind of opportunity with the kind of pay I couldn’t turn down.

      Even handsy socialites wouldn’t make me regret my choices, despite the amount of paperwork all these little incidents were going to mean for me later on. I’d just have to make sure I filed an accurate report, and I’d come out clean if she tried anything.

      I wished it wasn’t necessary to be so pedantic, but it was. I didn’t like having to be the snitch. The girl deserved a little bit of fun. Lord knew she was in the spotlight enough to have earned a bit of privacy, even if just for tonight, but unfortunately, I had to cover my own ass.

      Colleagues of mine had been fired and smeared for less, and as much as I loved Conroe, I wasn’t going back there. New York was my home now as much as Conroe was. I loved it, my job, and even the sometimes difficult clients.

      My attention snagged on Miranda stumbling badly this time, and I jumped into action. Thankfully, she was close enough to me that I got to her just before she hit her head on a cocktail table.

      With my hands on her elbows, I ducked my head to look into her glazed eyes. She offered me a fuzzy smile before her lids fluttered closed.

      And that’s a wrap. She hadn’t hit her head. That wasn’t what this was about. I’m afraid your night of fun is over, princess.

      Arranging her under one arm, I tapped on my earpiece with my free hand and barked into the receiver on my collar. “I’m headed out with Ms. Mackey. We’re using the beta route. Clear?”

      I got my confirmation a second later and weaved my way through the crowd with Miranda shielded by my arm and shoulder. There was a service elevator in the back which we took up to her floor, and we made it to her room without running into any curious eyes or press cameras.

      Ryan, another one of Bart’s guys, was waiting at her door when we arrived. He scanned her with a professional eye, sighed, and swiped the keycard across the reader. “She looks rough.”

      “Yep. More tequila isn’t always a great idea.” I transferred her into his arms. “You’re standing guard outside her door tonight, right? I’m not staying.”

      He nodded. “I understand. Something happen?”

      “She grabbed my crotch.” When his eyes flared wide open, I shook my head and raised my hands to show him my palms. “Relax. I didn’t touch her. I just need to call it in to Bart, get on my bike, and get out of here.”

      “Not a fan of the dick grab, huh?” he asked sympathetically. “I get it. I wouldn’t want to get her tucked in after that either.”

      I shrugged. “Nah, I’m not offended by the grab. I’m just over rich people thinking they have the right to get, do, and be whatever they want. If you’re what they want, they think they can have you too. Fuck that noise.”

      “Amen to that, brother.” He jerked his head at the door. “I’ve got her. Your shift was only for the club anyway. It should be smooth sailing from here on out. I doubt she’s going anywhere tonight.”

      I studied her prone form, hunched over him with her head rolling against his arm. “Yeah. I hope you’re right. Good luck, Ryan. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Walking backward as I gave him a wave, I spun around and dug my phone out of my pocket. I’d give Bart an update on my way down. Then I’d climb on my bike and let her vibrations help ease the tension out of me.
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RYLEE

        

      

    

    
      “What if I got you and Chad a trip to Napa Valley and that new puppy he’s been talking about?” I offered when the limo Jules and I were in slowed outside the trendy bar where the party was being held. “Would that buy me another week of peace?”

      “Oh, good. We’ve moved onto bargaining,” he replied, his dry sense of humor apparently intact even though we were about to face a scene we both thought we’d left behind. “That’s one step closer to acceptance. You have approximately two more minutes before we’re up. Think you can move this process along just a little faster?”

      “I love how even you equate what I’m going through with the stages of grief. Why are we doing this again?” My stomach felt like I’d eaten rocks for breakfast, lunch, and dinner for two weeks straight. “I feel like you’re about to drop me into a tank filled with hungry sharks.”

      “That might not be the worst analogy you’ve ever come up with.” His milk-chocolate eyes shimmered with amusement in the low light of the limo. There was sympathy in them too, though.

      Reaching out to take my hand in one of his giant ones, he wrapped his fingers around mine and squeezed. “Just remember, honey, they’re your peers. Navigating Broadway might feel like swimming in shark-infested waters sometimes, but you’ve got this. Hell, they’re not even just your peers. You used to be their reigning queen. Just take a deep breath and remember to smile.”

      I smoothed out the satin skirt of the extravagant dress he’d picked out for me to make my big comeback to the social scene in. “That was two years ago, Jules. It was before. All they’re going to want to talk to me about is why I took a break and when I’m coming back.”

      “We’ve been over this.” He tightened his grip on my hand before releasing it. “Everyone knows about that fall you took onstage. All you have to say is that you had taken on too much and you needed some time off.”

      “Two years is a long time to take off.” I fidgeted with the shiny beading on my corset, distracting myself by marveling once again at how unlined his rich cocoa skin was. Jules had been my manager for the entire time I’d been in New York, and he hadn’t aged a day.

      He and his boyfriend Chad, along with Tani, one of my former co-stars and best friends, had absolutely carried me through these last two years. My parents had been wonderful too, but there was only so much they could do all the way from Conroe.

      They’d flown up after my legs had given out on me while I’d been performing, and they’d been here when I got diagnosed, but eventually, they had to go back home. After begging me for a solid week to leave the city behind and come home with them, they’d accepted it wasn’t going to happen.

      Jules slid a long finger beneath my chin and tilted my head up until I met his warm brown eyes. “Your MS is doing great, Ry. The doctor said your accident was just sensory overload and he’s cleared you for all this, remember? Two years was a long time to have taken off, but you did what you had to do. Your health comes first. Always.”

      I filled my lungs with the vaguely vanilla-scented air of the limo just as the wheels stopped turning. “I know. I’m ready to evade the questions and answer them eventually, on my own terms, just like we talked about. I’m just nervous. I haven’t really seen any of these people since it happened, and it’s weird to think about it like that.”

      “Then don’t?” he suggested with a slight smile. “Now, suck in that stomach, push out that chest, and let’s go rock your re-entry into the world, okay?”

      “This isn’t really my re-entry. It’s just a mixer,” I muttered, but he was already straightening his impeccable jacket and opening the door.

      Apparently, these parties were supposed to be casual get-togethers for those of us in the industry. If that was how they’d started, the original organizers would be spinning in their graves to see the spectacle they were now.

      Everyone was dressed as if they were attending an awards show. There was an actual red carpet to walk to get inside, complete with reporters lining a velvet rope. Just about everyone who was or might become someone was invited.

      Excited chatter went up in the ranks of the press when they saw Jules climbing out of the limo, and it blew into my personal version of pandemonium when I followed him onto the carpet. Granted, Hollywood stars would fall down laughing over what I classified as pandemonium, but there had to be at least a dozen people out there screaming their questions at me.

      Channeling my inner diva, I followed my manager’s advice and pulled my shoulders back as I walked into the party on his arm. A wide smile was fixed on my face, and I even waved at a few faces I recognized from back when I regularly made an appearance in the entertainment pages.

      “Rylee!” Tani called as she attempted to rush to my side. The door swung shut behind us, drowning out the reporters’ questions.

      My friend’s face was flushed with excitement, and her green eyes narrowed at everyone who dared not move out of her way. When she finally reached us, she embraced me like she hadn’t seen me in years. “I’m so glad you’re here. I would’ve called the babysitter to give her the night off if I hadn’t known you were coming.”

      “We all got ready together at your house,” Jules said, arching a perfectly tweezed, pitch-black eyebrow at her.

      “Your babysitter has had every night off from working for you for almost a year,” I said. “I’m sure she’s happy not to be given another night off. Did you manage to get away from your place without Cash raising the roof?”

      She sucked her lips into her mouth, shaking her head with her eyes widening. “Nope. It’s not called the Fuck-You-Fours for nothing. Unfortunately for him, this mama of his has had an attitude for a lot longer than he has. If I survived the tantrums thrown by the people in this very room for so long, you can bet your asses that I can handle the tiny human I created. Sometimes anyway.”

      “I’ve heard you say at least ten times that you’d take the prissiest of directors over that boy any day,” Jules teased. “Changed your mind now that you’re back among the stars?”

      He drew out the last words and rolled his eyes even as he showed us his best jazz hands. Tani lifted her shoulders while she laughed. “I might have forgotten just how prissy they can be. Now that I’ve remembered, would anyone else care for a drink?”

      “Me,” I said immediately, but Jules shut me down with a look when I went to move to Tani’s side. “But you’ll have to get it for me. I’m not supposed to look like I’m hiding behind my manager or longtime friend. It’s a mingle party, and I’m expected to mingle this evening.”

      He gave me a satisfied smile. “Acceptance. Excellent. If we could work on delivering those lines with a little more enthusiasm, I might actually believe you’re a brilliant actress.”

      “I’ve never been that good,” I said.

      Tani nodded her agreement with me. “Do you know I’ve been asked three times tonight where Ry had gone, why she went on a break, and if she was coming back? I only got here about ten minutes before you did.”

      “Goody,” I muttered, but lifted my chin when they left to get those drinks. We’re sure going to need them tonight. Mine wouldn’t be alcoholic, but still, I could always take a sip if I needed a moment to think.

      As soon as they left my side, people started closing in. I’d never been afraid of crowds and I wasn’t now. I just wasn’t used to being bombarded anymore. Other performers, designers, directors, scriptwriters, and even a few people I thought might actually be their mothers approached me.

      All of them asked the same basic questions. How are you? Are you back? Where did you go?

      No one knew why I really took a break from Broadway but the rumors had been aplenty. The grapevine had carried a full harvest of speculation when I’d first announced I would be taking some time off. The phrase “heard it through the grapevine” had taken on a whole other meaning to me, considering that I’d heard about my own secret pregnancy via the tabloids. I’d also heard that I’d been brainwashed by aliens, had fallen in unrequited love with my last director—who was married—and a whole host of other things.

      News spread like wildfire in this town, but rumors? They spread like only a good old-fashioned STD at an orgy could.

      “Excuse me,” I said to the latest trawler fishing for the “truth,” and kept my head down as I made my way to the bathroom. Jules and Tani had been bringing me drinks for the last hour, but I declined any offers from anyone else.

      My sparkling grape juice might look like champagne, but no one seemed to have realized it wasn’t. Except for one suspicious waiter who was carrying trays of the real stuff around and kept eyeing my glass like I was a traitor for not having gotten it from him.

      A small hand closed around my elbow just before I walked into the ladies’ room. I tensed until I recognized Tani’s voice behind me. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I turned to smile at her. “I just needed a breather. Are you guys almost ready to leave?”

      “Nope.” Jules came to stand in the doorway with us, steadfastly ignoring all the side-eyed looks he got for being just about inside the ladies’ bathroom. He caught my gaze before giving me a deliberate but discreet onceover. “Unless you’re not feeling well, that is.”

      He didn’t say it in so many words, but he was asking if I was feeling any symptoms acting up. I shook my head, reaching out to place a comforting hand on his arm. The man had become as protective as an attack dog. If he so much as caught a whiff that the stress was causing any out of the ordinary effects, he’d have me out of there in a heartbeat.

      While it would’ve been a surefire way to get out of there, I wasn’t in the business of deceiving my closest friends. “It’s not that. I’m just a little overwhelmed by all the questions.”

      Tani gripped my shoulder. “Just give us the signal when you’re ready to leave, okay?”

      “Same to you.” She hadn’t been to one of these shindigs in almost double as long as it’d been for me. The only reason she’d even agreed to come to this one was for moral support in case I needed her.

      Cash had been an unexpected surprise that had turned her life upside down. Since he’d been the result of a one-night stand, she’d known from the second she found out he was in her belly that she would be raising him alone.

      My ever optimistic, “always looking for the bright side” best friend hadn’t batted an eye before saying farewell to Broadway. He might’ve been unexpected, but Cash became the apple of her eye and her reason for being on the very day she learned he was there.

      She’d reached out to some of her contacts in the industry, had gotten a job as a secretary for a production company, and never looked back. Sometimes I envied her ability to approach life the way she did.

      Even after my diagnosis, I hadn’t been able to accept that I was done with the stage. In my heart of hearts, I’d always wanted to get back to doing what I loved. I just hadn’t thought it would really be possible until now.

      When Tani, Jules, and I walked out of the bathroom, I felt someone’s eyes on me. Jerking my gaze up, I saw the same guy who had been eyeballing me for most of the night. He hadn’t approached me yet, but I knew he would.

      I didn’t think he would approach because I had a big ego and thought every man who looked at me would come on to me. I knew he would try to speak to me tonight because I knew who he was. Everyone did.

      Nathan Biles was a reporter for the New York Times and one of the few journalists who merited an invite of his own to these parties. I had to steer clear of him, even if he was sex on a stick.

      At six-five with his strong shoulders and the cleft in his chin, he resembled none other than Clark Kent himself. He even had the same day job.

      But a night with him, even if I’d heard he had no problem with a little super-hero roleplay, wasn’t worth the fallout. Yanking my gaze away before he took it as an invitation to come up to me, I spent the rest of the evening sticking closer to my friends.

      Nathan wasn’t easily deterred, though. Near the end of the night when I’d dropped my guard some, I suddenly became aware of a looming presence behind me.

      I knew it was him before I even turned around. He grinned when I faced him, a predatory flashing of his perfectly white teeth.

      “You making a comeback?” he asked without any pleasantries being exchanged.

      I faked a smile of my own and raised one shoulder. “I’m not sure, but thanks for asking.”

      Hard pass, buddy. Hard pass.

      Jules caught my eye and nodded. We’d put in our appearance, talked, and stayed long enough not to be accused of leaving too early. But there was a time to come and a time to go.

      It was definitely our time to go.
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CARTER

        

      

    

    
      Mom insisted on having us all home for Thanksgiving every year. No matter how old we got, we Demming boys knew that the woman who raised us was not to be trifled with—especially not over this particular holiday.

      We also respected her enough that none of us even tried trifling. Every year, regardless of what was going on in our own lives or jobs, all five of us put everything on hold and headed back to Conroe for the week.

      Technically, it wasn’t just the five of us. It was all seventeen of us.

      At twenty-nine, I was the youngest of the brothers and the only one without children or a love interest. And they never let me forget it.

      It didn’t matter to my family that I drove a bad-ass motorcycle, was tough as nails to the outside world, or that I protected people for a living. When I walked into our parents’ house, I was the baby brother. The single, childless one who spoiled their kids and got to walk away without having to worry about breaking the habit of sugar before bedtime.

      I shrugged when Tucker, my oldest brother, grabbed the candy bar out of my hand. “We’re not having a repeat of last year, Carter. I don’t care if you’ve got more muscles than brain cells now. I can still take you.”

      “Boys,” Mom warned, tutting as she propped the hand that wasn’t holding a really big knife on her hip. Her kitchen might’ve smelled like my dreams of childhood, but the expression she was wearing came straight out of my nightmares. “No one is taking anyone. Carter, we’re having lunch in fifteen. You can give the kids more candy once they’ve eaten. Tucker, uncles and grandparents were put on this earth to spoil your kids. You only have to deal with it once or twice a year, so suck it up.”

      Jeremy, the brother closest to me in age at only sixteen months older, laughed and held his palm up to high-five our mother. He was standing across from her at the kitchen island with a cutting board in front of him and his three-year-old zooming around with an old sheet tied around his neck as his cape.

      “Tell him, Momster,” Jeremy cheered before turning to me. “You know mine can’t have any more candy though, right? He already thinks he’s Superman. Another bite of sugar and he might jump off the roof.”

      “Like he’s not going to try that sometime anyway,” Tucker shot back, grinning as he rolled his eyes. “All of you numbnuts tried it.”

      “Excuse me?” Mom gave Jeremy his high-five before arching a brow at Tucker. “They weren’t the only ones who tried it. You were first, if memory serves.”

      “I’m pretty sure I was first at everything.” He smirked but the smug expression melted from his face when Parker walked in. He was only a year younger than Tuck and had been his closest competition for firsts in everything.

      He winked when he met our eldest brother’s eyes. “You’re getting forgetful in your old age. I can remember quite a few things I did first. Getting married, having s—”

      “That’s enough.” Mom narrowed her eyes at him, but I saw the smile she was trying to hide. “Yours might be outside with the only other woman who can tolerate you, but there are other little ears in here.”

      “You mean the only woman who can tolerate me except for you, right?” He wrapped our mother in a hug and lifted her clear off her feet.

      While she squealed and banged on his back in an attempt to get him to put her down, she yelled at him about manhandling one’s mother. Tucker’s six-year-old daughter eyed the package of candy bars I was holding.

      “Uncle Carter?” she whispered, poking me to get my attention. “I gave my chocolate to Andy. Will you keep one for me after lunch?”

      Andy, also known as Superman, skidded to a halt when he heard his name. His big brown eyes—our family trademark—rounded as he shook his head. “I didn’t get chocolate. I want chocolate too.”

      I ruffled his hair and gave Sabrina a small nod. “I’ll hang onto all of these, okay? I promise there’s enough to go around.”

      Half my damn suitcase ended up being filled with snacks and treats whenever I came home. Chaos reigned supreme around here, and being armed with bribes made me a favorite of my nieces and nephews, as well as a miracle worker in the eyes of their parents. I liked to think of it as a win-win.

      “Carter.” Mom’s voice made my gaze snap back to hers. She gave the candy a pointed look until I retreated and put it back in the cabinet. Then she smiled and dusted off her hands on her apron. “Would you go get Dad for me, please, honey?”

      “Sure,” I said. “He’s still out back with Justin?” Our middle brother had been engaged in lawn activities with my dad and most of the kids all morning.

      Mom nodded. “I think so. Unless they’ve decided to skip town with all the little munchkins, they should be there.”

      “Why would they skip town with all them?” Jeremy asked. “Did I miss the conversation where Justin said he wanted to open a circus?”

      “He’d have enough acts with all of them,” I said as I backed away from Tucker and toward the door.

      Jeremy and Parker roared with laughter, nodding their agreement. Tucker, who seemed to think that because he was the oldest he also had to pretend to be the most serious, rolled his eyes. “Please. No one would pay money to see the Demming Troupe in action. They’d just have to show up at church on Sunday morning.”

      “Ladies and gentlemen, guess who still has a sense of humor?” I pointed at Tucker after winding up my arm for a second and then ducked out to get our dad while the other two took over the banter.

      Chuckling as I headed outside, I remembered why I liked coming home for the holidays so much. I was a family man at heart. Having to put in for vacation time and face the prospect of coming out was always daunting and seemed like way more effort than it was worth, but when I finally got here, it ended up being one of the highlights of my year.

      I joined Dad and Justin outside, not surprised to see them sitting in lawn chairs with a beer in hand while watching the kids play tag. “You got another one of those?”

      They looked up when they saw me, and Dad reached into the cooler next to him and tossed a can over. “We’ve always got spares. I’m assuming you’ve got to rally the troops for lunch?”

      I nodded. “I got sent by the Chief Commanding Officer herself. We better drink fast and get inside before she sends reinforcements.”

      Dad chuckled. “It’s always good to see you boys haven’t forgotten who’s boss just because you’re all out of the house now.”

      “Never.” Justin pointed toward the kitchen, taking and swallowing a sip of his beer. “Mom raised us better than that.”

      “Just Mom, huh?” Dad punched him playfully on the shoulder. “Thanks a lot. You’re lucky I know how much you love me.”

      I laughed and took a seat in the open chair next to them. We chatted for a while about Justin’s job as an architect and some of the projects he was working on before we moved onto how stupid my job could be at times. Miranda Mackey a week ago being the case in point.

      A few hours later after lunch and a lively boardgame, Mom realized we were out of bread. I grabbed my jacket and got up. “I’ll get it. It’s easier for me to sneak out than it is for anyone else.”

      When I got to the local Kroger’s a couple of blocks away, I spotted a familiar head of black hair in the frozen-food section. Billy used to be my best friend at school, and I grinned as I turned to go say hi.

      Before I reached him, another familiar face popped out from behind a freezer. My heart skipped about twenty beats when I saw her. Rylee Naples, Billy’s sister and my childhood crush.

      She was three years younger than us, and though I’d caught her staring at me time and time again back in the day, nothing had ever happened between us. Nothing real anyway. I’d had plenty of dreams about her—plenty of very inappropriate dreams that Billy would’ve kicked my ass for—but neither of us had ever made a move.

      Rylee laughed and shoved Billy’s shoulder before shaking her head and walking away. The sound of her laughter drifted over to me, and my heart skipped some more beats. She’d always had a great smile, but whenever I heard her laughing, I swore I would go to fucking war for her.

      Her long auburn hair was loose, framing her gorgeous face and making those ice-blue eyes of hers seem even bigger and brighter than ever. Rylee always had seemed larger than life to me, and not just because she was tall for a girl at five-seven.

      She had a presence about her I couldn’t explain. She didn’t see me before she disappeared back around the freezer, but I still felt affected by her. Some things never change.

      Giving my head a firm shake, I pushed the shock of having seen her out of my head and went to greet Billy. He turned around, spotting me before I reached him, and a wide grin broke out across his face.

      “Carter Demming, as I live and breathe. How are you doing, man?” He extended his hand to shake mine, then pulled me into a hug. “It’s been forever.”

      “Yeah, I know. Way too long. I’m good. Happy to be home. You?” I thumped his back with my fist before we released each other and stepped back.

      “Same. How long are you in town for? We should grab a beer if you’ve got time.” He pushed his brown hair off his forehead. “Rylee and I both flew in for the weekend only, but I’m sure she could hold down the fort at home for a few hours.”

      “Wow. Was that your sister I just saw you speaking to?” I already knew it was, but I asked anyway.

      Billy wasn’t one of those asshole big brothers who thought he owned his sister and threatened to kill any guy who even looked at her—he’d have been a mass murderer by now if he’d tried to—but I’d never rubbed my attraction to her in his face. I wouldn’t start now.

      He laughed and rolled his eyes. “You could’ve left out the ‘wow,’ but yes, that was Ry. Our mom’s waiting for the groceries, but let me know if you’re up for that beer?”

      “I will. If we don’t get around to it this weekend, we should meet up next time.” Billy’s mom was like mine. She expected her kids home for the major holidays. If we didn’t make it back for Christmas, we’d both be back soon enough.

      He nodded. “Yeah. We’ll do that. See you around, Carter.”

      “Tell Rylee I say hi,” I said before shaking his hand again and waving as I watched him jog to catch up to his sister.

      Rylee fucking Naples. What a blast from the past.

      Billy joined her in the line to check out, and seeing her even from this distance made my heart race and my dick stir. It was uncanny that after all this time, my body shot right back to teenage mode when I saw her.

      Quit acting like an infatuated child and march your ass over to the bakery instead of staring. My body might have reverted to teenage mode, but at least my brain still worked. Even if it was just to conjure up all those old images of the two of us together and all the fun we never got to have.

      Oh, God. Now I’m sporting a boner in the fucking grocery store. Hello, fifteen. I really haven’t missed you.

      Rylee was just that girl to me, though. Always had been and probably always would be. It’d been good to see her, but I was kind of glad it was a once in a decade thing. Things would get real uncomfortable for me real fast if that ever had to change.
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      “Have we got everything?” I asked my brother when he finally rejoined me from whatever the hell had kept him in the frozen-foods section for so long.

      He studied the contents of the cart and nodded. “Yeah, I think so. Next time, I’m calling Mom from the airport and asking her what last-minute things she needs before I even head home.”

      I laughed. “It’s a good strategy, but you know we’re always going to end up doing last-minute shopping anyway. None of us are that good at preparation. Face it, we’re just not a list family. Where were you?”

      “Oh, I ran into Carter. He says hi.” Billy leaned with his forearms on the cart like he didn’t have a care in the world. Or rather, like he didn’t know he’d just sent my heart spinning like a top at the mere mention of his former best friend’s name.

      “Carter? Hot Carter from high school?” Oh, be still my heart.

      I hadn’t seen Carter in person since he and Billy had graduated, but the boy still dominated my fantasies when I let myself think about him. Well, he probably wasn’t a boy anymore. He and my brother were having their thirtieth birthdays next year. Carter would be a man now, and that was something I desperately wanted to see.

      I craned my neck to try catching a glimpse of him, but Billy rolled his eyes and gave my shoulder a light push. “Hot Carter? Since when did you think he was hot?”

      “Since always.” I rolled my eyes right back at him. As the youngest child in a sarcastic family, eye-rolling was an art I’d perfected as a toddler. My brother was pretty good at it too, though. “Don’t pretend like you didn’t know I thought he was hot. I mean, I’m not blind, am I?”

      “I didn’t know you thought he was hot.” Billy’s face contorted into a horrified expression. “I used to invite him over to come swimming all the time. Were you perving on my friend when he was there?”

      “Yes.” I didn’t even hesitate before replying. Carter and Billy used to be on the swim team together. “Your afternoon practice sessions at our place are legitimately among my favorite childhood memories.”

      He groaned out loud and slapped a hand over his face. “I really didn’t need to know that. Fuck. I’m going to have to send him an apology gift basket.”

      I shimmied a little, smirking when it made him wince. “That’s a great idea. I’d fit in a basket if we got one big enough. What else would you like to send him?”

      “Not you, for starters. It’d be a basket to apologize for your eyes violating my poor, innocent friend who only wanted to cool down and practice with me.”

      “Your poor, innocent friend?” Yeah, my brother definitely hadn’t been paying attention in high school.

      It wasn’t like I’d hide out in my bedroom and spy on them from there—well, not always anyway. Very often, I’d put on my bikini and join them by the pool. Billy’s poor, innocent friend had had roving eyes of his very own.

      Sadly, those lingering gazes and afternoons filled with sizzling tension between us were as far as things had ever gone. It’d also pretty much been the height of my sexual experiences as a teenager. Being turned on by my brother’s best friend looking at me was as good as it had gotten back then. Yep. I was that kind of cool in high school.

      Thoughts about Carter and the feelings he’d stirred up in my body had led to some pretty intimate sessions of self-discovery. Handheld showerhead, how I miss you.

      I briefly considered torturing Billy by telling him about how I’d named said showerhead Carty after Carter, but decided against it when he gave me a puzzled look. “He was my poor, innocent friend. Wasn’t he? Please don’t tell me you two used to sneak around and make out when I wasn’t looking.”

      “I wish.” Billy flinched, but I just shrugged. “No, really. You have no idea how much I used to wish I could be making out with him when you weren’t looking. Where is he? I want to see him.”

      “I don’t know where he is, but I hope it’s far, far away from here,” my brother complained. “Why are you giving me grief about this now? I don’t need to know the details of your sicko teenage fantasies.”

      “Why do those details qualify as being sick? He was really hot, not related to me, nice, funny, and have I mentioned really hot?”

      Carter hadn’t been the number-one jock or heartthrob in high school, but he was the only boy who had ever made my heart—and other bits—throb back then. I’d pictured myself running my hands through his thick brown hair so many times I could practically feel the softness of the strands between my fingers even now.

      In my fantasies, I’d conveniently left out the hair gel they all used to lather themselves up with. I didn’t want to have to contend with having to get that goop off my hands even in my wildest dreams.

      No, I’d always imagined that Carter would’ve just washed it all out of his long hair especially for me, or I’d pretend he didn’t use it at all. Those luscious chestnut locks of his were always silky soft when I pulled my imaginary fingers through them.

      He’d look at me with those gorgeous brown eyes, and his beautiful, sexy smile would spread across his lips just before he leaned down to kiss me. I must’ve gotten a dopey, dreamy look on my face thinking about it because Billy suddenly punched my shoulder.

      “Eww. I do not need to see that look on your face ever again. Go fantasize about someone else when we get home. Better yet, maybe jump into the pool and cool yourself down a little.”

      “That’s a great idea.” I flashed him my most dazzling smile. “Do you think you could invite Carter over to come swimming with me?”

      “You’re awful and I hate you.” He pouted and started to unload our groceries from the cart.

      I helped, but that didn’t mean I had to stop antagonizing my brother. He lived in Nashville now, working in the country-music business. I only saw him a few times a year. It was my duty as his little sister to drive him as crazy as I could during the short stints of time we spent together.

      Besides, everything I was saying about Carter was true.

      By the time we pulled into our parents’ driveway, Billy had his ears covered and was humming a catchy tune.

      My work here is done. Hopping out of the car, I grabbed a few grocery bags and whistled under my breath while walking up to our small quaint place.

      It wasn’t the same rundown house we’d grown up in, but it also wasn’t the house I’d wanted to buy them a few years ago. Billy and I had tried to help our parents out financially, but they refused to accept more than the bare minimum.

      It had taken us two years to convince them to let us buy them this place instead of just doing basic renovations at our old house. A part of the ceiling had literally collapsed before they’d even considered our offer.

      I liked this house, though. It might be small and quaint, but it was home now. Mom had made it as cozy and homey as the other place had been, but even if it hadn’t been for the bright paint on the walls, the assortment of rugs, and the thousands of photographs, it still would’ve been home because it was where our parents were.

      As scattered across the country as our family was those days, we were still close. A tent would’ve been home to me as long as my parents were there.

      Mom and Dad were in the kitchen when I walked in, and both of them laughed when I told them Billy was trying to scrub his brain before coming in. They didn’t ask why. They were used to our antics.

      We got started on dinner, and Billy pitched in by setting the table when he finally got over learning about my crush on his former best friend. Once we were seated and our roast chicken with vegetables was on the table, Carter was long forgotten and we were getting caught up.

      Mom’s eyes locked on mine and she leaned forward. “Tell us about your comeback. It’s happening on New Year’s Eve, right?”

      I nodded, nervously swiping my tongue across my lips when I thought about going back onstage. “I’m really excited, but I’m also still not sure it’s the right decision.”

      “Why not? You love performing and you’re great at it.” Mom smiled but I saw the worry lurking in her eyes. “Just promise us you’re going to take care of yourself and not overdo it.”

      I reached across the table to give her hand a reassuring squeeze. “Jules and I have been very clear about my schedule. The doctors have cleared me for work, and they’re on call if I need them. And I’ve promised to take lots of breaks.”

      “What’s the problem then?” Billy asked, his blue eyes as clouded with worry as our parents’ were. Joking around with him this afternoon had been fun, but our brief foray back into the children we used to be was over now. “Has something happened we should know about?”

      “Not really. People are just crazy, you know?” I cut a bite of my chicken. “I’ve gotten some death threats over the years to return to the stage. There are some crazed-ass fans out there. Between them and the press, I’m just not sure if I should be going back.”

      Dad’s spine straightened and his shoulders turned rigid. “Jules told me about that. He also told me he’d take care of it. Has he gotten in touch with a good agency to get you a bodyguard yet?”

      “A bodyguard?” I frowned, arching a brow at him. “Really? Jules mentioned it to me in passing, but I thought he was joking.”

      “He wasn’t,” Dad said firmly, and Billy nodded. “We’re worried about you, darling. You’re downplaying it now, but Jules told me you had to move because of the threats.”

      I couldn’t even deny it. At first, I’d waved off everyone’s concerns, but when I got home one afternoon and found a pigeon with its neck broken on my pillow, I’d had no choice. I couldn’t ignore it anymore.

      “My new building has a fantastic security system,” I said, trying to assuage some of their fears. “No one is getting in there without access.”

      “Maybe, but I don’t want you taking any chances. Promise me, Ry. When you get back to the city, promise me you’ll speak to an agency yourself or get Jules to do it, but you’re getting a bodyguard.”

      I sighed, but I knew from the way his jaw was set that Dad wouldn’t back down on this. Neither would Mom or Billy. They were all staring at me, waiting for my agreement.

      I hated seeing them looking so worried and stressed. Plus, while I still thought a personal bodyguard was overkill, it couldn’t hurt to have a professional watching my back. Some of the fans really had spun out of control, and I knew Jules and Tani were worried about it as well.

      If there was one thing my diagnosis had taught me, it was to take my health and safety seriously. It would help ease everyone’s tension, including my own, if I made the promise my dad wanted me to make.

      “Okay, I promise,” I said finally. “As soon as I get back to the city, I’ll hire a bodyguard. Happy?”

      Well, as soon as I got back to the city, I’d have to figure out how to even hire a bodyguard. But right after that, I was getting a new shadow.
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      A week after I’d gotten back from Conroe, the visit felt so far away that it was almost like it’d never even happened. The last few days had been a total shit-show.

      “I need the footage from every angle you’ve got,” I snapped into the phone while filling out yet another pile of paperwork. “The senator’s daughter filed a complaint against me. She alleges that I touched her. I need every second of video that you’ve got.”

      Before Miranda’s party, we’d worked with the hotel’s security to ensure everything ran smoothly. Technically, they could deny access to the tapes for that evening and make our firm jump through hoops to get it, but I was hoping it wouldn’t come to that.

      I fucking knew that girl was going to pull something like this. My gut had been screaming about it that whole night, and when I’d gotten back after Thanksgiving, I’d walked right into Bart dealing with the allegations against me.

      The entire week had been spent going over the night with him multiple times and then repeating the process with our lawyers and a bunch of other people. Complaints were taken very seriously, even if the person against whom they were lodged was best friends with the boss.

      Bart had to be able to show that he’d followed the process to the letter, or risk the firm’s reputation if the senator spoke out against us. He trusted me and knew me well enough to know it was total bullshit, but we still had to go through the proper procedure.

      I’d filled out more paperwork this week than it would’ve taken to get a travelers’ visa to visit North Korea, but at least I was almost done. All I had left to do was to have the videos pulled. Then those would be combed over by our legal team before copies were made available to the senator.

      Even though the process was nearly done and I had Bart in my corner, I was still fucking hating life right then. Idiot rich people.

      I had no idea what Miranda thought she had to gain from filing a complaint against me, but all she’d done was waste my time. Cradling the phone between my shoulder and my ear, I massaged my hand before I signed the form I’d just completed.

      “I’ve spoken to my manager,” the security guy on the other end of the line said when he came back. “We can trace you from the moment you entered our premises until you exited. There’s about eight hours in all. We can provide the video of you, but we can’t release the footage tracing Ms. Mackey without her consent.”

      “The footage of me is perfect. That’s all I need.” Some of the tension that had been making my muscles feel as wound up as balls of wool eased. “Can you make copies of it for me? I’ll come by to pick it up when you’re ready.”

      “Sure thing,” the guy agreed. “The footage is covered in the agreement your firm had with us, so it shouldn’t be a problem for us to provide you with copies of the video of yourself.”

      After he assured me he’d have it done for me before the end of his shift, we hung up. When I pulled the phone away from my ear, I saw a message from Bart summoning me to his office.

      What the hell now? I shoved both hands through my hair and hung my head before standing up. If this meeting was about fucking Miranda Mackey again, I was going to put my fist through his wall.

      Bart grinned when I walked in and sat down on the chair across from his without waiting for him to invite me to do it. His flaming-red hair was styled today, which meant he’d met with a new client.

      “You’re wearing one of your good suits,” I commented while hooking my ankle over my knee. “Who’d you sign?”

      His bright green eyes crinkled at the corners as he motioned at his torso. “I’m always wearing one of my good suits, asshole. I did sign a new client for us, though. A Broadway star.”

      “Broadway has stars?” I scratched my chin. “Actually, I did know that. My mom dragged me to a show a while ago when they visited.”

      “Bravo.” He rolled his chair back and folded his hands over his stomach. “I’m glad you’ve been because you’re going to be guarding our new star starting next week. It’ll help if it’s not your first time stepping foot inside someplace cultured.”

      “I’ve been to plenty of cultured places.”

      He laughed. “You mean your mom took you to see a show, and that girl you used to date took you to a poetry reading, don’t you?”

      I shrugged. “I went to the show and to the reading, didn’t I? Why does this actor need a guard?”

      “Actress,” he corrected me. “She’s going to be making a comeback to Broadway on New Year’s. No one knows yet. It’s all very confidential.”

      “Actress?” I blew out a heavy breath and scrubbed my hands down my cheeks. “Fuck. I was really hoping you were putting me on a guy this time around. I hate guarding women. They’re all the same.”

      “You’re going to have to get over it,” he said. “I can’t have you walking into this job with an attitude like that. I need your sparkling personality back.”

      “I don’t have a sparkling personality.” I folded my arms over my chest. “Are you sure you can’t put someone else on this? I’m not convinced I’m the best person for the job.”

      “You are the best person for the job because you’re the guy I trust the most,” he said. “There have been some serious threats made on this woman’s life. If we can keep her safe, it might be a way for us to break into the Broadway crowd. A new industry means more clients. More clients mean more money, and more money makes us all very happy. Especially at this time of year.”

      “You still want to go on that cruise in January, don’t you?”

      He smirked. “I don’t just want to go. I am going. I’d invite you, but I know Mama Demming won’t allow it since it falls in their annual visit time.”

      “Damn straight she won’t.” I turned over the prospect of having to guard some diva starlet for the next month. “There’s no way out of this for me, is there?”

      “Nope. Not unless you’ve got a conflict I don’t know about.” He reached for a stack of papers lying in his printer and picked them up, placing them into an open, empty folder on his desk. “I promised her people my best guy, and like I said, that’s you.”

      Bart had been my boss for almost a decade and my best friend for most of that time. I knew every expression in the guy’s arsenal, and I could tell he was serious about this. Whether I liked it or not, I was going to be stuck with this diva for the next month—at least.

      “Is the job only until she makes her comeback?” I asked, resigning myself to the fact that this was going to happen.

      He sat back, seeming relieved that I wasn’t going to argue with him about it. He ran a hand through his hair and released a slow breath. “I don’t know. The threats she’s received have all been to get her back onstage, but you never know how this is going to play out.”

      “So we’re playing it by ear,” I concluded before realizing something. “Wait, if this is a comeback, she’s not some young diva starlet, is she?”

      Please be an eccentric eighty-year-old who’s going to see me as her grandson and try teaching me poker. At least that way, I wouldn’t have to ring in the New Year by filling out more paperwork after another bogus complaint.

      Bart shook his head. “I’ve never met her, so I don’t know if she’s a diva, but her team certainly seems to respect her. She’s in her mid-twenties. Apparently, she hit it big a few years ago but she had to take a break for personal reasons.”

      “That’s her file?” I inclined my head at the folder he’d just prepared.

      He pushed it across the desk to me. “Yep. You know the drill. Familiarize yourself with her, let me know if your spidey senses tingle over anything in there, and let’s put this bullshit with Mackey behind us.”

      “Who is this chick anyway?” I asked as I picked up the file containing the information on the next person I had to babysit. Ahem. I mean guard.

      A glint came into his eye and he cleared his throat before he started belting out a song I’d never heard before—or tried to belt it out anyway.

      I stuck my fingers in my ears and pleaded with him to stop. “Don’t quit your day job, buddy. That was terrible.”

      He pressed a hand to his chest and pretended to be offended. “I think I was born to be in musicals.”

      He said it in a very poor Southern drawl, then chuckled before flicking a finger at the file. “Everything about her is in there. Unlike me, she was actually born to be in musicals. She’s got the voice of an angel and the face of a fucking supermodel. It’s easy to see why people are so obsessed with her that they’d threaten to kill her if she doesn’t get back onstage.”

      “Really?” I tilted my head. “It’s easy to see why people would want to kill her?”

      “I’m just calling it like I see it. She’s got something of a cult following, it seems. They want her back.” He pointed at me. “Do whatever you have to do to keep her safe, Carter. She’s had some pretty scary things happen to her, and according to her team, she’s taken everything in stride. If she’s finally agreed to let them put someone on her, it’s because she’s taking this seriously. We have to do the same.”

      I saluted him before standing up. “You know I’ll do my job to the best of my ability. Let me go check her out. I’ll let you know if I have any questions.”

      When I got back to my house, I went to make a cup of coffee before I settled in behind my desk to do my research. I nearly spat out my first sip when I saw the name and picture of the client I was going to be looking after for the next month.

      Holy. Shit. It’s Rylee. My Rylee. Well, not mine but my best friend’s little sister. Wow. Yeah. I’m definitely taking this job now.

      Fate had to be at work here. I just didn’t quite know what it was playing at yet. What I did know was that if people were really making death threats against Rylee Naples, there was nothing I wouldn’t do in order to keep her safe.

      I’d have to go out to buy pants with more space in the crotch so I wouldn’t be fucking uncomfortable all the time, but Bart was right. This was serious.

      Well, there goes it being a once-in-a-decade experience.
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      Almost exactly two years ago to the day, I’d given my last interview. At the time, I’d thought it would be my last one ever.

      It had been only a couple of weeks after the fall, and mere days after my diagnosis. I’d barely ever heard of MS before that. I couldn’t even remember if I’d realized it was a real disease until the day the doctors told me I had it.

      It’d been a terrifying, confusing time. All I recalled knowing for a fact was that my life as I’d known it was over. Leaving the reporters behind was about the only part of it I hadn’t minded that much.

      Little had I known that two short years later, I’d be sitting across from the jerk from the New York Times, ready to give my next first interview. Nathan had been driving Jules crazy with interview requests, and he’d eventually contacted me while I’d been in Conroe for Thanksgiving to ask if he could set it up.

      I knew that the media was a necessary part of my comeback. I’d just been hoping for a softer re-entry than being grilled by Nathan Biles. On the other hand, if I could still handle Nathan, I’d be able to handle everyone else.

      Maybe it’s a good thing he’s first. Not that it felt like it when he walked into the hotel business center where the interview was taking place.

      A slimy grin was plastered on his face when he slid into the seat across from me. Jules was around here somewhere, but I really wished he didn’t have to hang around in the background. It would’ve been very freaking nice to have him sitting right next me, but unfortunately, my big-girl panties and I had to get through this by ourselves.

      Nathan uncapped a pen and opened his old-school spiral notebook. If I hadn’t known him, I would’ve loved that he still took notes with a pen and paper. I did know him, though. Which meant I also knew that he wasn’t going to record the interview on any device because then there was no evidence if and when he hit on me.

      “You’re a difficult girl to get ahold of, Ryles.” He tapped his pen on the table and narrowed his eyes at me. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d have thought you were avoiding me.”

      “Rylee is fine.” Nathan always tried to establish this feeling of overfamiliarity. It’d always weirded me out. “I’m not avoiding anyone. I’m simply a little unclear about why you’d like to speak to me. We thought you might’ve sent your interview requests to the wrong person by accident.”

      Yeah, right. All two dozen of them. Jules had been very clear, though. I wasn’t to make any snide remarks, admit anything, or give Nathan any reason whatsoever to dig into my life. I’m one hundred percent onboard with that plan.

      The snide-remark thing would be a bit of a challenge, though. Nathan really brought out the worst in me.

      His eyes narrowed even further, leaving behind only slits. “It wasn’t an accident. I didn’t make the requests to the wrong person.”

      I smoothed out the sleeves of my linen jacket and folded my hands on the table. “In that case, I’m not sure what I can help you with, but here we are.”

      “Here we are.” The hostility suddenly vanished from his face, leaving that horrible predatory expression clear as day in the way he looked at me. “The city is buzzing with news of your comeback.”

      “My comeback?” My voice was steady, which was a definite win. “What comeback?”

      “Word on the street is that you’re coming back and will play Elphaba Thropp in the new run of Wicked that’s starting just after the new year.”

      “Is that so?” I twisted the thin silver necklace that hung all the way to my stomach between my fingers, my hands still on the table. “How interesting. Elphaba Thropp. That’s the Wicked Witch, right?”

      “It is. I’m not surprised you’re familiar with the role, given that I hear you’ve been working at it for months.” He poised with his pen ready to take down my answer.

      I shrugged. “Every fan of Broadway is familiar with the role, I’m sure. The Wizard of Oz is one of my personal favorites, and Wicked is a fantastic musical.”

      “Is that why you agreed to play the role after all this time? Some people were convinced you’d retired for good.”

      I shook my head. “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. I was just very stressed at the time and I needed a break. I haven’t retired.”

      “You also haven’t answered my questions about whether the rumors are true or not,” he pointed out. “There’s news that you might do a New Year’s performance when the ball drops. That true?”

      My jaw nearly dropped open on that one. The New Year’s performance was supposed to be a big surprise. How on earth does this asshat know about it?

      “A performance when the ball drops? That’s a wonderful idea.” I was trying to skirt around the issue, but Nathan looked at me like he knew exactly what I was doing.

      No matter. We’d only agreed to a sit-down for fifteen minutes. Just keep treating him like a mushroom. Keep him in the dark and feed him shit for eight more minutes.

      I could definitely do that.

      “I’m sure people would really enjoy a special New Year’s performance,” I said. “Especially if it’s live. I don’t know where you heard all these rumors, but I heard one as well. Apparently, one of the alternative rock bands from the nineties is making a comeback that night.”

      “Really?” He gave me a long look before setting his pen down. “Who might this band be?”

      “I have no idea.” I lifted my hands and crossed my fingers. “I definitely know who I hope it’ll be, but I don’t want to jinx it by telling you.”

      “It’s not a birthday wish,” he said irritably. “Stop trying to play games with me, Ryles. You won’t like it if I start playing too.”

      A shudder ran down my spine at the gleam in his eyes. It was pure malice, and I had a feeling he was right. I wouldn’t like it if he started playing too.

      I wasn’t about to let him intimidate me, though. Firmly holding his gaze, I lifted my chin and sat back in my chair. “Did you have any further questions for me, or are we done here?”

      “We’re not done.” He tossed his pen down on the notebook and smirked, his hand snaking across the table toward me. Jules got up from the table he was sitting at, but Nathan saw him and waved him away before turning back to me. “You haven’t answered any of my questions.”

      “I think you’ll find I’ve provided an answer for everything you’ve asked me.” I kept my eyes on his. “Our time is nearly over. Was there anything else?”

      “When are you going to drop the act and agree to go out with me?” he asked, changing tack so fast it made my head spin.

      Underneath the table, I felt his legs wind around mine. I tucked my feet under my chair immediately, scooting back a bit so I was out of his reach.

      “Do you really think your readers would be interested in knowing the answer to that?” I asked.

      He scowled at me before his features morphed into a strangely cold smile. “That question was off the record. You and I are going to happen, Rylee. It’s only a matter of time.”

      “Let me make this perfectly clear to you.” I sat up straighter and pulled my shoulders back. “I’m not interested in you like that, Nathan. You and I are never going to happen. This is supposed to be an interview. Let’s keep it professional, shall we?”

      “It’s in your best interest to become interested,” he said, his face growing a strange and unnatural shade of something between purple and puce. He leaned forward farther, almost halfway across the table by now. “I’m getting tired of you pretending that you don’t want me just so I’ll chase you.”

      “That’s not what’s going on here at all.” I pushed my chair back and stood up but kept my voice down and my tone cordial. “It’s clear that you have no more questions for me. This interview is over. Goodbye, Nathan.”

      He was practically vibrating with rage, his skin now mottled and his features twisted into a sneer. “Watch your back, Rylee Naples. You’ve been playing with fire and you don’t even seem to realize it. Everyone who plays with fire gets burned sooner or later.”

      The words, delivered with the expression he was wearing, struck a healthy dose of fear into my heart. I didn’t let it show, though. I would never let him know how much this conversation had confused and rattled me.

      Without saying another word or sparing him another look, I turned and walked away. Jules fell into step beside me just as I was nearing the door. “Are you okay?”

      I nodded. “I’ll fill you in on the way to our next meeting, but that was really weird. What did that security company you spoke to say?”

      “They’ve got someone available for you next week. I’ve sent you their contact details in case you wanted to discuss the qualities you’d like in a guard with them directly.”

      Rummaging around in my purse for my phone without breaking stride, I let the door slam shut behind us and made the call I needed to make. After that encounter, I wasn’t willing to wait until next week before I got someone to watch my back—as Nathan had threatened.

      Nathan hadn’t seemed like he was kidding, nor had he been particularly vague or ambiguous in his threats. I needed someone with me until I could figure out what his game was—and I needed that person like yesterday.

      Jules frowned when he heard me explaining who I was to the receptionist at the security company, his gaze trailing back over our shoulders. I knew he was wondering what’d happened with Nathan to have prompted my behavior, but it also made me feel better knowing he was checking to make sure we weren’t being followed.

      A pleasant-sounding man named Bart came onto the line. I introduced myself before getting right to the point. “I know we initially asked for someone to start next week, but if it’s possible at all, I’d like to move up the timeline.”

      “We can do that. Come in tomorrow. We’ve got the perfect guy for you.”

      I exhaled a relieved sigh. I’d been worried they wouldn’t have anyone available on such short notice, but Bart didn’t skip a beat. The change of plans didn’t sound like it affected him at all.

      I hung up the phone after agreeing to a meeting at their offices less than twenty-four hours from now.

      I looked up at Jules. “Something is going on with Nathan. I don’t know what it is, and I don’t know why, but we need to beef up security until we figure it out.”

      “Good call.” He wrapped his arm around me and pulled me into his side. “I don’t know what it is about you that brings out the crazy in people, but do you think you could dial it back for me?”

      Despite the tension of the situation, his attempt to lighten the mood brought a smile to my face. Somehow, he always seemed to know exactly what to do and say to make everything seem just a little better and brighter. Even random threats from a guy I didn’t even really know.

      “I’ll do my best, but only because you asked so nicely,” I said when we climbed into his car.

      The tiny hairs at the back of my neck stood up, and I got that feeling that we were being watched, but when I looked around, there was nobody there.

      I wasn’t generally a paranoid person, but Nathan had scared me. It’s a good thing they’ve got a guard available immediately. I have a feeling I’m going to need one if I’m going to keep doing stuff like sleeping.
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      Something bad had happened. I didn’t know what yet, but I intended on finding out. As soon as Bart had called me to tell me Rylee had requested someone to start sooner, I’d known something was up.

      A part of me had wanted to race right over to her house to make sure she was okay, but I hadn’t followed through because I didn’t know where she lived—a small problem when wanting to go right over—and it also probably would’ve freaked her out. No, not probably. Definitely.

      All morning, I’d been on edge while waiting for the time of our meeting to finally arrive. I was worried about the sudden schedule change, but I was also more than curious to see how she would react when she saw who I was.

      I walked into the conference room at our offices five minutes early, and Rylee was already there. I slammed to a stop when I realized it, taking in every inch of her with just one deliberate sweep of my gaze over her body.

      The first thing I noticed was that she looked physically fine. She didn’t appear to have any injuries, nor was she displaying any of the obvious signs of discomfort that might hint at something hidden beneath her clothes.

      Relief coursed through me like a living thing that had taken up residence in my veins. She’s not hurt. Thank fuck.

      Throughout a relatively sleepless night, I’d envisioned a few scenarios in which she’d been attacked by one of those psychos who’d threatened her. The mere thought of someone hurting her had been enough to make my blood boil, and an alarmingly intense desire to exact vengeance on her behalf spread through me.

      The images my brain had so helpfully conjured up somewhere between two and four this morning had plagued me, and it was only now that I was seeing with my own eyes that she was uninjured that I managed to relax.

      The other thing I noticed immediately was that she was even more beautiful up close than she had been when I’d seen her in the grocery store. The Rylee I remembered from childhood was gorgeous, but the woman sitting in front of me now was stunning. There was no other way to describe her.

      Except maybe as an extremely fuckable version of Snow White. Dark auburn hair, bluest eyes, smooth pale skin, and full perfectly red lips. She was made even more perfect by the light smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose. Jesus. How is it possible that she’s become even more breathtaking over the years?

      I felt like someone had wrapped their fists around my lungs and squeezed all the air out of them. Just seeing her had knocked the breath right out of me.

      All of this took no longer than a beat, but time seemed to have slowed down. No more so than when she lifted her gaze away from the phone she’d been scrolling on and looked up at me.

      When our eyes connected, it was like I’d been struck by lightning. The chemistry that’d always existed between us had nothing on the way every atom in the air suddenly crackled in the room right then.

      Until I realized that while she was looking at me like she appreciated what she was seeing, there wasn’t a single ounce of recognition in her eyes. She didn’t have any fucking idea who I was.

      That’s a good thing, right?

      Maybe without the pressure of a shared history and the knowledge that I used to be her brother’s best friend, we actually stood a chance of getting to know each other for the people we were now. More than that, it might make it easier for me to focus on doing my job—and not the woman I was supposed to be protecting.

      I knew I’d changed a lot since the last time we’d seen each other, but I really hadn’t thought I was totally unrecognizable. Sure, I’d filled out a lot from the scrawny kid I used to be, grown a few more inches, cut my hair much shorter, and I had stubble now. But did I really look so different that she had no clue I was me?

      Evidently, the answer to that question was yes.

      Rylee extended her hand after standing up, an easygoing smile spreading across her lips as she took a step toward me. “Hi. You must be Carter. I’m Rylee. It’s very nice to meet you.”

      It was a split-second decision not to come clean to her about who I was just yet. “Yeah. I’m Carter. You might want to hold off on deciding whether it really is nice to meet me until we’ve gone over all the rules you’re going to have to live by for the next month.”

      When I slipped my hand into hers, I felt like an earthquake passed through me at the feel of her skin against mine. The only sign that she felt it as well was the slightest flaring of her nostrils before she released my hand and went back to her seat.

      Her smile hadn’t even faltered, even though I was ninety percent sure I’d faint if a feather so much as came near me right then. “Trust me. You won’t have any problems with me not following the rules. I’ll do what I have to do.”

      “In that case, you and I are going to get along just fine.” I pulled out one of the leather chairs around the table and lowered myself into it. As much as I’d have been able to stare at her all day while marveling about the fact that the connection between us felt so strong after so many years, I had work to do. “Why don’t we start with you telling me what made you make the decision to hire a guard, and we’ll take it from there?”

      I hadn’t quite been prepared for the story that followed. I knew about the threats obviously, but it was definitely news to me that there was creepy reporter borderline stalking her. “What an asshole.”

      She nodded, her eyes wide as she ran her fingers through her long hair. “I know. It’s just so fucking weird. It came out of nowhere.”

      “People in your situation often feel that way, but it’s never out of nowhere. It started somewhere and it’s likely he’s been building up to this for much longer than you think.”

      “Now there’s a comforting thought.” She sighed softly. “I guess it’s a good thing Jules, my manager, had already spoken to your boss. I’m sorry if this has suddenly become a lot more complicated than what it was when you agreed to take me on as a client.”

      “It’s not a problem. Unfortunately, this kind of thing is a lot more common than most people think. It won’t be my first rodeo with a guy like that.”

      “That actually is a comforting thought.” She smiled. “Well, not that it’s so common, but that you’ve seen it and dealt with it before.”

      “Really? Here I thought you were comforted by the knowledge that there are so many other people out there getting threatened by dirtbags.”

      Rylee didn’t skip a beat. She snapped her thumb and index finger together, shaking her head. “Maybe I should start a support group. We can all comfort each other.”

      “There are actually support groups out there. They’re not quite as well-known as some of the others, for obvious reasons, but they’re pretty active.”

      “I can understand why they would be. Getting threatened is bad enough. I can’t imagine what it must feel like if the person who has threatened you actually starts following you around or trying to hurt you.”

      A visible shudder traveled through her. I wanted to hug her so damn badly that I ended up digging my fingers into my thighs to keep from reaching out to her. We’d never been particularly close, but there had been times here and there that we’d hugged.

      Birthdays. Their grandfather’s funeral. Once or twice when we said hi or bye. I remembered what it felt like to have her in my arms, though. Not so well that I could still feel exactly what her body had felt like against mine or anything as obsessive as that, but I remembered those hugs, and they’d been good.

      “Hopefully, you’ll never know what that feels like,” I said, settling for using a reassuring tone. “Even if this guy or anyone else tries anything, I’ll be there. No one is going to hurt you.”

      “About that.” She sucked in a breath and rolled her lips into her mouth before slowly releasing them. “I’m not sure how your arrangements with clients usually work, but I want twenty-four-seven security and I’d like it to be only one person. I’ve got a guest bedroom at my place where you can stay.”

      My heartrate kicked up a notch. It wasn’t the first time a client was expecting me to be with them every minute of every day, but this was Rylee. I was attracted to her, which was a first for me with a client.

      Not only that, but contrary to popular belief, I did have a life outside of work. Twenty-four-seven jobs never really excited me.

      On the other hand, I’d feel much more comfortable knowing she was protected at all times. “I’ll need to have Sundays off to go home to my dog, Max. During daylight hours on Sundays when I’m not with you, I’ll arrange for Bart to be there.”

      “Max can come with you to my house, but fine. Sundays off. Do you have any dietary requirements I should be aware of?”

      “Nope. I’ll eat pretty much anything but you know you’re not expected to feed me, right?” One of the drawbacks of having to live with a client was having to eat whenever you had time instead of at normal mealtimes.

      Rylee shrugged her shoulders, her eyes locked on mine. “I might not be expected to feed you, but I’d like to. It’d be too weird only cooking for myself if you’re right there. Plus, it’s the least I can do for wanting someone with me all the time.”

      “It’s really not necessary, but I won’t stop you if that’s what you want.”

      She smiled. “That’s what I want. You said you eat ‘pretty much anything,’ so there’s obviously stuff you don’t like. Care to share?”

      “I’m not crazy about tripe.” I chuckled when she scrunched up her nose.

      “That won’t be a problem,” she said. “It’s not something I’m very familiar with and I have no plans to change that.”

      I laughed. “I know it’s considered a delicacy by many, but my palate is just not that refined.”

      “Agreed. Anything else you don’t like?” She slid her forearms onto the polished surface of the table and leaned forward.

      The shirt she was wearing wasn’t low cut, but in this new position, I could see just a hint of her cleavage. Oh, man. It’s going to be a long, hard month for me.

      Deliberately keeping my gaze very firmly on hers instead of where it so badly wanted to drop to, I reminded myself that this was a professional relationship. “Anything else is fine, really. You don’t have to worry about me. I’ll just be grateful to be getting food.”

      “And here I thought we were hitting it off so well. Now you shut down on me?” She shook her head, but her eyes were alive with humor. “That’s okay. I’ll get it out of you eventually. Let’s change it up a little. What’s your favorite meal?”

      “Steak.” I didn’t even have to think about it. “But I’m not telling you anything else until you promise me you’re not going to run out to get everything I tell you I like as soon as you leave here.”

      “Fine, I won’t go as soon as I leave here,” she promised, flashing me a coy smile.

      I crossed my arms on the table and raised an eyebrow at her. “Let me rephrase. You won’t go get it at all.”

      “I’m afraid I can’t promise you that.” She smirked but her gaze searched mine with sudden curiosity in it. “Am I just that easy for you to read? It feels like you knew what I was going to say before I even said it.”

      “You smiled when you tacked on the ‘as soon as I leave here’ part of that sentence.” Also, I knew her. Maybe I didn’t know the ins and outs of her preferences and pet peeves, but I knew who she was fundamentally, and I knew who she’d been raised by.

      Mama and Papa Naples were good people. They’d never had the most money, but they’d have given every last cent they had to someone in need. Mrs. Naples always insisted I stay for dinner, and she cooked enough to feed an army.

      It shouldn’t have surprised me that Rylee was taking a page from her playbook. She probably didn’t even realize most people wouldn’t have insisted on cooking for their guard.

      She grinned at my reply, rolling her eyes. “Ah. So I am that obvious? I’ll have to work on my poker face.”

      “I’ll help you. We’ll make it a daily exercise where you tell me two truths and a lie, and I’ll try to figure out what the lie is.”

      “Isn’t that a drinking game?” she asked with a slight frown. “I’ve never played it, but I think I’ve heard about it.”

      “It doesn’t have to be a drinking game. Plenty of people play it without alcohol.”

      She exhaled deeply. “I’d have loved to play it with alcohol but I’m not much of a drinker.”

      Something in her eyes told me there was more to that story, but I didn’t push it. I was enjoying our banter and getting to know each other again. And it was important for the job I needed to do.

      “I don’t drink while I’m on duty, so that’s not a problem. We’ll still fix your poker face in no time.”

      “Thank you.” She grinned. “Having to keep something as big as my return to the stage a secret if the whole world can see when I’m being evasive or outright lying is impossible.”

      We talked for another thirty minutes or so before we eventually parted ways. I stood up to shake her hand again, and caught a whiff of vanilla and berries when she blew past me toward the door. When she left, I realized my heart was racing and my cock was hard.

      I was seriously into this woman, and that wasn’t a good way to start a working relationship.

      I’m so screwed.
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      “Have a good day, honey,” Tani called as Cash walked away from us. He turned to wave with the sweetest smile on his face before disappearing into his preschool.

      Once a week, we met for a morning run and coffee after she dropped him off. I met her at the school because it was just easier to take off from here. We lived a few miles apart, and Cash’s school was just about the halfway point between us. Plus, there was a nice park nearby with a trail that we liked and a coffee truck at the exit. It was perfect.

      “Ready to go?” she asked, tightening her ponytail as she turned to face me. “I really need to start running more often. I know it’s fucking freezing, but that’s no excuse for the extra pounds I’ve put on.”

      It really was cold. We were so bundled up that I couldn’t really see her figure, but I already knew what she had going on underneath all those layers. “Nonsense. It just feels that way because we’re constantly wearing so many clothes. You look great.”

      She arched a plucked eyebrow at me and pursed her lips. “It’s not just winter this year. Trust me. My mirror almost broke last night when I got out of the shower.”

      I laughed. “Maybe you just need a kinder mirror. Or a stronger one. I wouldn’t mind getting a bit more exercise, though. I’ll need to check with my doctors and my shiny new bodyguard, but it shouldn’t be a problem for us to meet up more often.”

      “I can’t believe you’ve actually finally gotten a guard,” she said as we walked toward the park. “When does he start?”

      “Tonight.” I toyed with the zipper on my jacket, thinking back to our meeting. “I’m a little nervous about it actually. He’s going to be living in my house with me.”

      “Jules told me. It’s for the best for now.” Her breath formed little puffs of white air while she spoke. I didn’t know why, but it was one of the things I loved about winter. “You’ve met the guy they’re sending, right? What’s he like? If you’re not comfortable having him live with you, I’m sure you could get someone else.”

      “It’s not that. We actually got along great. There were no awkward pauses. I didn’t feel like he was judging me and thinking I was silly for wanting security, and he seems to have a sense of humor.”

      “What’s bothering you then?”

      We stopped to stretch at the beginning of the trail, Tani half-turning so she could still face me as we dipped down.

      “I wouldn’t say it’s bothering me, but there’s just something really familiar about him.”

      She chewed on the inside of her cheek, her eyes lifting toward the gray sky as she thought. “You’ve never had a guard before, right? Maybe it’s that. Maybe he’s worked security for something for you before.”

      “Nope. I’ve never had private security for anything. Not even for the big events and stuff. I have no clue why he seems familiar, but it can’t be that.”

      “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” She nudged me just before we took off. “Maybe he’s just got one of those faces.”

      “He has a gorgeous face, but not in that generic way that makes me think I’ve seen it somewhere before when I haven’t.”

      We kept an easy pace. Neither of us was training for a marathon or looking to outrun the other. One of the best things about this time we had together was the girl-talk. We didn’t make having it impossible by pushing ourselves too hard.

      “A gorgeous face, huh?” She waggled her brows at me. “Tell me more about this gorgeous face.”

      I felt my cheeks heating up, and it wasn’t because I was exerting myself. “It’s nothing. He’s just really good looking. I have no idea how I’m going to sleep with him just down the hall without thinking about things I shouldn’t.”

      “Better stock up on batteries on your way home,” she teased. “What’s he look like? It’s been a while since I’ve met someone that made me think of things like that.”

      “I’m pretty sure Carter will make anyone with a pulse think of things like that. If you look up Tall, Dark, and Handsome in the dictionary, you should find a picture of him there.”

      “Ooo, I like Tall, Dark, and Handsome. I’m also kind of grateful it’s not my house he’s moving into. It’s been way too long for me to have a hot guy who I actually get along with under my roof.”

      “You’re telling me.” I reached up to wrap my ponytail around itself. Cold or not, it was getting a little too hot to have my hair on my neck. It’s not just because I’m thinking and talking about Carter. It’s not.

      I nearly rolled my eyes at myself. Yeah, right. Of course, the sudden heat in your entire body has nothing to do with him.

      “What am I going to do?” I groaned. “Except for buying batteries. That’s a really good plan, but will it be enough? Maybe I should invest in a new lock for the guest-room door so he can guard himself from my libido.”

      She burst out laughing. “At least you know everything is still working, right? I distinctly remember you saying a couple of months ago that you were sure your hymen had grown back and you didn’t even care.”

      “True. How is it that you always manage to find a silver lining?”

      Turning to jog backward, she shot me a wink before facing the path again. “It’s a talent. This guy is with you until at least New Year’s, right?”

      “Right. I’m going to be facing the holidays with a stranger. Where’s the silver lining in that? Please tell me you can find it.”

      “I can think of at least ten Christmas movies where holidays with a stranger who’s no longer a stranger by Christmas works out pretty darn well.”

      “If only my life was a Christmas movie,” I pretended to lament. “Unfortunately, it’s been more of a tragedy recently.”

      “Oh, stop being so dramatic.” She laughed again.

      I swiped a hand across my brow, grinning before I threw my arms out to my sides. “I’m an actress, darling. I was born to be dramatic.”

      “You just had to throw in the ‘darling,’ didn’t you?” She made air quotes with her fingers, shaking her head while trying to get her laughter under control.

      “You know it.” I winked before getting serious again. “What are your plans for the holidays? Any handsome strangers I should know about?”

      “Sadly, no. Cash and I are going to my aunt’s upstate. I’m pretty sure the youngest man in her community is in his eighties. He’s a sweet old man, but I just don’t really see anything happening there.”

      “Maybe he has a hot son or grandson coming in for Christmas?” I suggested hopefully. Tani was a romantic. Despite that, I knew she’d given up on finding love for herself but I was still holding out hope for her.

      She rolled her eyes. “First, she tells me I look great and then she tries to make me believe I’ll be falling in love with someone in Mr. Tanner’s family. You do know you’re really bad at lying, right?”

      “Yeah.” I sighed. “I’m going to be working on it with Carter actually. But I’m not lying to you. I’m trying out your whole optimism thing, and you really do look great.”

      “Maybe you should leave the optimism to me. The last thing I need right now is to fall in love. I’d rather not even think about it.”

      “And you say I’m bad at lying.” I gave my head a brief shake before we lapsed into silence for a few minutes.

      I loved this part of the trail even more than the rest of it—especially at this time of year. Between the trees, I caught glimpses of the city streets being decorated for Christmas.

      Lights were going up and others were already there. Most of the stores had festive décor in the windows, and every now and then, I spotted a tree inside.

      Warmth filled my heart and a smile spread across my face. My life felt a little crazy right now, but Christmas was still my favorite time of year. There had been a time not so long ago when I’d been at such a low point that I didn’t even really believe I’d live to see another Christmas.

      I knew better now, but I’d made myself a promise back then to treasure every moment, and I planned on keeping it. The crispness of the air, the smell of cinnamon wafting from the bakery I knew was up ahead, and even the sounds of traffic from the streets nearby were things I took a moment to appreciate.

      Eventually, Tani and I slowed to a walk and grabbed our coffees from a nearby truck when we were done. She held her mug in both hands as she nodded at the Broadway poster overhead. “Are you looking forward to being on one of those again soon?”

      The warm fuzzies I’d been feeling crashed into my stomach lining. “I was, but not so much anymore. Did Jules tell you about what happened with Nathan Biles?”

      “No.” She frowned. “What did that creep do now?”

      “He found out about Wicked somehow.” I was still miffed that he knew about it. “Have you heard any rumors?”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary. Definitely nothing that specific.” Worry darkened her eyes when she looked at me. “It really weird. As far as I know, everyone has been doing a good job of keeping your part in it under wraps.”

      My teeth sank into the inside of my lower lip. “That’s what I thought, too. He was either guessing or there’s a rat somewhere. It’s pretty difficult to believe that, though.”

      Tani shrugged. “I suppose there could be a rat, but I don’t believe it either. He’s probably just guessing. There has been a lot of suspense around the mystery person who’s going to be the witch. The promo campaign has really played up that angle.”

      “Yeah, they have. You’re right. It has to be that.” There was a gnawing feeling in the pit of my stomach, but I was blaming that on the paranoia Nathan had inspired.

      This was Broadway, for heaven’s sake, not a matter of national security. Sure, it had happened before that details got leaked to the press and those kinds of things, but that happened everywhere.

      Nathan was just a creepy reporter, just like Tani had said. He wasn’t a spy, and hopefully, he wasn’t actually dangerous.

      So why won’t this feeling go away?
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      My suitcase lay open on my bed. It felt like I’d basically packed my entire house into it, even if was just some clothing and toiletries. Maybe it was because I didn’t have many personal things in my apartment, but once my everyday stuff was packed up, it was always a little like the place could’ve belonged to anyone.

      I still felt a little off about having to leave my home to move into Rylee’s, but there was no turning back. There was no one else I’d rather have watching over her, which meant I just had to suck it up and go.

      Max, who Bart would’ve had to take care of if Rylee hadn’t said I could bring him, lay on my bed and looked at me with his head tilted. I reached out to scratch his black and tan fur. “Don’t worry, buddy. You’re coming with me this time.”

      It banged me up inside me whenever I had to leave him behind. A guy I knew who worked at the police department had found Max as a puppy living in an alleyway. He’d tried to find out if the dog had an owner, but no one in the area had recognized him and no one seemed to be looking for him.

      At first, I’d simply agreed to keep the puppy for him until he could find it a permanent home. By the time he found someone who was willing to adopt him, Max and I had bonded. The dog refused to go with him the day he tried to pick him up, and I couldn’t bring myself to try and convince him to go.

      Three years later, I still thought keeping him had been the best decision I’d ever made. He jumped when my phone started ringing underneath his stomach, glaring at it as he moved to curl up somewhere else.

      I grinned when I saw my dad’s name on the screen, rubbing Max’s head as a way to make it up to him. “Hey, old man. What’s up? How are you guys?”

      “I remember the first time Tucker called me that,” he said gruffly. “When did all of you start following his lead?”

      “Tuck’s a real trendsetter,” I joked. “Besides, I thought you liked it.”

      “We’ll see how much you like it one day,” he said. “But you can call me whatever you like if it means your mother and I can come see you for Christmas.”

      “I’m with a client for the foreseeable future. I already texted Mom about it.”

      He let out a heavy breath. “That’s why I’m calling. If you can’t come to us, we’ll come to you.”

      “I don’t even know what the client’s plans are yet. We might not even be in the city at Christmas.” In fact, we might just be close to my parents after all. “Won’t all the others be there?”

      “Nope. Apparently, they’ve all committed to their in-laws this year. Oh, and Parker’s taking the family skiing.”

      “Now that, I’d like to see,” I mumbled, chuckling under my breath. “How are they going to keep track of all three kids by themselves? Maybe you and Mom could join them.”

      “Linda’s having matching, lime-green jackets made for them I hear,” Dad said, sounding amused. “We would join them, but we’ve already talked about it, and we don’t want you to be alone.”

      “I won’t be. I’ll be with a client. Go with Parker. I’m sure you’ll have a lot more fun on the slopes than you’ll have with me when I’m working.”

      “Tough shit, son. Mom and I are coming for Christmas. I just thought I’d let you know.”

      Whatever. I’d have to talk to my brothers about it, but there was no way I was having them at Rylee’s with me for the holidays. “We’ll see.”

      “We’ve already seen.” He laughed. “I’ll let you get back to work. Stay safe.”

      Before I could say anything else or try to talk him out of it, he hung up on me. I shoved my phone into my pocket and shook my head at Max. “I’ll deal with them later. Let’s go, boy. It’s moving day.”

      Max jumped off the bed and trotted dutifully at my heels to the door. I gathered his things, clipped his leash on, and led him to my truck. I’d have to come grab my bike later. There was no way I was getting all my shit and Max over there on a motorcycle.

      Rylee lived in a mansion of a penthouse on the Upper East Side. My jaw had become slightly unhinged when I’d seen her address, but when she opened the door for us, it nearly hit the floor.

      She flushed slightly when she saw my reaction. “It’s ostentatious, I know. Much too big for one person, but it’s got the best security we could find.”

      “It’s quite something.” Before she even stepped back to let me in, I could see that her outer walls were mostly made of glass and had a great view. The ceilings were high, the pristine white tiles polished and the furnishings bright and colorful. “Are you sure it’s okay that Max stays here with me?”

      Her blue eyes dropped from mine for the first time, and she lowered herself to her haunches as she smiled up at me. “It’s perfect. He’s just gorgeous. Yes, you are. You’re such a pretty boy.”

      She gushed over him, scratching his neck and sides as if she couldn’t get enough. Meanwhile, all I could focus on was the fact that she was very close to being face to face with my crotch.

      When she looked up at me with her eyes bright and lips slightly parted, I felt my dick becoming aware of her close proximity too. Yeah, this is going to be a really long fucking assignment.

      “What kind of dog is he? He looks so regal.” She stood up and motioned me in.

      My mouth was so dry I had to swallow before replying. “He’s a Shiba Inu. They’re Japanese.”

      I had no idea why I’d added that last bit, but Rylee seemed intrigued. “Really? I’ve never seen one before. What are they like?”

      “Fearless, alert, loyal. Not the easiest to train.” I tightened my grip on my suitcase. “Just point me in the right direction and I’ll drop this off.”

      “Let me give you a tour,” she said, letting the door swing shut behind us. When she came to stand next to me, I caught that same sweet scent coming from her that I had the other day. God, my attraction to her is going to make this really awkward.

      She looked gorgeous even in her light gray sweatpants and a pale pink, long-sleeved T-shirt. Her hair was tied in a low ponytail, and her face was bare. My only saving grace was that she wasn’t flirty at all.

      In fact, she was almost shy. On the other hand, that just makes it worse. Nothing about her puts me off.

      “The kitchen is to the right and the living area’s down the hall to the left. There’s a rooftop garden for Max here, a nice balcony off the TV room, and our rooms are just upstairs.”

      “That’s… really impressive,” I said.

      She smiled and led the way to a sweeping, modern staircase. “I’m glad you like it. Maybe it’ll make you feel better about being here with me. I’m sorry you had to move in, by the way.”

      “You really have to stop apologizing. None of this is your fault. It was the right call to have someone with you at all times. There are very few security systems in the world that are infallible, if any, and people are often targeted entering or leaving their homes anyway.”

      “I just wish it wasn’t necessary at all.” Her cheeks grew pink again. “Not that I mean I don’t want you here. It’s just…”

      “Trust me, I get it.” Again, I had to fight the urge to reach out to her. Instead, I took another look around to distract myself while we walked.

      It would take someone really dedicated to get in here, but it wasn’t impossible. When I turned my attention back on her, I noticed that her gaze seemed fixed on Max and I held up the hand with his leash in it. “Would you like to take him?”

      “I’d love to. Let me show you to your room. Then I’ll take him upstairs. I’m sure he’d like a bathroom break and some fresh air. Does his breed need much exercise?”

      I nodded. “At least an hour a day. I go running with him either early in the morning or early in the evening. I’ll arrange for Bart to be here when I go out.”

      Bart didn’t really work in the field anymore, but he’d already told me he was willing to help out on this one. Especially since Max wasn’t going to stay with him for the duration of this job.

      “That won’t be necessary,” Rylee said, shaking her head as we climbed up the stairs. “I go running most days anyway. I could just join you, if that’s okay. My friend Tani might like to join us too. She was talking about getting in more running time just yesterday.”

      “Let’s see how it goes first. Keeping you safe is my number-one priority. We shouldn’t tempt fate by adding another possibly daily target to the mix.”

      She paled and bent over to scratch Max’s head again. “I think I’ve fallen in love with this one already. It will be fun to take him out every day. I’ll talk to Tani. Don’t worry about it.”

      And now she loves my dog. That’s just great too.

      Strangely enough, he seemed to reciprocate the feeling. His breed were typically one-person dogs. It was unusual for him to take a liking to anyone else.

      He tolerated Bart just fine, but he’d never wound around his legs like he was doing to Rylee now.

      She giggled, and the lightness of the sound was like a stroke to my balls. “He’s a bit like a cat, isn’t he?”

      “They’re actually known as cat-dogs,” I said, stopping behind her at a door near the end of a richly carpeted hall. “This it?”

      She nodded. “Yep. Make yourself at home. I’ll be outside with Max when you’re ready.”

      Without waiting for me to reply, she gave me a friendly smile and took off back to the staircase with Max happily in tow. I heard her murmuring to him as they went, and rolled my eyes at the way he was practically smiling up at her.

      We’re pathetic. Both of us.

      The thought flew out of my mind when I opened the door to my room. It was bigger than my entire apartment, with a bed that was about as big as my bedroom.

      Billowy white curtains hung in the windows, the bedding was white and a deep royal blue, and there was a desk with a workstation, a dresser, and a door leading to an en-suite bathroom. If I added a kitchenette area, I could move in here for good and never have to leave.

      Moving slowly while I tried to process that this space was mine for the time being, I unpacked and stowed my suitcase in the top of the closet. Once I was done with that, I went back to the truck to fetch Max’s stuff and got that set up in my room as well.

      Carrying up his spare bowls with some food and water to leave in the garden, I pushed the door open and paused when I saw them. Rylee had found some kind of toy for him and was throwing it while he fetched.

      The garden wasn’t huge, but there was enough space for him to run around a bit. There were patches of grass, a bench, pallets with what looked like herbs and vegetables growing in them, and some trimmed hedges.

      Plastic covered the plants, protecting them from the cold, but I could still envision how it would look in summer when everything was green. Too bad you’ll never see that.

      If I hadn’t secured Rylee against the current threats by then, I’d have to seriously consider a different profession. As disturbing as that thought was, it still wasn’t enough to distract me completely from her playing with my dog.

      It would be dark soon, and it was freezing out here, but none of that seemed to bother her. Her head dropped back as she laughed when he licked the sleeve of her shirt. “I’m getting kisses already, huh? I must be doing something right.”

      For the first time in my life, I was jealous of a dog. He might only have gotten to kiss her shirt, but he’d still kissed her.

      It was then that I realized I might just be in real trouble. This might not only be the start of a hard-on but the start of a relationship with someone I actually really like

      “Steer clear, Carter,” I muttered to myself before walking over to join them. “I don’t know what you did to win him over. He’s usually not overly friendly to new people.”

      Her eyes sparkled in the early evening light when she glanced up at me. “I might be new, but I think both of us fell in love at first sight.”

      There was a pause between us after she said it. A moment during which I wanted nothing more than to cup her cheeks, slide my hand around to the nape of her neck, and lower my lips to hers.

      I knew she was talking about love at first sight between her and Max, but the words hung in that way they seemed to when they meant something more. She shivered and her eyes darted away from mine as she wrapped her hands around her biceps.

      “I’m going to go take a shower,” she said. “One of the closets in your room hides a built-in TV cabinet. If you need anything else, just let me know.”

      “Thanks.” I wouldn’t be setting foot anywhere near her room no matter what I needed, though.

      If that was her way of saying goodnight, I’d see her in the morning even if I lost half my limbs before then. The only thing that would make me go in there was if there was a security threat. Other than that, I was taking my own advice and steering clear.

      It couldn’t be that difficult, right?
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      Living with that man and keeping my hands to myself was going to be far more challenging than I’d anticipated. When we’d met, there had been other people in the vicinity and it’d been in a conference room.

      A sterile, professional space where anyone could barge in at any time.

      My home was not like that. Having him here felt more intimate, the chemistry I felt between us so palpable I got goosebumps when I just looked at him for too long.

      Good lord, he’s the hottest man I’ve ever seen. My skin still felt tingly when I stepped into the shower, even though I’d left him almost ten minutes ago.

      The rules might say no touching or inappropriate behavior of any kind, but if we kept having such charged moments as we’d had up on that roof, that was going to be almost impossible. I didn’t know for sure, but I had a strong suspicion that he’d wanted to kiss me as much I’d wanted him to.

      The way he’d looked at me had also made him seem even more familiar than he had before. It was like I’d seen him look at me exactly like that, with heat and something very close to longing in his eyes, a hundred times before. Yet I’d only seen him once before today.

      So freaking weird.

      It was bugging the hell out of me, but I was also still dealing with the aftereffects of having been so close to him and seeing him looking at me that way. Like he wanted to peel my pants off and take me right there on the frozen ground.

      Another shudder passed through me. My shower was nice and hot. I wasn’t shivering because I was cold, nor had that caused the shiver upstairs. I hadn’t even known it was really possible before, but I was sure discovering it was real now. A person could be so turned on that their muscles wound so tightly that they actually moved.

      A shudder. A shiver. I don’t know the exact right word for it, but it’s happening to me right now.

      Between my legs, I was slicker than ever and physically aching. And all he did was look at me.

      If he ever touched me, I would probably do something really embarrassing. I didn’t know what yet, but it was not normal to be right on the edge of a freaking orgasm just by having someone’s gaze on me.

      The more I thought about it, the more worked up I got. Those smoldering eyes, his full lips, and his strong jawline in the fading sunlight were burned into my brain for good.

      God, how long has it been since I’ve had a proper orgasm? I couldn’t even remember. With all the stress of the last few months, deciding whether it was the right time to start performing again, the battery of tests I’d gone through, and then choosing the right role, getting off had been the last thing on my mind.

      Almost without a conscious thought having formed to do it, I soaped up my hands and ran them across my nipples. They’d been hard already, but they prepared to cut glass when I touched them. A low moan fell from my lips, and I pinched them shut.

      How embarrassing would it be if he somehow heard me? It was unlikely, but he was in my house. Anything was possible. He could come to my room to ask something, or maybe he’d strip down and—

      Snap out of it. Your life may not be a romance novel, but it sure as hell isn’t a porno either. Unfortunately.

      Even more unfortunately, now that I’d had the thought of him stripping and joining me, I couldn’t stop thinking about it. It wasn’t all that difficult to imagine what he might look like naked. His clothes fit him so well that I already knew his body was carved from rock-hard muscle.

      It wasn’t such a leap to picture a guy his size as well-endowed, and in my head, he knew exactly what to do with it. My thighs trembled when I trailed one hand lower, dipping it between them to rub myself where I was aching to have him touch me.

      His hands would be so much bigger and rougher than mine, but I ignored that fun fact for the moment. When I brushed a finger over my clit with the lightest of touches, I moaned again and let my forehead fall forward against the warm tiles.

      There was a shower seat installed in here, and though I’d never used it before, I realized it could be a lot more useful than I’d thought of before.

      A naughty thrill ran through me. Am I really doing this?

      Heck, yeah, I was. Just because it’d been a while didn’t mean the sexually confident woman who lived inside me had taken her things and gone in search of more active playgrounds—maybe she’d just been on a break too.

      As I sat down on the warm bench, I extended my legs before spreading them and leaned with my head against the shower wall. Steam filled the cubicle, making it feel a little more sultry and maybe even a little more protected. Even if Carter did burst in here for some reason, he still wouldn’t immediately see what I was up to.

      Not that it would be a terrible thing if he sees. Mortifying, unless of course he decided to join me. Using that thought as my starting point, I was soon biting back moans as pleasure coursed through me.

      When I was done, I finally got around to doing what I’d come in here to do. Once my hair was washed and my skin was scrubbed, I climbed out, dried off, and put on my pajamas. It was still early, but I was ready to turn in.

      If only my life was half as exciting as the tabloid rumors make it out to be.

      Before I got into bed, I remembered that I hadn’t brought a water glass with me. I grabbed my robe from the hook on my wall and cracked my bedroom door open to check if the coast was clear.

      After what I’d just done to thoughts of him, I would probably turn the color of a beet if I ran into Carter right now. I made it all the way to the kitchen and filled a glass from the faucet until I found out that I’d been one hundred percent correct.

      I turned to find him walking into the kitchen, and my face burst into flames. It was so bad that I almost dumped the glass of water over my own head.

      “It’s not even cold enough,” I muttered out loud before I could stop myself.

      Ah, shit. My very own ‘I carried a watermelon’ moment. I’d always wondered what it would feel like to have a moment like that, and now I knew. Lucky me.

      Carter frowned but didn’t say anything while I scrambled to think of a way to salvage the situation. “Sorry, I was wondering about something.”

      “Anything I can help with?” he offered, leaning with his shoulder against the door and looking every bit the yummy bodyguard he was in a fitted black T-shirt.

      “Not unless you want to talk about whether certain outfits I own are appropriate for this weather.” What? Why did I say that? I don’t even really care about clothes, and I know how to dress myself warmly enough.

      Desperately needing some measure of control over my mouth back, I focused on him instead. “Can I help you find something in here?”

      “I actually just came to make something to eat.” He lifted a plastic container he was holding and I just hadn’t seen. “I thought you’d already gone to bed. Otherwise, I would’ve waited.”

      Shame and guilt smacked me upside the head. “I’m so sorry. I ate on my way home this afternoon. I didn’t even think about offering to make you something earlier. Can I fix you a sandwich?”

      “I have some leftovers,” he said.

      “I’ll fix you a sandwich anyway. I went to the market this morning, so there’s lots of awesome stuff to put on it.” I spun around and opened the fridge, extracting just about everything that one could put on bread.

      A low groan echoed in the kitchen when he saw some of the ingredients I’d unpacked. “Do you honestly keep smoked salmon and wild rocket in your fridge?”

      “Not usually, but I might have gone a little crazy with shopping for your visit.”

      He slid the plastic container into the fridge and smiled at me. “Thank you. I’m starving. All that looks amazing.”

      While he pointed out stuff he really liked, I started cutting into the fresh Panini I’d bought. I ended up making him three sandwiches in an attempt overcompensate for my awkwardness and stupidity over not having thought about making him something to eat.

      Carter sat down on a stool after getting himself a glass of water. “You doing okay?”

      “I’m fine. You?” I didn’t know what the etiquette was here. I’d done some research and I knew that becoming what was known as a “buddy-guard” wasn’t great in their profession, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t be friendly at all. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.” He held my gaze steadily, seeming relaxed but alert all at the same time.

      What’s it like being that way all the time?

      “You’ve obviously done this before,” I said. “Moving in with a perfect stranger, I mean.”

      He nodded, waiting patiently for me to continue. “Is it weird for you to have to leave your house to live with someone you don’t know?”

      “It’s not weird. It just… is. Kind of like how I imagine going up onstage is for you. I don’t think I’d be able to perform in front of so many people night after night, but you obviously don’t think that’s weird. This is the same for me.”

      I turned over what he’d said in my head. “Do you get a choice about the clients you do this kind of job for?”

      “You mean did I choose you?” His eyes softened and he smiled in a way that made my stomach clench. “I get assigned clients, but I can say no as long as there’s an actual reason. I can’t just turn down a job because I want to have a beer and binge-watch a TV show, but no one forced me to be here.”

      “That’s good to know.” I sliced through a tomato, placing it on the bread carefully so there wasn’t any overlap. No one liked tomato sogginess in their sandwiches. “Is it worth it?”

      “Leaving my house for a job?” he asked with that same smile still on his face. It was surprisingly fond for someone who’d known me for little over a day. “It can be challenging sometimes, and it’s not my favorite thing to do, but yes, it’s worth it.”

      “Is that why you do it?” I asked, sliding the first sandwich over to him. He pulled the plate closer before looking up at me again.

      “It ties into why I started, sure. I like being there for people who need me.”

      Something warm stirred inside me again. “For such a big guy, you’re surprisingly soft and forthcoming.”

      He chuckled quietly into the dimly lit room. Only the ambient lighting under the cabinets was on. Maybe that was why it was so much easier to make a comment that I’d usually have kept to myself.

      “I’ve never been accused of either of those things before, but thanks, I guess?” He picked up the sandwich. “This looks great, by the way. Thanks for stocking up and for saving me from the gluggy pasta I cooked last night.”

      “How did you manage to make pasta gluggy?” I wasn’t the best cook, but even I could chuck a handful of raw noodles into a pot and pull them out before anything too bad happened.

      Carter chuckled again, and the rich sound coated my insides in comfort like it was an old, favorite coat I’d just rediscovered. “Max needed to go out for a walk, so I might have left my food in the microwave without resetting the timer.”

      I winced. “You’re lucky it didn’t explode.”

      “It was set for fifteen minutes. If you saw what the pasta and the bowl looked like when I got back, you might not have agreed to let me move in here.”

      I laughed. “Should we just agree right now that I should operate the microwave?”

      Our eyes locked, and suddenly, the moment didn’t seem so light anymore. He was giving me the look. The one that said he really wanted to kiss me right now, and I was pretty sure I was giving it right back to him.

      I jerked my gaze away from his to finish his last sandwich before turning away to wash my hands. “I need to go to bed.”

      The stool barely made a sound when he stood up too. “Yeah. I should go with you.” My eyes widened before he rushed to finish his sentence. “To my room. Not your room, obviously.”

      “Of course.” I giggled.

      Giggled. I didn’t giggle. I thought I’d outgrown giggling. But with him around? Jeez. I was turning into a habitual giggler.

      We’d gone from comfortable chatting to awkwardness again in ten seconds flat. I swore I even saw the faintest streaks of red when I nearly bumped into him at the door.

      “Good night, Rylee,” he said, suddenly seeming stiff again.

      I sighed internally. Things had been going so well. I’d even really started believing that having him living with me wouldn’t be weird. If this kept happening though, it was going to be more than weird. It was going to be torture on my ovaries and my freaking battery expenses.

      “Good night, Carter. I’ll see you in the morning. I hope you sleep well.” I already knew I wouldn’t be.

      Maybe I should look into getting him that new lock installed on his door. We were only on day one, and I was already starting to wonder what he’d say if I climbed him like a jungle gym. What the hell would I be thinking about by day ten?

      It probably wasn’t going to be pretty, and I was pretty sure it would be very, very much against the rules.
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      Living with Rylee was going to kill me. The weekend had been very low key, and we’d hardly left her penthouse.

      I hadn’t even seen that much of her after Friday night, but I was already going out of my mind. Just knowing that she was around occupied my mind day and night, wondering what she was doing and whether she was avoiding me after the extreme fucking awkwardness between us my first night here.

      When we’d run into each other after, our exchanges had been friendly but brief. Although it’d only been one full day, Sunday had been a welcome reprieve. I took Max for a long walk and went to fetch my bike.

      Bart and I had met for a beer in my room when I got back to Rylee’s, and we discussed some of the other jobs he’d pulled me off of so I could be with her. She’d popped in to say goodbye, and when I’d gone down to the kitchen later, there was a plate of food waiting for me but no Rylee.

      Since I hadn’t been on this assignment for very long, I didn’t know whether it was out of the ordinary for her to spend so much time on her own, but I had a feeling she was still trying to wrap her head around the fact that I was here. Her questions about whether it was weird for me clued me into the fact that she wasn’t entirely comfortable with the arrangement—even if it’d happened at her request.

      I’d decided to give her until this morning before I approached her about it. I didn’t want to put too much pressure on her, but since it was Monday, we needed to figure this shit out before we could get out there to do our jobs.

      While I waited to see if she would come to me, I scoped out the house and finished setting up a few more cameras. The building security was good, but she had next to nothing in her home. The lock on her front door wouldn’t help very much if someone managed to make it into the building.

      As I was wrapping up the installation in the TV room, Rylee finally made her appearance. She walked in wearing a winter get-up, looking like heaven in a powder-blue jacket, a scarf wrapped loosely around her neck, and her hair loose to frame her face.

      I smiled. “Good morning. I’m almost done installing the cameras Bart told you about. Want me to walk you through where they are?”

      “In a minute.” She shifted on her feet, her eyes intent on mine before she came all the way into the room. “I wanted to talk to you about how we’re going to do this.”

      “Okay. Shoot. What’s on our agenda for the day?”

      “A few things, but I wasn’t just talking about that.” She looked down at her hands before I saw her shoulders squaring as she lifted her ice-blue gaze back to mine. “How much have you been told about my comeback?”

      “Not too much. All I know is that it’s happening and that you wanted to hire someone confidentially because the information isn’t public yet.”

      She nodded slowly, some of her discomfort visibly melting away. “One of things that’s been worrying me about having you around is that it’ll be pretty obvious to anyone who’s paying attention that I suddenly have a guard.”

      “Which will alert them to the fact that something’s changed,” I concluded.

      “Exactly.” She grinned, and suddenly, I could see why she was such a star. Since we’d been reintroduced, she’d had a certain nervousness about her. It was like it’d suppressed that natural presence of hers, but whatever she’d decided seemed to have eased her worries. “I’ve been struggling with finding a way to avoid fueling the rumor fires since I agreed to hiring someone.”

      “You have a plan?” I couldn’t deny that I was curious.

      All of this had happened so fast that we hadn’t had much time to work out the logistics. It’d occurred to me that people might find it odd if she suddenly had a guard, but I figured her team would simply say she’d received a threat.

      “I think I do, but we need to discuss it before I can put into motion,” she said. “Maybe you should just pretend to be my boyfriend. I really don’t want anyone to know that you’re my guard. It would give away my plans to be involved in something again, and I don’t want that yet. Plus, the whole initial marketing campaign for the production has been built around mystery and suspense. The big reveal is set and has been advertised for New Year’s Eve.”

      “There’s a lot riding on this, huh?”

      The corners of her lips pressed in as she nodded. “Yeah, there is. When I signed on with Wicked, I asked for some time to make the announcement on my own. I’m sure you’ve heard the saying that the show must go on, though. They agreed to give me the time, but only if the pre-production part of the show could actually go on. Considering it centers around the wicked witch, adding that element of surprise and mystery to it worked well.”

      “Makes sense.” I rolled a spare length of cable around my fist. “I understand why being seen with a guard puts you in a bind, but I’m not sure about pretending to be your boyfriend. I’ll have to check with Bart since it has the potential to affect the agency if the truth comes out.”

      “Of course.” She motioned with her thumb over her shoulder. “Would you like to use the landline to call him?”

      “You still have a landline?”

      She shrugged, a small smile playing on her lips. “My mother insisted, and I kind of like it. There’s just something about speaking on a landline that takes me back to my childhood.”

      My stomach twisted. “Yeah, I can see how that would be the case.”

      I had so many memories of walking into their house and seeing her on the phone in their foyer. Shoving my hand into my pocket, I extract my mobile and waved it. “I’m fine with using this. Will you give me a minute?”

      “Sure. Would you like some coffee?”

      “Please.”

      She gave me another smile before she left the room, humming a tune as she headed to the kitchen. Bart answered on the first ring, and I explained her plan to clear it with him.

      “Her boyfriend?” he asked, sounding more amenable to it than I’d thought. “What would that entail? Has she told you?”

      “Nope. I don’t know if she knows either. I think she wanted to run it by us first. It’ll probably just involve her telling people we’re dating if they ask about me.”

      He paused for a minute, mulling it over. “I can okay handholding and kisses on the cheek, but nothing more. You good with that?”

      Am I good with that? Fuck no. “Yeah. Sounds good. I’ll let her know. Thanks, bro.”

      “No problem. Keep her safe, yeah?”

      “Of course.” At least I sounded more confident than I was. If living with her didn’t kill me, pretending to be her boyfriend definitely fucking would.

      I’d have to spend all day right next to her instead of a few feet behind, hold her hand, finally get to feel her lips on me, and then come back here and have to keep my distance. Keeping said distance would’ve been hard enough, considering that I now lived with her, but pretending all day and coming back to reality at night would be a mind-fuck of epic proportions.

      Especially since I wanted her more than ever before—and that was saying something.

      After he hung up, I bounced up and down on the balls of my feet and tried to get my head in the fucking game. This was my job and Rylee needed me to do it to the very best of my ability. I refused to let something happen to her on my watch, even if it did mean losing my sanity in the process.

      When I walked into the kitchen, she shot me such a hopeful smile that I decided it would be worth it even if it ended up really killing me. It’s an occupational hazard anyway, I guess.

      “He gave us the okay,” I said, accepting the mug she held out to me.

      She broke out into the widest grin I’d seen from her yet, then held up her own mug to clink against mine. “I guess we’re in business. You ready for lunch with my manager in a bit, boyfriend? He’s going to love you.”

      “Jules, right?” I blew at the steam rising from the surface of my coffee, watching it scatter as I tried to recall what I already knew about him. “He provided us with some information on himself for our background checks.”

      “Background checks?” Her voice rose several octaves. “Did you do one on me?”

      “Not yet. Bart will probably ask you to sign the papers soon. We would’ve gotten it all done before, but there was no time.”

      “Right.” She took a tiny sip of the scalding liquid, but she didn’t even seem to notice how hot it was. “Could we just talk instead? I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

      “A thorough check will reveal things I won’t even think about to ask and you won’t necessarily consider relevant enough to volunteer,” I said. “But sure. It’s a start. Let’s talk.”

      “We have to meet Jules in an hour. Should we get ready to go and talk on the way?”

      I nodded. “Let me go get changed. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Finishing my coffee while getting ready for my first official fake date with Rylee and my first real task as her bodyguard, I skipped the suit I’d usually have worn in favor of a pair of jeans and a leather jacket. She was already at the door when I walked down the stairs, and I saw the onceover she was pretending not to be giving me.

      I smirked, holding my arms out to my sides. “Think I’ll pass as your boyfriend in this?”

      “Uh huh.” She nodded with a vacant expression in her eyes before spinning around and plucking a set of keys off the side table. “Let’s go.”

      We decided to walk the few blocks to the restaurant where we were meeting her manager. I wasn’t a fan of the idea, but she insisted she’d been walking since she’d moved to the city and nothing had ever happened to her.

      “I looked you up before I took the assignment,” I said once we’d joined the throngs of rushing pedestrians on the sidewalk.

      “Ahh, the might of the mighty internet.” Surprisingly, she didn’t look angry or even annoyed about the fact that I’d researched her. If anything, she seemed amused by it. “Why don’t you start with telling me what you already know, and I’ll fill in whatever gaps there are?”

      There were a lot of gaps, but in the spirit of our agreement to at least try talking as opposed to a formal background check, I nodded. “I know you’re highly regarded as an actress on Broadway. You’ve been compared to the likes of some of the biggest stars there have ever been.”

      She chuckled, lifting one shoulder as if it was no big deal. “I’ve caught some lucky breaks. That’s all it is.”

      “That’s all it is? You promised to tell me whatever I wanted to know, right? I thought that implied you’d be honest with me.” I gave her shoulder a light bump with my own before I stopped to consider how flirty the move would come across as. Whatever. I’m supposed to be her boyfriend right now anyway. “This isn’t going to work if you keep trying to be humble and modest.”

      “I am humble and modest,” she protested but there was laughter in her eyes when she glanced up at me. “I get your point, though. So yes, I have been compared to some of the greats. I don’t think the comparisons were fair or always accurate, but I have a good voice, and I do resemble some of the people I’ve been compared to.”

      “That’s better. Thank you.” I kept a keen eye on our surroundings but nothing jumped out at me. “You seemed to love what you do, and then suddenly, you were gone. What have you been up to these last couple years?”

      Neither Bart nor I had been able to find any references to her “missing years” at all. Everything out there was pure speculation or conjecture.

      “I needed some time to take care of myself. I didn’t stop working completely. I just stuck behind the scenes as a consultant. Aren’t you going to ask me why I took the break?”

      “Does it have any relevance to the threats against you?”

      She frowned. “I don’t think so, but I also don’t see how being compared to other people is relevant to that.”

      “It’s relevant because it informs us about the amount and types of fans you’ve acquired over the years. Some of them seem rather fanatic. There’s a lot of talk out there about how you just pulled a disappearing act on them, which is why I asked about where you’ve been. Have you had any contact with your fans via social media or anywhere else?”

      “Not really. I’ve done some question and answer sessions on social media, but I’ve never answered any questions about why I was on a break. I didn’t mean to pull a disappearing act on anyone. Do you think that’s why I’ve gotten the threats?”

      “It’s probably a part of it. People with such extreme fanatic tendencies sometimes believe that they have a right to you. To your time, your talents, or whatever else they want from you.”

      “I’m starting to get that.” Her brow furrowed. “Do you think I’m making a mistake by going back?”

      “Do you?” I angled my head down to look at her.

      She took in a deep breath through her nose before sighing. “No, I don’t. I wonder about the timing, but I’ve always wanted to go back when the time was right. You were right when you said I always seemed to love my job. I really do. I didn’t start doing it to get famous. I just love singing and dancing. Getting paid for it is my dream job.”

      “I know what that feels like,” I said honestly. “Working security might not seem like a dream job to a lot of people, but it’s always been the dream for me.”

      “It takes all kinds, right? There are a lot of people who’d consider my dream as silly and not a real dream either.” We came to a stop outside a nondescript door with a small sign hanging above it. “We’re here. Do me a favor and tell Jules you’re not that worried about the threat level against me, okay?”

      “As your manager, he has a direct line to Bart. He’s going to get all the updates anyway.”

      Disappointment flashed in her eyes, but she pushed her hair behind her ears and nodded. “Yeah. Okay. I guess I already knew that. I just hate that he worries so much.”

      “People tend to do that if they care about you.” I held the door open for her. “Let’s go introduce me to your manager, girlfriend. Does he have any scandalous stories about you I should know?”

      She smacked me in the stomach and gave me a smile. “You’ll never know.”

      I already knew what Jules looked like from the pictures in Rylee’s file and I immediately spotted him waiting for us at a table near the kitchen. He stood up when he saw us walking in, taking me in carefully as we approached.

      “Well, aren’t you a tall drink of water?” he said to me after kissing Rylee’s cheek. “Perhaps I should’ve requested someone ugly for this assignment. Knowing you two are together twenty-four-seven is going to give me gray hair.”

      “It’d make you look distinguished,” I said while I shook his hand with a firm grip.

      He laughed. “Oh, I like you, and yes, I agree. I could do with some salt in all this pepper. There is a certain allure to it, don’t you think?”

      “Chad loves you just the way you are,” Rylee said, sitting down in the chair I pulled out for her.

      Jules noticed me doing it and gave me a small nod. “He does, but he can always grow to love me more. I wasn’t expecting you to be such a gentleman, Carter. Is this all part of the act, or are you going to make all my dreams for Rylee come true?”

      She flushed and tried to hide it behind her hair, but I saw her peeking out at me between the strands. Well, this is interesting.

      “Tell me more about these dreams, and I’ll see what I can do,” I said, settling in to get to know one of the most important people in Rylee’s life. It felt so fucking right that even I forgot it wasn’t real for a second.

      Man, I’m so damn screwed.
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      If Jules wasn’t married, I’d have declared him smitten with Carter within the first ten minutes of them meeting. And he wasn’t the only one.

      There was so much more to this guy than I’d thought. Jules and I both hung on his every word and I, for one, spent most of lunch staring at his lips and imagining them on my own. This is going to be a problem.

      Especially since it wasn’t only a one-sided thing. I’d asked him to pretend to be my boyfriend, but he slipped into the role so seamlessly and so brilliantly that he deserved a freaking Oscar.

      As soon as we’d left my building, he’d flipped a switch from bodyguard to boyfriend without any hesitation at all. Our conversation on the way to the restaurant might’ve been serious, but we’d walked so close together that our arms touched all the time. He did small things like brush the backs of my fingers with his or gently bumping my shoulder so damn naturally I was starting to think he was in the wrong profession.

      He’d have made a damn fine actor. In more ways than one.

      In that leather jacket and the faded jeans with the motorcycle boots, he looked so damn fine that I wanted to write a freaking song about it. And I wasn’t even a songwriter, but if anyone could get those creative—and other—juices flowing, it was him.

      “Have you noticed any fans around more than others?” he asked Jules when I finally managed to stop ogling him.

      “Not really, but I also can’t say for certain that there haven’t been any.” Jules frowned. “There are some regulars that we see often, but there are always plenty of people around.”

      A group of twenty-somethings walked into the restaurant, and I suddenly felt Carter’s fingers playing along on my thigh. He set my skin on fire with those small touches even though there was a thick layer of denim between us.

      All the blood and moisture in my body rushed south, but when I glanced sideways to look at Carter, he didn’t seem affected at all. I squeezed my legs together in what I thought was a discreet move, but I saw the slightest flare of his nostrils when he noticed it.

      Wow. This guy really doesn’t miss anything.

      He moved his hand up and slung his arm over the back of my chair, scooting a bit closer to me. “Do you recognize any of those people? There was a woman with them outside, but she didn’t come in.”

      Scratch that. He doesn’t only not miss anything. Apparently, he even has eyes in the back of his head.

      Turning as if I was about to bury my head in his shoulder to whisper something private, I shot a look at the group who had just been seated before giving my attention back to Carter. “Nope. I’ve never seen any of them before.”

      Jules watched the whispered exchange between us with curious eyes, then flicked his gaze toward the group when Carter inclined his head in their direction. “Have you seen any of them before?”

      His eyes narrowed slightly before he shook his head. “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “Good.” Relaxing at my side, he moved farther away again and removed his arm. “We need to focus on the people around us from now on. If either of you notice anyone, let me know right away.”

      “We can do that,” Jules promised while I reeled from how fast I’d reacted and how much I wanted him to touch me again. “I’m glad she’s got you around now. The longer she’s been out, the more disturbing and descriptive the threats have become.”

      “Why didn’t you hire someone before?” he asked, his tone conversational and not confrontational. “It seems like you’ve been dealing with these threats for a while.”

      “It feels like someone’s ramping up their efforts.” Jules screwed his eyes shut. “We used to only receive one threatening letter every few months or so after we announced Rylee’s break. More recently, it became a letter every month and now we’re receiving one or more a week.”

      “Do you think it’s just one person?” he asked.

      Jules took a deep breath and lifted both shoulders. “We just don’t know. Bart suggested we send him all the letters we’ve got. He’s going to have someone analyze them to see if they can answer that question.”

      “I used to do a fair amount of the analysis,” Carter said, surprising me. “John took over from me. I’ll have a look as well, but he’s great at his job. He should have something for us soon.”

      For the rest of lunch, I was on edge. Not only because I’d realized that I needed to pay a lot more attention to what was happening around me and didn’t know how to do it, but also because Carter was so close I could smell the subtle scent of his cologne.

      It was an aromatic, woodsy fragrance reminiscent of expensive whiskey and cedarwood. An incredibly masculine, rich scent I’d have bathed in if I could.

      “How did you move from analysis to protective detail?” Jules asked. “That seems like quite a leap.”

      Carter gave him an easygoing grin. “I put in a ton of time at the gym for starters, and I had to put on some weight, but I also did quite a lot of training.”

      “A hot nerd in disguise, huh?” I swore I saw stars in my friend’s eyes when he gazed across the table at Carter. “Good Lord. Could you be any more perfect?”

      I wanted to cheer for him because yes, could someone please answer that question for me? But I held myself in check. I could be as professional and cool about this as he was being, right?

      Ha. Liar.

      Carter laughed and ran a hand through his hair. “Trust me. I’m a long way from perfect.”

      “Would you mind sharing some of your flaws then?” he asked, darting his gaze toward me. “We’ll need those in explicit detail, please.”

      “My flaws?” He pursed his lips but didn’t seem offended.

      Does anything even cause a ripple in this guy’s confidence? He seemed completely unflappable to me while I, on the other hand, was completely and utterly flapped. Is that even a word?

      “Let’s see,” he mused. “I have a huge, overbearing family. My job is definitely not glamorous. My apartment is the size of a pea, and I have no sense of decorating. My house isn’t homey at all.”

      “That’s it?” I asked a little louder than I’d intended. “Those are your flaws?”

      He smirked. “I’m also rude, closed-off, cocky, and I broke one of my toes during training. It’s crooked now.”

      “A crooked toe.” I sat back, sighing like I was immensely disappointed in him. “Well, that does it. I don’t know how I’m ever going to look at you again.”

      Carter laughed, leaning in to reply when his eyes suddenly tore away from mine and narrowed at the door. His voice was low, his face close enough to mine that I felt his sweet breath ghosting over my skin when he spoke.

      “That’s the same woman. Do either of you recognize her?”

      Ice shot through my veins before I even saw her, but then a commotion broke out between her and one of the women in the group who’d come in earlier. Carter visibly relaxed again when it appeared that she wasn’t there for me.

      “A good old lover’s quarrel.” Jules chuckled, exhaling deeply when he realized the same thing. “For the record, I don’t recognize her but that was a good practice round.”

      We ordered pizzas to share, eating and laughing until Jules insisted on paying the check and had to take off. He bent down to kiss my cheek before he left. “I have a meeting with the publicist. I’ll keep you in the loop. Remember that you need a dress for Anna’s birthday party. I’m sorry I can’t come shopping with you.”

      After he left, Carter arched a brow at me. “Did I hear that correctly? We’re going shopping?”

      “Yep.” I wasn’t any more excited about it than he seemed to be. “Anna’s a set designer for Wicked and she made me promise I’ll come to her birthday. If you’d rather not come dress shopping, I can go by myself.”

      His jaw tightened. “That’s not a good idea. I’ll be fine. Just don’t expect too much input from me. My fashion sense must’ve gotten lost right along with my interior decorating abilities.”

      I gave him a long look, noticing that there was a definite flare of heat in his gaze again. “I’m sure you’ll do just fine. Have you ever thought a woman looked hot in a dress?”

      “Yes.” No further explanation given, but I saw his chest rise and fall on a deeper than usual breath. “Why?”

      “Because that’s the only input I need from you,” I said cheerfully, trying to ignore how very much I wanted him in that moment. Again. “If I try something on you think looks hot, just let me know.”

      “You’re a client.” His teeth ground together. “I’m not supposed to think you look hot.”

      I leaned into him, gently placing my hand on his chest and feeling his heart racing underneath my palm. “We’re in public, which means you’re my boyfriend. I’m not a client out here.”

      Those glittering dark eyes of his drank me in before he nodded. “Fine, but we’re on very thin ice here.”

      “Would you look at that? Thin ice is one of my favorite places to be.” While I wasn’t exactly risk averse or the most dedicated rule-follower in the world, I also wasn’t an outright rebel who liked to take massive risks every day.

      I liked to think of myself as well balanced in that respect. Most rules I came across were fine with me, and therefore I followed them. I’d flaunted a few in my day but nothing serious.

      Going after Carter would be breaking a pretty big rule, though. It might also put both of us at risk, since I wasn’t sure what the consequences of something like that might be. I doubted he’d get fired for it, but I was almost sure he’d get yanked from my detail.

      I didn’t want that, but I felt a pull to him I couldn’t explain. Which was why when he followed me into a dressing room at the first boutique we went into, I decided to be a little bold.

      There was something brewing between us, the likes of which I’d never felt before. Something deep inside was pushing me to at least bend the rule instead of directly breaking it.

      Besides, I still didn’t know for a fact he was interested in me the same way I was in him. The rules said no kissing or touching, but they were silent on showing.

      Carter stood on one side of the spacious dressing room, his back turned while I hung the dresses I’d picked out over a rail. Unlike so many of the changing areas in department stores, the lighting in here wasn’t fluorescent and unflattering.

      It was soft and warm, and a heavy purple curtain separated us from the prying eyes of any others who might come back here. Mentally fortifying myself for what I was about to do, I straightened up and slowly pulled down the zipper of my jacket.

      His broad shoulders tensed when the soft sound rang out in the quiet cubicle. There were mirrors all around, and I could see his profile in them. His eyes were closed and his head turned slightly down.

      There was a rustling of my clothes when my scarf and jacket dropped to the floor. Then I undid the short zips on my ankle boots. When I looked up again after kicking them off, his eyes were open and he was facing me.

      A storm was brewing in the dark brown depths of his eyes, and his fists were clenched at his sides. The way he was looking at me made me feel all gooey again, like molten heat was flowing through my bloodstream and obliterating everything except the need I felt for him.

      “I love it when you look at me like that,” I whispered, but I knew he’d heard me loud and clear when his breathing became heavier.

      With my gaze on his, I continued stripping down to my bra and panties. I hadn’t thought he’d see them when I’d chosen them this morning, but I was glad I’d put in the extra effort in order to make myself feel confident and sexy.

      Carter’s lips parted and he sucked in a sharp breath when his gaze swept across the matching, lacy, navy set I was wearing. His eyes flashed in warning when he finally dragged them back up to mine.

      “This isn’t smart, Rylee,” he bit out, his deep voice rough and a little hoarse.

      “Why not?” I let my shirt, which had been the last item I’d taken off, drop to the floor and stood in front of him. “You don’t like what you see?”

      A quiet scoff came out of him. “Quite the opposite. I’m a man with a beating heart and you’re everything I want in my bed. Let’s not push this, shall we?”

      “I wouldn’t mind playing house together,” I said before an awkward laugh came out of me. “I know how that sounded, but I really want to kiss you, and unless I’ve misread the situation entirely, you want to kiss me too.”

      “You haven’t misread the situation,” he admitted, taking a step closer to me as if he had no choice in the matter.

      Large, muscular hands came up to catch my face between them, and his tongue came out to wet his lips while his eyes never left mine. I knew in that moment that this was happening, that he was going to give us both what we so badly wanted.

      I dipped my head back to let him know I was okay with it, and then he let out the sexiest sound I’d ever heard and kissed me like he’d been dying to do it his whole life. My arms wound their way around his neck, my fingers dipping into the soft hair at the bottom of his scalp.

      Just as we surged together again, the harsh voice outside of the curtain made us jump apart. The store manager shouted at us. “None of that allowed in here, please.”

      He darted away once he’d made sure we separated, and went on his merry way.

      Holy. Shit. I needed air. Lots of it. Pronto.
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      Back at Rylee’s house, we unpacked some of the groceries we’d gotten together earlier. She smiled over her shoulder as she bent over to retrieve a pan. “I’m no chef, but I have my mom’s recipe for this dish. I’ve never tried it by myself, though. Don’t get your hopes up too high.”

      By unspoken agreement, neither one of us had brought up our kiss yet. I knew we needed to talk about it eventually, but it seemed unwise to do so until we got back here. There were potential ears everywhere else, and we couldn’t risk outing ourselves so early on in the assignment.

      Since we had kissed now though, that wasn’t the only thing we needed to talk about. I’d been racking my brain for the last few hours to figure out how to tell her who I was. The mention of her mother and the fact that we were about to cook one of her dishes together just cemented it for me.

      The time had come, even though I really didn’t have a good explanation for why I hadn’t told her earlier. It’d made sense to me at the time, but I’d realized while trying to figure out what to tell her when she inevitably asked that everything I’d come up with sounded lame in retrospect.

      Things between us were progressing much faster than I’d thought they would, and much further. Whatever it was that was happening with us, I’d already risked too much damage by not coming clean on the first day we’d “met.”

      Stupid. Fucking. Idiot. I knew now that I should’ve just told her, but I hadn’t, and now I had to deal with the consequences of my decision.

      “I need to tell you something,” I said, rolling up the sleeves of my button-down shirt after shrugging out of my jacket.

      She set the pan down on the stove, grabbing the chicken from the counter opposite us and peeling open the packaging. “Sure. We can talk about whatever you want, but let’s watch a movie and get in the hot tub later. How does that sound?”

      Fucking idyllic. I could say without any shadow of a doubt that a night like that with her would be the best thing that had happened to me all year, but it wasn’t as easy as just agreeing to it.

      “I’m working, remember?” I reminded her, keeping my tone gentle. “Despite what happened earlier, we need to keep in mind that when we’re here, we’re not pretending to be together. I’m here as your bodyguard. Nothing more.”

      Bart would have my balls if he knew what’d happened earlier. He’d probably castrate me and send me right back to make sure I completed the job I’d signed up for, but it definitely wouldn’t be a fun process.

      He was a guy’s guy, but I knew he wished he was in a relationship. I also knew he wished I was in one, even if it would complicate the work I did for him sometimes. It’d all come out of him one night at my place after a few too many beers.

      A part of me wanted to believe that if I explained this to him, he would understand and not kick my ass for breaking the rules. I wasn’t optimistic or naive enough to think it wouldn’t be an issue at all, or that he, like Rylee, wouldn’t ream me for not being honest from the outset. I deserved whatever came my way from both of them, though.

      It was only fair that I spoke to her about it first, and that was exactly what I planned on doing. Rylee, however, seemed to be intent on talking about the other thing first.

      She dropped the shredded chicken into the pan, added a dash of olive oil, and turned to me with a serious expression on her beautiful face. “I know you’re working, and I know there are rules against it, but I really like you.”

      My heart stopped beating before it sprang back into action at double speed. “You do?”

      She nodded, turning off the heat on the stove before taking a step closer and placing her hands gently on my hips. “I do. I know it’s forbidden for us to be together right now, but maybe we could be friends and have a good working relationship for now?”

      My stomach sank. “You want to be friends?”

      “If that’s all I can get for now, then yes. I’d like for us to be friends.” She locked her eyes on mine. “I really enjoyed our kiss earlier, but I don’t want to get you in trouble or do it again if you don’t want it, too.”

      “I loved kissing you, Rylee.” I brought my hands to her neck and stroked my thumbs across the smooth column of her throat. “It’s just more complicated than you think. There’s more than just the rules to consider.”

      She stiffened immediately, her brows pulling together as hurt darkened her gaze. “Do you have a girlfriend?”

      “What? No. Of course not.” I ran the fingertips of one hand across her jaw. “I’m a lot of things, but a cheater isn’t one of them. If I had a girlfriend, I never would’ve looked at you the way I have been and I definitely wouldn’t have kissed you.”

      “So it’s not complicated because you’re seeing someone else?” Her relief was so powerful that I felt it radiating from her as she released a slow breath.

      “I’m not seeing anyone else,” I said firmly. “Not even casually.” A thought occurred to me then. “Are you?”

      “No.” She pressed her body closer to mine, a slight smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “We have the ‘not being a cheater’ thing in common. I think I would break out in hives if I even looked at someone else while I was in a relationship.”

      I lifted her arm tenderly and pretended to inspect the skin there, keeping my fingers light as they stroked across her. Tiny goosebumps appeared in their wake, and I wound my other arm around her waist to hold her tighter.

      “No hives,” I commented. “You’ve got to be telling the truth.”

      She laughed and brought her head forward to nuzzle my chest. “I’m glad we’re on the same page. What else is there to talk about then?” Pulling back to look up at me again, she smiled and put her hands over my heart. “If it’s not the rules and it’s not other people, it can’t be that complicated. Whatever it is, we should be able to work it out, right?”

      Fuck. With her looking at me like that, there was nothing I wanted more than to believe she was right. “It’s about my childhood. Where I come from.”

      I trailed off, struggling to find the words that were completely evading me. How the hell was I supposed to tell the gorgeous woman in my arms that I was her brother’s best friend from when we were kids and, more than that, that I’d known who she was from the start?

      “I don’t care about any of that, Carter,” she murmured. “If you had a bad childhood or if you’re worried about where you come from, you need to know that none of that matters to me. I want to hear about it sometime, when you’re ready to tell me, but all I care about is the man you are now.”

      Well, that went well. “It’s not that I had a bad childhood. It’s just that I—”

      She silenced me with a finger to my lips. “You don’t owe me any explanations. Just don’t let anything like that worry you or stand in our way, okay?”

      Before I could even blurt out the truth, she leaned in and pressed her lips to mine. Every thought I had about coming clean vanished the second she touched my mouth with hers, her fingers tightening on my chest and a soft moan hitting my ears.

      I reacted on instinct, giving in to the primal need inside me and hauling her against me as I swept my tongue across her lips. She gave me the access I demanded instantly, parting them and tentatively touching my tongue with her own.

      She tasted like the candy she’d sucked on when we’d walked home, arms laden with every dress she hadn’t gotten around to trying on in that dressing room, but there was also a hint of something else there. Dreams. Hopes. Lust?

      Whatever it was, it was something I’d forever associate with her. When we’d first kissed just a couple of hours ago, it’d been seared into my memories along with everything else about her, and I was addicted.

      If I’d thought I was screwed before, it was a million times worse now. My cock was so hard I was willing to bet I’d be able to drive nails into a wall with it. Everything about her, from the way her lips moved against mine to how incredibly fucking soft she was in my arms, sucked me right the hell in.

      It was almost impossible to believe she was the same girl I’d wanted all those years ago and had all but forgotten about until she’d crashed back into my life. At the same time, I knew it was her because I felt the deeper connection between us.

      Kisses like this didn’t come from knowing a person for less than week. Something crept into the back of my mind, a fleeting thought that there was something I still had to tell her.

      Whatever it is, I’m sure I’ll remember later.

      She rolled her hips against mine, and I lost even the will to try to remember what I had to tell her. Moving my hands down to her thighs instead, I lifted her against me and carried her to the kitchen counter.

      Something clattered when I put her down, but I didn’t stop to check what it was, and she didn’t seem to be too worried either. Her fingers twisted into my hair as she turned her head to give me a better angle.

      The height of the counter put me right against her core when I stepped between her legs, her heat on me despite the layers of fabric between us. I moaned into her mouth when I ground my length against her, not even caring if I ended up fucking raw from rubbing against denim after my head popped free of my underwear.

      She held me closer, kissing me harder as she tilted her hips up to angle them how it felt best to her. Almost immediately, her legs wound around my ass and her muscles started quaking as she pressed herself as tightly against me as she could.

      “Oh God, Carter,” she said, her voice breathy and shaking. “Fuck. That feels so good.”

      As if hearing my name coming out of her in a voice like that had dumped a bucket of water straight from the Atlantic over my head, all the reasons why this was a terrible idea flooded back into my brain. I knew she was seconds away, and if I was being honest, I wasn’t far behind her, but I had to put a stop to this.

      Forcibly jerking my hips back, I gave her hips a gentle squeeze before slowly ending the kiss. When our lips separated, I pressed one last, soft kiss to the tip of her nose. “No going over the line, Rylee. We just can’t.”

      Our labored breaths mingled in the air, and when I noticed how swollen her lips were and how dilated her pupils were, I almost decided to toss the whole stopping plan in the “fuck it” bucket. But I couldn’t.

      Bart. Billy. The rules. The lie. Those were all the things between us, and I couldn’t let this get out of hand until I told her.

      She pouted but eventually inclined her head and gave me a sheepish smile. “I know. I understand. I’ll work on behaving. Maybe. Let’s get back to cooking. Just no more talking about any of this tonight anymore then either, okay?”

      Guess I walked right into that one. Luckily, I wasn’t exactly in a hurry to tell her. A lot of things could happen once I did, and while I knew I had to, I just wanted to enjoy as much time with her as I could first. Maybe I could get just one idyllic night before it all went to shit. Probably.

      “Fine, but I do still need to talk to you.”

      “You will. Just not about anything that’s going to make me want to kiss you again. Or think about kissing you.” She pierced the ceiling in a glare before hopping off the counter and walked around me, giving me a wide berth. “Carter, Carter, Carter. What am I going to do about you, huh? It shouldn’t feel this way. It’s too soon.”

      So she felt it too.

      When I opened my mouth, she shook her head and brought her finger to her own lips this time. “Not tonight. Let’s just cook and have some clean fun together. Deal?”

      Fine, but you asked for it. “Deal.”

      I am so going to hell for this. But at least I knew it in advance.

    

  







            Chapter 14

          

          

      

    

    






RYLEE

        

      

    

    
      Jules had the most eccentric office I’d ever seen. With heavy, patterned drapes in the windows, dim lighting, and thick rugs, it felt more like a burlesque bar than a place where business got done.

      The only exception was that there wasn’t an actual bar in sight. Instead of a counter from which to serve alcohol, there was an antique mahogany desk that he kept clear of all but the most essential clutter.

      Even his laptop had a compartment within the desktop that he could close when he didn’t need it. Today, the only items in front of him related to Wicked and my performance in it.

      He came over to hug me when I walked in, smiling and wiggling his fingers at Carter before the door swung shut behind me. “How’s that going for you?”

      “It’s been the most frustrating ten days of my life, but I’m learning to live with it.” I brushed a kiss to his smooth cheek before letting him go. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

      “The plans for the New Year’s reveal.” He motioned me into a wingback chair at the desk and walked to a panel in the wall that hid a mini-fridge. Extracting two bottles of sparkling water, he slid the panel back in place and handed one to me. “All the details are pretty much locked in. They’re finally in agreement over the song, and your outfit has been sent over.”

      Nerves scattered through me. I swallowed past the sudden lump in my throat, scooting to the edge of my chair. “What song is it?”

      Jules dropped into his chair with a wide grin breaking out across his face. “They went with your suggestion. You’re coming back with ‘I’m Not That Girl.’”

      “Really?” Giddiness replaced the nerves, although they hadn’t disappeared entirely. “Shit really is getting real now, isn’t it?”

      How many times can I use the world “real” in one sentence?

      He didn’t seem to mind, though. Instead, he just nodded, cracking the lid of his water bottle and taking a long swallow of it before replying. “It’s a good thing though, right? It came very close to being ‘Defying Gravity,’ but this is your moment. They didn’t want anyone else up there with you when it came right down to it.”

      “Is Dustin okay with it?” My co-star, who was playing my love interest in the show, was a nice enough guy. We didn’t know one another very well, and I didn’t want to start off with any hostility between us.

      Jules waved my concern off, chuckling as he stood up again. “He was the one who cast the deciding vote. He knew what song you’d asked for, and he sided with you. It seems he was also relieved not to have to share the stage with you when it’s the first time in years you’re taking it. He said to tell you it was your time to shine, and to enjoy it.”

      “My time to shine, huh?” I watched him curiously as he strode over to the walk-in closet beside the small stage in the corner of his office. “Maybe it would’ve been better if I had someone else onstage with me. You know, just in case.”

      He whirled around to face me and pointed his finger at my chest. “None of that talk. You’re fine, and you’re going to have an excellent performance. I’ll prove it to you.”

      Disappearing behind the curtain that led into the closet, he emerged a moment later holding a hanger with a protective covering over the clothing on it. “This is your outfit. Come change. Then we’ll go over your song. You’ll see. It’s going to be great.”

      “You’ve heard me sing that song a hundred times, and that’s the conservative estimate.” I pushed to my feet and went to him. “I’d love to see what I’ll be wearing, though. There was still a debate around it at the last rehearsal.”

      “They were waiting for the final song choice,” he said and thrust the hanger at me. “This won’t be what you’ll be wearing for it during the show. It’s a special dress, designed especially for you for your breakout performance.”

      I took it from him, holding it against my chest as my heart started hammering against my ribs. “Will I be painted?”

      He smirked. “Not this time, no. They’ve incorporated enough green into the outfit that they don’t think it’s necessary for your skin to be green too. They want you to be immediately recognizable even to people who aren’t expecting it to be you.”

      “So you mean they want me to be recognizable by hopefully everyone?”

      “Some are expecting it to be you.” He sighed deeply, pursing his lips and shaking his head. “Nathan Biles is still asking questions and spreading his rumors. We’re working on shutting him down, but there’s only so much we can do.”

      “It is his job, I guess.” I just didn’t understand why he was so obsessively focused on only me. “Let’s not think about him. Do you really need me to try this on and do the song right now?”

      “They need to be sure of the measurements. It’s quite possibly the most important dress you’ll ever wear, barring your wedding dress one day. It needs to fit perfectly.”

      “I don’t mind singing the song, but why? We have a formal rehearsal this afternoon, don’t we?” Since New Year’s was only a couple of weeks away, it was time to start putting on the finishing touches and wrapping things up for this performance.

      “Because I said so. That’s why.” He tapped the tip of my nose with a fond smile on his lips. “I told them I had the power to veto any dress they want to put you in, but especially the one for New Years. I want to see for myself if it all works together. It has to be perfect.”

      “This is why I love you so much.” I gave his forearm an affectionate squeeze before turning toward the closet. “Can we invite Carter in? I’d love to get his take on it as well.”

      Jules paused, his eyes narrowing as his head cocked and he folded his arms over his chest. “You would, huh? Why has it been the most frustrating ten days of your life, young Rylee? Have you been doing naughty things that are contractually forbidden?”

      I laughed, rolling my eyes at his protective demeanor. “I’ve been behaving myself perfectly well. For the most part anyway.”

      “I thought you meant you were frustrated because you have a bodyguard, but I’m getting the feeling now that you’re frustrated by him and not because he’s a guard. Am I right?”

      I chose my words carefully. Jules was one of my best friends and my most trusted adviser, but he also took my safety—and the rules made by those in charge of it—very seriously.

      “Tani and I both think that I might need to replace Carter as my bodyguard.”

      His brows jumped in surprise, his forehead crinkling. “Why? Has something untoward happened?”

      I shook my head immediately. “Nothing untoward and certainly nothing I didn’t want. I’d just like the opportunity to start dating or at least humping the man. He’s perfect for me, Jules. The way I feel when I’m around him…”

      “You’re falling in love,” he finished for me, his voice barely above a whisper. “Holy fuck.”

      “Don’t say anything to the firm yet, okay? He’s been very good about everything and I don’t want to get him in trouble. There’s just something about him that draws me to him, and I can’t seem to shake it.”

      He hesitated for a long minute, searching my gaze before his Adam’s apple moved on a gulp. “If anything happens that makes you question his professionalism and ability to guard you, you need to tell me. Am I clear?”

      “Crystal.”

      Since Carter had put a stop to things in my kitchen, I’d looked into why rules existed prohibiting bodyguards from dating their clients. He’d said it wasn’t only because of the rules, but we’d never gotten around to talking about what his other concerns were.

      I didn’t believe that he could think I was so shallow that I really cared about his childhood or where he came from, or that any of it should stand in our way. Especially when I honestly didn’t give a damn about his background, except of course for wanting to know more about who he was. It definitely wasn’t something that factored into my feelings about him.

      Whether he’d grown up as a billionaire or a pauper made zero difference to me. Money, or the lack thereof, didn’t define people. It was the person he was that had drawn me to him, and that was the guy I wanted to get to know better. Whatever was going on in his bank account made no difference to me.

      As for the rules, apparently there was concern that familiarity bred complacency and unprofessional relationships, and that could put the client in danger. Something told me that it wouldn’t be like that with Carter, but I still didn’t want to get him in trouble. I also didn’t really want to lose him as my guard. I’d gotten used to having him around, and I really liked it. Even if it’d been a struggle keeping my lips and hands to myself.

      Jules accepted my agreement without question, simply sighing and gesturing toward the curtain. “Go get changed in there. I’ll get your hottie and bring him in. Just don’t let him distract you, okay? If you’re distracted by him, I’m going to have to assume that the same is true for him. I want you to be happy, and I can see you’re happier with him around, but my priority is keeping you safe.”

      I nodded as I swept the curtain aside to reveal the closet beyond it. “We’re both capable of doing our jobs regardless of the chemistry between us. You’ll see in a moment.”

      Now all I had to do was prove to him that I was right. One of the reasons why he was even giving us a chance and not going straight to Bart was because he’d seen Carter in action that day we’d had lunch together. I knew Jules well enough to know that he’d been impressed by Carter’s skills and awareness of our surroundings, which meant he was okay with giving me this chance as long as it didn’t put me in overt danger.

      As I changed into the dress, I put my thoughts about my bodyguard on hold for the moment. If I was going to prove to Jules, and to myself, that Carter wouldn’t be a distraction, I actually needed to not be distracted by him.

      The New Year’s performance was going to be a huge one for my career, and I really did care about it. It wasn’t difficult to focus on that instead of the low timbre of Carter’s voice on the other side of the curtain.

      Every aspect of the upcoming performance mattered, the dress being an important part of the character I had to slide into. Taking a deep breath as I stepped into the black lacy number, I zipped up the side, admiring the exquisite workmanship and thought that had gone into it.

      The lace was sheer with a layer of shimmering emerald material underneath it. My bodice and arms looked like I’d been painted that color, and though my legs were covered, the skirt was sleek enough that the emerald popped from my hips and thighs as well.

      A high collar came up to just below my ears, and the frilly touches over my chest were made to look frayed. I found a matching pair of heels at the bottom of the plastic covering and slipped them on to complete the look.

      There was a hat in there too, which I perched at the back of my head after pulling my ponytail out of my hair. I was surprised by the overall effect. I’d always admired costume designers and marveled at how their creations could morph a person into a character, but these people had surpassed my expectations.

      After adding a bit of stage makeup from Jules’s closet, I looked just like the infamous Wicked Witch. The effect was dazzling—even to me.

      When I walked out, Jules turned a finger in the air and examined me with a critical eye. Carter was seated in a padded chair facing the small stage, and he didn’t move, but I heard his sharp intake of breath when he saw me.

      “I approve,” Jules said finally. “They did a great job. Let’s take it for a spin, shall we?”

      I nodded and climbed onto the stage, forcing my gaze to stay off Carter’s as I prepared to launch into the song. Everything inside me stilled when I belted out the first note, and it went off without a hitch from there.

      Putting all the longing of my character for her love interest and my own for Carter into it, I closed my eyes and put on the best show I had in years. Jules burst into applause when I was done, and I shot him a cheeky wink before finally allowing myself to look at Carter.

      Without harsh stage lights in my eyes, I didn’t need to wait for my vision to adjust. I could see him perfectly, his lips slightly parted and a flush across his cheeks. A little rush spread through me when I noticed the bulge in his pants to go with the expression on his face.

      Yes! He’s definitely, one hundred percent into me.

      In the week that had passed since our passionate kisses, I’d started to wonder if maybe the attraction wasn’t one-sided after all. I knew now that it wasn’t, and I also knew I could do my job without being distracted by having him there.

      All things considered, it had been a very enlightening morning. Tonight, after we got back from my rehearsal, I’d make my move. If he turned me down again, at least I would know that I’d tried. I had to try.

      Supposedly, the rules were there to protect me, and I trusted Carter enough that I didn’t think following our hearts—and our bodies—would affect his ability to do his job. I was safe with him. There were still a lot of things I had to learn about my bodyguard, but that much, I was sure of. No matter what, he would protect me. Nothing that happened between us would change that.
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      “She’s quite something, isn’t she?” A blonde woman with a friendly smile and a small boy in tow dropped into the seat beside mine. She stuck out her hand. “You must be Carter. I’m Tani and this little terror right here goes by Cash.”

      “I’ve heard a lot about you.” I shook her hand first before pretending to wince when Cash squeezed my fingers next. “Wow. You’ve got a really good grip, little man. It’s nice to meet you.”

      Cash’s chest swelled and he flashed me a shy grin. “Thank you. Mommy says I’m strong.”

      “You are,” I agreed, then sat back again and looked into Tani’s curious bright green eyes. “To answer your question, yes. She really is something up there.”

      “Is this the first time you’re seeing one of her performances?” she asked. “Well, I suppose it’s only a rehearsal, not technically a performance. Wait until you see her for real. She’s mesmerizing when she really gets going.”

      I made a noncommittal humming noise at the back of my throat. As far as I was concerned, Rylee was always mesmerizing. Back at Jules’s office with that little intimate show she’d given us, I’d been completely enchanted by her. It’d been like she really was a witch who had put a spell on me. A very sexual spell, but hey.

      A man walked onto the stage with her, and I tensed when he put his hand on her hip and leaned in to kiss her cheek. Rylee laughed in response to something he said and gave him a quick hug.

      Dark jealousy unfurled in my stomach. I didn’t know when I’d started feeling possessive over her, but a primal part of me was roaring “MINE” when he bent his head closer to hers.

      Tani giggled at my side, rolling her eyes when I glanced at her. “You’re both as bad as the other. If you want my advice, you should just put yourselves out of your misery and get it on already.”

      She kept her voice low enough that no one could overhear her, but I took a quick look around us anyway. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. It’s my job to make sure no one gets close to her, and he’s pretty damn close.”

      “He’s also supposed to be that close to her. They are in love, if you haven’t heard.” She watched me carefully and I had no idea what she saw, but she rushed the next part out. “In the play, silly. Dustin is Fiyero Tigelaar. Elphaba’s lover. There’s nothing between them in real life. They hardly know each other.”

      “I know who he is.” I had a file on him back at Rylee’s. Nothing that indicated he was a threat had popped up in his background check, but every sense I had was suddenly on high alert. “I didn’t know he was going to be here today.”

      “The show opens in a few weeks. They’ve been keeping the rehearsals she’s involved in as small as possible, but there are a few people who have to be present. He’s one of them.”

      My hackles rose when he put a hand on her arm and said something else that made her laugh. “Isn’t he already in a relationship? It seems unprofessional of him to be flirting with her.”

      Pot, meet kettle.

      Tani laughed, shaking her head at me. “Trust me, he’s not flirting. He’s just funny. You have nothing to worry about. He’s very happily married and he has a set of twins on the way.”

      “I’m not worried,” I murmured, but both of us knew I was lying.

      She didn’t call me out on it, though. Instead, we settled into an amicable silence while they were singing and talked whenever they weren’t. During one of the breaks when the director called Dustin and Rylee closer, Tani turned to me.

      “Has she told you about the time she ran into a vase of flowers during opening night?” she asked. “She didn’t just tap them. She ran full speed into them.”

      A surprised laugh tore out of me. I cleared my throat, but she kept right on going. “It was hilarious. Someone had moved the flowers about two feet from where they were supposed to have been, but they were exactly in her path. Rylee, of course, didn’t skip a beat. She stood up after stumbling, winked at the audience, and started singing her song.”

      “She’s a natural up there,” I said. “I don’t know too much about this world, but I’m assuming a lot of other people would’ve handled it differently.”

      She widened her eyes and nodded. “So much differently, but Rylee’s just not one to cause drama. You know? She loves her job, but she doesn’t take herself too seriously.”

      Thirty minutes later, the rehearsal was over. During that time, I’d learned two new things about the girl I’d known since elementary school. One was that she had great taste in friends. I liked her best friend already. If it hadn’t been for Tani, I didn’t know how I’d have kept sane when I saw the performance between Rylee and Dustin for the first time.

      The second thing was that I had no idea how I hadn’t seen one of her shows before. She exuded the kind of star-power that made me realize I should’ve known about her. Everyone should know about her.

      Which only made me want to drag her back to her place and never let her out again. It was terrifying coming to the realization that Bart had been right. I suddenly also understood why there were threats against her. She was no passing sensation. She was a celebrity talent in her own right, and the consequences of that knowledge scared the shit out of me.

      Afterward, we took my bike to Fifth Avenue for dinner and to see the Christmas tree. Rylee’s arms wrapped around me and her head buried between my shoulder blades made me feel like the luckiest bastard alive.

      Sure, she wasn’t mine—regardless of what that beast inside me thought—but I was the one who got to have her holding on to me. I also got to have her trusting me to keep her safe, to protect her, and that felt like everything to me.

      Since we were out in public, I was pretending to be her boyfriend again. We huddled up together in a booth at the back of a trendy bistro, a fire roaring next to us and festive music flowing over hidden speakers.

      “What did you think?” she asked quietly enough that I knew it was only for me. “Have I still got it?”

      “Are you really worried about it?” I asked. “Because you shouldn’t be. You’re phenomenal on stage.”

      “Thank you.” She smiled, reaching across the table for my hand. My heart skipped a few beats when her skin touched mine. “It felt good being back. I missed it more than I realized.”

      Over the last week, we’d had plenty of conversations but they’d mostly been lighthearted and casual. “You don’t have to tell me if you’re not ready. It’s still none of my business. I just can’t imagine why you would’ve stopped for so long.”

      Her piercing blue gaze caught on mine, her thumb stopping its movements in my palm. Moving her eyes from one of mine to the other, she snuggled closer to my side and tilted her head up so she could still look at me.

      “It’s not that I’m not ready. I want to tell you. I just don’t know if I’m ready for the way you look at me to change.”

      I frowned, bringing my hand up to cup her face. She leaned into me, and another one of the bricks in the wall I’d tried to construct between us popped out.

      “The way I look at you is inappropriate at best. It should probably change, but it won’t.” I ran my fingertips across the smooth skin of her cheek. “There’s nothing you can say to me that’s going to turn me off you. For better or worse, I can’t change the insanity between us.”

      “Insanity?” She reached up to smooth the wrinkle between my brows. “That’s a good word for it, but this might just change it. I don’t know if I’m ready for that to happen, even if it will make things easier for us.”

      “I’m not interested in easy. I’m interested in you. I shouldn’t be, but you already know I am. You told me the other night that you don’t care about what’s in my past, and I feel the same.”

      “See, my thing isn’t just in my past. It’s my present and my future as well. It will never go away.”

      “Is it a criminal record?” I asked, trying to ease the tension coming from her.

      She smiled, but worry still tightened her eyes. “No, it’s not a criminal record. At least I could apply to have that expunged eventually. There’s no possibility of that with this.”

      “You don’t have to tell me,” I repeated, “but you should know that you won’t scare me away. I don’t know how you think I’m going to look at you if you tell me, but I can promise you it won’t happen.”

      I shouldn’t have been talking to her like this, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t ignore the way I felt about her. She wasn’t just a client. I was already keeping something really important from her because I was afraid of losing her.

      In my own twisted way, being honest with her about everything else was me trying to make up for it. I knew that once the inevitable happened, she wouldn’t believe that I hadn’t been lying to her about anything else, but at least I would know the truth. Hopefully, because it would be the truth, I’d be able to get her to believe it eventually too.

      “I like that you’re not overly worried about me,” she said. “I don’t know what I’d do if you suddenly started pitying me or treating me like I’m fragile.”

      Although I’d known that something big must have happened for her to give up what she loved doing for so long, this was the first time my heart constricted in fear about it. “You’re precious, but I know you’re not fragile.”

      “I have MS,” she whispered so softly that I almost didn’t hear her. Terror shone from her eyes, but the words came out so fast that it was like she couldn’t hold them back anymore. “Multiple sclerosis. I didn’t fall on that stage two years ago. I collapsed.”

      Fuck. Instinctively, my hold on her tightened before I realized I would be doing exactly what I’d promised her I wouldn’t. Forcing myself to relax, I held her gaze steadily and exhaled through my nose as I tried to keep my emotions in check.

      “Are you okay now?” It was a stupid question, but since I hadn’t seen any sign of it, I had to know if she was in a completely different kind of danger. One I couldn’t do anything to protect her from.

      My heart went wild in my chest at the thought that I couldn’t do anything to keep her safe from her own body. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. I can’t lose her. I just can’t.

      She sighed. “Collapsing and being diagnosed scared me badly, but I’m fine. I’m going to have to be more careful going forward, but I’m following all my doctors’ orders and then some.”

      I rested my forehead against hers, closing my eyes as I took a moment to process the sharp sense of responsibility I suddenly felt for her. What I’d thought was a protective instinct before was nothing compared to the feeling that ripped through me now. I’d burn the fucking world to the ground if it meant eliminating everywhere a potential threat could be hiding.

      “So now you know,” she said softly. “Still want to get into my pants, or did that do the trick?”

      I barked out a hoarse laugh, a strange pressure in my chest as I pulled back to let her see my eyes. “I just told you nothing was going to do the trick. I stand by that, Rylee. Don’t get me wrong. This changes things but not in the way you seem to think.”

      “How does it change things then?” There was a different kind of fear in her eyes now, and I brought my lips to hers in a chaste kiss to dispel it.

      “Watching you was already driving me crazy because make no mistake, I want into your pants as much as ever, but now I’m going to be watching you even closer.”

      “You’re not only going to be seeing a sick girl if you look at me now?”

      I shook my head, grinning as I dropped a kiss on her forehead and backed away a little. “I still only see you, and you’re going to be the end of me.”

      We went for a long walk after dinner, ending up at the Christmas tree. I didn’t let go of her hand once, and as I watched her illuminated by the multi-colored lights with a soft smile on her face. I tugged her closer to me to rest my head on top of hers.

      She came around me instead, looping her arms around my neck. “Thank you for keeping your promise.”

      “Thank you for trusting me with your secret.” Our mouths met in a stupid but lingering kiss that only ended when I heard a snapshot being taken from our left. Fuck. I knew I shouldn’t have kissed her right here.

      Moving faster than I ever had, I pulled her behind me and prepared to square off with whoever the fuck had just taken a picture. Jesus. Relax. You don’t even know if the picture was of you yet.

      When I saw the photographer with his camera pointed directly at us, rage unlike anything I’d ever known swept through me. I stepped forward to grab that camera and crush it on his fucking face, but Rylee’s hand on my arm stopped me.

      “That’s Nathan Biles from the Times,” she said softly, then added a little louder. “It’s no biggie. So what if I have a new boyfriend, Nathan? No one cares.”

      “I fucking care,” he grumbled, and unease gripped my gut.

      “He’s always looking into my life,” she said to me, wrapping her fingers around my forearm and pulling me away from him. “I turned him down once and he’s still butt-hurt by it. That’s probably all this is. Let’s not do anything to provoke him, okay?”

      “Okay,” I agreed, but I didn’t like it that he’d just happened to show up where we were.

      Not one little fucking bit.
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      “Bart cleared us for hand-holding and kisses on the cheek, not full-on making out in public,” Carter said once I’d dragged him into an ice-cream shop for dessert. I refused to let that incident with Nathan ruin our date, even if I was shaken by it too. “I need to give him a call.”

      “Just tell him I kissed you out of the blue when I saw Nathan.” I shrugged. “You can’t get in trouble if I’m the one who did something I shouldn’t have.”

      “I’m not pinning it on you.” His shoulders were still rigid with tension, but there was light in his eyes when he looked at me. “You’re definitely not the only one who did something they shouldn’t have. We both gave in to our baser instincts. It was stupid, but at least you know now how much I still want you.”

      It’d been terrifying to make myself that vulnerable to him, but I was relieved that he knew the truth now. I still very much wanted to take things further between us, but I hadn’t wanted to do it without him knowing what he was potentially getting himself into.

      His reaction had been better than I’d even dared to hope for, and the kiss had been just as fervent as the previous ones. It was safe to say that he wasn’t one of those guys who was scared of the damaged girls. If anything, he seemed even more intense now than before. It made me want him even more.

      “We don’t even know if Nathan will publish that picture,” I said. “If you need to tell Bart, tell him tomorrow? Or am I being a super bad influence right now?”

      “You’re being a super bad influence right now,” he said, “but I kind of like it. Unfortunately, it doesn’t matter. I still need to give him a heads-up.”

      Remembering what I’d promised Jules if my relationship with Carter got in the way of him doing his job, I nodded when he pulled out his phone.

      He tapped out a quick text before flashing me a grin. “See? That wasn’t so bad. I’ll include a full update in my briefing tomorrow morning, but for now, I just needed to make sure he knew.”

      “Do you think he’s going to pull you off my detail now?” My heart clenched painfully at the thought, but Carter shook his head.

      “I doubt it. It will be too difficult to place someone else on you immediately because you wouldn’t be able to say he’s your boyfriend if that photo does get out. But it’s more than that. He’s a good friend of mine. He knows a kiss won’t impair my ability to do my job.”

      “How about many kisses?” I asked.

      He arched a brow, his eyes heating as they stared into mine. “How many are you thinking? You do remember that we still can’t be anything more than friends, right?”

      “Right. Sure.” My head knew it, but my heart and body weren’t on the same page. We couldn’t talk about it here, though.

      At the restaurant, we’d been cuddled so close together that no one would’ve been able to hear what we were saying. We’d also chosen the restaurant and the table at random, so there was no way someone would’ve been able to do something really creepy like bug it.

      Here, however, we were on opposite ends of the table. It was a small one, and we were keeping our voices low, but it was still too much of a risk. Especially since we don’t know where Nathan went.

      Carter was facing the window and keeping a very close eye on it, but we couldn’t be sure he wasn’t out there in the dark. Watching us.

      “What are you thinking about?” he asked, proving again that his feelings for me definitely hadn’t bred complacency.

      I mentally shook myself out of it. “Bart actually. I like him.”

      It was fun to see the blatantly masculine possessiveness flaring up in him, but that wasn’t what I was after. I’d never play with him like that. It just wasn’t me. “I should have phrased that better. I like him for Tani, not for me. We’ve gotten to talking on Sundays when he’s there, and I think they would be great together.”

      “I met Tani today. She seems nice.”

      I felt my smile brighten up. “She’s the best. They have a lot in common. I wanted to talk to you about whether you think it’s okay if I introduce them?”

      “If you want to do it, do it,” he said with a shrug of one of his shoulders. “I should warn you that he’s not interested in single mothers, though. Cash is her son, right?”

      “Yeah, but what does he have against kids?”

      “It’s not that. Bart had a shit dad and he won’t mind me telling you. He’s very open about it. He’s terrified of kids because he doesn’t want to do to a kid what his father did to him.”

      Interesting. It would be fine, though. “Cash is a great kid. I’m not suggesting they get married. I’d just like them to meet each other. It’s up to them what happens from there.”

      Tani wasn’t looking for a man to be a father to Cash. I just knew she was lonely and wouldn’t mind having the companionship. Even if it was just as a friend.

      They could be great together, but they had to meet each other first. Anything else regarding what they wanted from life or from each other would be up to them to figure out.

      “Thanks for telling me. If they meet, I’ll be sure to let her know. The last thing I want is to set her up for heartbreak.”

      “You mean you’re not trying to play matchmaker?” he asked, his tone teasing. “Who would’ve thought you’re such a romantic at heart?”

      “I’m not,” I protested, but considering Tani had said the same just the other day, I was starting to suspect they might be onto something. “I just want everyone to be happy.”

      “What about you?” He looked right into my eyes, and that strange sense of familiarity leaped out at me again. I had a flash of something at the back of my mind, but he spoke again before I could grab hold of it. “Don’t you deserve to be happy?”

      “I am happy.” I’d just be happier if I could figure out why he seemed so familiar, and if I could convince him to give us a chance.

      When we got home later that evening, Carter dropped down on the couch and wiped a hand over his face. “What do you think? Are you up for a movie, or are you just going to head to bed?”

      Even while we were at home, our relationship had taken on a comfortable domesticity where it was sometimes easy to forget who we really were to each other. I no longer hid out in my room and he didn’t feel like he had to sneak around after I went to bed to make food.

      I was about to sit down in my usual spot when I decided against it. Going over to him instead, I slowly lifted one of my legs and propped it down on the cushion next to him.

      “Did you mean it? What you said earlier.”

      He looked up at me, a flash of desire slipping past the expressionless mask he was trying to keep in place. “Every word of it. Including the part about us only being friends.”

      “I thought you didn’t want to be friends.” I put my hands on his shoulders cautiously, watching for any indication that he didn’t want me to touch him.

      Nothing came.

      He even slid down a fraction of an inch, widening his legs so his thigh pressed up against my knee next to him. “I never said I didn’t want to be friends. I just asked if that was really what you wanted.”

      “You know it’s not what I want.” Holding on to his shoulders for balance, I raised the other leg and placed it on the couch too. If I lowered myself down, I’d be on his lap. “It’s been a really long time since I’ve felt a man’s hands on me. I won’t say a thing to anyone and I know you won’t either. It’s just us here, Carter. We don’t have to pretend or hold back when it’s just us.”

      He groaned, his hands coming up to grip my hips. His fingers flexed. “How am I supposed to say no to you right now?”

      “You’re not,” I said softly, threading my fingers into his thick hair. “Unless you want to say no, that is.”

      “I don’t want to say no. That’s the fucking problem.” He dropped his head against the back of the couch, peering up into my eyes beneath his long lashes. “It’s been more than a week. Why now?”

      “I need you tonight,” I said, slowly sinking down until I was sitting on his thighs. “Make love to  me, Carter. Please? You said you still wanted me.”

      “I do.” He slid his hands around my back and used his hold on me to pull me forward. When my core connected with his, I felt his erection against me and a moan slipped past my lips. His eyes darkened, his pupils dilated, and his breathing sped up. “Do you believe me now?”

      “Yes,” I breathed, toying with the strands of his hair as I fought against the urge to roll my hips. “I’ve always believed you. I trust you. I thought we’d established that.”

      “We have.” He let out a long breath, his throat working as his eyes fluttered closed. “Fuck.”

      “Yes, please,” I said, and he smirked even without opening his eyes.

      “I wasn’t offering,” he groaned, his fingers digging into me so hard that it almost hurt. But I liked it. He wasn’t treating me like I was fragile, and that tiny hint of pain only told me just how much he wanted me. “If we do this, no one can know for now. It’s not because I’m ashamed of you or because I’m scared of breaking the rules.”

      The expression in his eyes when he opened them again was almost tortured. “It just needs to be that way, okay?”

      “Okay,” I agreed without any hesitation. I had an idea of what was at stake, and I wouldn’t push him for more than he was ready to give. If it was up to me, I’d have sung it to the world that this beautiful, tough, yet somehow soft man was all mine, but he wasn’t, and it wasn’t up to only me. “It’ll be our secret.”

      For now, I added in my head, vowing that I’d go public with our relationship as soon as he gave me the go-ahead.

      Something intangible passed between us when our eyes locked. Then he cradled my face in both his hands and kissed me. Everything inside me pulled tight and relaxed at the same time. Kissing him turned me on like nothing else, but it was also like coming home.

      His tongue pushed into my mouth in a way that was brazenly sexual, but he held me gently. Almost lovingly.

      Yeah, you wish. But that was just the thing. I really did wish that one day it would be a loving caress instead of just lust. I was still confused about why I wanted that so much after knowing him for such a short period of time, but I felt it deep in my soul.

      He was always supposed to have been mine. Just as surely I was already his.
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      Rylee shifted on my lap when I kissed her, pressing herself as close to me as she could get. Her fingers played with the hair at the nape of my neck, her breasts and body soft where they molded to mine.

      Everything in my world seemed so hard sometimes. The work, the bodies, the possible consequences if we fucked up. It’d been years since I’d touched anything soft, and yet that was exactly what she was.

      We broke apart eventually, but her hands stayed in my hair, and her lips brushed against mine when they moved. “I want you, Carter. I don’t know what it is about you, but you’re different. The way you make me feel is different.”

      My heart hammered hard and fast, like it was trying to escape the cage it was in between my ribs and get to hers. It already belonged to her. Hell, I’d given it to her years ago without even realizing it. Even when I really shouldn’t have.

      “Yeah, I know what you mean.” I punctuated the words with kisses. “It feels so right for something so wrong.”

      She smiled. “It’s going to keep feeling right long after it’s not wrong anymore. You’re just going to have to get used to kissing me.”

      “I think I can manage that,” I whispered, feeling like if I spoke too loudly I would break the intimate bubble we seemed to have descended into.

      I ran my fingers along her spine, pushing them into her loose hair and holding the back of her head while looking straight into her eyes. “I want you too. More than I should. Fuck, I shouldn’t want you at all.”

      She brought her finger to her lips, pretending to think about it. “Now that I think about it, if it’s more than you should want me, maybe we shouldn’t do this.”

      “You don’t really want that,” I said. “You want to get used to kissing me.”

      “Maybe. I might need a reminder. Just to be sure.” Still smiling, she brought her mouth to mine and kissed me again. Her soft lips parted, a low moan escaping when I slid my tongue into her mouth.

      The few times I’d heard them, the sounds of her pleasure had rocked me to my core, but that had never been more true than it was right now. The desperate need they made me feel for her was more intense than ever.

      It took only a few seconds of kissing her and hearing those sounds before I was so hard it was painful. My cock strained against my jeans, my chest rising and falling on ragged breaths.

      Rylee affected me like no one else had. I’d known it, but I hadn’t expected the force of the need that slammed into me when she told me how much she wanted me. I didn’t know what would happen after this, but just for tonight, it felt like she was mine. It set off every alarm in my head, but there was no turning back now.

      If she was mine, even if just for tonight, I was going to claim her. To show her how good we could be together before it was all over. Maybe it would give me an advantage later if I could make her feel how entirely I was giving myself to her by letting this happen between us.

      My fingers curled into her hair, and I groaned and deepened the kiss. She trailed her fingers down on each side of my throat, tilting her head to give me better access.

      I kissed her with everything I had, my tongue plunging into her mouth and exploring every part of it as I lost myself in her sweet taste. She stirred up so many unfamiliar feelings in me, but I embraced them all like long-lost friends. In a way, they were. I’d always known they were there when it came to her. I’d just forgotten about them.

      My hips thrust up against her as she ground herself down on me. It felt so fucking good that I knew I was at risk of losing it faster than I had even my first time.

      Rylee shivered when I rocked against her again, her next moan cut off by a gasp. “You have to stop doing that.”

      “Why?” I kept my hips still while I waited for her answer, but it wasn’t easy. I wanted to be inside her so damn badly. The thought that she might not want to anymore… I’d stop, obviously, but I’d hate it.

      She chuckled against my lips. “Don’t look at me like that. It’s just been a really long time and—”

      It dawned on me what she was saying, and something that sounded suspiciously like a growl rumbled in my chest. “You told me to stop because you were close?”

      “Yes?” Her voice was small, an adorable, sexy flush spreading across the tops of her cheeks.

      Groaning as I let my head drop forward, my forehead landing against the base of her throat, I tightened my grip on her legs. “You scared the crap out of me. I thought you meant stop, stop. Just tell me next time, okay? It’s nothing to be embarrassed about.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Her brows swept up, a giggle coming out of her as she hid her face in my hair. “We literally just started making out, and I’m already…”

      I lifted my head to look into her eyes. “It’s not just you. Trust me.”

      Her pink tongue darted out to wet her swollen lips. My gaze was riveted to it before I took her mouth for another kiss, speaking against her in between. “Let’s get up to your bedroom and then you don’t stop me again. Agreed?”

      “I can get onboard with that plan.” She wiggled on my lap, and I scooted to the edge of the couch before standing up with her still in my arms.

      She squealed, her hands gripping the back of my shirt as she hooked her ankles around my hips. “Are you crazy? You can’t carry me all the way there.”

      “Watch me.” Navigating the stairs was a challenge, but there was no way I was letting her go. Not even for a minute.

      When I walked us into her bedroom, I realized I’d never been in here before. The massive four-poster bed against the wall was the only thing I could focus on, though.

      I set her down on her feet when we reached it, kneeling in front of her to take off her shoes. Her breath hitched, but she watched me closely instead of taking over. I undid the short zippers at her ankles, trailing the backs of my fingers over her skin.

      She stepped out of the shoes when I was done, kicking them away and peering down at me. “Plan on taking your time like that with everything?”

      I nodded, swallowing heavily. “Yep.”

      Although I was burning to see her naked, I wanted to savor every moment. I’d waited long e-fucking-nough for this. Another minute wouldn’t kill me. I never broke skin contact with her, peeling off her clothes slowly while touching her in every way I could.

      Her breathing was shallow by the time she was bare in front of me, her dusky pink nipples hard and inviting. I sucked one into my mouth, relishing the moan that followed. I committed the reaction to memory, planning on cataloging every part of her that made her make that noise.

      That was exactly what I did for the rest of the night. She felt like liquid velvet on my fingers, squirming underneath me before screaming my name. Even though she nearly crushed my skull when she came on my tongue, it was an experience I’d remember forever.

      When I finally sank into her, I was more than ready. Rylee looked into my eyes when I positioned myself, her hands in mine on the pillow beside her head. I groaned, feeling her heat everywhere.

      “God, Carter,” she breathed, her hips meeting mine on every thrust. “You feel so good.”

      “I think you stole my line.” I held her hands tighter, moving faster inside her until she squeezed me so tight that I had no choice. I let go when she did, whispering her name just before claiming her mouth for another soul-destroying kiss.

      Rylee fell asleep in my arms in her bed. I held on to her tightly, fighting the natural urge to close my eyes and drift off myself. Once the sun rose, I didn’t know if I’d ever have her naked body against mine again and I didn’t want to miss a single second of it.

      Tonight was probably going to be all I got, and it ripped me apart to know it as well as I did. Sex had never made me emotional, but that was because it’d never meant anything. It was a means to an end, providing a physical release if I needed it.

      Any woman who had gotten into bed with me had known the score. I wasn’t interested in a relationship, and not just because my job didn’t make it easy to have one. The few relationships I’d attempted had always felt like there had been something missing. And now I knew why.

      It was like I’d been waiting to be reunited with Rylee my entire life, even if I hadn’t known it was about her. My heart was untouched. Unblemished, for the most part.

      As I lay there in the dark with the girl of my dreams in my arms, I realized that pressure was still there on my heart. It swelled and swelled, and no matter how much I rubbed at it, it didn’t ease.

      Fuck. I actually need a moment. I also needed to check the alarms and all the locks before I could go to sleep anyway.

      Moving carefully, I untangled my limbs from hers and slipped out of bed. Before I left her bedroom, I turned at the door and looked back at her.

      Her hair looked black in the pale moonlight filtering in through the bay window next to her bed. It gave her skin a silvery sheen, making her look even more like an angel that’d been handmade just for me.

      Wait a second. Since when do I get poetic after fucking someone? I shook my head at myself. That’s the answer, isn’t it? I didn’t just fuck her. She asked me to make love to her and I did.

      Screwing my eyes shut, I padded out of her bedroom and dragged in deep but quiet breaths. That had been a mistake. I never should’ve given in.

      I opened my eyes just in time to be faced with the display cabinet at the end of the hall. It’d never intrigued me the way it did tonight.

      The cabinet was chock full of all kinds of awards, and for once, I stopped to study them. She had three Tony awards, one for Best Newcomer and two for Best Leading Actress, and a host of other, smaller acknowledgments of her talent.

      A jolt traveled through me when I realized that a woman like her would never end up with an almost-thug like me. I’d been delusional to believe there could be anything more between us. I also still needed to tell her who the fuck I was.

      She might flip her shit at this point, and I was still pretty sure I’d lose her if I did. Maybe it was better to just keep it on the down-low. What difference will it really make anyway?

      None. That’s what.

      Neither of us was that kid we used to be anymore. She was a star now, a shooting one that I wouldn’t want to hold back anyway.

      It hurt like hell, but that didn’t make any of it any less true. The storm inside wreaked havoc on my soul, but by the time I’d checked everything, fed Max, and had climbed back in bed with her, I was somewhat calmer again.

      “I wish I could tell you the truth, Ry,” I whispered, gently trailing my fingers along her cheek as I tucked some of her hair behind her ear. “I wish things were different and we could be more than we are.”

      When she didn’t stir, I continued to spill my guts into the silent bedroom. “I’ve known you my whole life and I’ve had feelings for you for most of it. I just lost track, and look at you now, baby. You became everything you wanted to be and now you’re so far away from who I could have that it’s not funny.”

      Even though I was still whispering so softly that I could hardly hear myself, my voice still managed to catch. “You’ve outgrown me, and that’s okay. For now, sex and your attention are more than enough. I’ll always belong to you, but it’s okay if you never belong to me.”

      I clenched my fingers into a fist and shoved it into my mouth, stifling a silent scream. God, if it hurts this bad now, what the hell is it going to feel like when it’s really over?
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      “Max won’t bite him, right?” Tani asked, watching as Cash scratched Max’s stomach on the living room floor.

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so. From what I’ve seen, he’s really sweet. I got the impression from Carter that we’d know right off the bat if he doesn’t like someone.”

      She kept her eyes on them but picked up her glass of orange juice and sat down on a stool in the kitchen. “Speaking of your delicious bodyguard, where is he anyway? He disappeared just after we got here.”

      “He ran out to the store. I realized this morning that we were out of cream, so he waited for you, put on the alarm once you were here, and went to get some.”

      “He had to go out to get some?” She lifted her brows before flashing me a knowing smile. “Funny. I thought he could get some right here.”

      “Ha. You’re hilarious.” I turned, getting plates out of the cabinet behind me to hide the heat I felt spreading on my cheeks.

      If Tani saw me blushing, she’d know right away that he had gotten some here. Usually, I wouldn’t have minded telling her about it but I’d promised him just days ago that what happened between us would stay between us. I wouldn’t break that promise, even if I was a little confused in the aftermath.

      Even though I’d tried to stop her from seeing it, she still studied me curiously when I stacked the plates on the counter after turning back to her. “So, he ran out to the store for you, huh? Isn’t that more of a boyfriend thing to do than the duty of a bodyguard?”

      I shrugged but averted my gaze to rummage around for cutlery in the drawer in front of me. “He offered, and since I only realized it a few minutes before you were going to arrive, I took him up on it.”

      “I don’t think that’s all there is to it.” She put her elbows on the counter and rested her cheek in her palm. “Out with it, Rylee Naples. What’s really going on between you two?”

      “I’ve been sworn to silence,” I said. “I don’t want to lie to you, but I also can’t tell you everything.”

      She blinked a few times in rapid succession, obviously surprised before she nodded slowly. “I guess I can understand why that might be. Want to tell me whatever it is you can without breaking your vow of silence?”

      Smiling a little at the last words, she shook her head before adding, “If there’s anything you can tell me. You know I won’t tell anyone anyway.”

      I glanced at the door before turning my wrist to check the time on my watch. Bart would be here any minute for his usual Sunday shift, but he knew we were all having brunch together today. If I talked fast, I might be able to get some insight from my best friend without saying anything that would break my promise to Carter.

      “It’s starting to feel like we’re a real couple,” I said, “but I’m worried, and honestly, I’m confused too.”

      “Let’s start with the worry. What are you worried about?”

      I sucked my lips into my mouth while I tried to put my thoughts in some kind of logical order. “I’m not sure he knows what he’s getting into if we eventually become a real couple. No one in their right mind wants to date someone famous. It’s a pain in the ass.”

      Tani’s gaze held no judgment when I brought my eyes up to meet hers. “I think he probably has a much better idea of what he’d be getting himself into than you might think. His line of work is directly responsible for the safety of famous people. He knows what celebrities go through and what the risks are.”

      “It’s not just the risks I’m talking about, though. He’s a pretty private person, and nothing about my life is private once the vultures descend. What if he doesn’t like it?”

      “What if he can live with it if that’s what it takes to be with you?” she countered.

      I sighed. “What if I don’t want to ask him to make that kind of sacrifice?”

      “What if you don’t ask him? What if he just does it, exactly like he already is?” She twisted a strand of her loose hair around her finger, her gaze darting at the door. “He’s out getting you cream for Sunday brunch. He’s already pretending to be your boyfriend in public. If you think about it, not much will change in that respect if you guys really got together.”

      She winked. “In fact, you’d be free to hump then, which means he’d even get the actual benefits of a relationship with a gorgeous celebrity and not just the sucky parts like he is now.”

      I held her gaze but ignored her comment about sex. I wanted to tell her how awesome it’d been with him, but I couldn’t betray his trust. Those details were just ours, like I promised him they would be.

      “He’s only pretending to be my boyfriend for now.” I added emphasis to the last two words. “It’s one thing knowing you might be in the limelight for a couple of months. It’s a completely different thing to have to accept that it’s going to be that way for the foreseeable future.”

      “I get that, but it’s not our choice to make, babe. It’s his. You’re worried about it, fine, but have you talked to him about your worries?”

      “No, not yet, but I will. There are a lot of things we need to talk about.” At this stage, all I knew for sure was my feelings for him were growing on a daily basis. I didn’t know what we were to each other, why being together felt inevitable, or even really what was keeping us from it.

      It felt like there were a million hurdles between us when I looked into his eyes sometimes, and I didn’t understand why. Except for the rules, of course, but that hardly felt like an insurmountable obstacle to me.

      The things I worried about were more about the realities of being in a relationship with me rather than the reasons why we couldn’t have one. But it felt like Carter didn’t see it the same way, as if he could see or knew something I didn’t.

      Tani brought me back to our conversation by snapping her fingers in front of my face. She smiled when I looked at her. “I know you drifted off to think about all those things you need to talk to him about, but you should’ve seen the look on your face. I think you’re falling, my dear friend. Even if you might not know it yet.”

      “Oh, I know it all right,” I mumbled under my breath. “I just don’t really know what to do with it.”

      “How about telling him?” she suggested, the corners of her eyes still crinkled and her irises sparkling. “You have to tell him, but you also need to let me help you plan how you’re going to do it. I love all love, but your love? I’m all about that.”

      “What about your own love?” I knew Carter had warned me about Bart, but I couldn’t help holding on to a sliver of hope that the two of them meeting each other today would turn into something more.

      She just shook her head at me. “We’re not talking about me. You were still telling me about your worries, remember?”

      “Right.” I rolled my head from side to side, my hand on my neck as I prepared to voice my greatest fear. “What about my MS? Living with a famous person is difficult enough, but a sick famous person? A sick person whose disease can show up again at any time and ruin everything? That’s a next level kind of commitment to expect from anyone.”

      Her expression grew serious. “Have you told him about it?”

      I nodded. “After rehearsal the other day. He complimented me on my performance and we ended up on why I took a break.”

      “What did he do when you told him? How did he react?”

      He brought me home and made love to me for the first time. “It didn’t change the way he looked at me.”

      Tani knew exactly why I’d said that and what I meant by it. Another slow smile spread across her face. “There you have it, then. You always said that if you find a man who doesn’t treat you differently or pitied you after he found out, you’d marry him. I’d say it’s time for us to go ring shopping.”

      “I’ve only known him a few weeks. I’m not proposing to him.”

      She shrugged, waving her left hand at me. “Put a ring on it, gorgeous. If you know, you know, and I’m pretty sure you know.”

      “Pretty sure isn’t sure, sure,” I said, but I couldn’t help flashing back to how I’d felt the other night before he’d taken me to bed, and every day since.

      What we had between us was undeniable, and it sure felt like the real thing. Unless the MS flared up now that I was going back to performing most nights a week. “Hells bells. Maybe I shouldn’t get back on stage. If I don’t, both of the things I’m worried about the most are far less likely to cause any problems.”

      “Nope, not happening,” she said firmly. “Just because you’re worried about those things doesn’t mean you should give up your career because of it. You want to be back onstage, so you’re going back onstage. It’s as simple as that.”

      “And as complicated as that.” I held the back of my neck and lifted my head to look at the ceiling. “It’s terrible enough having the whole world in my business when things are good, but when they’re not? I don’t even want to think about it.”

      “Your relationship and your MS don’t have to be tabloid fodder, Ry.” Her voice was gentle. “Once your first performance is over and the show has opened, things will be better. If you choose to tell the press anything about your private business, you can do it when and how you want to.”

      “Nathan has been so fucking nasty with his rumors recently that it’s hard to believe he’ll ever back down. I could tell him all the dirtiest details of what goes on behind closed doors around here, and he’d probably still insist on being present in the room so he could take pictures as proof.”

      She laughed but nodded in agreement. “That guy is getting seriously out of control. Maybe Carter can whoop his ass for you?”

      “No, not yet. Maybe not ever.” I’d rather keep those two far, far away from each other. “I’m still hoping Nathan will move on from me eventually and find someone who’s actually interesting to obsess over. If my supposed boyfriend beats him up, that’ll never happen. He’ll make it his personal mission to destroy me.”

      “I hate to break it to you, but I think he might’ve already done that.” The worry that crept into her eyes disappeared when we heard the door opening, the sound of masculine laughter drifting from the entrance hall.

      “The boys are here,” I said, feeling the wide grin that spread on my face just by knowing Carter was back. Home. With me. Where he belongs.

      I nearly snorted out loud at the soppy thought, but that didn’t make it any less true. Now if only I could figure out what it was that it felt like I was missing, maybe I could work on convincing him it was true too.
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      Rylee didn’t want to admit it, but she was a romantic at heart. Apparently, she, Tani, and Cash had a standing brunch date one Sunday a month, but since I would be here anyway, Bart didn’t need to be.

      Neither of us had told him. Me because she’d asked me not to and her because she was still convinced our best friends would hit it off. It was a blind date that was so blind that neither of them even knew it was a setup.

      Yet.

      They were about to find out, and I had to admit that I was curious about how it was going to go. Bart and I ran into each other at the elevator, and he laughed when I told him I’d had to run out to the store for Rylee.

      “You’re taking this boyfriend thing so far that you’re running her errands now?” He lifted his eyebrows at me. “That’s cute. Really. All of the cons of a relationship and none of the pros. Why did you agree to this again?”

      Because it’s Rylee. “I have this boss. He’s a real asshole. Insisted that I was the best guy for this assignment.”

      “He stands by it.” He watched when I extracted the key to her front door from my pocket, unlocked it, and motioned for him to precede me. “Why, thank you. See, I told you you had a sparkling personality. It just took a girlfriend to bring it out in you.”

      I laughed, shaking my head as I shut and locked the door behind us again. “Told you my boss was a real asshole.”

      Another bout of laughter came out of him until Rylee and Tani walked out of the kitchen toward us. Bart’s mouth shut immediately, his eyes nearly bulging out of his head when he saw her.

      Tani looked good, though. I couldn’t blame him for staring at her in a soft green cardigan that matched her eyes and gave a decent view of her cleavage. If the woman I was falling for faster than I could remind myself that it would never work hadn’t been right next to her, commanding all my attention in a black hoodie that I couldn’t wait to peel off her later, I might’ve been scraping my jaw off the floor too.

      As it was, though, I only barely noticed Bart’s reaction. My gaze was glued to Rylee. She was grinning at them, widening her eyes when they met mine. My arms started opening for her of their own accord. It took me a beat to remember that I couldn’t hug her the way I wanted to, and they dropped back to my sides.

      Rylee made the introductions, coming to stand next to me while our friends shook hands. Tani looked just as taken with Bart as he was with her, a soft smile on her lips and a faint flush on her cheeks.

      “Hi,” she said. “It’s nice to meet the person responsible for my friend’s safety. Thank you for everything you’re doing with her.”

      Bart shook her hand, his eyes not leaving hers for even a moment. “Technically, Carter’s the one keeping her safe. I’m just the stand-in on Sundays.”

      “Even so.” Her blush spread as their fingers lingered before Bart withdrew, clearing his throat when Cash ran into the room after Max. I saw the moment he realized Cash was there with Tani.

      A guard dropped over his face, but he still smiled and bent over to greet the boy. “Hey there, little man. I’m Bart.”

      Cash dutifully took his hand. “My name is Cash. I’m four.”

      “Four, huh?” His eyes flicked to Tani’s hand before he brought them back to Cash. “It’s fun being four, isn’t it? I don’t remember it so well, but playing is the best.”

      “I play all the time.” Cash grinned. “Mommy plays with me when she’s not working.”

      “You’re lucky to have a mommy who plays with you.” He straightened up, distracted for a minute as he gripped the back of his neck and looked around the room.

      Rylee stepped in. “The food is ready. I just need to set the table. Then we can eat. How about we get everyone a drink?”

      “I’ll help you,” Tani offered, taking her friend’s arm and pulling her in the direction of the kitchen.

      Bart came back to himself once they were gone and Cash had chased after Max again. He eyed the door they’d disappeared through. “Cute kid.”

      “Yeah, you’re good with them, you know?” I said. I wasn’t lying or blowing smoke up his ass. He loved children despite his fear of fucking one up if got too closely involved in his life. “His dad’s not in the picture. If you were interested in knowing.”

      “This is a setup, then?” He swallowed but didn’t seemed pissed about it. “Why?”

      I shrugged. “Rylee thought you two would get along well. They were coming over for brunch anyway and you were going to be here today, so she wanted you to meet.”

      He chuckled, dragging a hand through his red hair while shaking his head. “Just because I enjoy children doesn’t mean I should have any. Let’s get in there.”

      I followed him to the kitchen. He’d taken the revelation better than I’d expected he would, which meant that physically at least, he was attracted enough to her not to bolt now that he knew about Cash.

      Maybe Rylee was right. She’d also come prepared, offering us each a choice between a strong coffee or a strong mimosa before excusing herself to set the table while we “got to know each other.” I saw right through her trick, and I was pretty sure our friends did too, but they didn’t complain when she left and I went after her.

      “Did you warn her?” I asked quietly, taking the stack of plates to help her. “About his hang-ups with kids.”

      “I told her he has some issues because of his childhood. She didn’t seem too bothered by it. Tani’s dealt with a lot worse from men as soon as they find out she’s a single mom. She doesn’t really date, but that doesn’t mean she hasn’t gotten plenty of comments.”

      “That sucks. People are assholes.” I snaked my arm around her waist after checking that we were still alone in the dining room, pulling her closer to me to steal a kiss. “Hi.”

      She gave me a secret smile before nuzzling the underside of my jaw. “Hey. Any trouble out there?”

      “Nope. No sign of Nathan either.”

      “Good news.” She sighed, stepping away from me when we heard their footsteps coming our way. Turning to face our friends, she flashed them a bright smile and motioned at the chairs. “Have a seat. I’ll go get the food.”

      She refused to let me help her, insisting that I finish the table while she went to the kitchen. A few minutes later, she had a delicious spread ready to tuck into. She’d even gotten Max a special treat, and Cash asked if he could sit with the dog instead of the grownups.

      I get it, buddy.

      Tani nodded, smiling as she waved a finger at him. “Just remember to tell me if you mess anything up, okay? We don’t want to wreck Rylee’s place.”

      “He won’t wreck it.” Rylee rolled her eyes, but Tani pursed her lips and raised both eyebrows at her.

      “Trust me. He could wreck it before we even realized something was going on. There’s nothing scarier than a silent toddler. You’d be surprised how much they can get up to in just a few minutes.”

      “I remember drawing an entire mural on my mother’s wall in permanent ink,” Bart offered with a nostalgic grin I hadn’t seen before on his face. “I also might’ve cut my hand on something I shouldn’t have been playing with. Then I bled all over her carpet before I worked up the courage to tell her.”

      “You see?” Tani laughed. “Any kid is terrifying when they’re quiet, but I’m convinced boys are worse. I don’t remember doing anything like that. I’d have to check with my mom to be sure, though.”

      “I don’t think you have to check with her,” I said. “Between my brothers and I, I don’t know if there’s anything in my parents’ house that survived our childhood intact. Except maybe the house. We didn’t break it down. Not the whole thing anyway. If you can’t say the same, boys are probably more destructive.”

      She laughed. “Destructive. Inquisitive. Potato, potahto.”

      “Do you have any sisters?” Rylee asked me while Bart turned to Tani to tell her some more of his own stories.

      Judging by the way they were looking at each other and the animated movements of Bart’s hands, I had to hand it to Rylee. This had been a good idea “Nope, just a bunch of brothers. If the whole acting thing doesn’t work out for you, I think you’d have a bright future in matchmaking.”

      “I might just agree with you.” She glanced at our friends with an extremely satisfied, serene expression softening her features. When she turned her attention back to me, my heart started racing again. “Do you have any plans for Christmas with your family? You said before they were overbearing, but I imagine with there being a whole bunch of you, family Christmases must be entertaining.”

      “They are, but not this year. My brothers are all doing their own thing since we were home for Thanksgiving. My parents are under the impression they’re coming here for the holidays, but I’ve already told them no.”

      “Why?” Her brow puckered before she smoothed it out and shot me a playful smile. “Are you embarrassed by me or by them?”

      “Neither. I just don’t have any time off for Christmas. The contract says I’m with you until January.”

      “Yeah, but they could come here?” she suggested. “I’d be one hundred percent good with it. It’d be fun, even. My parents aren’t coming for Christmas this year, and it’d be nice to meet yours. Christmas is a time for family. Invite them.”

      “Yeah, man,” Bart interrupted, apparently having overheard the last part of our conversation. “If Rylee’s okay with it, I’m fine with it too. Your parents are great. You’d have a good time with them, and then your mom won’t castrate me for having you on a job at this time of year.”

      Fuck. I really need to tell her who I am.

      My folks would recognize her immediately, and while I might’ve changed over the years, they certainly hadn’t. A few more lines on their faces at most. Their accents were also much stronger than mine. If she didn’t know who they were the second she saw them, she’d put it all together very, very fast. Even if I asked them not to say anything to her, but I didn’t want to do that. It would be taking the lie to the next level, making it into something so much more than it was.

      Fuck. Time to face the music, Demming.

      As soon our friends left, I was going to have to come clean. Why didn’t I just tell her in the first fucking place?

      If it was possible, I’d have kicked my own ass up and down this penthouse right now. When I tuned back into the conversation, Bart and Tani were talking a mile a minute again and Rylee was waiting for my answer.

      “Yeah.” My voice didn’t come out quite as strong as I’d have wanted it to. “Sure. I’ll speak to them.”

      She grinned and gave my thigh a quick squeeze under the table. “I’m looking forward to meeting them.”

      The food looked and smelled delicious, but it tasted like cardboard to me. Bart seemed to be having the same problem, pulling back from Tani when Cash came running back into the room.

      We’re both fucked. Bart hadn’t put himself in this position, though. His bastard of a father had done it for him. I, on the other hand, was up shit’s creek due to no one’s fault but my own.

      The girls kept the chatter going at the table, friendly and laughing while Bart and I took turns wallowing in our own personal misery. It was several hours later when they eventually left, and Rylee came up to me as soon as I’d locked the door behind them.

      She pressed her soft body against mine and wound her arms around my neck, a gorgeous, relieved smile on her full lips. “I think that went well. You?”

      “They definitely hit it off. You were right about that. I’m just not so sure Bart’s going to be able to get past his terror of children.”

      “That’s up to them.” She kissed along my jaw. “There’s some stuff I wanted to talk to you about. Do you want to come get in the hot tub with me? I’d rather talk there.”

      Trepidation spiraled through me, but my time was up. “Yeah. There’s some stuff I need to talk to you about too. We might as well do it out there.”
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      Carter and I changed into our swimsuits and met out on the balcony. Steam rose from the surface of the hot tub, the bubbles already on. I froze my butt off running out, but my muscles relaxed as soon as I hit the hot water.

      He carried two glasses of water with him, setting them down on the edge before sliding in beside me. It didn’t matter that I’d seen him naked before. My mouth still dried up at the sight of him in his swim trunks.

      They hung off his hips in that delicious way that exposed his incredible fuck-me lines and stopped just above his pubic bone. The man was just plain big. Everything about him was huge—his muscles, his personality, his ego, and okay, yes, his cock too.

      Every inch of him moved with a powerful, natural grace that took my breath away when I watched him as closely as I was now. Those muscles tensed and rippled when he put his hand on the edge next to the glasses, preparing to get in.

      He smirked when he caught me watching. “Like what you see?”

      “You know I do.” I held his gaze for a moment before I went back to ogling him.

      Tattoos decorated his skin here and there. A dragon wrapped around his ribs, its tail reaching down so low that it almost dipped into his waistband. On the opposite side of it was an inscription in a language I didn’t recognize, and though I couldn’t see it now, I knew there was a Celtic symbol on his right shoulder blade.

      “What does that mean?” I asked, pointing to the words that disappeared below the water when he sank in beside me.

      “Aut viam inveniam aut faciam?” He leaned his head back against the plastic rest behind him and turned his face to me. “It means ‘I will either find a way or make one.’”

      “Seems fitting for you.” I closed my eyes when I copied his position but found his hand under the water and took it in mine. “Do you really believe that? That if you want something bad enough, there will always be a way to it?”

      “Yep. It might not always be easy, but if I have to make a way, I make a way.” I heard him taking a breath. “For example, I didn’t have the natural build for a bodyguard. I had the length eventually, but building the muscles took a ton of work, and it still does.”

      Something whispered through my mind when he said it, but I was too focused on what I had to tell him to try figuring it out. “You’d have to be willing to put in the work though, right?”

      “That’s part of making a way, yeah.” He tightened his grip on my hand before letting it go. Warm knuckles brushing against my cheekbone, I felt the water shift when he leaned closer to me. “What’s this about, Rylee?”

      “It’s about, uh, us.” Open your eyes, Naples. This is the kind of conversation you need to have while looking at someone. “I know we haven’t really talked about the future or anything, but before this gets serious, there are some things you need to know.”

      “Like what?” He tilted his head, his eyes gentle on mine and his expression open. “You can tell me anything, remember?”

      “It’s stuff you already know about, but have you given any thought to how difficult it might be for you to be in a relationship with someone who’s semi-famous? I’m not a Hollywood A-lister by any means, but there have been a lot of stories about me and my life in the press.”

      “I have thought about it,” he said, opening his hand to palm the back of my head. “I don’t care if I end up being in the public eye. Even if there was nothing real between us, I already agreed to that part the day you asked me to pretend, right?”

      “Right, but that’s for a limited period of time. Could you live with it for longer?”

      He didn’t look away from me. “Yes. If that was what it took and we wanted to be together, I’d live with it.”

      “What about my MS?” It came out as barely more than a whisper. “What if I got sick? It’s always the significant other who ends up having to take care of someone. I never want you to feel like you should’ve tucked and run.”

      “I could never feel that way about you.” He moved closer to me until our lips were so close that I felt his against mine when he spoke. “None of that scares me. You were right when you said I already knew about it. I did, and I’ve given it a lot of thought.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.” His fingers burrowed into my hair, and he touched his lips to mine. The kiss started out slow, as him soothing my fears and telling me he was all in despite everything.

      There was an edge of something else there, though. It felt almost desperate. It was in the firmness of the press of his lips against mine, the way the strokes of his tongue seemed more insistent. Almost like he couldn’t get enough and was afraid this might be the last time.

      Seems like it’s my turn to soothe some of his fears. I kissed him back with every little bit of emotion swirling around inside me. There was so much of it that the kiss took on a life of its own, an inferno of need, desire, and so much more right beneath the surface.

      Just as he slid his hands underneath me and brought me to his lap, he groaned and tore his mouth away from mine. “I can’t do this.”

      My heart lurched. “Can’t do what?”

      “Can’t keep kissing you until I’ve told you.” There was suddenly so much pain and uncertainty in his eyes that I actually jumped a little.

      He always seemed so self-assured, cocky even. This was the first time I was seeing such intense vulnerability from him, and it scared the heck out of me. “Tell me what?”

      “Jules has the info sheet on me, doesn’t he? He never gave it to you?” Resignation radiated from him. I nodded once, too tense to verbally confirm what he already knew. “My last name is Demming. I’m from Conroe too. That day at our offices wasn’t the first time we met. I actually used to be friends with—”

      “Billy,” I finished for him.

      All of the pieces I knew I’d been missing suddenly fell into place. The fleeting thoughts and glimpses of familiarity all made sense now, as did why I felt like I’d known him all my life when I thought it’d been only a few weeks. I had known him almost my whole darn life.

      I touched his face, and I couldn’t believe I’d missed it. He was right there in front of me, but it was like I was seeing him for the first time. The slight hook in his nose from when he’d taken an elbow to it during one of his swim meets. The quirk of his lips that made him look like he was permanently trying to hide a smirk. Those eyes… God, how did I not see it before?

      “How?” I asked, feeling like I’d had the air knocked out of my lungs.

      I felt his shoulders moving on a shrug, but my gaze was locked on his. “I spent a lot of time in the gym, took care of myself, and my facial hair finally came in. I also grew a few more inches.”

      My hands fell away from him and I scooted back on his legs when I realized it. “You’ve known who I was all this time, haven’t you?”

      He nodded slowly, his features contorting into a mask of regret. “Yeah, I did. I don’t know why I didn’t say something. I’ve been wanting to. I tried to a few times, but I didn’t know how.”

      All the times he’d said he had something to tell me flashed in my mind. Covering my face with my hands, I tried to contain the humiliation trying to burn me up from the inside out. “I stopped you. I said it didn’t matter.”

      “You did, but I should’ve come out with it anyway.” He tried to pry my hands away but I wouldn’t let him. “I’m so sorry, Ry. Truth be told, I don’t know if I would’ve told you. I’ve been going back and forth about it for weeks.”

      “Weeks,” I repeated under my breath. “You must think I’m such an idiot. I was such an idiot. I knew there was something familiar about you, but there’s been so much going on that I just kept telling myself I was imagining it.”

      “You weren’t.” His voice was tender, but it was laced with the same kind of ache I felt deep down in my soul. “Can we talk about this, please? Just look at me, baby. Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “I’m thinking that I thought I was crazy for feeling such a connection to you when I’ve known you for less than a month. I thought there was something cosmic between us, but it turns out we just used to know each other.”

      “I’ve run into a lot of people I used to know,” he grunted with some of his confidence seeping back into his tone. “Never felt this way about any of them.”

      The words jolted me all the way to my bones. “The only thing I’m feeling right now is confused. I’m going to bed. I need some time to process this, Carter. Alone.”

      Climbing out of the hot tub so fast it was like someone had told me there was a venomous snake in it, I grabbed my towel and wrapped it around myself as I hauled ass up to my room.

      Carter Demming.

      I couldn’t fucking believe it. He’d been right here all this time, and it had never even occurred to me that it might be him. Not even almost.

      What made it worse was that I’d always had that silly crush on him, but that had been forever ago. Was what I was feeling now simply an extension of that? Had I recognized him on a subconscious level and thrown myself at him now just because it was what I used to want?

      Maybe. I couldn’t exclude the possibility. I also didn’t know what any of it would mean. Would it even mean anything at all?

      Clearly, that same chemistry still existed between us. As adults, it just ran so much deeper than it used to. It was downright weird to feel so strongly drawn to him, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there.

      After taking the longest shower in history, I crawled into my bed in my most comfortable pajamas, but I couldn’t fall asleep. I just couldn’t understand why he hadn’t told me, especially before we fucking slept together.

      And yet, I couldn’t exactly be too pissed off at him about it because it’d all been at my behest. I’d made the moves, even when I’d known there was something I was missing. I’d known he wanted me too, and that was all I’d been able to think about. We wanted each other, and therefore, we should be together. It’d seemed so simple.

      Never in my wildest dreams had I thought that he might be trying to put the brakes on because of my brother. I almost laughed when I thought about what Billy might have to say about all this.

      I was embarrassed enough as it was. What if Carter and Billy still spoke to each other, and he’d told him how boldly I’d gone after his best friend?

      Billy would never, ever let me live it down. I didn’t really believe Carter had been laughing at me behind my back all this time. He sure as shit hadn’t turned me down, and I knew he hadn’t done anything he hadn’t wanted to. The man was over six feet tall and had muscles the size of a freaking truck now. No way could I have made him do a single thing he didn’t want to.

      But still.

      He hadn’t told me, even when it was obvious that I didn’t know. Thinking back to the emotions I’d seen from him with my own two eyes in the hot tub, I knew that he’d told the truth when he said he didn’t know if he ever would’ve told me. I’d also seen the conflict there, though. Even tonight, he still hadn’t known if he should.

      But he had. Surely, that had to count for something. Right?

      I was more confused than I’d ever been in my life, but there was one thing I was sure of. Our story didn’t end here.

      Although I played with the idea of getting him replaced as my bodyguard, I knew I wouldn’t do it. This was between us, and I wasn’t bringing his job into it. I still trusted him to protect me and he’d trusted me when I’d said that what happened between us at home would stay right here.

      I wasn’t petty, and though I was hurt, a large part of it was my own fault. All the blame didn’t belong at his feet and I wouldn’t lay it there. I’d made a lot of mistakes these last few weeks, acted completely unlike myself, and it’d all been for him.

      Deep down inside, I also couldn’t say I’d change anything if I could go back. His lie of omission had helped bring us to exactly where we were, and that wasn’t necessarily a bad place. In fact, it might even be a better place now that it made more sense why I felt this way about him.

      If he’d told me at the outset, I definitely wouldn’t have had the guts to go after him as hard as I had. I’d have been way too scared of embarrassing myself in front of my big brother’s best friend and my old crush.

      I didn’t know what it said about me, but I finally fell asleep when I realized that if he hadn’t lied to me, we might not have been together at all. Did that make it okay that he lied to me? No.

      Did it mean it was over between us? I didn’t know, but I didn’t want it to be. I just had to figure out if I could get past it, and I needed time to figure out if and how I could do that.
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      Rylee hadn’t fired me, which was honestly what I’d been expecting after she refused to even look at me before practically flying out of the hot tub that night. It might’ve been better if she had, though. I didn’t know how much more of this shit I could take.

      It’d been a week of us moving around each other like zombies, and I was just about ready to crack. The fact that it was Christmas Eve day and my parents would be here any minute made it a thousand times worse.

      Rylee had today and the next couple of days off from rehearsals. Jules had invited us over to his place for dinner, but she’d told him we couldn’t because my parents would be with us. That was how I’d found out she didn’t plan on changing her mind about their visit—because I’d overheard the conversation with her manager.

      Things were that kind of fucked up between us right now. I shoved a shirt over my head when I heard the doorbell, my teeth grinding as I raced down the stairs without knowing what to expect from this impending visit.

      It felt like a disaster in the making to me, but I wasn’t feeling overly optimistic these days. My heart hurt like hell every time I saw her, and since it was my job to keep my eyes on her at all fucking times, I was more of a wreck than what Tani had been worried Cash would turn this house into.

      Rylee was already downstairs when I got there, looking like every dream and every dirty fantasy I’d ever had all rolled into one. It wasn’t what she was wearing that made her look that way. It was just… her.

      Get the fuck over it. Only I couldn’t. I’d tried all week to put what had happened behind me and focus on only being her security detail, but my body and the scorched lump of coal in my chest refused to let me.

      My heart leaped into overdrive from its scorched status of being burned in its own hellfire whenever I saw her, and my cock remembered far too well what it felt like to be inside her. Even in her washed-out jeans and a god-awful Christmas sweater, I thought she was the most beautiful woman who’d ever been born.

      She smiled when she opened the door, and my parents predictably went gaga over her. I hadn’t told them who she was, but the contract prohibited me from doing it. As I’d known they would, they recognized her instantly, and my mother enveloped her in a hug that she usually reserved for family.

      “Rylee Naples, look at you!” my mother exclaimed with her hands on Rylee’s shoulders when she finally released her. “More gorgeous than ever. How are your parents?”

      “They’re good.” She smiled even wider. “Sad that I can’t be at home this year, but at least they have Billy with them.”

      My father pulled her into a hug next, raising his brows at me in question over her shoulder. I shook my head, and he narrowed his eyes before doing the same. Yep. I’m going to be facing a parental inquisition later that would make even the Spanish feel lucky.

      Mom kept gushing over Rylee, too excited to be too bothered about me after greeting me with a quick hug. “I bet they’re going to miss you so much, but we’ll send them lots of pictures. I just can’t believe it’s you. I feel like I haven’t seen you since you guys were kids, and now here you are, having us over for Christmas at your house.”

      “Yeah, it’s a small world,” she said. Her smile didn’t quite seem forced, but she was trying to make out like everything was fine when it wasn’t. “I didn’t expect it to be Carter when my team hired someone to guard me, but life is funny sometimes.”

      “I think it’s wonderful.” Mom hugged her again. “I can’t imagine how surprised you both must have been, but I’m sure it’s been lovely catching up.”

      “Oh, it’s been interesting.” Rylee didn’t skip a beat, but she also didn’t look at me. “Carter has changed so much over the years.”

      “That, he has,” Dad agreed. “Some people might walk right on past him on the street and not recognize him.”

      Mom chuckled, reaching up to ruffle my hair like I was still five years old. “It’s happened a few times. I’m so glad you two have found each other again.”

      “Do you want to show your parents to their room?” she asked me while still smiling at my parents. “I’ll go make us something to drink. Do you guys still love tea so much?”

      “Nectar of the gods,” Mom said while Dad just sighed. “Ignore him. He’d rather have a beer if you’ve got one, but tea is just fine.”

      “We’ve got beer.” I blinked when I realized it sounded like this was my house too when I said it like that. Well. Tough. I live here, even if it is just for now.

      After taking my parents upstairs and leaving them to unpack, I pulled Rylee aside in the kitchen.    Her eyes flew wide open when my fingers curled around her wrist, but she didn’t try to pull away when I slid them down to take her hand. She looked down at where we were joined, a soft sound coming out of her when I brushed my thumb over her racing pulse.

      “What are you doing?” she breathed before lifting her head to look right into my eyes.

      “I don’t normally take these kinds of jobs anymore,” I started. “You asked me once if I didn’t think it was weird to move in with someone I didn’t know, and the real answer is that it is fucking weird, but you weren’t someone I didn’t know.”

      “So it was another lie?”

      I shook my head. “I never said it wasn’t weird. I said it’s part of the job, and it is. I just stopped having to do these jobs years ago.”

      “Why are you here, then?” Her blue eyes flashed, though I couldn’t decipher if the primary emotion in them was hurt or anger. “No one is keeping you hostage, Carter. If you want to leave, leave. It would’ve been nice if you’d done it before your parents got here.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying. I don’t want to leave, so if that’s what you want, then you’re going to have to tell me. I’ll go, but not before you hear me out.”

      She lowered her chin the slightest fraction of an inch, but it was as much of a go-ahead as I was going to get. “I took this job because it was for you and I knew it. Bart would’ve made it difficult to get out of anyway, but as soon as I saw it was you, I didn’t even try. I wanted to be here with you.”

      “Why?” Her gaze was unwavering, which was just another thing I admired about her. This girl stood her ground, didn’t back down, and took what she wanted. We had that in common. Now all I had to do was determine whether I was still what she wanted. I hope to all things that have ever been holy that I am.

      I moved another inch closer to her, our chests brushing whenever we inhaled. “Do you really have to ask that? I’m here to protect you, Ry. I couldn’t let it be anyone else.”

      “Is that the only reason? If it was, why did you lie to me?” Her voice was steady and quiet but fierce nonetheless.

      “I’m not a liar. I know that doesn’t seem like the truth right now, but it is. Keeping this from you nearly gave me a fucking ulcer, and I honestly don’t know why I did, but I can’t change what I did. I thought it was for the best.”

      When she didn’t say anything, my heart contracted. “Are you going to get over the fact that I didn’t mention it, or are we going to keep living like fucking zombies?”

      “Are you really here to protect me?”

      “Yes, but if you want more from me, I’m into that too. To whatever extent you want to take it.” I’d never been more sure of anything in my life, but Rylee still didn’t believe me.

      In the heat of the moment with everything I felt for her setting fire to my bloodstream and extinguishing my thoughts, I brought my hands to her face and slowly lowered my head. “Unless you tell me otherwise, I’m going to kiss you now.”

      Her eyes fell to my lips, and her tongue darted out to swipe across hers. She even tilted her head back some, flashing me a cheeky smile. “Not if I kiss you first.”

      She surged up on her toes as I went to close the distance between us, our mouths meeting somewhere in the middle for a hard kiss that would’ve led to a hell of a lot more if my parents weren’t right upstairs.

      Our lips mashed together, our tongues battling for dominance before we broke apart when we heard them laughing on the stairs. We were both breathing heavily and looking extremely guilty when they joined us in the kitchen.

      My parents took us both in, but neither of them said anything. They’d walked in on much worse than this before.

      “Well.” Dad clapped his hands together once. “Are we still going to go cut down that live tree? It doesn’t seem like you two got around to getting the drinks, so we won’t be wasting anything. We should get going if we want to cut the tree down and get it decorated before tonight.”

      “Yeah. Let’s go.” Rylee put herself together much faster than I had, but she also didn’t have a very obvious raging hard-on to contend with.

      Staying behind the counter from them, I grabbed an empty glass and filled it with water. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

      I didn’t even know who the glass had belonged to, but it had to have been either mine or Rylee’s. Since I didn’t mind swapping spit with her, it didn’t really matter who had left the glass there. It was the distraction I needed to get my body to calm down before I dragged her upstairs to see if an angry fuck would get her over it.

      Dad gave me a knowing smile before he and Mom followed Rylee out of the kitchen. I rolled my eyes, and his laughter rang out behind him while he muttered something about “finally.”

      Once I could safely leave the kitchen, they were ready to leave with jackets hanging over their arms and purses over Rylee and Mom’s shoulders. Dad still looked like the cat who had gotten the cream, and Mom was looking at Rylee like she wanted to hug her again.

      Way to play it cool, guys. I couldn’t help but smile, though. Sometimes, it was nice to know that some things would never change. My parents, for instance.

      They exchanged a glance when we walked into the parking lot. My dad motioned toward a tiny car in one of Rylee’s visitor spots. “We’ll take the rental. It drives like a dream. Don’t worry if you lose us in the traffic. Just let Mom know where we’re going and we’ll use that app Tucker installed for us to find you.”

      “It’s a GPS, Dad,” I said, but since I appreciated that they were giving us time alone on the drive, I didn’t point out that it would be much easier if they came in the truck with us. “We’ll send the location. See you in a few.”

      “Your parents are just as nice as I remember them being,” Rylee said once we got on the road. “Do you mind if I give my family a call while we’re on our way? Seeing yours has made me miss them something terrible.”

      “You do know that my parents are taking the rental so we can talk, right?”

      The corners of her lips moved, but they didn’t form a full smile. She’d also gone back to avoiding my eyes. “Yep. They’re pretty obvious, but I think it’s cute. That whole situation back in the kitchen could’ve become a lot more awkward very fast if they’d started asking questions.”

      “I think they’ve learned over the years when to ask questions and when not to.” I grinned despite the tension in the cab. “They walked in on Parker the first time he jerked off, on Jeremy one night in the garage when he was kissing an older girl who hadn’t even known he still lived with his parents, and on Tucker while he was trying to propose.”

      For just a minute, things between us felt normal again. Rylee laughed so hard she had to wipe her eyes, shaking her head when she finally looked at me again. “Wow. I never thought I’d hear all those names in the same sentence again. I’ve love to hear those stories sometime. I can’t believe it’s been so long since the last time I saw them.”

      “Yeah, they’re definitely going to be surprised to hear your name too. I’m sure Mom will fill you in on all of it if you ask her to. She’s a well of embarrassing stories and she loves telling them.”

      Silence fell between us again when the tension that had been there all week came washing back over us, and Rylee pulled her phone out of her purse. “I’ll definitely ask her about it, but I still want to have that chat with my family.”

      “Of course.” I kept quiet while she put in her call, white-knuckling the steering wheel as frustration coursed through me.

      I hated how things were with us now. It’d been so easy, so fucking natural, and now this.

      Rylee yanked me out of the broody hole I seemed to live in now when she took the phone away from her ear and punched the button to put it on speaker. “Guess who’s here with me, Billy? It’s Carter.”

      “Carter?” My friend sounded confused, but I couldn’t blame him. “Like, my Carter?”

      “Yep,” she said in a sing-song voice I didn’t understand. “I’m not sure he was ever yours, though. Remember what we talked about at Thanksgiving?”

      Billy coughed into the phone. “Ignore her, dude. You don’t want to know what we talked about. How are you? Why are you with my sister?”

      Fuck. This is awkward. Billy and I had texted back and forth a few times since running into each other in Conroe, but I hadn’t said anything to him about Rylee.

      “Yeah. I’m good. You? My firm got hired to do her security. What did you guys talk about?”

      “Nothing.” Rylee chuckled, ignoring the questioning look I sent her way. “Carter’s my bodyguard now. Can you believe it?”

      “Not really.” He made a groaning noise. “Did you track him down, Ryles? I’m so sorry my sister is a creeper.”

      “I’m not a creeper,” she protested while trying to hold back laughter. “I swear I didn’t look him up. I didn’t even recognize him at first.”

      Listening to the two of them banter with my parents in the car behind us and hers clamoring for the phone in the background, I suddenly had a flash of how it could really be between us. Up until now, I hadn’t let myself think too much about our families, our shared background, and what a future together might be like.

      I was thinking about it now, though. It was everything I never even realized I wanted.
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      Having Carter’s parents here was going to make me forgive him much faster than I wanted to. I’d been slowly but surely trying to get over it all week but now it seemed like I’d hopped on the express train.

      The man was all I wanted in my life and I really didn’t want to let this one thing take it all away from both of us. His parents just cemented it for me. They treated me like I was already part of the family, and a secret part of me wished that I really was.

      Carter’s Dad, Adam, was too cute for his own good, and his mother kept snapping pictures to send to mine. She took one of Adam posing to cut down a massive tree with the tiniest saw known to man before coming to stand next to me.

      “I bought the DVD of your first show,” she said, bending her head conspiratorially while linking her arm with mine. “We were so proud of you when we saw you on the cover. I always knew you were going to make it big.”

      She wasn’t even just saying it. Mrs. Demming, Denise, had been very involved in the theater program at high school, and she’d always doted over my voice and dancing.

      “Thank you.” I squeezed her arm. “I wouldn’t say I’ve made it big, but I’ve done okay for myself.”

      “I’d say.” I appreciated that she didn’t pry about whether I was going back to performing or why I’d stopped. “Should we go take a look at that tree? I think they might be considering it seriously and I’m not sure it’s the right one.”

      Eyeing the monstrosity Carter and his dad were standing next to, I had to agree. “I thought we were just cutting down the tree. I didn’t realize we were planning on cutting a hole in the building to get it in there later as well.”

      Adam tapped his lips with his index finger. “She might have a point there, son. We sure as hell won’t fit this thing in an elevator.”

      “We could make it fit if we’re patient,” Carter said, and I very nearly made a “that’s what he said” joke out of the comment.

      His eyes snapped to mine like he’d heard it even though I hadn’t said it, silent laughter rolling through him before he winked at me. Warmth filled all the parts of me that had felt so cold and empty all week. How he knew me so well that he’d known what the first thought to jump into my head had been, I didn’t know, but I also didn’t doubt that he did.

      When I finally managed to tear my eyes away from his, breaking off the moment passing between us, I found his mother staring straight at me. She patted my arm. “We’ve always loved you, darling. I’m really glad you two stumbled onto each other.”

      She asked me a little about why I needed a guard, and I answered her honestly but without giving too much detail. The irony didn’t escape my notice that I was doing to her exactly what I was trying to forgive him for doing to me, yet I still didn’t go into detail.

      I didn’t want to worry her, and I felt like I needed to protect her from the scary reality that there might be someone out there who wanted to hurt me and Carter was my last line of defense. “It’s nothing too serious. My parents and my team felt I’d be safer if I had someone with me. People can get pretty intense about their favorite actors and shows, you know?”

      She smiled and pretended to fan her face. “I know. There are a few of those actors that even this old lady would throw herself at on the street.”

      “I heard that,” Adam yelled, laughing and shaking his head before going back to the conversation he was having with Carter. I didn’t know what it was about, but it seemed pretty earnest and impassioned.

      “How about this one?” She pointed at the tree right next to us. “I think it’s perfect and it’s freezing out. Let’s go home and have those warm drinks we skipped out on earlier.”

      Carter’s fingers brushed against mine when he passed me, and even just that innocent touch made me long for more. But that was part of the problem.

      I hadn’t only been thinking about the lie this week. I’d also wondered if it was even worth trying to work it all out. Regardless of how sure he’d seemed about not caring if he ended up having to take care of me, I wouldn’t wish a fate like that on my worst enemy, and he certainly wasn’t that.

      His parents were so youthful and alive, and Billy had told me at some point that all his brothers were married with children. Carter had four brothers, and if they were all married with at least one child, that meant that with him and his parents included, there were a minimum of fifteen people at family gatherings.

      I could only imagine how loud and chaotic those must be. It sounded like my family Christmas dreams come true, but I’d hate to have to put a damper on it for all of them if my MS took a turn for the worse.

      Then there was the fact that Carter himself might start saying no to attending because it would just be too difficult with me there, or even to get me there. The mere thought of it tore me to pieces inside just as much as the thought that if I wasn’t willing to risk it, I’d have to say goodbye to him.

      Maybe a visit to the doctors will help. Just to see what’s happening with me. I truly didn’t want to start a deep relationship with someone if I was getting sicker. It just wouldn’t be fair, but especially not to someone with such a lively, vibrant family.

      A snowball hit me in the arm. I started before spotting Carter standing a few feet away with that trademark smirk of his on his face. I also didn’t miss the worry in his eyes, though.

      “What’s on your mind, Naples? Nothing could be more important than this tree. Come check it out.” He waved me over, putting a protective hand on my lower back when I went to stand next to him. “You okay?”

      He’d asked it quietly enough that she couldn’t have heard, but his mother still smiled at us from the other side of the tree. “I’m fine. I just keep getting tripped up by something in my head.”

      “We’ll talk about it later?” His fingers flexed on my back, and he waited until I nodded before grinning at his father. “I think we’ve found the winner. Let’s get it home.”

      Carter and his dad were put in charge of the tree while we cheered from the sidelines, drawing a few glances which made Carter tense, but it was nothing more than curious onlookers. I gave his forearm a comforting squeeze.

      “Stop worrying, boyfriend. Everything is fine.” It was the first time I’d called him that since he’d told me who he was, and there was a flicker of relief in his eyes before he hauled the tree over his shoulder.

      “Let’s just get you home, girlfriend. I’ll stop worrying once I know you’re safe.” He moved fast, strapping the tree in his truck bed before paying, never letting me out of his sight for more than a few seconds.

      Denise turned out to be a commanding Christmas coordinator when we got back home. She pointed at the box of decorations I’d hauled out earlier. “Right. Let’s see what we’ve got to work with.”

      They oohed and ahhed over all the trinkets I’d collected. She picked up a bauble with my family printed on it. “Why don’t we have ones like this made?”

      “Because we’d need an extra tree to have everyone on it,” Carter said. “Or a giant bauble. Take your pick.”

      She smacked his shoulder lightly. “Big families are a blessing. Besides, you’re the youngest. If we had any fewer children, you wouldn’t be here.”

      “None of you ever let me forget it,” Carter grumbled, but I saw the grin he was fighting. “How’s Parker’s skiing trip going? Did they ever have the green jackets made?”

      “They did.” Adam fished his phone out of his pocket, navigated to something, and turned it toward Carter. “I’m thinking we should have matching ones made for the whole family for next year.”

      He groaned, covering his eyes with his fingers and peeking between them. “That’s just terrible enough that I actually think you might do it.”

      “They wouldn’t have to be green,” I said. “You could always have the photo of the family you use for the baubles printed on the back.”

      “That’s the best idea I’ve heard in ages.” Denise grinned from ear to ear. “On the front, it could have our individual pictures and the family on the back. Guess what everyone’s getting for Christmas next year.”

      “Now you’ve gone and done it.” Carter dropped his head back and moaned at the ceiling. “Why? Why would she do this to me?”

      “Because she’s smart,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder. He caught my hand, giving it the briefest, lightest of squeezes before letting me walk past him toward the pile of decorations. “I’m sure there are plenty more ideas to be found in here.”

      “You know I’m getting her to make you one of those jackets too, right? If I have to wear it, it’s only fair that you have to as well.”

      “It’s your family,” I reminded him before nudging him in the ribs with my elbow when he came to sit on his knees next to me. “How about if I have one made with my family on it, and you can rest assured in the knowledge that Conroe will look like it’s trying to keep a print shop running when we’re all there next Christmas?”

      “You should come see us when you’re home again,” Adam said to me, his dark eyes crinkling at the corners. “Drag your brother with you. We haven’t seen that boy in far too long. He used to drop in every so often when he was in town, but I hear he’s too busy now to stay for very long.”

      I nodded. “Nashville seems to be keeping him in its grip most of the time. We’re both going home at the beginning of February for my parents’ anniversary party, though. We’ll definitely come say hi.”

      “It would be lovely to see him. I have such fond memories of him with Carter.” Denise smiled softly before a mischievous twinkle came into her eye and she looked at me. “Why don’t you and I go make some more hot chocolate? The guys can finish decorating the tree, and when they’re done, let me tell you some stories about what those boys used to get up to.”

      “I’d love that,” I said, immediately getting to my feet. “I have some cookies for us, too. We can snack while you tell me all about it.”

      Carter groaned again, grabbing my hand before I walked away. “Will you please at least consider locking her in the pantry before she can let you in on all my most embarrassing moments?”

      I smiled down at him sweetly before shaking my head. “No way. I might even be able to add a few of my own memories about the two of you. We should get Billy on speaker for this, then I can exact revenge on both of you at the same time.”

      “Exact revenge for what?” he asked incredulously. “I never did anything to you.”

      “Maybe not, but Billy did, and you were his best friend.”

      “Besides, if you’d been nicer to her, it might not have taken you two this long to get reconnected,” Adam added. “You guys were little shits to her, you know that? I remember the time you sabotaged her science project. She definitely deserves revenge for that.”

      My eyes widened. “You were in on that too? My volcano oozed green goo instead of exploding lava. The teacher wanted to have me tested for color blindness.”

      The tops of his cheeks turned adorably red. “You know what? Maybe I should just go lock myself in the pantry until this is done.”

      “Sorry, baby, but I can’t allow that,” his mother sang. “Your brothers have all been through this. We call it the Demming Walk of Fire, and your turn has finally come.”

      Before I could ask her what she meant by that, she dragged me into the kitchen and almost immediately tugged me into a big hug. “I think my boy is falling in love with you. We couldn’t be any more thrilled. You know, I used to have a feeling it would be you. I think it always has been, even when you were too young for him to act on it.”

      I didn’t know how to react to all that, but I hugged her back and smiled when we broke apart, responding to the only thing I thought she really cared about knowing. “I’m falling in love with him, too.”

      There. It’s out. Now all I had to do was tell him and then let him know that I’d said it to his mother first. Oh, brother. There’s a conversation I’m not looking forward to.

      Suddenly, I understood a lot better why he’d put off telling me for so long. But I’d learned my lesson. If we wanted this to work, we had to be honest with each other. Even about the hard stuff that it was so much easier to lie about.
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      Dad pretended to dust off his hands after switching on the lights we’d wrapped around the tree. We’d dimmed the rest of the lights in the living area, and it was instantly awash with the flickering colors of Christmas.

      “I think we did a good job,” he said, turning his head to give me a meaningful look. “Now if only you’d be honest with that girl in there and tell her how you feel about her, maybe tomorrow will be less tense than today.”

      “It wasn’t tense,” I argued. I thought we’d both done a terrific job of keeping up appearances.

      He arched a brow at me, a loud snort coming from him as he rolled his eyes. “Son, I’ve been to criminal trials more amicable than you two were when we got here this morning.”

      “You used to be a cop. I’m pretty sure you’ve been to every kind of trial.” My ears strained to hear something from the kitchen where Mom and Rylee were still getting the drinks. When I didn’t hear anything, I lowered my voice anyway and glanced at my dad. “She knows how I feel about her. It’s not that.”

      “What is it, then?” He studied me for a long moment before he laughed. “What did you do, Carter?”

      “What makes you think I did anything?”

      “You’re a man. If it’s not something we did, it’s something we didn’t do. Those are the only two options, so which is it?”

      “Hot chocolate and cookies!” Mom saved me when she walked back into the room carrying a tray and a mug. She looked at Dad. “Did you know Rylee has a heated balcony? We can sit outside, take in the view, and not freeze to death.”

      “I didn’t even know balconies could be heated,” Dad said. “Lead the way. Can we bring anything else out?”

      “Rylee’s got it.” She gave my dad an exaggerated look before jerking her head in the direction of the nearest balcony. “Let’s go, honey.”

      He frowned at her but didn’t ask any questions. Opening the door instead, he followed her out.

      Rylee walked in a moment later with three more mugs of steaming liquid, but she shook her head when I moved to take one from her. “I’m balancing these very precariously. Just close the door, will you?”

      “Sure. Will you tell me what you and my mother were talking about in there?”

      Her eyes went everywhere except to mine, eventually landing on the tree. “You guys did an awesome job. Couldn’t you find the star? It should be in there somewhere.”

      I bent over and swiped it from the ottoman behind me. “It’s right here. We thought you might like to do the honors.”

      She went completely still, her eyes suddenly misty. “Let me just take these outside. Then we’ll come finish it up.”

      My mom was surprisingly calm when Rylee walked out. Then she leaned in the doorway with Dad’s arm around her shoulder while they watched her climb onto the ottoman to fix the star. Her own eyes seemed slightly wet when Rylee passed her, and she pulled her into yet another hug before letting her go.

      Rylee whispered something that I couldn’t hear, but that made my mom smile like I hadn’t seen in a long time. Both women glanced at me, and Dad chuckled but went back to his seat.

      They left the loveseat for us, and Rylee sank down next to me without any argument. She snuggled into my side a little deeper than she might’ve before, wrapping her fingers around her mug before focusing on my mom.

      “Well, you promised me some stories. I think Carter’s had enough of a stay of execution. What do you think?”

      Mom laughed. “I think it’s time you got to know your brother and my son for the way they really were back then. Are you ready?”

      “So ready.” She even leaned forward a bit. “I feel like I’ve been ready for this moment my whole life. Let me have it, Mrs. D. They have a high school reunion coming up again at some point. I might just need to take the stage there.”

      “I think I can help with that,” Mom said. Her eyes twinkled in the light of the heaters on the balcony, and she rested her hand casually on my dad’s before she got going.

      My parents were a shining example of everlasting love. Despite how hardened I’d become since moving here and regardless of how closed-off I’d been accused of being, I’d always longed for a relationship like theirs. Like the one all my brothers had now.

      We’d all been assholes back in the day, all been notorious the way only five brothers in a smallish place could be, but then we’d grown up. Or my brothers had anyway.

      There was a time when I’d thought that they’d all found love and I’d forever be the one who remained the bachelor. The Peter Pan of the family. The one who never grew all the way up.

      But that was before Rylee made her sudden appearance back in my life and made me feel all the things I thought I never would. More importantly, all the things I never should’ve felt for my best friend’s little sister.

      “Did Billy ever tell you about the goat?” Mom asked, and I bolted upright and swiped my fingers across my lips in an attempt to get her to shut it.

      Of all the stories to start with.

      Mom flatly ignored me, all her attention on Rylee when she got into the story. “Your brother was interested in some girl from that high school with the goat as their mascot. You know the one across town?”

      Rylee rubbed her palms together. “Yep. I remember it.”

      “Well, the boys decided it would be a great idea to steal the mascot. The girl was a cheerleader, so they figured she’d come looking for it.”

      “She didn’t,” my dad added helpfully. “Her father did. He was some big-shot college swimming coach, and he found them lying on top of each other in our front yard.”

      “The goat had come off the rope we had him on and we chased him at the same time,” I said, though I’d given up trying to hold onto my dignity for the evening. “We were so focused on it that we didn’t look at one another. Crashing happens. You don’t have to say it like we were intentionally on top of one another.”

      Rylee roared with laughter next to me. “What happened with the girl?”

      “Her father told her Billy batted for the wrong team, and she ended up trying to befriend him.” Mom chuckled. “Poor guy couldn’t catch a break back then.”

      “I think he’s more than making up for it now.” My brother and I talked often enough that I knew some about his life in Nashville. I never flat out asked him, but from what I’d picked up, he wasn’t doing badly with the ladies. “What else have you got for me?”

      “He shaved for the first time at our house,” my dad offered next. “I caught both these idiots trying to use my razor. It was blunt, and they hadn’t used much shaving cream, so they both looked like they’d been attacked by birds with all the bumps on their faces after.”

      “I remember that,” she said, laughing as she propped her elbows on her knees and put her chin in the heels of her joined hands. “Billy almost cried when he dived into the pool the next day.”

      “That’s why kids should let their parents know what they’re doing.” Mom chuckled again, leaning over to rest her head on Dad’s shoulder. “They think we only want to meddle. It’s too late when they realize we can actually help.”

      “What happened to letting us make our own mistakes?” I asked, realizing my mistake when Dad’s bushy eyebrows wagged at me.

      “Oh, I don’t know what happens then. How about you refusing to touch a razor again?”

      “To be fair, he didn’t need it.” Mom sighed, her cheeks flushed under the heater but her eyes happy. “His facial hair only really started coming after he turned twenty.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” I scrubbed my five o’clock shadow with my palm to prove my point. “I think it’s trying to make up for lost time.”

      “Better late than never,” she retorted before bringing her gaze back to Rylee’s. “Billy ever tell you what happened at their junior prom?”

      “No, but I remember he had a black eye the next day. He never told us what happened.” She was enthralled by these stories, but I supposed I would’ve been too.

      Billy and I had kept mostly away from her. He thought she was annoying. I thought she was pretty. It seemed like the best thing to do for all involved to keep our distance, regardless of how often she tried to hang out with us.

      “He didn’t run into the door. I can tell you that much.” Mom grinned. “Carter and Billy tried to fight a garden gnome.”

      “What?” She laughed. “I’m assuming it didn’t fight back?”

      Mom shook her head. “Nope. Some kid had spiked the punch and they claimed they didn’t know. They got drunk and fought each other, then tried to convince us it was the gnome.”

      “How did he hide all this from me?” Rylee was gasping for breath from how hard she was laughing, trying to imagine it all. “I’d have paid good money to see that.”

      “It was a very pathetic fight,” Dad said, motioning to me. “It was before Carter made it his life’s goal to look like a hefty kitchen appliance.”

      “I’m not built like a fridge,” I objected, but my parents scoffed at me. “I said it one time. One time. I didn’t even mean it literally. I just meant that I had to be bigger.”

      “You certainly got bigger though, didn’t you?” Mom asked. “I should’ve invested in a gym, but we’re proud of you, honey.”

      With that, Dad finished off the last of his hot chocolate and patted Mom’s leg. “We’re very proud of everything you’ve achieved, but we should be turning in soon. We had an early start and tomorrow’s a big day.”

      “Don’t you want to have some dinner before you go to bed?” Rylee asked, sitting up and putting some distance between us.

      Mom shook her head. “I feel like we only just had that big lunch on our way home. I’m stuffed. Besides, I know where the kitchen is. If we get hungry, we’ll help ourselves to something later.”

      Rylee opened her mouth to protest, but my dad spoke first. “We don’t really have big dinners anymore unless it’s a special occasion or the kids are home. We’re fine, really.”

      They kissed us both goodnight, carried their mugs inside, and left us cuddled up alone. I half expected Rylee to jump up too, but she didn’t. She brought her head down on my shoulder and looked up at me instead.

      “I really like your parents,” she said. “I didn’t even realize how much I’d missed them until they got here. They’re awesome. I wish I’d known them better back in the day.”

      “So do I.” I kissed the top of her head, letting my arm wrap around her shoulders. “They like you too, Ry. They always have, but I think they love you a little bit now. I can’t remember the last time I saw them with someone the way they were today.”

      I was pretty sure it’d been with Justin’s wife the first time he brought her home, but I didn’t say so. Neither of us knew where we stood right now. Adding something like that to the equation wouldn’t help.

      “I’m really sorry.” I hadn’t been planning to apologize again, but with her so close to me and the sweet smell of her shampoo wafting up to me, it just happened. When she moved as if to stand up, I tightened my grip on her. “Please stop running from me. I don’t know what you want me to say, but I really am sorry. I shouldn’t have lied, but I was stupid and not used to talking, so I did.”

      “How am I supposed to trust you now?” she asked after a beat, sitting up but not pulling away from me. “It’s not that I can’t get past you not telling me. That’s as much on me as it is on you. I just don’t know what else you could be hiding.”

      “I just gave you free rein with my parents. That has to be a start.” There was plenty they didn’t know about me, but they knew all the important and really embarrassing stuff. “Bart is here every Sunday. What they don’t know about me, he does. Want me to call him? He could come fill in all the blanks for you.”

      “You really mean that, don’t you?” She searched my eyes, her voice soft. “You’d actually summon him here on Christmas Eve to get me to believe you?”

      “I’d do whatever it takes,” I replied honestly, bringing my hand up to run my fingertips across her cheek. “I’m not a liar, Ry. I didn’t even really mean to lie to you. It happened, and I’m not proud of it or justifying it, but I also can’t take it back.”

      “Would you?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “I can’t say I would. It brought us here, didn’t it? I’d never take back anything that ended with you in my arms like this.”

      She gave me an odd smile. “Great minds think alike then, I suppose. Or what’s the other thing? Fools never differ?”

      “We could be great, Rylee Naples, but I’d be a fool with you any day of the week.” My hand traveled into her hair, my eyes darting down to her lips.

      She smiled before she brought them to mine, kissing me so hard and with so much passion that I knew I was back in the game. I still didn’t deserve someone like her, but I let myself believe I did for just this one kiss.

      One more time, I promised myself.

      Soon enough, she’d realize we didn’t live in the same world. That I lived in the shadows that protected hers, and not in the cool way like a demon hunter might. When that day came, I’d have to let her go.

      Thank God that day isn’t today.
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      Carter kissed me like he meant it, bringing our mouths together over and over again with his hands gentle but firm on my face and at the nape of my neck. Christmas carols were playing elsewhere in the building and drifted up at us from the streets.

      It was a movie moment if I’d ever had one, but it was also so much more than that. Under the delicious pressure of his mouth, I felt like he was stripping me down to my core before slowly building me back up again.

      All my worries and even the lie were left behind for now. The doubts weren’t part of the me I felt like when he kissed me like this. Like I was everything to him.

      I wrapped my arms around his shoulders, playing with the soft strands of hair at the back of his head. My nails brushed against his scalp, and he moaned into my mouth.

      The kiss was leisurely and lazy until that moment, but that sound acted like a starter pistol going off. One of his hands moved to my hip and squeezed while the other twisted into my hair. He leaned into me, half in front of me to push me into the loveseat with his chest.

      My nipples puckered in my bra, sensitive little nubs that were begging for his attention. I held him closer, my hips moving as I tried to seek out any kind of friction. Even the seam of my jeans would do at this point.

      “Did we have to make up now that my parents are here?” he murmured between kisses. “I feel like we’re about to get busted.”

      I chuckled against his lips. “I know. It feels like we’re doing something naughty.”

      “I’d like to do something naughty.” He pulled away just far enough that I could see him wagging his brows before he brought his nose to mine and ran it along the length. “Unless you’d like to keep talking.”

      I balled my hands into fists on his chest, bunching up the material of his shirt in my palms. “Do you have anything else you need to tell me?”

      “Nope.” He kissed the tip of my nose. “Except that I’m in desperate need of a cold shower right now.”

      “How about we make it a hot shower, and I’ll take it with you?”

      I didn’t want this distance between us any longer. A week had been more than enough for me. We still had some ways to go before everything would be fine again, but we didn’t have to figure it all out today. I was ready to move past it.

      Pretty ready. Almost ready. Ready enough.

      Carter’s grip on me tightened, and he nodded before shifting away from me. “I could definitely go for a hot shower if you’re in it with me.”

      He took a few big gulps of air, raked his fingers through his hair, and then stood up before offering me a hand. “We’re going to have to be quiet on the stairs. They usually sleep with their door open.”

      Heat rushed to my cheeks. “You don’t think they’ve already seen us, do you?”

      “Doubt it. There’s a tub in their en suite and a TV in the room. I’m willing to bet Mom’s soaking in the bath and Dad’s watching the news. It’s their routine.”

      I took his hand and allowed him to pull me up. “We’ll be quiet, then.”

      It was a little weird to think we were sneaking around in my own house, but it also made me feel younger again. Like the girl I used to be was finally getting to make out with him in secret.

      I giggled when we got to my bathroom and he shut the door firmly behind him. “I just realized we’re about to make one of my earliest fantasies come true.”

      Smirking as he stalked up to me, he tugged his shirt off in one smooth move and caged me in against the shower door with his hands on either side of my shoulders. “Is that so? I think you should tell me more about it,” he said, his voice husky.

      My gaze dropped to his broad chest, and my fingertips followed my eyes there. I flashed him a flirty smile, my fingers walking along the hard ridges of his abdomen. “Well, it might also be one I’ve revisited recently.”

      His heart hammered against me when he pushed my body into the cool glass behind me. “Are you serious? Did you do something about it?”

      I nodded, tugging my lip between my teeth as I stared into his darkened eyes. His pupils were blown, his lids heavy, and his lips parted. “What if I did?”

      “Show me,” he demanded before taking a step back and bringing me with him. Once there was enough distance between us and the door, he opened it and flicked the tap on. While we waited for the water to heat up, he started undressing me.

      I pushed up on my toes, kissing him hard while my hands worked on his belt. Our movements were frenzied, hurried as we parted only for my sweater to pass over my head before our mouths clashed again.

      Steam rose from the cubicle, making the air warm and humid. Carter lifted me against him and carried me inside. I thought he’d put me down but he didn’t. Keeping our bodies molded together, he pressed me up against the far wall and kissed me even harder.

      My legs were wrapped around his hips, his erection right where I wanted it. “Have you been tested recently?”

      The words came spilling out between kisses, but he broke them off to look at me with a frown between the dark slashes of his brows. “Yeah. Why? It’s part of our physicals at work. We do one every quarter.”

      “Have you been with anyone since the last one?”

      He shook his head. “Only you.”

      “I went through just about every test known to man before I got cleared for performing. I’m clean. I’m also on birth control.”

      I saw his pulse jump at the base of his jaw. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying we don’t have to stop to get a condom if you don’t want to. I don’t want to. I’ve never been with anyone without one, and I want it to be you.”

      Would some consider me stupid for trusting him so completely after I’d just found out he’d lied to me? Perhaps, but they didn’t know him the way I did. He kept telling me he wasn’t a liar but I already knew that about him. I knew who he was fundamentally, which meant I also knew he wouldn’t ever do anything that would hurt me.

      Not intentionally anyway.

      He slammed his mouth down on mine in response to my question, growing impossibly longer and thicker between my legs. He kissed me so deeply that I felt like he was trying to fuse his soul to mine, trying to brand me onto his as surely as he was marking mine.

      We stayed that way for a long time, our hips gently rocking against each other while we devoured the other’s mouth. The water spraying off his back and dripping over his forehead and shoulders made our bodies slick, our skin sliding together everywhere we touched.

      He slowed our kiss eventually, bringing his heated gaze to mine. “There’s nothing I want more than to be the first one inside you without anything between us, but I don’t expect it, Ry. I’ve got condoms in my wallet, which is still in my pocket right outside.”

      “I know you don’t expect it. Maybe that’s one of the reasons why I want it to be you.” Bullshit. Bullshit. Bullshit. I sucked in a deep breath before offering the truth. “I used to want it to be you. I wanted everything with you, and as soon as I saw you again, even though I didn’t know it was you, I felt it all again for the first time.”

      Carter kept his eyes on mine but sucked in a quiet breath as he shook his head. My heart skipped when I thought he meant that he didn’t feel the same, but then he smiled. “I can’t believe what an idiot I was. If I’d had any idea you felt that way… but we can make up for it now. No more wasting time.”

      “No more wasting time,” I agreed.

      It took some maneuvering, and it wasn’t completely comfortable, but he got himself positioned at my opening and pushed forward slowly. My head dropped back against the wall, the discomfort fading when he moved inside me.

      We alternated between kissing and looking into each other’s eyes. Carter’s muscles were taut with restraint, his breaths shuddering, and the strong column of his throat working.

      “I still want to know about these fantasies of yours,” he whispered, “but I want you to come for me first.”

      It was a combination of the low, commanding timbre of his voice, the look in his eyes, and how he felt inside and against me that did it. My lower belly tightened, my hips making the slightest adjustment to feel him against my clit.

      I moaned when he reached between us, leveraging my weight against the wall and holding me up with his hips and the free hand on the back of my thigh. It was possibly dangerous in this position, but I knew he wouldn’t let me fall.

      All it took to push me over the edge was a few strokes of his talented fingers, and my orgasm crashed into me like a wave that made my toes curl and fireworks explode behind my eyelids. Carter let out a string of curses, and then I felt his stomach contract before he found his own release deep inside me.

      It felt completely different to have nothing between us, the sudden warmth and knowing what had caused it triggering a smaller, aftershock of a climax before my body sagged against his. Our hearts pounded together, but when he looked into my eyes, almost none of the heat had been extinguished. “I’m very much not done with you yet. Did we manage to fulfill one of those fantasies of yours?”

      I nodded, glancing at the tiled seat as memories of my latest thoughts about him in here flashed in my mind. He followed my gaze before bringing his eyes back to mine and popping an eyebrow at me.

      “Really? When?”

      “The first night you moved in.” I wasn’t embarrassed by the admission. Running my fingers through his wet hair, I even managed a weak smirk. “I thought I was crazy for wanting you so badly.”

      “You weren’t the only one dangling on that edge. Trust me.” He took my mouth for another kiss before slowly releasing his hold on me. “Think you can stand?”

      I tested my legs, which were shaky but seemed okay. “Yep.”

      “Then show me what you did.”

      “Only if you show me too.”

      A devilish grin spread across his face. “Fine, but it might not be very impressive for a while after that.”

      “We’ll see,” I said confidently. Moving to the bench, I lowered myself down and reveled in the way his eyes drank me in.

      We were so lost in each other, staring as my hands teased up and down the insides of my thighs and his stroked along his length, that it didn’t take either of us long to get all worked up again. A moan tore from my chest when I brushed a finger across my clit, and he suddenly let go of himself to close the short distance between us.

      Dropping to his knees in front of me, he spread my legs even farther apart to make space for his shoulders. “Your pleasure belongs to me tonight.”

      “Where’d you get that from, a porno?” I asked, but I couldn’t deny that the words had gotten to me.

      He laughed, his breath warm against my wet thighs before he looked up at me. “Nah, I just said what was going through my head but I don’t blame you for thinking that. You complaining?”

      “Never.” My hands twisted into his hair, my head dropping back against the tiles when he gave me the first long lick from bottom to top.

      I didn’t hold back, panting his name while he made another of my fantasies come true. After another mind-blowing orgasm, he was so hard and ready again that he didn’t even stop for us to dry off before carrying me to my bed.

      Once there, I pushed him back by his shoulders and enjoyed every sound he made when I finally got my mouth and hands on him. He let me take my time, touching and exploring him in ways I never would’ve dreamed I’d actually be able to do. When he was ready to tap out, he caught my wrists and tugged me over him.

      He was inside me again in no time, making love to me until I forgot even my own name. When I finally pulled the still damp comforter over us, Carter fell asleep in my arms before I even lifted my head again. It’d been a stressful, exhausting week for me, but obviously, it’d caught up to him this evening as well.

      All week, I’d been wanting to talk to him. I just hadn’t known what to say. I knew he wanted me to forgive him, but it wasn’t quite that easy. It also really wasn’t only about the lie.

      I still needed to talk to my doctors and to come to grips with the fact that there was now someone in my life who might just like to stay there long term. That changed things for me.

      Not that I’d been planning on giving up on having a life or even a family eventually, but I now needed to know more than ever what my prognosis was. Everything I’d talked to my doctors about before had revolved around my career and whether I’d be able to go back safely.

      Things were different now. They wouldn’t only have my career to take into consideration, but things outside of it. Sex, for example. It felt pretty damn good with him, but I’d never even brought it up with my doctors because I hadn’t been having it.

      It was terrible to have all these things running through the back of my mind even as I watched him sleep. His chest was rising and falling in an easy rhythm, his handsome features relaxed and his arm draped over my midriff.

      I brushed his hair with my fingers, singing softly to him. So many songs swirled through my mind, but I found myself on one I’d been singing at a different man recently, but that was just for the rehearsal. Even though I’d been singing it at Dustin, Carter had been the one on my mind with every word since he’d come back into my life.

      “Just for this moment. As long as you’re mine. I’ve lost all resistance, and crossed some borderline. And if it turns out, it’s over too fast, I’ll make every last moment last. As long as you’re mine.”

      My voice became thick, and I stopped when I got choked up with tears. Fuck my life. I’ve already fallen in love with this man.

      I thought I’d accepted it already, but that had been nothing compared to this. This all-encompassing feeling that I’d give everything up if he asked me to. No press. No shows. No stage.

      What made it even more worrying was that I didn’t even think I’d miss those things if he was by my side. It helped knowing he’d be there anyway, that I didn’t have to give it up to be with him, but it was damn scary to know I’d do it.

      Without question. Without doubting. Without another thought about it at all.

      What made it even scarier was knowing that the one thing I couldn’t give up for him was the same thing really holding me back. I’d have given up having MS for him, but I couldn’t. That was with me for life, and whatever he said now, he didn’t know how bad it could get.

      Hell, I didn’t even really know how bad it could get. I’d made a point of not exhausting the internet with my searches. Knowledge wasn’t always power. Sometimes, it was a hindrance. Knowledge could make me weaker. Paranoid. Disabled.

      I refused to let it happen, so I’d kept my research limited. I’d joined legitimate forums, got my information from trusted sources, and tried not to run to the all-knowing internet with all my questions.

      I was fine for now, but no one knew how long that would last. I loved Carter too much, despite even my own reservations about it being too early to love him, to drag him into this.

      I had quit one thing I loved already. Sure, I was making a comeback. But people didn’t work like the stage. They didn’t always welcome you back with open arms filled with roses and the role of a lifetime.

      Sometimes, the wicked witch got left to rot in her hole and no cared about her story.

    

  







            Chapter 25

          

          

      

    

    






CARTER

        

      

    

    
      Bart and I needed to talk. He sat across from me at the restaurant where we were having dinner with Tani and Rylee, his gaze on her hand absently playing with my hair while she spoke to her friend.

      He cocked his head at me, but I shook mine. I knew it was time to let him know what was going on between us, but not right then. It was a safe bet he already knew anyway, but he hadn’t said anything or pulled me off her detail, so I assumed he was trusting me with this.

      “How was your Christmas?” Tani asked us, a wide smile on her face as her eyes darted from Rylee’s to mine and back again. “I know it’s been a week, but I haven’t seen you guys, and talking on the phone just isn’t the same. How did it go with his parents?”

      “It went really well,” she replied. “We had a good visit.”

      When her cheeks flushed, I knew her mind had gone to the evenings after my parents had gone to bed. Lord knew my own brain spent its fair share of time on those memories. Then I spent every night worshiping her body and making more.

      “What did Mama and Papa Demming have to say about this act you two are putting on?” The emphasis Bart put on the word act clued me into the fact that he definitely knew it was more than that.

      I shrugged. “They’re fine with it. We explained the situation to them, and they understand.”

      “We know each other anyway,” Rylee added, frowning at me when I tensed beside her. Understanding dawned in her eyes and her mouth formed a small “o” before she sighed.

      Bart and Tani were both looking at us with confused expressions on their faces. Bart narrowed his eyes at me. “They know each other? That mean you two knew each other before this assignment?”

      Well, I guess tonight is as good a time as any to tell them after all. I was tired of keeping shit from the people closest to me anyway. Once Bart knew everything, he’d either keep trusting me with her or he wouldn’t. I was hoping it would be the former, but I wasn’t planning on leaving her side either way. If he tried to remove me as her guard, I’d ask her if I could stay with her anyway. I’d probably have to find another job, but I really didn’t think it would go that far.

      I held his gaze, nodding once before taking her hand under the table. Nothing was taking me from her, not even my boss and best friend. “We grew up together. I was friends with her brother at school.”

      Tani snapped her fingers, grinning excitedly at Rylee. “So that’s why he was familiar to you! When did you figure it out?”

      “A couple of weeks ago,” she said before looking at Bart. “Look, it’s not an issue. I know you guys have all kinds of rules that I’m not necessarily familiar with, but I’m the client, and there’s no one I trust more to keep me safe.”

      Truth rang in her words, crawling into my heart and chipping away another piece of it that raced to join the others she already possessed. She kept her chin up and her eyes on his. “I don’t want him getting in trouble over this.”

      Bart sighed softly, scrubbing his hands over his face before showing us his palms. “I don’t know why you didn’t just come out with it, but I’m assuming it was because you wanted on this job and didn’t want to risk me putting someone else on it?”

      “I knew you’d think our shared history would compromise me. It hasn’t. I take her safety extremely seriously.”

      We exchanged a long look before he surprised me. “There are forms to fill out. It’s not necessarily against the rules to guard someone you know. There’s just some extra paperwork.”

      “While we’re on the subject,” I lifted our joined hands and placed them on the table in full view of our friends, “there’s this, too.”

      Rylee’s eyes went wide, but then she squeezed my hand and pulled back her shoulders. “Well, I guess it’s all on the table now. Literally, which is kind of cool.”

      Bart swore loudly, hanging his head for a moment before snapping it back up. “You think I didn’t already know that?”

      “Figured you did. Thought I should confirm it anyway. I don’t want to hide things anymore. This situation has been more than complicated enough already.”

      My friend caught my gaze, questioning while searching at the same time. “Now that I know for sure, I’ll have to do something about it. I’m glad you told me, though. I was wondering how long it was going to take.”

      “It’s been too long already.” I shook my head. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      He shrugged, but there was also a ghost of a smile on his lips. “You’re you. You shut down tighter than Fort Knox until you’re ready to talk about something.”

      Tani squealed and threw her arms around Bart in a side-hug. His nostrils flared in surprise, but he wrapped one of his arms around her too, patting her shoulder awkwardly before letting her go.

      “I knew you were one of the good ones,” she said quietly enough that I didn’t think we were supposed to have heard her, but we did. “Thanks for not being a dick about it.”

      “I might still have to be,” he said before sighing and clasping his hands together at the back of his neck like he was physically restraining himself from touching her any further. He brought his eyes to mine. “We’ll have to talk about this tomorrow. You know that, right?”

      “Yep.”

      “You’re not putting someone else on my detail now?” Rylee asked, a nervous edge in her voice. “I really, really don’t want anyone else on me.”

      She flushed and ducked her head when she realized what she’d said. I tightened my grip on her hand, leaning in to whisper in her ear. “I don’t want anyone else on you either.”

      Bart huffed out an exasperated breath, drawing my attention back to him. He was smirking when I looked at him, though. “I don’t even want to know what you just said, but unfortunately, I think I already do. That being said, I might need to add someone else at least when you’re out in public, but that puts us back to people finding out you’re being guarded. Let me think it through, and we’ll come up with something.”

      “You’d do that for us?” she asked, sharing a smile with Tani when she caught her gaze. “Wow, you really are one of the good ones.”

      Her friend went the color of an overripe beetroot when she realized we’d heard her. “Who’s ready to order? Didn’t we come here to eat? I think that’s enough revelations for one night.”

      I fully agreed with her, but that didn’t make me any less anxious about what was going to happen when I talked to Bart tomorrow. He seemed relaxed about it now, but I knew I’d put him in a tough position with this. If he ignored it and it came out, the others would think it was nepotism because they knew we were friends.

      Hell, that’s probably exactly what it is.

      On the other hand, I was already playing the role of her boyfriend in public. What happened between us in private was our business unless it started affecting the way in which I did my job, at which point I would be the first to suggest another bodyguard.

      Bart looked at me like he knew exactly what I was thinking, inclining his head before he draped his arm casually along the back of Tani’s chair. She inched closer to him, her eyes bright while she talked to Rylee about Christmas.

      This time, I was the one cocking my head at him in a silent question. He shrugged a shoulder and flashed me a grin before turning back to her.

      We exhausted the subject of the holidays before Tani brought up New Year’s. She leaned forward, keeping her voice low. “Are you getting excited yet? I sure am. I can’t wait to see you back in your element.”

      “Excited, yes, but nervous too.” She withdrew her hand from mine to fidget with her fingers, her gaze glued to her nails suddenly. “My primary doctor went to Bermuda for Christmas. He only just got back this morning. I’m thinking about going in for another checkup.”

      Ah, so that’s what it’s about. While Rylee and I had been hot and heavy almost every night this week, she’d started pulling away from me again the last couple of days. I’d assumed it was because of her nerves, but I was happy to know now that it wasn’t anything more.

      A part of me was still waiting for the other shoe to drop—the moment when she’d realize I wasn’t good enough for a shining star like her. But I was also hoping that maybe she didn’t feel that way. When we were together, it didn’t feel anything but right. Hell, maybe it was even a lifelong dream of hers to marry an almost-thug like me.

      I blinked when I realized the M-word had crept into my mind just like that. Where the hell did that come from?

      Sure, I’d wondered about what a future with her would be like. But marriage?

      It was probably too soon to even think about it, but something inside me clicked into place when I did. The strangest feeling of peace settled over me, and I smiled.

      “You two are super cute together,” Tani said, grinning as she watched us.

      Rylee opened her mouth but was interrupted when a young girl appeared next to her at the table. Every muscle in my body clenched and I felt Bart’s eyes on me. The girl didn’t look like a threat, but until we found out what she was doing here, that didn’t mean that she hadn’t been sent as some kind of distraction.

      “Excuse me,” she said in a sweet but nervous voice, clearing her throat when Rylee looked at her. “Are you Rylee Naples?”

      “Sure am.” She gave the girl a radiant smile. “What’s your name?”

      “Amy.” The poor child looked about as starstruck as they came, but my attention wasn’t on her. It was on a couple watching her closely from a table nearby. The woman had her phone up, nudging the man sitting beside her.

      They looked proud of Amy, and I concluded they were her parents. I remained on high alert, as did Bart, judging from the rigid set of his shoulders and his sharp gaze, but neither of us moved or waved the girl away.

      If she was just a fan who’d spotted Rylee in a restaurant, we were okay. That was part of her job. We couldn’t run off everyone who admired her just because there were a few with some screws loose out there.

      “Can I have your autograph?” Amy asked shyly, producing a small notebook and a pen from behind her back. “Mom and I went to watch you in Frozen a couple of years ago. We bought the DVD. I watch it at least once a week.”

      Rylee grinned so widely I thought her cheeks might crack. “Sure. I’m glad you enjoyed it. It was a very fun show to do.”

      Accepting the book and pen, she thumbed to an empty page and clicked the ink out. “Who was your favorite character?”

      “You,” Amy said without any hesitation, and Rylee chuckled until the girl asked her next question. “Are you coming back to Broadway? Mom didn’t want to me ask. She said it was rude, but you seem so nice.”

      The smile froze on Rylee’s beautiful face, but then she signed the book and handed it back. “You’re not rude, sweetheart. I’m not sure what’s going to happen, but thanks for the love.”

      Amy asked a few more questions about the play she’d seen and the people in it before skipping back to her table. I watched as she showed the couple Rylee’s autograph, and noticed her glancing our way every so often for the rest of our meal.

      When we were done eating and went our separate ways from Tani and Bart, who were “splitting a cab home,” Rylee wound her arm around my waist.

      “I’m not quite ready to go home yet,” she said. “Do you think we can walk around for a while? Maybe go ice-skating?”

      Her cheeks were flushed from the cold, a red scarf wrapped around her neck. The streets were still decked out for Christmas, and her eyes were soft as they took it all in.

      I slung my arm around her shoulders, nodding before pressing a kiss to her hair. “Sure. Let’s do it. I know how much you love the lights and decorations.”

      “How do you know that?” Her brow furrowed before she laughed. “Right. You get paid not to miss anything.”

      “I do, but I’d have noticed everything about you anyway.” I pulled her against my side and couldn’t resist kissing her mouth when she looked up at me. “Let’s go ice-skating, Naples. I should warn you that I haven’t done it in a long time. You might have to catch me if I fall.”

      “Always,” she promised, a question in her eyes that I wasn’t ready to answer yet. “As long as you promise to do the same.”

      “I won’t have to catch you because I’ll never let you fall. I’ll always already be there, holding you up.”

      If she’d already fallen in the other sense, then I was right there with her. If it were up to me, I’d never let her go.
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      There were a ton of words Carter and I didn’t say in that exchange. The air between us was heavy with them, but then I tore my gaze away from his and fixed a cheerful smile to my face.

      “Good to know, but whether I fall or not might not be up to you.”

      In more ways than one. The moment my legs had given out underneath me onstage had been playing through my mind a lot more often recently.

      Knowing that I was about to take the stage again had brought back a lot of the nightmares that I’d thought were gone. Doubts about whether I was doing the right thing plagued my mind until Carter quietened it with his mouth and body every night.

      I’d tried to get an appointment with my doctor, but I was told he was out of the country. I had an appointment with him the day before my performance anyway, and so I tried to take comfort in the fact that everything seemed okay.

      Something was looming, though. I could feel it. I’d chalked it up to being about nothing more than anxiety over going back onstage, but for some reason, every time I looked at Carter, I felt like I was lying to him.

      Not wanting to scare him, I hadn’t told him yet about the storm brewing in my gut. It was nothing I could explain, so I didn’t know what I’d tell him anyway. It probably was just nerves. My performance would be broadcast live, and I couldn’t get over the nagging feeling that something was going to go terribly wrong.

      Carter frowned when I almost walked right past the path leading to the ice-skating rink. “What’s going on with you?”

      “Speaking to that little girl earlier just reminded me how many eyes will be on me again soon.” I closed my eyes and swallowed past the lump in my throat before looking at him again. “I don’t know if I can do this, Carter. I don’t even know if I should want to.”

      He walked around me and put his hands on my shoulders, long fingers massaging the tension in them and his dark eyes intent on mine. “You can do it, baby. I know you can. I also know you’re scared and I don’t blame you. What happened must have been terrifying. If you don’t want to do it, then don’t, but if you do want to, I’ll be there for you every step of the way.”

      Half the problem was that I truly believed him when he said it. I stared up at him, lifting my hands to his cheeks and wondering if I’d be able to put him through it if that was what it came down to.

      “I won’t let the fear alone keep me from doing it. It was terrifying, but I just need to get the first performance over with. I’m sure it will go better from there.”

      He planted a kiss on each of my eyes before he pulled back and smiled at me. “Ready to get out there on the ice?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.” I held Carter’s hand again on our way down to the rink, only letting it go when it was time to put on our skates. Mine were white and a little snug, but not so much that they hurt me.

      “I thought you said you hadn’t done this for a while,” I said, watching him glide ahead of me like he’d been born with skates strapped to his feet.

      “I haven’t.” He spun around effortlessly to face me, his arms spreading out at his sides. “It’s all coming back to me now. Are you going to get out here or cling to the railing all night?”

      I gritted my teeth and pushed away from it. “If I lose my teeth on this rink tonight, I hope you know you’re the one who’s going to be taking me to the dentist.”

      He grinned and skated toward me, catching me with his arms around my waist. “I’d go to hell and back with you. The dentist would be a treat in comparison.”

      “Said no one ever.” I laughed and dipped my head back, feeling more carefree than I had in years. “But you’ve proven you’re capable of saying the most romantic things ever. I wouldn’t have thought someone with such a silver tongue could have such a dirty mouth as well.”

      I stole a kiss before backing away from him, smiling and winking at him over my shoulder when I took off.

      It took me a few minutes to get my rink-legs back, but once I was used to the smooth surface that was only rutted in some places, my body remembered how to go with it. He caught up with me on my second lap around, slowing down slightly to keep pace with me.

      “Last I checked, you really liked my dirty mouth,” he said. “And my silver tongue.”

      He was right, but before I could think of a witty comeback, a telltale tingling started in my legs. I’d only felt it once before but I’d relived it so many times in my nightmares that I immediately knew what it was.

      My face dropped and a scream threatened to tear out of me but never came. Without any further warning than that, my bones turned to jelly and my legs gave out. Before I hit the ice, Carter’s muscular arms were around me and he held me up, his eyes wild on mine.

      “What’s going on? What happened?”

      “We need to get to the hospital,” I breathed, feeling ice spreading through me even though I hadn’t hit it.

      Fear took hold of my organs, its grip on me so tight that I could barely breathe. I knew I was seconds away from freaking out, but I managed to hold myself together while Carter took charge of the situation.

      My brain shut down as I heard him calling for help. Eventually, he got me into the manager’s private car. He held me through it all, cradling me gently while stroking my hair and whispering things to me I couldn’t hear over the blood rushing in my ears.

      The last time this had happened had been my last night on the stage—days before my diagnosis. Everything had changed for me after that night. My life as I’d known it had been snatched right out from under me, and I’d only recently found my balance again.

      What’s going to change this time? The blood had drained from my face when I’d felt the tingling, but the last bit that had been left rushed out now. I felt dizzy. Nauseated.

      Worry tightened every part of Carter’s handsome face when he looked down at me. “Talk to me, baby. How are you feeling?”

      I shook my head, too afraid I’d vomit all over him if I tried opening my mouth. It might’ve just been the way the lights from outside hit his eyes, but I swore I saw the same kind of terror there that was ripping its way through me, and then everything went black.

      When I came to again, I was lying in a hospital bed with an IV in my arm. The room was dark except for the ambient light coming in from the hallway and the window, as well as the tiny screen on the machine next to me.

      A hulking frame paced the length of the room, and relief slammed into me when I realized Carter was still with me. He stayed. Just like he said he would.

      That was when it hit me. He’d stayed.

      My feet were bare but I didn’t remember the skates coming off. The last thing I remembered was Carter carrying me off the ice and flashes of him holding me in the back of a car. He wore paper hospital booties on his feet, which told me he hadn’t even stopped long enough to grab his own shoes or to ask someone to bring them for him.

      It’s already happening. He was already taking care of me in the exact way I’d been afraid of. He’s here in the hospital with me when he could be home. He had to race me here and carry me when I couldn’t walk.

      Closing my eyes against the pain that rushed at me when I realized everything I hadn’t wanted for him was happening, I let out a soft gasp when it felt like a heavy weight was crushing me from the inside out.

      Carter’s head snapped up when he heard it, and he rushed to my side. Elation filled his eyes when they met mine and saw they were open, but there was so much tension in his posture that he practically vibrated with it.

      “Rylee, baby. Thank fuck.” He captured my face in his large hands, his fingers stroking me everywhere like he was trying to reassure himself I was really here. “Look at me, Ry. Show me those gorgeous eyes.”

      I heard the anguish in his voice, and a sob rose from deep down inside the heart I was about to break. “Just leave, Carter. Please, leave.”

      “What? No. They’re giving you fluids. Your doctor’s on his way. I told you I’d—”

      “I don’t give a fuck what you told me. I need you to leave.” Despite the hysteria bubbling up in my very soul, my voice was deceptively quiet. I was trying really hard to avoid the meltdown I felt coming on—at least until he was gone.

      I can’t let him see that. “Go, Carter.”

      “Ryl—”

      My hand trembled when I lifted it to cut him off. “Just go. Call Jules for me, will you? I’m not doing the New Year’s thing. It was fucking stupid to even consider it.”

      “No, it wasn’t.” The chair he dragged closer to the bed with his one hand scraped across the floor, the fingers of the other still stroking my face. “I know that was scary, but—”

      “You don’t know anything,” I bit out, smacking his hand away from my face. “This was all a terrible idea. Getting involved with you included.”

      Saying the words out loud slashed my heart right open, leaving me gasping for breath. But I had to do it. I couldn’t drag him down with me. I refused.

      Agony crept into his eyes when they stayed on mine and he realized I was serious, but he reached for my hand and jutted his chin out. “I don’t believe any of that. Back away from the ledge, Ry. This doesn’t change anything. We don’t even know yet—”

      “I do know!” My voice broke on the scream that finally ripped from my chest. “Don’t you get it, Carter? I do know. I’ve been prepared for this to happen. That’s why I’ve been living the way that I have. I can’t get off the ledge because there’s nowhere else for me to go. My own body decided I have to live on that fucking ledge for the rest of my life.”

      He gripped my hand tighter when I tried to yank it away from him. “Don’t do this to me, Rylee Naples. Don’t do this to us. You don’t have to.”

      An ugly, angry monster reared up in my chest. Tears burned the backs of my eyes but I wouldn’t let them fall. None of this was Carter’s fault. I knew I shouldn’t be yelling at him, but I couldn’t help it. I had to push him away before both of us fell even deeper.

      He might not have said it earlier, but I knew it was true. Carter Demming had fallen for the broken, sick girl, and I couldn’t do that to someone as strong and full of life as he was. I wouldn’t be the one who he regretted falling for when he spent years of his life beside a bed just like this one instead of out there living it.

      “It’s already done,” I said, regaining some control over the volume of my voice. It still came out cutting and venomous, but at least half the hospital wouldn’t hear me anymore. “Bring Bart in for a while if you’re worried about leaving me, but I need some space. Now.”

      His jaw was clenched so tight that his teeth might crack. For a long minute, he didn’t do or say anything. He just stared at me, his eyes on my face like he was cataloging every inch of it so he’d remember what I looked like for years to come.

      Good. Say goodbye, Carter. You’ll never see me again. Very few people will.

      “This isn’t goodbye,” he whispered hoarsely before the chair scraped again and he stood up. “I’ll call Bart, but I’ll be seeing you very soon. I’m not giving up this easily. I’ll make a way if I can’t find one, remember?”

      He held my gaze for another beat before he turned around and marched out of my room. I wondered if he knew he was taking my heart with him. Although I’d ordered him away, more than once even, I hated watching him go.

      Not even his great ass could distract me from the torment breaking me up inside. So that’s what will change this time. Everything. Again.

      But what was different was that I wouldn’t fight to get back what I’d lost again. Because ultimately, I wouldn’t be the loser if I tried to get him back. Carter would, and he was a lot of things, but he wasn’t a loser. I wouldn’t turn him into one.

      At least I still had control over that one thing.
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      So this is what heartbreak feels like, huh? I’d never known how badly a person could hurt without even having sustained so much as a scratch. It was no wonder it took people years to get over a broken heart. I also suddenly understood all the melancholic songs written about it and why therapists made a living off the poor saps who’d loved and lost.

      I was the card-carrying member of that club now. Sure, I hadn’t been to see a therapist yet but it had only been about fourteen hours since Rylee had ripped my heart out. Give me time.

      In my pursuit to become the best bodyguard I could be, I’d spent years of my life fighting against the masters in a variety of martial arts. I’d taken more hits than I could count, and none of them had hurt even a fraction as much as this did.

      What made it even worse was that I knew what she was doing and why she was doing it, but it was killing me. I hadn’t moved off the couch since I’d gotten back from the hospital. Except to go digging around in my kitchen cabinet for a bottle of scotch I’d stashed there at some point, a glass, and to take a piss every so often, I just sat here.

      I hadn’t been able to sleep, nor had I changed my clothes. The paper booties were even still on my feet. My television was off and so were my lights. All night, I’d sat there in the dark, replaying every moment Rylee and I had had together while trying to work out when she’d decided to end it if we hit a bump in the road.

      Bart was taking over her detail for the time being, leaving me with nothing to do except drink and feel sorry for myself. I wasn’t breaking my promise to her. I wouldn’t give up. I knew that was what she wanted right now and that she thought she was doing it for me, but I wasn’t getting onboard with her plan.

      I could handle myself, and I could handle whatever curveballs life threw at us. Her disease scared me too, but that didn’t mean I was running from her. I’d stand right next to her and brace for the storms we’d face together. The MS, the press, my job, and the dangers it put me in. None of it was too much for me, and none of it was enough to make me want to throw in the towel.

      Throughout the night, I’d given myself time to wallow. I’d needed time to process what had happened and to deal with my own fears about it. Seeing her grow pale before her legs gave in…

      Fuck. I’ve never been that scared in my life.

      Now that the first traces of morning had come, hazy sunlight shining in through the crack in my curtains, I knew it was time to start doing something about the promise I’d made. I was nowhere near over the fear. I’d probably live with it for the rest of my life, but hopefully, I could spend all that time living with it but also with her.

      I’d have shielded her from it if I could, but I couldn’t. I also doubted she’d have let me even if it was possible. Rylee was fucking strong. She might not think it, but I knew it enough for both of us.

      Wincing when my phone clattered on the coffee table with an incoming text, I grabbed it. I was desperate for news from the hospital, but it wasn’t that. Well, not exactly.

      Bart: Tani got Max. Will drop him off later. You okay?

      No, but I didn’t want him worrying about me. He had to take care of my girl. It fucking hurt that I had to rely on someone else to do it, but that was the way the chips had fallen. For now anyway.

      Me: Thanks. Keep her safe. Talk later.

      I tossed the phone down and stretched my aching muscles. Catching a whiff of myself when I lifted my arms above my head, I realized I needed to take a shower before I tried doing anything else.

      The scotch made my head swim when I got up, but I stumbled my way to the bathroom and yanked my clothes off. After taking an ice-cold shower that cleared some of the fog from my brain, I pulled on a pair of jogging pants and a T-shirt. It was freezing outside, but I needed to feel the cold to sober all the way up.

      Pure alcohol seeped from my pores while I ran, my head throbbed almost as badly as my heart, and my mouth tasted awful, but I kept going. Having heavy metal playing through my earphones wasn’t helping my head at all, but at least the pounding drums kept me distracted from my thoughts.

      Until Rylee’s face jumped out at me from the paper when I passed a newsstand. I thought I was imagining it at first, but no. There was no mistaking those piercing eyes or the long auburn locks framing her face. I recognized a smaller shot of my own face in the corner of the page, but I didn’t really care about that.

      Slamming to a stop, I jogged back to the stand and scowled when I recognized the name on the byline. Nathan Biles.

      Blindly grabbing my wallet and extracting some money, I shoved it at the woman manning the stand and grabbed a copy of the latest New York Times without looking at her. I scanned the article, becoming more furious with every word I read.

      RYLEE NAPLES IS DONE! The headline screamed in bold print from the page. My blood boiled when I realized it was an expose.

      For years we’ve all been wondering what happened to make Broadway’s brightest star, Rylee Naples, quit the stage. We’ve been fed lies about her taking a break, but this reporter never believed any of it.

      He went on and on about how many times he’d tried to get her to talk to him, how she’d “abruptly left” the interview she’d finally agreed to when the questions got “too hard,” and how he’d finally learned the truth.

      Naples never came back after falling one night during a show. There was widespread speculation that she’d injured herself, but her team insisted that she was unharmed and had simply taken a spill because she was tired.

      This isn’t true. Days after the fall, Naples was diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis, a potentially disabling disease of the brain and central nervous system. While it is unknown what stage her disease has progressed to, one thing is clear. Naples is done with the stage for good. She’s too ill to perform, and she and her advisers have been covering it up all this time.

      Meanwhile, she’s got a new beau and sources say they’re planning on falling off the map together.

      There was more, but I couldn’t bring myself to read it. Fuming as I fumbled for my phone, I marched back in the direction of my apartment and hit dial on Billy’s number.

      He picked up after the first few rings, his voice tight when it came over the line. “Carter? How is she, man? Thank fuck you’re with her.”

      “I’m not,” I said, not sounding much better than he did. “She kicked me out, but Bart is with her. She’s safe. He’s my boss and he knows what she means to me. He won’t let anything happen to her.”

      “What? Why would she kick you out?” Even though he was hundreds of miles away, I heard the worry and confusion in his voice as clearly as if he were right next to me. “What happened? Jules called my parents to let them know she was in the hospital, but I don’t know much more than that.”

      “She kicked me out because she’s trying to protect me,” I said. “We’ve been seeing each other and I knew she was worried about what would happen if her MS flared up again, but I didn’t think she’d take it this far.”

      “Hold up, you’ve been seeing each other?” he asked disbelievingly. “Fuck, man, how long has this been going on? She told me you didn’t used to make out behind my back. What the fuck is this now?”

      “We never made out behind your back.” I squeezed the back of my neck while I prepared to tell him the rest of it. “Well, not when we were kids anyway. It only started after I got assigned to her detail.”

      He kept quiet for a few seconds. “Is it serious?”

      “Yeah.” I blew out a breath. “From my side anyway. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her, but she won’t listen to me. Someone needs to help her see that this disease is only a slight limitation right now.”

      “You want me to come out there?” he asked, and I suddenly heard the sounds of traffic from his side. “I’ve been thinking I wanted to, but I thought I’d wait until I got an update before I made a decision.” He paused again. “Hey, Carter?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I’m not saying I’m okay with you guys hooking up and not even telling me, but if she kicked you out, that means she’s serious about you too.”

      “She’s pushing me away.” I sighed, the pieces of my broken heart contracting painfully. “It isn’t the way to go about anything, but I understand what she’s doing. She thinks her life as she knows it is ending and she’s trying to set fire to it so she can move on. Probably somewhere by herself.”

      “I’ll be on the next flight out,” he said. “When I know what time I’ll be getting in, I’ll text you. Can you pick me up from the airport? I need to know what happened and I want to look into your eyes when you tell me how you feel about my sister.”

      “Are you going to kick me in the balls?”

      “Depends. Are you going to hurt her?”

      “I already have, but I didn’t mean to.” I screwed my eyes shut. “I’m never fucking lying to anyone again, not even by omission. This keeps coming back to bite me, but I recognized her when she first hired my firm. I didn’t tell her who I was even when I realized she didn’t know. I kept it from her and from my boss. And from you.”

      “Why’d you do it?” he asked after a beat.

      “I wish I knew, man. I really wish I knew. It seemed like a good idea at the time. I didn’t think it would matter, and by the time I realized it did, it was too late. I already hadn’t told her, and then I was afraid that if I did, she’d get pissed off and leave me.”

      “You’ve told her?”

      “Yep.” I opened my eyes again and kept heading back to my place. “She got pissed off, but she didn’t leave me. She didn’t fire me either. Things were awkward. Then they were better. Then she started becoming distant again.”

      “It’s been a tough couple of years for her.” His tone was much gentler now. “The diagnosis pulled the rug right out from underneath us all, but obviously, it hit her the hardest. It’s taken her a long time to trust her legs enough to get back up.”

      “I figured it was that.” My teeth sank into the inside of my cheek. “Then last night, just after she told me she was scared it would happen again, it did.”

      “She threaten to pull the plug on her performance?” he asked, worry thickening his voice.

      I nodded. “She asked me to call Jules to tell him. I called him, but only to tell him what’d happened. He was on his way to the hospital before we even got off the phone.”

      “You picking me up from the airport?” he asked again.

      “Yeah, I’ll be there. Just let me know what time.” After promising me we’d talk more once he got in, we hung up the phone.

      When I made it back to my apartment, I took another shower before crashing for a few hours. My sleep was fitful and plagued with nightmares about Rylee, the way she’d collapsed, and the look in her eyes when she told me to get the fuck out.

      My body, head, and heart all ached even worse when I woke up. There was a text from Billy waiting for me, saying he’d be in shortly after seven. I checked the time. Only three p.m.

      I flipped over on my bed, hooked my hands behind my head after grabbing my earphones, and tried to drown out the noise in my head with some more metal. It didn’t work.

      Rylee occupied all the real estate in my mind. I fluctuated between smiling into the empty room, punching my mattress, feeling like I was about to cry for the first time in fucking years, and even fighting a hard-on at times.

      God, I’m so fucked up right now.

      Still feeling super down when I sat up an hour later, I figured hair of the dog wasn’t the worst idea. I had a beer in my kitchen while staring out the window before going to get dressed to get ready to pick Billy up later.

      All in all, it was one of the most miserable days in my existence and I wasn’t feeling positive that the next day or even the one after that would be any better.

      What if she never lets me back in?

      I groaned out loud. I couldn’t even think about it. Facing the rest of my time on earth without her was the only thing I’d ever come across that I wouldn’t find a way through.
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      When I walked into my house on Sunday morning with Bart in tow, Carter’s absence hit me like I’d entered a Home Alone-style prank-filled house full of booby traps. Instead of gloopy syrup, feathers, and marbles, I was hit by the complete and total lack of his things.

      There was no leather jacket on my coatrack, no Max, no hoodie over the back of my couch, and no empty glasses or mugs anywhere. Carter wasn’t exactly messy, but when he made himself at home, he didn’t worry about things like taking his dishes back immediately or throwing his discarded clothes into the hamper right away.

      It hadn’t bothered me because it’d come with him. His unwavering, larger-than-life presence that I’d felt the second I’d stepped foot inside. That presence was also one of the things I missed so acutely now.

      A rustling in my kitchen made me snap my gaze in that direction. I dropped the duffle bag Jules had brought to the hospital for me and I’d insisted on carrying in myself, and ran toward the sound.

      Carter. Please be Carter.

      I couldn’t feel his presence, but maybe that was just because I hadn’t been expecting it. When I came around the corner and saw a familiar shock of dark hair and broad shoulders working the coffeemaker, I blinked back my surprise and charged forward.

      “Billy? Oh my God! What are you doing here?”

      My brother turned just in time to see me coming at him. His face split into a wide grin and he opened his arms for me to launch myself at him. “Ooomph. That’s a nice hello, sis. I wasn’t expecting quite this much enthusiasm.”

      I buried my face in the crook of his neck, hugging him tight while trying to get my emotions under control. “You came. I can’t believe you’re here. Wait. Why are you here? When did you get in?”

      He pulled back, setting me down gently before taking a step back to look me up and down. “You’re looking good. How are you feeling?”

      I stuck a leg out and wiggled it around before doing the same with the other. “I’m fine. I haven’t had another attack since that one on Friday and all my tests came back looking really good.”

      Some light crept back into the blue of his eyes and his chest expanded like he hadn’t been able to take a full breath since he’d found out. Motioning for me to take a seat on one of the stools, he fixed a cup of tea for me and coffee for himself. “Do they know what brought it on?”

      I rubbed my palms on my jeans, about to answer when Bart popped his head in the door. “I’m going to give you two a few minutes to talk in private. I’ll be in the control room if you need me.”

      Billy frowned at me over his shoulder, but there was some amusement in the slant of his lips. “The control room?”

      I shook my head, chuckling as I lifted both shoulders. “Formerly known as my formal sitting room. The space was unused, so they set up some monitors and things in there as well as in Cart—”

      My throat closed around his name. Pain lanced through my heart as the memories of the last time I’d seen him rushed through my head. Forcing air into my lungs, I took a few steadying breaths before trying again.

      “There’s monitors in the guest room as well as the sitting room.”

      My brother turned and pushed the cup of tea across the counter before wrapping his fingers around his mug. His expression was back to being serious, the lightness that had just been creeping in gone without leaving a trace behind.

      “Can’t even say his name, huh?” he asked, sounding sympathetic rather than surprised. He dipped his head to look into my eyes, leaning down to slide his forearms onto the counter with the mug still gripped in his hands. “He’s the reason I’m here, Ry. He called me.”

      “He did?” My heart started pounding wildly. I tried to keep it calm, but it refused to play along. “What did he tell you?”

      “That you needed me.” His features pinched as though he was in pain before he raked his hands through his hair. “You should’ve called me. I’m grateful that Carter did, but why didn’t you?”

      I watched the steam floating off the surface of my tea like it was the most fascinating thing in the world, unable to meet his eyes. My voice was quiet when I finally found it again. “I freaked out. I think I was kind of already freaking out even before it happened. The doctors say it might’ve even happened because I was so stressed and emotionally wound up.”

      “Carter didn’t only tell me that you needed me.” The admission in Billy’s tone made me look up at him. I didn’t know what I’d expected to see in his eyes, but it wasn’t the soft expression I found in them. “He also told me that you two have been seeing each other and that you chased him out of the hospital.”

      “He brought you here for me,” I repeated his earlier words. A humorless laugh came out of me and tears pricked my eyes. Hanging my head, I swiped the gathering moisture away but I couldn’t scrub away the emotion in my voice quite as easily. “I’m so fucking in love with that man, but he deserves so much better than me.”

      I didn’t hear him move, but suddenly Billy’s arms were around my shoulders and he was hugging me. “That has to be the biggest load of bullshit I’ve ever heard. What the hell made you think that?”

      A shuddering breath left me. “I can’t saddle him with someone like me in the long run. I should never even have started this thing with him.”

      Billy squeezed me before turning me around by my shoulders and shaking them gently. “I have no idea what’s going on with you, but this isn’t the real you, Ry. Do you want him in your life?”

      “Yes.” Zero thought required for that answer. “I regretted letting him go before he even left my hospital room, but I had to do it.”

      “No, you didn’t.” He arched both brows at me, his fingers still on my shoulders. “I spoke to him. Hell, he even picked me up from the airport last night. When we got to the hospital, they refused to let me in because it was too late, so he brought me here.”

      “You saw him?” I whispered, my heart clenching. “How is he?”

      “He looks like shit.” He chuckled but there was no amusement in his eyes. “Even I felt sorry for him, and I’m the last person who should be capable of that right now. Don’t get me wrong. I realize that you’re both adults and that you can do whatever, or in this case whoever, you want, but the thought of you two together is still fucking weird.”

      “We didn’t mean for it to happen,” I said quietly, “but I’m not going to apologize for it. He makes me happy, Billy.”

      He smiled gently. “I’m not asking you to apologize, but if he makes you happy, why did you kick him out when he wanted to be there for you and you needed him to be? Like I said, the guy looks like shit. I’m two hundred percent sure he’s in love with you too. You broke his heart, Ry. I didn’t even know he really had one, but I looked into his eyes and I saw it. He’s broken.”

      “So am I,” I confessed, more tears streaming down my face as my shoulders heaved on silent sobs. “But it’s not just my heart that’s broken. It’s my body too. How can I do that to him?”

      “The only thing you’d be doing to him is making him happy. You still don’t get it, do you?”

      “Get what?” I had to use my whole palms to wipe my face. My fingers were useless against the onslaught of tears streaming down my cheeks at this point.

      Billy looked into my eyes, disbelief in his as he shook his head. “There’s a reason why the phrase ‘in sickness and in health’ has been included in wedding vows going back fuck even knows how many years. True love isn’t about only being there for each other in the good times. It might even be more about being there when things get hard and facing it together.”

      I suddenly saw my brother in a whole different light. He wasn’t just the jackass who used to refuse to hang out with me, the friend I bantered with when we were home, or the playboy I thought he was in Nashville.

      He’d grown up too, and no one said stuff like that if they hadn’t lived through something big. “When did you get so wise?”

      “I’ve always been wise.” He tried for a smirk, but it fell flat. “Listen to me, Ry. Carter knows what he’s getting into. He wants the fabulous, beautiful parts of you, but he also wants the parts you think are broken. They’re all a part of you, and you’re the one he wants.”

      “He said that?” I was all choked up, but the words came out audibly nonetheless.

      Billy rolled his eyes. “He didn’t have to say it in so many words. Guys like us don’t really talk to each other using words like those, but that doesn’t mean it’s not true. If there was even a shred of doubt in my mind, I’d never be here advocating for him.”

      “So what do I do now?” I asked after a minute of letting his words sink in. There was a fresh spark of hope in my chest, but what was done was done. I couldn’t take back what I’d done and said in that hospital room. “You just said it. I broke his heart. It’s too late now.”

      He scoffed. “What do you think second chances are all about? You gave him one after he lied to you, didn’t you? Don’t you think he’d be willing to do the same for you?”

      The spark turned into an inferno, but the shame, guilt, and regret were all still there—all just as strong. “Maybe. I’m still not sure I can just forget what a relationship with me would mean for him.”

      “Did you talk to your doctors about it?” he asked, changing tact from emotional to scientific.

      I nodded. “They said there’s absolutely no reason why I couldn’t be in a perfectly normal relationship, get married, or have a family.”

      He winced. “Let’s not talk about you two having babies together just yet. I’m not nearly ready for that, but I will tell you one thing. Your doctors have walked a long road with you. They wouldn’t lie to you, especially about this. You’ve been thinking this way for a while, haven’t you?”

      “Yep.” I wasn’t proud of it, but it was the truth. The doctors even said the added stress I’d put myself under worrying about it might’ve been the main trigger for my attack.

      Billy knew it without me having to voice it out loud. He backed away from me, scrubbing his hands over his face before letting his head drop back.

      “Right, well, I tell you what you’re going to do. You’re going to go have a shower, change, and then you and I are going out for some groceries because there’s nothing edible in this house. When we get back, you’re going to return Jules’s calls. He’s even tried me about a hundred times. We’re going to get your work stuff back on track, and then we’ll work on a plan for Carter. Okay?”

      I’d rather have gotten right on to working on the plan to get Carter back, but Billy was giving me time to wrap my head around the truth. Carter didn’t care that I was famous or sick, and the doctors didn’t think being with him was like handing him a grenade that’s pin had already been pulled.

      There was only one person still worrying about it, and that was me. It wasn’t something I’d move past overnight, but I needed to get into the right headspace before I spoke to Carter. If I didn’t, there was a strong possibility that I’d screw things up even further.

      Bart suggested that we order groceries online, but I shut him down. I could walk, and I needed to do it. Even if it was just a few blocks to buy some food. He relented when I told him that, then fell in step beside Billy on our way to the store. The two spoke animatedly about Carter, looking to all the world like they were the ones who were old friends. As long as Billy was in town, we wouldn’t have to worry about appearances where Bart was concerned.

      We grabbed a few of the basic groceries before moving to the checkout point. My brain was spinning as I tried to reconcile what everyone was saying about Carter and my future, and my own beliefs on the matter.

      Everything slammed to a halt when I spotted my face—and Carter’s—on the front page of the New York Times. It was dated for the day before, but there were still a few copies of the paper sitting on the shelf.

      My heart dropped when I read the headline and saw Nathan’s name underneath it. Billy and Bart were next to me immediately, ushering me forward before I could read everything he’d written.

      “That asshole,” I cursed under my breath. “He’s never going to stop unless I do, is he?”

      Billy ground his teeth and shook his head firmly. “There’s not a chance you’re stopping.”

      “He won’t stop if you do anyway,” Bart added with all the confidence of a person who knew what he was talking about. “Clearly, he’s after something and he won’t stop until he gets it. It’s not your retirement he’s after. That’s for sure. Or else he’d have left it alone by now.”

      I closed my eyes and raised my chin, taking in a deep breath. They were right. I really had to stop doubting myself all the time. The wheels were in motion for my return, and while I would remain nervous about it, I was going to do it.

      “Hey, honey,” Jules said when he called about a minute later. I had a sneaking suspicion my brother had sent him a text letting him know I’d seen the article and what my reaction had been. I’d seen him typing on his phone when I was busy getting checked out. “How are you feeling? Up and about?”

      “I’m okay, and yes. We’re at the store.”

      “Good. I want you back onstage for a few more run-throughs this week. There’s no backing down now, baby. We’re going to take the world by storm.”

      Oh yeah, Billy definitely said something to him. But I was glad.

      Both of them had always been good for my soul, and being surrounded by them now was exactly what I needed to get me through the last couple of weeks before New Year’s. It didn’t escape my notice that I had Carter to thank for having Billy here, and for calling Jules for me.

      My heart swelled until it felt like it might pop, then seemed to adjust before swelling even more. It was the sweetest pressure I’d ever felt, but it also let me know that I owed it to both of us to talk to him.

      The sooner, the better. If, and that was a big if, he was willing to speak to me again at all.
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      The bookstore was jam-packed. People were lined up around the block for the signing, and the movie star turned urban fantasy author waved magnanimously as he made small talk with his fans. Copy after copy of his book was thrust underneath his nose, and the monotony of the day was getting to even me.

      Bart had booked me on a short-term day job for the signing while Rylee and I “worked on patching things up.” The problem with that statement was that, in order to be working on patching things up, we had to be talking. Which we weren’t.

      I still hadn’t heard a peep from her, and since she’d asked for space, I wasn’t about to go hounding her. Maybe that made me stubborn, but I preferred thinking of it as respecting her wishes. I also didn’t know if I could take being told it really was over.

      A big part of my battered and bruised heart still hoped Billy could get through to her. At least he’d reached out to me, and in ten minutes when this signing was over, I’d get to see one of the Naples siblings again.

      Bart had told me that Rylee had been discharged from the hospital and that she’d been given the all-clear. So why haven’t I heard from her?

      Hopefully, Billy would have some answers for me soon. I glanced at my watch before signaling to Ryan, who was manning the door, that we had to start wrapping it up.

      A few people had eyed me curiously throughout the day, but it was only when Andrew Parker, the movie star turned author, narrowed his eyes at me in suspicion once we got done that I realized why.

      “Aren’t you Rylee Naples’s new fling?” he asked, a wistful look on his face as he gave his head a shake. “Man, she’s gorgeous. I wanted to look her up while I was in town until I saw that article. It’s a real shame she’s retired.”

      “No, not him. You’ve got the wrong guy,” I replied curtly. “I wouldn’t believe everything you’ve read, though. I don’t think the world has seen the last of her.”

      He shrugged, giving me one last look before shaking his head again. “I hope you’re right. For the record, if you are him, I understand better than most why you’d say no but don’t just let her quit, okay?”

      My brows barely twitched upward, but he must have seen it. He dug into his jacket pocket and pulled out a card, winking as he held it out to me. “If she’s ever interested in crossing over to Hollywood, have her give me a call. She’s got a lot of fans out there. I’d be happy to help her get settled in.”

      I stared at the card, swiping it from him just before he moved to withdraw it. “Still not him, but if I happen to run into her, I’ll let her know.”

      He smirked. “Sure. Thanks for today.”

      The driver he’d hired opened the door for him at the back of the bookstore, and he disappeared with one last wave at me. I sighed, running my fingers through my hair after stashing the card into my own pocket.

      Even I had underestimated how brightly Rylee’s star shone. Even after all this time. Maybe it was time to give up that hope I’d been clinging to.

      My mood plummeted to new depths. There was a dark cloud hanging over me by the time I walked into the bar where I was meeting Billy.

      He was already there, nursing a beer in the corner. I went to grab myself a drink, ignoring the bartender’s scrutiny before he handed it over. I get it, man. Big dudes in black suits tend to cause trouble.

      I lifted my hands at him to show him I wasn’t there to stir his shit up, then left him a good tip before going to join Billy at the table.

      He grinned when he saw me. “Good day at work, honey?”

      “The best.” I took a long sip of my beer, draining the entire neck and then some before slamming it down on the table and reaching up to loosen my tie. “How is she?”

      “At rehearsals.” He gave me a slow onceover, his brow furrowing when he lifted his eyes back to mine. “Frankly, she’s looking much better than you. Have you slept?”

      “Minimally,” I grunted. “I haven’t managed more than a couple of hours a night. She’s still doing the show then?”

      “Yeah, it looks like it.” He tore at the label on his bottle, shredding tiny pieces off it while staring at me from across the table. The look in his crisp blue eyes was intense. “I went to bat for you with her, Carter. Don’t make me regret it. You need to take care of yourself.”

      I cocked my head, noticing something in the depths of those familiar eyes of his. “Why would you do that?”

      “Maybe I’ve been where you are. Maybe I wish someone had gone to bat for me, and maybe I wish I’d have handled it differently myself. It doesn’t really matter. She’s my little sister and you were my best friend for a long time. I want to see you both happy.”

      “You’re not quite the lady-killer out there that she thinks you are, are you?”

      He shrugged, tearing another piece of the label off. “I am now, I guess, but it wasn’t always like that. We’re not talking about me, though.”

      “It sounds like we should be.” I might be in a piss-poor mood, but Billy was still my friend. I’d dragged him all the way here. The least I could do was to get caught up with him too. “How’s life really been treating you? You keep saying everything is good, but it sounds like I’m not the only one who hasn’t been saying everything there is to say.”

      “Does anyone ever say everything there is to say?” He blew out a heavy breath. “Rylee is the important person right now. What’re you going to do about her?”

      “I met Andrew Parker today,” I said, holding up a finger when he narrowed his eyes at me. “It was a one-day-only gig. Anyway, he gave me his card to give to Rylee. According to him, she’d have a shot at Hollywood if she wants it.”

      Billy’s shoulders came down as he relaxed, his head dipping forward when he laughed. “Please don’t tell me you’ve built that up as another hurdle between you two in your head?”

      I shrugged, and he reached out to punch my bicep. “People out there have been after her for years. Jules must have at least a dozen numbers he’s collected since he started managing her. She’s not interested, and even if she was, she wouldn’t go if you couldn’t go with her.”

      “I don’t want to hold her back.” I tried saying it nonchalantly but my old friend knew me better than that.

      “Jesus. You two really just need to fucking talk to each other. She’s crying to me about not holding you back with her disease, and you’re crying about not holding her back in her career. In the meantime, all both of you want is to be together.”

      My gut clenched and my stomach rolled. “I’m not crying, but what are you talking about? I told her I wasn’t worried about that.”

      “Well, she was still worried about it, although I think she’s coming around.” He chewed on his lip, seemingly unsure if he should continue. Muttering “fuck it” under his breath, he brought his gaze back to mine and leaned forward. “You’re both as stubborn as mules. When you talk to her—and you will talk to her because otherwise all my efforts will have been for nothing—just tell it to her like it is.”

      Before I could reply, the door to the bar swung open and Nathan Biles himself walked in. Lo and fucking behold.

      “This can’t be a coincidence,” I grumbled, and Billy’s gaze followed mine.

      He cursed softly. “No, it can’t be. You tell anyone we were going to be here?”

      I shook my head but my eyes drifted to the bartender. “Guess he wasn’t worried about me causing shit after all. That fucking guy has eyes everywhere.”

      “You don’t get to be the number-one asshole in a profession filled with them by sitting back and waiting for people to come to you.” The vehemence in Billy’s voice told me there was more to this story.

      Nathan strode up to us with a grin so big I’d have sworn he’d just hit the jackpot. “Well, well, well. If it isn’t Billy Naples and Rylee’s mysterious boyfriend day-drinking together.”

      Billy rolled his eyes. “Fuck off, Biles. We don’t have anything to say to you.”

      “I might have something to say to you.” He placed his palms on our table while my hands clenched into fists on my thighs.

      Deep breath, Carter. Deep breath.

      Nathan’s gaze swung to mine, his smirk growing. “You know she’s never going to be happy with you, right? That girl will open her legs for anyone for a short while.”

      “You’re still salty because she turned you down,” Billy retorted, a vein below his jaw suddenly bulging.

      I stood up, getting in Nathan’s face. “You better get the fuck out of here before I ruin that pretty face of yours.”

      “Oh, so that’s how it is?” He winked at me. “You think I’m pretty, so you went after my sloppy seconds? That’s low, dude.”

      Red flashed in my vision, my brain fogging up as rage simmered inside. “You had to have had her for that, but keep dreaming.”

      “I will. In fact, I do every night. She’s going to be mine someday, you know? I won’t keep her, of course, because she’s a has-been now. A tainted, broken slut—”

      My fist slamming into the asshat’s face shut him up. He grabbed his jaw and howled, bending over as he spat blood on the floor.

      “Take a picture of that and post it in your paper, you pussy.” I jerked my thumb at the door. “Let’s go find somewhere that doesn’t spy for pathetic pricks, Naples.”

      “I’ve already taken a picture, asshole,” he yelled after us when we got to the door, motioning at the camera in the hand of a man who’d walked in a few minutes before him.

      He got it on camera. Fuck. My. Life.

    

  







            Chapter 30

          

          

      

    

    






RYLEE

        

      

    

    
      “It’s looking great, Ry!” Jules cheered from the first row. It was just the two of us in the performing arts center this afternoon. He had insisted on running through everything by ourselves before I went back to rehearsing with the rest of the cast.

      “Thanks.” I beamed at him. “Feels great, too.”

      Having this opportunity to practice by myself, to literally stretch my legs without having an audience, meant the world to me. I’d been telling him so all afternoon.

      “Should we go through it one more time?” I asked, using my hand to shield my eyes against the few lights that had been left on for us.

      My heart leaped when I realized it was no longer just the two of us. There were two other figures sitting a few rows behind Jules, silently watching me with their arms crossed protectively over their chests.

      What the hell are Carter and my brother doing here? I waved at them, moving toward the side of the stage, but Jules interrupted me. “Where do you think you’re going? I thought we were doing it again.”

      I hesitated. I wanted to talk to Carter more than anything, to throw myself into his arms and apologize for freaking out on him. I was completely in love with him and it felt like everyone knew it but him by now. It was way past time for me to be honest about how I felt—and about everything else.

      While I had been honest with him about it before, I hadn’t quite opened up about the extent of my fears or how they might affect him in the long run. We needed to have that conversation.

      After I apologize.

      On the other hand, getting the center to myself like this didn’t happen often. Jules had pulled some serious strings to close the place down for us for the afternoon, and he’d gone through the effort of compiling a recording of everyone else’s parts in the show.

      I couldn’t just put a stop to it now, especially not because I felt my confidence returning with every line I sang. There were no tingles in my legs when I danced, and everything was coming more and more naturally.

      When I met Carter’s gaze, even across the distance and even though I had to squint to get a proper look at him, I saw the nod he gave me. Billy shot me a thumbs-up by his side.

      Inhaling deeply, I brought the microphone back to my mouth. “Don’t you dare move before I’m done.”

      Jules spun around, finally realizing we weren’t alone anymore. He laughed before turning back to me. “Show off a little, will ya? Billy hears people singing for a living and Carter will be bursting at the seams by the time you’re done.”

      My brother made a gagging sound, but Jules just laughed again and gave them a shrug. “What? It’s true. You didn’t see him in my office that day, and this is a thousand times more impressive. Let’s go, sunshine. I ain’t got all day.”

      I heard Carter’s deep, smooth voice rumbling through the space between us. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Instead of shielding my eyes again so I could look at him and pour my heart out right from this stage, I gave them the performance they all wanted to see. It was their way of showing me that they supported me, that they were checking in on me and were here for me, and I wanted to show them that I still deserved that support. I still had this in me, even if I was still a little scared of falling flat on my face again.

      When I got to “I’m Not That Girl,” I remembered singing it to Carter in bed that night. I remembered how I’d felt and how worried I’d been. I also remembered thinking that sometimes, no one would really mourn the wicked.

      Maybe it was selfish of me—wicked even—but now I couldn’t help wondering if perhaps I was that girl. If what Billy had been saying was true—and I had no reason to doubt him—Carter had been mourning for me and for us just as much as I had been.

      If I was really lucky, maybe I could be that girl for him. Just for him. Forever.

      “Hands touch, eyes meet.” I started the iconic song, my eyes on the spot where I’d seen him just a minute before. The lights were in my eyes again, but I knew he would still be there. “Sudden silence, sudden heat. Hearts leap in a giddy whirl. He could be that boy. But I’m not that girl.”

      “Don’t dream too far,” I went on, a pang in my heart when I thought back to how firmly I’d believed these words when I’d sung them to him the first time. “Don’t dream too far. Don’t lose sight of who you are. Don’t remember that rush of joy. He could be that boy. I’m not that girl.”

      I didn’t think I’d ever be able to forget the rush of joy when he’d first kissed me back, though. When he’d first looked at me like I was the only person he could see.

      A montage of memories of us, from now and from then, played through my mind while I finished the song. By the time I sang the last note, my eyes were wet but my heart was happy.

      Carter and I could survive this, and we would. If not even a decade apart could keep us from being nothing to each other, this wouldn’t do it either.

      When I got to the last song of the first act, “Defying Gravity,” I was all in. My doubts, worries, and fears weren’t forgotten, but I wouldn’t let them hold me back anymore.

      I sang the words straight at him, even though I still couldn’t see him. “Something has changed within me. Something is not the same. I’m through with playing by the rules of someone else’s game. Too late for second-guessing. Too late to go back to sleep. It’s time to trust my instincts. Close my eyes and leap!”

      “It’s time to try defying gravity. I think I’ll try defying gravity.”

      That’s enough. I needed to sort this thing between us out now. No more waiting. I thought back to the promise we’d made one another so many nights ago.

      After setting the microphone back in its stand at the end of the song, I made a run for the stairs at the side of the stage. I’d hardly reached them when strong arms enveloped me.

      My eyes were still blinded by the lights but I didn’t need to see him to know it was Carter. My body knew his so well I could pick him while blindfolded, drunk, and even if a hundred others were wearing his cologne.

      I wrapped myself around him, twining my fingers into his hair and almost cheering when he lifted me up, holding me like I was the most precious thing in the world to him. My breath caught before I could say anything, and I decided to bury my face in the crook of his neck for just a little while longer.

      Billy and Jules cheered so loudly that I doubted he’d have been able to hear me anyway. When their hollers and whoops died down, I heard Billy’s voice carrying up to us. “Well, at least they’re not kissing. I don’t think I’m ready to see that.”

      “You might want to leave soon then,” Jules replied. “I have a feeling there’s about to be a lot of kissing in just a minute. Maybe more. I think I’ll stay and see. I wouldn’t mind seeing Carter without his shirt on.”

      There was a soft thump, which I assumed was Billy punching Jules’s arm, followed by my friend’s rich laughter. Then the door swung shut several seconds later. As if the spell between us had been broken by the exchange, Carter pulled back and slowly set me down on my feet.

      I opened my mouth to unleash the mother of all apologies until I saw the thunderous expression on his face. All the hope in my heart disappeared with a poof worthy of the famous Elphaba. “What happened?”

      “The Times strikes again. That’s what.” Reaching into his pocket, he handed over his phone and took a step away from me. “I’m so sorry, Ry. I never should’ve let it go that far. It only happened a couple of hours ago. I have no idea how he printed it so quickly.”

      I glanced down at the screen and tasted bile on the back of my tongue when I read what Nathan had written this time. Ha. Biles causes bile should be his catch phrase.

      Front and center, there was a picture of Carter mid-punch with Nathan at the receiving end of it. His eyes were wide and his mouth was open. The headline screamed about how I was involved with an abusive man.

      “I know I fucked up again,” Carter said. “Nathan came into the bar where Billy and I were. He said some stuff about you and I just lashed out.”

      I frowned so hard I hoped my mother hadn’t been right about one’s face staying that way, and thrust the phone back at him without reading another word. “No, you didn’t fuck up.”

      Closing the distance he’d put between us, I reached up and captured his gorgeous yet significantly more bearded than usual face between my hands. “It looks like a setup if you ask me. Even if it wasn’t, good for punching that asshole. I hate that guy. I don’t know what he said about me, but I’m sure it must’ve been vile for you to react like that.”

      “It was.” He wrapped his arms around my waist, tugging me right up against him as his deep brown eyes looked into mine. “You’re not pissed off at me?”

      “Not even a little.” Pushing up on my toes, I planted my hands at the nape of his neck and pulled his face down to mine. I was met with no resistance when I claimed his mouth with my own and kissed him with everything I had.

      He gathered me back up in his arms just like we had been before, carrying me until my back hit the wall next to the stairs leading off the stage. His fingers plowed into my loose hair, his mouth hungry and wild on mine.

      A loud wolf-whistle made us break apart, our chests rising and falling heavily before I erupted into a fit of giggles at Jules’s next words. “I’m still here, guys. Before you ask, I can’t leave. I have to lock up behind us. Now get those horny asses of yours to a public place and talk before you maul each other like that.”
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      Rylee fidgeted nervously with the zipper on her jacket when we walked out of the performing arts center side by side. She glanced up at me with a mixture of fear and joy in those bright blue eyes I loved so much, putting a hand on my bicep before we hit the sidewalk.

      We stood underneath a small awning outside. People were rushing by us on the street, but I hardly noticed any of them. As soon as she looked at me, there was just her. Just Rylee in this bubble that belonged only to us even in a city filled with millions of others.

      “I’m sorry for yelling at you,” she said, walking around to stand in front of me. She jutted her chin out, determination in the set of her jaw despite that hint of fear still in her brow. “I thought I was doing the right thing.”

      “You don’t need to—” I started, but her eyes rounded and she placed both hands softly on my chest. My heart jumped beneath her palms, but the move shut me the hell up. “Sorry. Continue.”

      “I do need to apologize, though. I acted like a child. I was freaking out, and instead of letting you in about it, I pushed you out. I can’t say it was a mistake because at the time, I really thought it was the right thing to do.”

      She dragged in a long, slow breath but her eyes on mine told me she wasn’t done yet. “I’m still trying to come to grips with the long-term implications of this disease myself. I thought I was getting there, but then you happened. It started occurring to me how much I hadn’t discussed with my doctor, and when I tried to, he was out of the country.”

      She wet her lips nervously. “I told myself that I’d been honest with you, but mentioning being worried about something isn’t the same as being totally honest about it, so here goes.”

      I closed my hands over hers on my chest, wrapping my fingers firmly around her thinner ones. I wasn’t going anywhere, and this was the only way I could show her that without interrupting her.

      “Being diagnosed with any chronic illness sucks, but especially one like this. No one knows for sure if it will last for a few years or if it will be lifelong. There’s no cure and no definitive cause. There’s no telling how it will progress in any one individual, or if it will cause seriously disability, or if you’ll be one of a lucky few patients for whom it will always be mild.”

      Tears glistened in her eyes, but she didn’t let them fall, and she didn’t stop talking. She simply inhaled another breath and pushed through it.

      “The symptoms, severity, and duration all vary from person to person. I’ve been one of the lucky ones so far, but that doesn’t mean it will always be like that.” Her breathing was shallow, her eyes earnest when she tapped her fingers on my chest. “When I look at you, I see this amazing, funny, playful, gorgeous, cocky guy who’s got life by the balls. You worked to get to where you wanted to be, and you’ll carry on doing just that. I don’t want to be the ball and chain holding you down.”

      She lowered her gaze as if she needed a moment before bringing it back to mine. “My thoughts had been snowballing for a while before that night. They got away from me completely until even the thought of a future with you seemed impossible. I lashed out at you because I needed you to be the one to walk away. I know it’s not fair, and I know I hurt you. I’m truly, deeply sorry. Do you think you can ever forgive me?”

      “There’s nothing to forgive, Ry.” I let go of her hands to press my body to hers and wind my arms around her neck, bending my knees to look right into her eyes. “You got scared and freaked out. You didn’t do anything wrong and you weren’t the only one worrying about the future. I don’t want to be the security thug holding you down when you could be with movie stars or pretty much any man in the world.”

      “I don’t want to be with any man in the world,” she whispered. “I just want to be with you.”

      “That’s how I feel about you. I don’t give a fuck about being held back because you will never be holding me back. You lift me up, Ry. Being with you makes me feel like the man I’ve always wanted to be, and nothing is ever going to change that.”

      She opened her mouth, but I gave my head a small shake. “You’ve had your say. Now let me have mine. I don’t want to be pushed away anymore. Period. MS or not, you’re being ridiculous.”

      Leaning forward, I pressed a soft kiss to her forehead and pointed my thumb at my bike parked at the curb. “Ride life until you can’t ride anymore. Then get on my fucking bike and I’ll drive.”

      Her brow quirked, a small smile on her lips even as her eyes grew misty. “You never say what I expect you to.”

      “You never do what I expect you to.” I held her closer. “I mean it, Ry. Whatever happens in the future is going to happen, and I want to be right there next to you when it does. Do you still like reading?”

      “Yeah?” Her voice went up a little at the end of the word, her head tilting to one side. “Why?”

      “When you read a book, you don’t skip right to the end, do you? You read the whole thing to see how the characters get to the end. It’s the story that matters.”

      “I see where you’re going with this.” Her eyes were pinned to mine. “You’re saying that you want to be a part of my story, no matter how it ends.”

      “Exactly.” I bowed my head to run my nose along hers. “Well, almost. I don’t want it to be only your story anymore. I want it to be ours.”

      “What if I freak out on you again?” she asked, concern knitting her brows together. “I didn’t plan to do it. I can’t guarantee that it won’t happen again.”

      “If it does, we deal with it.” I linked our hands together. “No one’s perfect, Ry. No relationship is either. I’ve fucked up too, and it’s going to happen again. I’ll always be waiting for you on the other side if you freak out again.”

      “I’ll always be willing to listen. I won’t cut you off when you say you have something important to tell me, and I won’t assume to know what you’re going to say.”

      A soft chuckle rumbled through me as I rested my forehead against hers. “It sounds like we’re reciting our vows to each other.”

      “We kind of are.” She drew her head away from mine to look up at me. “Is that really it? Is it possible that we’ve sorted out things that have had both of us heartbroken for days in a matter of minutes?”

      “The wonders of proper communication,” I murmured, sliding my hands into her hair to angle her face before bringing my mouth to hers in a kiss that was wildly inappropriate for being out in public, but I didn’t give a damn.

      We only came up for air once our kiss slowed to a natural end, both of us smiling against each other’s lips before we parted. She nuzzled the underside of my jaw, her mouth against my skin when she spoke.

      “We were communicating before. We just didn’t say everything we should have. Can we agree to never hold back again?”

      I nodded, resting my chin on top of her head for just a moment and squeezing her hips before I let her go. “How about we get off the street? My place isn’t too far away from here, and you haven’t even seen it yet. I’ll make you dinner.”

      Her eyes sparkled like sapphires in the sun when she looked into mine. “I remember what happened to your pasta the last time you tried to microwave it. How about I cook dinner and you drive us to your place?”

      “You’ve got yourself a date.”

      Our fingers brushed before mine wrapped around hers. I wasn’t a tingles kind of guy, but I sure as fuck felt them when we walked over to my bike with our hands joined.

      After getting my spare helmet fitted on her head, we took off. There was an underlying nervousness in my stomach about showing her my place. She might’ve said she didn’t care, but she also hadn’t seen where and how I lived.

      Stop it. She said she doesn’t care, so she doesn’t.

      I swept those thoughts aside and let her arms around my waist and the warmth of her against my back take precedence over my worries. I was done with the being-insecure bullshit. She’d literally just told me in so many words that I was the only she wanted. I didn’t know how she could make it clearer than that.

      When we arrived at my apartment, she climbed off the bike, removed the helmet, and shook her hair out once it was off. My tongue got stuck to the roof of my mouth. I can’t believe this stunning woman is really mine.

      She caught me looking, frowning before she pointed at her mouth. “Why are you looking at me like that? Have I got something in my teeth or a rat’s nest in my hair?”

      “Nope.” I caught her wrist and tugged her against my body, snaking my arms around her waist and kissing her hard. “Remember when we talked about your fantasies of me that day?”

      A slightly pink flush spread across her cheeks. “Yes?”

      “Seeing you get off my bike, looking hot as hell while you shake out your hair like that, might’ve just touched on one of mine.” I brought my hips forward to let her feel the effect she’d had on me. “See? No more holding back.”

      She looped her arms around my neck, the helmet still in one of her hands. “Let’s get inside, shall we?”

      “We shall.” I picked her up, swung her over my shoulder, and laughed when she banged on my back. “I can’t help it. You bring out the caveman in me.”

      Her laughter rang out, making my heart soar. “I think I like it.”

      I carried her all the way into my kitchen, a flash of nerves making a comeback before I could squash them again. “So, uh, this is it.”

      “I like it, even if it is upside down.”

      “Shit.” I set her back down on her feet, holding my breath as I watched her take a look around. “Happy you don’t have to spend much time here?”

      “I’d be happy to spend time wherever you are.” She slid her hands onto my shoulders and cupped both sides of my throat in her small, warm hands, her eyes intent on mine. “I’d move in here any day as long as it was with you.”

      “Speaking of moving in together, should I call and tell Bart he’s been replaced? Where was he today anyway?” I hadn’t even thought about it before.

      She grinned, peering up at me from beneath her thick lashes with a mischievous look on her face. “He was there. Backstage. I’m pretty sure he left when he figured out you weren’t going anywhere without me.”

      “Good.” I kissed her again before digging my phone out of my pocket. “Let me give him a quick call. He needs to clear his shit out of my room tonight.”

      “Your room?” The mischief burned away until her gaze was smoldering. “I was thinking you might want to move to the one down the hall.”

      I arched a brow at her, my heart hammering when I figured it out. “You mean yours?”

      “Ours.” Bringing her hands to my chest, she gave me a light push before turning around. “Go phone your friend, caveman. I’ll see what I can rummage up for dinner.”

      The last thing I wanted was to stop touching her right now, but if I didn’t, I wasn’t going to get through the call with Bart without stripping her down. Still sucks.

      I hit his number while walking to my window, then looked at the stunning view of a brick wall on the other side of the alley as I waited for him to answer. It didn’t take him very long, and I could hear the grin in his voice when it came through the line.

      “If you’re calling to tell me to get my stuff out of your girl’s apartment, I’m already doing it.”

      “Glad to be back on the job.”

      “I’m glad to have you back on the job. I need a fucking break.” He laughed before growing serious again. “With everything that happened, we never got to have that talk about you and her seeing each other while you’re guarding her.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck, rolling my head from side to side. “I know. I never meant to break the rules. Especially not after the way you stuck up for me on the last job. It’s just… Rylee.”

      “If I thought any differently, I’d have fired you the moment I started suspecting. I knew there was something about her.” He paused. “You’re happy?”

      “As a fucking clam.” My fingers twitched, longing to get back to touching her. “She’s it for me, man.”

      “I thought so,” he muttered, adding more loudly, “I’ll work something out for you. We’ll talk at our next meeting? Just don’t fuck it up again.”

      “I won’t. I’ve got to go. Just wanted to make sure you knew she was with me so you wouldn’t worry.”

      “Someone’s in a hurry,” he said, chuckling. “Remember to use protection, bro. Don’t be so rushed that you force yourself to be rushing to the hospital nine months from now.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Thanks for the pep talk and the vote of confidence. Good night, Bart.”

      A huge weight lifted from my chest. Not only were Rylee and me okay again, but Bart really was behind our relationship. I’d had a feeling he was the last time we talked about it, but that had been the same night she’d collapsed. It’d been there in the back of my mind these last few days that even if we made up, Bart might change his mind and pull me off her detail anyway.

      It was a massive relief to know it really wouldn’t be happening. The grin I wore dropped like a rock when I turned around to find Rylee sitting naked on my kitchen table.

      Her hair fell over her shoulders in a light and natural way that made me think she’d shaken it out again. She had her long legs crossed with the helmet on her lap, hiding all the parts I wanted to feast on but making for a mental picture I’d never forget.

      “Dinner is served,” she said with a come-hither beckoning of her finger. “I couldn’t find much in the pantry, so this will have to do.”

      “This is all I want anyway.” The sound that ripped out of me as I stalked up to her was closer to animal than human, but it didn’t stop me.

      Planting my hands on the cool surface next to her hips, I took her mouth in a kiss that was just as predatory as the sound had been. She was finally really mine, and I planned on keeping it that way.
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      Carter zeroed in on me like I was a fluffy, buttery bagel and he’d been starving for one for years. His eyes never left mine, his jawline suddenly set and his shoulders rigid with tension.

      Without saying another word, he kissed me in a way that felt entirely new. There was something about this kiss that was all masculine possessiveness. Dominance even.

      Softer things were layered into the gentler strokes of his tongue when he withdrew, only to plunge back into my mouth with that raw, primal edge that made me feel like he was marking me for good this time.

      Well, great because I’m marking him too. I wouldn’t pee all over him, but I curled my arms around his neck and kissed him back with the same amount of passion he was pouring into me.

      We hadn’t said those words to each other that came with those softer brushes yet, but it felt like we were spelling them out with our kisses nonetheless. I gave myself over to him completely, laying my heart and soul as bare to him as my body was.

      In return, I felt him doing the same. He moaned into my mouth, his hands finally leaving the counter to grip my hips. Then one released me to swipe the helmet away before it was back.

      Nudging my knees with his legs, he silently commanded me to part them for him and I did. He stepped between them, pressing himself as close to me as he could.

      I felt the steel rod underneath his jeans and lowered my hands to undo them. There were quiet thuds that I took to be his shoes flying off at the same time that I worked his button free and unzipped him. Lifting his jeans and underwear up and over his erection, I let my feet help me drag them off.

      Carter let go of me to take off his jacket but only stopped kissing me for the time it took to pull his shirt off over his head. With all those miles of warm, tattooed skin against me, my nipples pebbled and the space between my legs went from damp to soaked.

      He closed his fingers over my knees to tug me closer to the edge of the table before running his hands up and down the insides of my thighs. Reaching down between us again, I trailed my fingertips over the dips and rises in his abdomen, pulling lightly at the thin strands of hair that ran down from his belly button.

      Both of us moaned as we continued to touch each other, to explore as if it were the first time doing it. When he finally allowed his hands to move all the way up to land between my folds, I gasped and nearly bit his tongue.

      “Fuck, Carter,” I hissed against his lips, punctuating my words with more kisses. “We should go to your bedroom.”

      He rocked his hips against my thigh to let me feel how much he wanted the same thing, but he grated out another response between his teeth. “In a minute. I want to watch you come first.”

      Well, okay then. I wasn’t going to argue with that. Especially since I knew he wouldn’t let me return the favor just yet. But later, you’re all mine.

      One thick, long finger slid into me while he circled my clit with his thumb. His other hand came up to cup my ribs before his fingers started in on my nipple. It didn’t take him very long to get what he wanted.

      He broke off the kiss to watch me unravel around him, then carried me to his bed after making me hear the angels sing. I swore I heard the heavenly chorus before I came back down.

      As soon as my back hit the mattress, he buried his face between my legs and had me close to another climax before I remembered my promise to myself. Hooking my leg around, I managed to maneuver enough that he understood what I was trying to do.

      He groaned and bit out a curse against me before angling his body the way I needed him. I forced my eyes open despite the euphoric pleasure already threatening to cascade again, and focused on him to keep myself from flying over the edge.

      There was wetness on his tip, and when I wrapped my fist around his shaft, he felt as hot as lava and as hard as the volcano it came from. Taking him into my mouth, I swirled my tongue around his crown and nearly combusted at the sexy moans spilling from his lips and vibrating right into me.

      I was dangling right on the edge of that cliff, and he pushed me over it when he swelled against my tongue. Knowing he was that close while his magical mouth was on me did it. I let go, and he was inside me just as soon as I stopped clenching around his fingers.

      Moving at a pace that said he was one false move away from losing it, he brought his mouth back to mine and kissed me while shoving his hands into my hair. I met him at every thrust, loving the way his body pushed me into the mattress and feeling those powerful muscles quivering against me.

      “Stop holding back, baby,” I whispered between his fervent kisses. “That’s our motto for the day, right?”

      I kept my eyes open long enough to see his brow furrowing in concentration before a soft sound came from the back of his throat. His thrusts became staccato and his body tensed. “Rylee. Baby. Fuck. I can’t…”

      The words were just about whispered but I heard them as clearly as if he’d shouted them from the rooftops. I held on to him when he found his release, loving every second of knowing that he hadn’t held anything back from me.

      “I hate to say this,” Carter said after we’d caught our breath. He was lying flat on his back with his bicep curled and his hand behind his head. “But we should go back to your place.”

      I cuddled deeper into his side, listening to his heart beating under my ear and appreciating the deep rumble of his voice in his chest when he spoke. It took me a few seconds to snap out of my trance and absorb what he’d said. “Why? Can’t we just sleep here tonight? It’s probably starting to get late.”

      “There’s not enough security here. Anyone could’ve followed us from that center, and since my name and face are out there now, it wouldn’t be a stretch for someone to come looking for you here.”

      Damn it. I was so darn comfortable, and my limbs still felt weak, but I knew he was right. Plus, if I wanted to keep him as my bodyguard, I knew I had to let him do his job. “Five more minutes?”

      “Three.” He sat up slowly, careful to wait for me to slide off his glorious body before turning to throw his legs over the side of the bed. “I’ll get dressed and get your clothes from the kitchen.”

      “What about Max?” I asked, suddenly realizing I hadn’t seen him since we’d gotten here.

      Carter smirked and smacked the side of my ass. “Are you really thinking about my dog right now?”

      “I’ve missed him,” I said, pulling up the shoulder not on the mattress. “Why? Can’t handle the competition that there’s another guy who’s crawled into my heart right along with you?”

      He groaned, dipping his head down and letting it hang between his shoulders while he shook it. “I can’t even believe I’m about to say this, but no. I don’t like that there’s another guy in there.”

      “Jealous much?” I teased.

      “When it comes to you? You ain’t seen nothing yet.” A soft chuckle came from him.

      God, I love that sound so much I wish I could bottle it.

      Despite the orgasms I’d just had, my gaze followed his tight ass when he got up and walked out of the room. My teeth sank into my lip, and I wondered if it was normal to get turned on again just by watching a naked, tattooed man with a great ass walking away after just having had amazing sex with him.

      Yep, I decided. Definitely normal. Any woman who’s seen him will agree.

      Flopping back on his bed, I couldn’t fight the smile that broke free. That’s right, ladies. You will be tempted to look, but you can’t touch. He’s mine, all mine.

      The smile didn’t go away when he came back in or while we dressed or even after we got back to my house. I’d have thought that I’d be wiped out after a day like today, but there was a strange energy buzzing through my veins.

      I felt like how I imagined people felt when they won the lottery. And it was all because Carter was back. He was mine, and he hadn’t written me off as a crazy person for freaking out on him.

      For the first time in a long time, there were no doubts plaguing my mind. No confusing thoughts swirling around inside my head, and no crushing guilt coursing through my veins over the future I’d be forcing on him if he stayed with me.

      All was right in my world, and it felt fucking incredible.

      The only thing missing was Max, but he was with Carter’s elderly neighbor, and we would pick him up in the morning. In the meantime, we had the whole night to ourselves.

      “Okay, what’s with that smile?” he asked when he stood up after lighting the fireplace. He brushed my cheeks with his fingertips, curious brown eyes latched firmly on mine. “I feel like you have a secret you need to tell me.”

      “That’s just it. There are no more secrets between us. You’re here. I’m here. You’re not losing your job and my brother didn’t cut off your balls when he found out about us.”

      He smiled, and it was so beautiful that my heart skipped. “It feels pretty damn awesome, doesn’t it? I just wish we could’ve said goodbye before he had to run back to Nashville.”

      Before we’d left Carter’s apartment, we’d both retrieved our phones from where we’d left them in his kitchen. There were texts from Billy waiting for each of us, claiming he had to catch the first flight back to deal with an emergency at work.

      I twisted my fingers into Carter’s hair. “I know. Me too. We’ll be seeing him soon, though. I’ll check on him in the morning.”

      “Want to watch a movie?” he asked, pushing his chest to mine and walking me back until my knees hit the couch. “Or did you want to go to sleep?”

      “Movie,” I said immediately. “We should probably order some takeout for dinner, too.”

      He nodded and went off to grab some menus while I got settled on the couch. We chose a movie, a terrible ninja thing that had only one redeeming quality—I was snuggled into Carter’s chest while watching it.

      Our Chinese food got there halfway through, and luckily, the credits started rolling not long after we’d finished eating. I sat up then but only to twist my upper body around to face him.

      All the lights were off, the room illuminated only by the fire and the television. Billy and Bart had helped me take the Christmas tree down, which I regretted now. When I’d gotten home after my hospital stay over the weekend, it had reminded me too much of Carter and his family to even look at it.

      He raised a dark brow at me, the corners of his lips slightly tipped up. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “I guess I still just can’t believe that you’re here, and that you’re you. Who would’ve thought that little Rylee Naples and hot Carter Demming would ever be snuggled up on a couch together while being, well, together?”

      He shrugged but there was no hiding the soft smile in his eyes. “I hope no one thought it. My mom probably hoped for it, but the age difference between us just seemed so insurmountable back then.”

      “Did you ever have feelings for me when we were younger?” I asked. It was a question I’d been dying to know the answer to since I’d first found out who he was.

      His head fell back a bit when he laughed. “No, you were too young, but I wanted to.”

      “I had them for you,” I admitted, although I suspected he already knew.

      “Yeah, I got that from the way you kept looking at me.” His lips pulled up into a sexy smirk. “When I caught you staring the first time, I nearly had a heart attack. I felt so fucking guilty about it.”

      “Hey.” I gave his shoulder a gentle shove. “I wasn’t the only one looking.”

      He lifted his hands in surrender, showing me his palms before sliding his arms back around my waist. “True. Catching you looking at me like I was a lollipop you wanted to lick clued me into the fact that you weren’t so little anymore. Slowly but surely, I started noticing that you’d grown boobs, that your face was actually beautiful and not so dorky anymore, and that the guys at school practically salivated when you walked into a room.”

      “My face was never dorky,” I protested while trying to stifle a laugh, “and no one salivated. Not even almost.”

      “Bullshit,” he whispered. “It didn’t take me long to notice you’d grown into the most gorgeous girl in town. After that…” Winding his fingers into my hair, he gave it a soft tug that made me lift my face more fully to his. “After that, it was game over for me. I lectured myself every fucking time I went over to your place about not looking at you like I wanted to lick you right back, but I wanted to do it so badly that I could never quite follow through on not looking.”

      “Why didn’t you make a move?” I asked, becoming breathless from the way his eyes heated when they dropped to my lips.

      “Like I said, you were too young. I convinced myself it was just my dick’s natural reaction to a pretty girl and that my hormones were all fucked up. I thought it would go away.”

      “Did it?”

      He locked his gaze to mine before slowly shaking his head from side to side. “Nope. As soon as I saw you sitting in that room at my office, I realized I still wanted to lick you just as badly.”

      “Now you get to lick me whenever you want,” I said, “and I finally get to do the same.”

      “Exactly.” He brought his hand up to my shoulders and pushed me down on the couch. Grabbing my legs, he slid them out from underneath me and draped them around his waist before flicking open the button on my pants. “I really shouldn’t let any opportunity to do it go to waste. My teenage self would never forgive me.”

      “We can’t have that, now can we?” I helpfully lifted myself up when he slid my pants and panties down in one go, then kicked off my shoes so he could get my clothes over my feet.

      The air in the room felt cool against my heated core, but then Carter’s hot mouth was on me and nothing else mattered anymore. As strange as it felt to know it, we were an us now, and nothing would come between us again.
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      It was balls crazy in Times Square, but it was New Year’s Eve. Crazy came with the territory.

      Bart stood beside me in a black suit, his earpiece in as he barked orders to the rest of our team. Everyone was on high alert. With a crowd this size, anything could happen.

      “Rylee’s going to be performing on that stage,” he said to me and pointed to our left after finishing up with the others. “They’ve got her appearing and exiting through a hatch in the floor.”

      “Roger that.” We’d been over the logistics for this evening a hundred times. I knew every step she was going to be taking tonight, but this was our final work-through. The stakes had never been higher, and we needed to make sure everything was perfect. “She’s already in the back going over her warm-ups. The biggest threat will be once she’s up onstage.”

      “We’ve got fifteen guys around the perimeter of the stage itself, five on every exit route, and the police are here in full force. I’ve informed them of the threats that have been made against her and that she’ll be on the stage this evening.”

      Since her performance was still supposed to be a surprise, I knew that only some of the higher-ups had been informed she’d actually be making a comeback tonight. Even those people had only been told within the last couple of days. The rest had been told she’d be in attendance and would be up onstage with the hosts for a chat.

      Everything was going exactly according to plan, but I was as tightly wound as they came. If anything happened to her… I squeezed my eyes shut for a beat. I couldn’t even think about it.

      Bart clapped me on the shoulder. “It’s going to be fine. She’s okay, she’s safe, and we’re going to make sure she stays that way.”

      “Right.” The only other people allowed within the backstage area where she was waiting were her family, Tani, Jules, and me. “Ryan and Don are still at her door, right?”

      “No one’s gone in or out. Billy and her parents are there. Not even the other performers have been in to see her yet.”

      I’d heard their updates in my own ear just two minutes ago, but there was no stopping this feeling in my gut. Something was going to happen tonight. I just couldn’t let it happen to her.

      “You’ll be right over there when she comes on,” Bart said, inclining his head at my pre-determined post. “Donny and Ryan will wait with her once you leave to come up here. They’ll stay down there, escort her back to her dressing room when she’s done, and you’ll be back with her two minutes later. Unless you’ve changed your mind?”

      I shook my head. “I need to see her taking the stage again. I need to be here for her if she needs me, but I’d also just end up killing someone down there if I didn’t have eyes on her.”

      He chuckled before the telltale click in our ears meant someone had something to report. Don’s voice came in a second later. “There’s a Tani here for Rylee. Blonde lady. She’s on the list.”

      “Let her in,” I said, watching my friend’s face when Tani’s name was mentioned.

      Bart had a poker face that could win him the world championships, but as soon as Don said Tani, something in his expression changed. It softened before he could even catch himself.

      Yeah, Rylee was definitely onto something with the two of them.

      I didn’t bring it up, though. If he wanted to, he’d tell me about it. Cash might not be here tonight, but I knew Bart wouldn’t be able to get past the mere fact of his existence just like that.

      “She’s inside,” Don reported back. “Door’s closed again. No movement around.”

      “Thanks, Donny.” Bart cleared his throat, his expression back to being as stony as ever. He glanced at me. “No heroics tonight, Carter. If you see something you don’t like, you let me know. Don’t go punching every man who makes eyes at your girl.”

      “Me?” I smirked, jabbing my thumb at my chest. “Never.”

      Not true, but so be it. Bart already knew I’d do whatever it took to protect her. That was why I was still here as her bodyguard and not only as her boyfriend.

      We’d finally gotten around to having that talk. Although I hadn’t been yanked from her detail or fired for breaking the rules, I was on a short leash. If it meant I got to stay close to her, I’d sit up and beg like a fucking puppy without having any problems about it.

      There had been some paperwork for Rylee and me to fill out, but apparently this kind of thing wasn’t unheard of. I got to keep being her live-in bodyguard, but Ryan would be with us at public appearances from here on out. For the time being anyway.

      She hadn’t received any more threats, and after tonight, she’d be back on Broadway. Since the threats had come from a person wanting her back, we were working on the assumption that things would die down in that department.

      Jules had already spoken to Bart about long-term representation, but only to the extent that Rylee would be accompanied when she had to mingle with fans and that kind of thing. She’d agreed to it but had made it clear that she refused to be followed around “for the rest of our lives.”

      Her emphasis on that word had made me feel like a fucking superhero. That was me she’d included in her “our.” Things had been great between us, and I had a feeling the best was yet to come.

      “Speaking of punching every man who makes eyes at your girl, keep your fists to yourself, yeah?” He nodded at a figure cutting a path toward us.

      My eyes narrowed when I recognized Nathan fucking Biles. He smirked when he met my eyes, sliding his hands into the pockets of his chinos.

      “Has the princess had enough of you yet?” he asked. “I’m guessing yes. Otherwise, you’d be wherever she was getting ready for the big reveal.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I replied, calling on every ounce of self-control I possessed not to just knock him the fuck out.

      “There’s no big reveal,” Bart said curtly, his frame as tense as my own. “If you’d move on, Mr. Biles, my friend and I were in the middle of something.”

      His brows went up and he barked out a laugh. “Your friend? You’ve forgotten that I’ve looked into your friend here. He’s a bodyguard. It’s likely the whole boyfriend thing was just a sham to begin with.”

      He tutted his tongue before moving his gaze back to mine. “Mighty unprofessional of you to be sticking your tongue into a client’s mouth and beating up an old friend of hers. Aren’t relationships frowned upon by you people?”

      “We have no comment for you, Nathan,” I said. “Go find your next story elsewhere.”

      There was only the slightest movement, but I noticed his hands coming out of his pockets. He took a step toward me, outstretched fingers reaching for where my neck would’ve been if I hadn’t moved out of the way as soon as I saw him coming.

      “You’d better speak to me if you know what’s good for you,” he spat. “I can crush your airway easily and I know things about you that you wouldn’t like me sharing with the public.”

      I laughed his threat off. “Dude, you’re crazy. You’re nowhere near my airway and you’ve already spun your vitriol.”

      He glowered at me, his eyes spitting fire and writing checks I already knew his body and skills couldn’t cash. “You and Rylee think you’re so untouchable, but let me tell you something. You’re not. You’re not above the rest of us. You’re no—”

      “Enough,” I said quietly but evidently loudly enough for him to hear me. He shut his trap, still glaring at me through eyes so narrow they were little more than slits. “No one here thinks they’re better than anyone else. You need to back away from us and butt out of Rylee’s life. I have no idea why you’re so obsessed with her, but it won’t end well for you.”

      “Are you threatening me?” he asked, taking a step forward. He glanced at Bart before bringing his gaze back to mine. “If you are, you’d best be willing to follow through. I’m not scared of you or your little sidekick here.”

      “Little?” Bart echoed incredulously. “Only one of us is little, dude. It’s not me and it’s not Carter. Guess who that leaves?”

      “You think you can get me to take that bait?” The laugh that left Nathan’s mouth sounded more than a little unhinged.

      The hair on my arms and the back of my neck rose. I exhaled through my nostrils. “I’ve already told you and I’ll say it again. Leave, Biles. We have no comment for you.”

      His chest rose and fell on heavy breaths, but he seemed to have realized that Bart wasn’t kidding when he said Nathan was the smallest out of all three of us. The guy had some length to him, but we were taller. He also filled out his fitted suit, which hinted at the fact that he was packing some strength underneath it, but he was nothing compared to us.

      I wasn’t even just being cocky about it. Bart and I were objectively bigger, and we were together while Nathan was alone.

      His nostrils flared before his eyes narrowed again, pinned to mine like he was issuing a final warning. “Rylee’s MS is going to take her down. She should’ve been honest instead of bullshitting people all these years. Her fans have the right to know. She gave them that right when she stepped into the limelight the first time.”

      “Public figures have a right to privacy,” I said, my tone sharp. “If there’s any truth in all the things you’ve been writing, the decent thing to have done would’ve been to let her come out about it in her own time.”

      “Her own time?” He scoffed. “She’s too much of a coward pretending to be a star to have come clean with anything in her own time.”

      Yeah. Okay. That’s it.

      Bart stepped between us just before my fist went up. He arched a brow at me. “As much as I’d love to see you whooping this guy’s ass again, he’s not worth it. He’s leaving.”

      He swung around to face Nathan. “Take my advice, Biles. Leave. Now.”

      I couldn’t see the look on Bart’s face but Nathan eventually huffed and walked away, muttering about how he didn’t want another chipped tooth. When my boss and best friend turned back to me, he folded his arms over his chest.

      “Are you clear on the routes for this evening?” he asked.

      I nodded. “I’ve got it. I’ll stay in touch.”

      Without saying another word to him, I went to find Rylee. I wanted in her sight at all times from now. Just because.

    

  







            Chapter 34

          

          

      

    

    






RYLEE

        

      

    

    
      Holy majestic crap on a cracker. The night was finally here. I’d been dreaming about it, and then dreading it, and then dreaming about it again for so long that it was difficult to believe it’d really arrived.

      Turning one way then the other in front of the full-length mirror in my dressing room, I admired the handiwork of the costume designers again. After my fitting in Jules’s office, he’d returned the dress to them and they’d added subtle beads and sparkles.

      My phone buzzed in my hand, and I laughed when I read Dustin’s message.

      Dustin: Knock ‘em dead tonight, witchy. Just not dead, dead because we still need them to come to the show when we open. See ya later!

      His text was followed shortly after by one from Maria, who would be playing Glinda.

      Maria: We’re here! Few doors down from you. Big dudes outside your door have scared Dustin, his wife, and entourage away. Break a leg, honey. Getting ready for the press stuff later. See you out there.

      A rush of warmth hit my heart at the thought that my closest co-stars were here and would be for the rest of the night. The performance would be all me, but they were lined up to give interviews afterward about the show and about their feelings on acting with me for my first time back.

      “Oh, Ryles, look at you,” Mom gushed when she shoved open the door to the bathroom I’d changed in. “You look wonderful. That dress is perfect.”

      I smoothed it down at my thighs, nodding as I swallowed down an entire herd of buffalo in my throat. Honestly, butterflies just aren’t big enough to describe what’s going on inside me right now. They’re also too pretty.

      “Thanks, Mom.” I opened my arms and pulled her into a hug before slinging my arm around her waist so we could walk out together.

      Dad and Billy sat on a couch, the television streaming images from Times Square filled to the brim outside. They both looked up when we walked in, and Dad gave me one of his proud, beaming smiles before getting to his feet.

      He pretended to cower before sweeping me up in his arms. “Oh no, the wicked witch is here. Hold on to your hats everybody.”

      I hugged my dad back. “Thank you guys so much for coming. It means everything to me that you’re here.”

      “We wouldn’t want to be anywhere else tonight, baby,” he said before letting me go.

      Billy shrugged his shoulders, but I saw the grin he was trying to hide as he looked me over. He scratched his chin and shrugged again. “Not bad, baby sis. Just make sure Carter keeps that dress intact when he wants to rip it off you later.”

      I turned the color of an overripe tomato and punched his arm to cover my embarrassment. “Thank you for making that comment in front of the people who conceived us.”

      Mom laughed. “It’s cute that you think we don’t remember how these things work. We did conceive two children, you know?”

      “And I’m out,” Billy said, jumping up from the couch and making a beeline for the drinks station. I’d spoken to my parents about dating Carter, and they were overjoyed about it. They’d hugged him so tight his eyes had almost bulged out when he’d come to greet them earlier.

      Dad slung his arm over Mom’s shoulders. I left the lovebirds to whisper to each other and followed my brother instead.

      “How did your work emergency go?” I asked when I went to stand next to him.

      A bottle of juice hung between his fingers for a beat before he shook his head. “Exactly like I expected. How are you feeling?”

      “Like I’m about to throw myself off a cliff without a parachute,” I replied honestly. “What was the emer—”

      I got cut off by Jules clapping his hands when Tani entered the room. He held up a glass of champagne, and she snagged one from the tray next to the door to return the gesture.

      “Now that someone else who can sing has arrived, let’s do some warming up,” he said.

      Tani looked around the room, hugging my parents and Billy but seeming strangely disappointed that someone else wasn’t around. I smirked when she came to hug me. “Bart’s upstairs with Carter. They’re getting a last feel for the lay of the land.”

      “Oh.” She waved her hand, pressing the corners of her mouth in. “I wasn’t looking for him. Nothing is happening there. We’re just friends.”

      I watched her cheeks turn the same shade mine had been just a minute ago, and shook my head at her. “Fine. If you say so. You look stunning by the way.”

      She really did. Her hair fell in perfect waves down her back, and her eyes were bright and coated in dark coal with heavy mascara on her long lashes. Even in jeans, an emerald scarf and a white long-sleeved T-shirt, my friend looked like she’d stepped off the cover of a magazine.

      “Are we going to warm up?” Jules asked when he joined us. He’d been taking calls most of the night so far, but his phone was now safely tucked away, and his attention was on us. “I know you two have your rituals, so go about them. Just get that voice nice and ready, huh?”

      Tani nodded. “I’m on it.”

      Our methods were a little unorthodox, and we hadn’t done any warming up together for a long time, but when she burst into “Jeremiah Was a Bullfrog,” I didn’t waste any time joining in. Mom, Dad, Jules, and Billy watched us going through our very own routine before we got down to business.

      We sang a few of the Wicked songs together and I found myself wishing, not for the first time, that she’d consider a comeback of her own. Tani had been born for the stage, and now that Cash was older, I planned on speaking to her about it very soon.

      “Are you nervous?” she asked after swallowing half a bottle of water when we stopped warming up.

      My hand went to my throat without any conscious thought. “More and less than I thought I would be. Part of me was expecting a breakdown while the other thought it’d feel like just another day going out there.”

      She pulled me into a quick side-hug. “You’re going to be great, Ry. We’re all here to support you.”

      My mom must have wandered closer to us because suddenly, her arms wrapped around me and she hugged me too. “Tani’s got that right. We’re all here for you.”

      I released a long breath, wrapping my hands around my mom’s arms. “It just feels different to what I thought it would, you know? I’m as nervous as a known virgin at a frat party, but it also feels right being back here.”

      “That’s because it is right,” Jules chimed in. He looked as good as ever in his expertly tailored dove-gray suit and white button-down shirt. “Everything is set and ready upstairs. All you need to do is remember your lines and your cues, and you’ll be back at the top by tomorrow morning.”

      “I don’t care about being at the top. All I want is to be able to do what I love doing again,” I said, even though I’d contemplated calling this whole thing off again just this morning.

      It wasn’t because I didn’t want to be back. I really did. I just didn’t know if the risk was going to be worth the reward.

      My doctors had checked in with me again, and according to them, everything looked fine. Not that it hadn’t before and I’d collapsed at the ice rink anyway, but they assured me that there was nothing physical indicating an attack was imminent.

      It wasn’t an exact science, of course, but they’d drawn blood and done everything they could to make sure I was really ready. It was up to me now.

      True to the promises I’d made him, I’d spoken to Carter this morning about my doubts. His response had been just as perfect and unexpected as always.

      If you want me to take you away from here, just say the word. We can become beach bums on some remote island in Southeast Asia or go instruct kids learning how to ski on slopes somewhere. We’ll fall off the map and never come back.

      But then he’d rolled over me in bed, tucking my hair behind my ears and staring deep into my eyes. Just because you go back for this one show doesn’t mean you have to stay. If it’s too much, if you ever feel like it’s overwhelming you and you want out for good, we can go. Or stay right here and officially announce your retirement.

      My heart still melted at the memory of his words. Not just because they were exactly what I’d needed to hear but because I’d felt like I was staring right into his soul through the caramel windows of his eyes.

      He’d meant every word of it. If it came to it, I knew he’d run with me or stay right here in the city with me.

      All I’d been able to think about was how I’d never take him away from doing what he loved. His job, his life, was also right here in Manhattan.

      Besides, I might be nervous, but I wasn’t a runner. I’d stay and face my demons if that was what happened. Then I’d slay them and never look back.

      Carter had only been away from me for about an hour, but there was already an ache of missing him deep within my chest. It was always like that now when we were separated, even for the briefest period of time.

      I’d worry I was getting co-dependent, but I knew it wasn’t that. I was just in love with him. I knew I loved him. Hell, I’d fallen for him when I was fifteen years old—maybe even before then— and no other man had ever managed to get my heart back from him.

      I hadn’t told him yet. There had been a lot going on, and I wanted to tell him when it was just us. When we were relaxed at home and this show wasn’t looming over us anymore.

      Billy cut into my thoughts with the exact question that was on my mind. “Where’s Carter? I thought they’d be done with their walkthrough by now. I’ve thought about some new threats to add to the ‘you’re dating my little sister list.’”

      He made air quotes with his fingers, looking mighty smug for a guy who’d played a key role in getting us back together without any threats having been made. Carter had told me about what Billy said to him, and I’d been honest about how much it’d meant to me that he’d gotten my brother here in the first place.

      When we talked about the conversations we’d both had with my brother, we’d realized that he’d gone in the complete opposite direction of big brothers who found out their best friends were dating their little sisters. Fine, childhood best friends, but it still counted.

      Billy hadn’t been a dick who tried to keep us apart. If anything, he’d brought us back together. And we still had no clue what was really going on in his life.

      He was always evasive, giving us answers that didn’t really do anything but cause more questions. All we knew was that after our parents’ anniversary party next month, he was going on tour with some country-music star.

      Carter said he’d try to dig a little while Billy was here for the show. I shook my head at my brother now, remembering he’d asked a question. “I don’t know where he is. I’m sure he’ll be back just as soon as they’re done.”

      “I’m going to go look for him.” Mirth danced in Billy’s eyes when they met mine. “Don’t worry, Ry. These threats are good. He won’t ever hurt you. If he does, I’ll send the aliens to probe him.”

      He gave me an exaggerated wink before making his way to the door. Tani and I exchanged a look. I laughed and she rolled her eyes. “Who knows what goes through any man’s head, right?”

      “We know if they tell us,” I said, but she just rolled her eyes again and suggested we run through a few more songs.

      When we were done rehearsing for the last time, my performance was growing near and there was still no sign of Carter. Nerves bounced around in my stomach. He was a public figure now too, thanks to me and my brilliant plan of having him pose as my boyfriend.

      I fidgeted with my hands, running the pads of my index fingers over my thumbnails while I watched the door. Mom and Dad came up to me wearing matching frowns of concern.

      “Are you sure you’re okay, darling?” Dad asked. “You seem worried.”

      I turned away from the entrance, giving my parents my full attention. They deserved at least that from me. “I’m okay. It’s just that lovely sack of nerves bugging me. I know the doctors cleared me, but I can’t help but think about it, you know?”

      In the back of my mind, my last time onstage kept replaying itself over and over again. “What if my legs give out again? What am I going to do if I fall out there, on New Year’s Eve, with the entire country watching?”

      Strong arms enveloped me from behind, and Carter’s voice was right next to my ear. “I’ll be there to catch you. You’re going to be great, baby. This is your moment. Take it.”

      I pivoted to face him, my arms going around his neck as he pulled me closer. Our mouths met for a long, lingering kiss we probably shouldn’t have shared in front of my parents, but I couldn’t break away from him.

      He was right. It was my moment and I was going to take it. If I fell, I knew he would be there for me.

      Letting out a long breath once our kiss ended, I looked into those gorgeous eyes and smiled. “It’s time to show up and show off. Everything else be damned.”
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      Almost a million people were barricaded into the pens lining the streets this evening. Large screens showing performances, interviews, and other entertainment were mounted everywhere. The roar of the crowd was constant, but the speakers managed to drown out even that in the immediate vicinity.

      I was situated near the edge of the stage, and the energy of the audience behind me was palpable. There was a certain magic in the air I couldn’t describe, but that might just have been me.

      In less than thirty minutes, Rylee was taking the stage in front of me and I couldn’t wait to see her do it. There were whispers about the surprise guest who would be performing on this stage soon, but no one had any real idea of what was about to happen.

      My hands were folded behind my back, the earpiece buzzing with reports from Bart and the rest of our team. Police officers checked everyone before letting them into the pens, running wands up and down their bodies, checking bags, and trying to mitigate the risk of trouble.

      At an event of this size though, there was only so much anyone could do. A potential threat could pop up anywhere, anytime.

      My eyes were peeled, my body on high alert. I didn’t expect the threat that made its appearance in the least, but it happened when Nathan walked onto the stage Rylee would soon be rocking.

      He shook hands with the host, waving at the crowd like he was a celebrity in his own right. My muscles tensed and my eyes narrowed when he was handed a microphone.

      Oh, fuck. Here we go.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, please help me to welcome to the stage the New York Times’s very own, Mr. Nathan Biles.” The host grinned at him. “Nathan, thank you for joining us.”

      “It’s a pleasure to be here, Phil.” The asshole flashed a smile that made an ooh travel through the pen closest to me. “I’m happy to be here to ring in the new year with you all.”

      “We’re happy to have you.” He tucked one hand into the pocket of his coat, twirling the microphone in the other. “You’ve written a series of articles recently concerning Broadway star Rylee Naples. She took the scene by storm a number of years ago and then suddenly disappeared. What inspired you to write about her after all this time?”

      “Well, Phil, just because she’s been gone for a while doesn’t mean she doesn’t still have fans out there.” He motioned toward the crowd, and a cheer with some catcalls ran through it. Winking at them, he waited for people to settle before continuing. “I’m a staunch believer that we deserve to know the truth and I didn’t believe that what her team was putting out there was true.”

      Phil nodded sagely. I didn’t know if he was humoring the asshole or if he truly believed him, but seeing that nod made a viper coil in my stomach.

      “You’ve recently reported that she was diagnosed with a critical illness. Multiple sclerosis, was it?”

      “That’s the one.” Nathan manufactured a somber expression that made me want to punch him twice as hard as I had before. “The girl was a rising star, loved by us all, but unfortunately, she was struck down right in a middle of a rise that could’ve been meteoric.”

      “So you believe she’s done? Has New York seen the last of Rylee Naples?” Phil’s tone was overly dramatic. “That would be a real shame.”

      Nathan bowed his head as he shook it. “It truly is a shame, Phil, but yes, I believe we’ve seen the last of her. She struggles daily with the symptoms of her illness. There are weeks where she can’t even get out of bed.”

      My blood boiled, but Nathan kept right on discussing things he knew nothing about and frankly were none of his business. “Sources have told me she spends more time in the hospital than out of it, although that might also be as a result of the abusive relationship she’s in.”

      Spots of fury flashed in my vision. Nathan paused when the crowd drew in a collective breath, nodding at them like he agreed. “It really is tragic, but I’ve been on the receiving end of her boyfriend’s wrath myself. It’s not pretty. I have no idea why a woman like her would stay with a man like that.”

      “It’s devastating,” Phil said. “She deserves so much better.”

      As if any woman—or man for that matter—deserves to be in an abusive relationship. My heart was pounding, my fingers curled so deeply into my palms that my short fingernails dug into my skin. It was all I could do not to jump onstage and put an end to this bullshit.

      Knowing it would only add fuel to the fire was the only thing that kept me rooted to my spot. Millions of people were watching this bullshit interview. Nathan kept talking about Rylee’s private life and illness like he owned them, lying through his motherfucking teeth, and there was nothing I could do about it right now.

      A murmur than through the audience, and suddenly I understood why. Rylee marched onto the stage with her chin up and her head held high.

      What the fuck is she doing?

      She was supposed to pop up from the floor when her performance began, yet there she was, already dressed and striding onto the stage like she belonged there. Phil let out an audible gasp when he spotted her and Nathan’s head jerked around as he tried to see what was causing the disturbance.

      An eerie smile spread across his face when he saw her. “Well, if it isn’t Ms. Naples in the flesh.”

      Phil pressed a finger to his ear, trying to be discreet while no doubt receiving instructions from his superiors about how to proceed. He gave an almost imperceptible nod before flashing Rylee the brightest smile I’d seen from him yet.

      “This is a surprise. Thank you for joining us, Rylee.” An assistant ran over to him, handing him another microphone before disappearing again.

      She took it, and my heart dropped. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. What is she doing?

      Was she going to tell everyone she was done? She’d seemed ready for her performance when I’d left her just a few minutes ago, but now I wasn’t so sure.

      She looked magnificent up there, her eyes piercing even from a distance. The cameras zoomed in for a closeup of her face, and my heart changed direction from dropping to China, lodging itself in my throat instead.

      God, she’s beautiful. She hadn’t so much as said a word yet, but she was already captivating the attention of everyone in attendance. Her presence seemed to reach out and tap people on their shoulders, demanding their attention.

      As I stood there looking up at her with God only knew how many other people, I realized I was in love with her. I loved her so fucking much that every fiber of me belonged to her. I didn’t know when it’d happened, but it had. I’d fallen hook, line, and sinker for my childhood best friend’s little sister, for the stunning woman she’d become.

      There were so many facets to her. She was strong and brave but also vulnerable and uncertain. To the world, she was a celebrity, but to me, she was everything. I loved every part of her. Her playfulness, her confidence, and even the part that had pushed me away.

      I loved the sexy smirk she gave me at least a few times a day. I loved how she, like me, went after what she wanted and didn’t stop until she got it. But I also loved her softness. How she’d stayed with her feet planted firmly on the ground despite the fact that she was revered by so many.

      I’m going to marry that woman. I was going to ask her to be my wife and the mother of my children. It wouldn’t happen tonight but soon.

      For the first time in my life, I wondered about the business hours of jewelry stores. We would be here until at least midnight when the ball dropped, but was there somewhere I could buy a ring even after that?

      As these thoughts ripped through me, coming hard and fast and unrelenting, Rylee lifted the microphone to her mouth and everything went so quiet I’d have been able to hear a pin drop. Even my mind finally went still to hear what she had to say.

      No matter what, my heart was hers. As always though, she surprised me completely, and from the stunned looks on the faces of the people around me, she did the same to the crowd.

      “Thank you for letting me crash your party, Phil.” She smiled at the host before her chest expanded on a deep breath. “I was standing backstage, listening to Nathan sharing details of my life that he knows nothing about, and I just couldn’t let him carry on.”

      Nathan and Phil both opened their mouths, but Rylee ignored them and kept her attention on the audience. “Most of what Nathan has just said is completely untrue. For a man who claims to be after the truth, he sure doesn’t know how to tell it.”

      “Are you saying you don’t have MS?” he asked into his microphone, disbelief ringing clear in his voice.

      She hardly spared him a glance. “That’s why I said ‘most.’ The only thing that is true is that I have been diagnosed with MS.” Her voice was strong and confident, carrying over the crowd as she completely opened up to them. “As many of you know, two years ago, I took a fall on stage. The time that followed that fall was without a doubt some of the toughest months of my life.”

      Neither the host nor the asshole interrupted her. “I’m sure many of you that are here tonight or watching from wherever you are have been told news that rocked you to the very core of your being. Some of you might even have been given the same diagnosis as I was, or have been told that you have another one of the hundreds of other illnesses that won’t ever go away.”

      Heads all around us nodded, and Rylee’s lips formed a soft smile. “Those of you who haven’t heard the news yourselves have no doubt known people who have. Family. Friends. Colleagues. A lot of you will, unfortunately, be able to relate to what I’m about to tell you.”

      Silence reigned supreme in the area around us. Music from some of the other stages carried on in the distance, but here, everyone was waiting with bated breath to hear Rylee’s story.

      “When I fell, I didn’t know what was wrong but I knew it wasn’t just nothing. My legs just completely gave away from underneath me. I might not have a medical degree, but even I knew stuff like that didn’t just happen to completely healthy twenty-four-year-old people.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment, inhaling another deep breath that she released slowly. “My parents came up from Texas and they were with me when the doctors told me what they’d learned from my tests. To be completely honest with you, I hadn’t even known MS was a real disease until that moment. I had no clue what it would mean for me or what to expect. I was terrified, confused, even angry at times.”

      There was more nodding in the crowd. Some people were even starting to tear up. “My manager, who is also a very dear friend of mine and who was an absolute rock to me during that time, told everyone I was taking a break. At the time, that really was all it was. I was taking a break because I was trying to learn to how to keep living with an illness like that hanging over me every second of every day. He kept my diagnosis private because that’s exactly what it is.”

      She cut a glance at Nathan, who was becoming paler and paler. “I was always going to share it with you all when I was ready, but in the end, Mr. Biles wasn’t willing to wait for me to find my own words. The truth is that I still don’t really know what to say. It’s been two years, but I don’t know much more now about what the future holds for me than I did then.”

      “I’m still scared,” she confessed. “I just had another attack a couple of weeks ago. I was ice-skating with my amazing, supportive boyfriend when suddenly my legs failed me again. It could happen at any moment, even while I’m standing here. It’s difficult to make plans when you don’t know if your body is going to turn on you from one moment to the next. Luckily, Carter was there to catch me and I know now that he always will be.”

      Somehow, despite the lights and the crowd, her gaze landed on mine. The sapphire blue of them burned with intensity when she looked at me, and the cameras broadcast it across the nation and even across the globe.

      “As you can see, I’m standing right in front of you. I’ve never spent weeks in hospital, although there were a fair amount of doctors’ visits at the beginning. After my last attack, I spent two nights in total in the hospital and that was enough to last me a lifetime.” She paused. “One of the reasons why I’m standing here in front of you tonight is because of Carter. Without him, I’m not sure if I’d have had the courage to be here.”

      Her eyes sparkled with moisture but she kept them on me. “He’s not abusive. In fact, he’s my biggest protector. Literally and figuratively. He would never hurt me. I’m sure a lot of you saw the photograph Nathan published of Carter hitting him, and he did, but it was to defend my honor after a horrible comment Nathan made about me.”

      The reporter himself stepped forward but Rylee didn’t give him a chance to say anything. “Should he have punched him? No. Violence is never the answer, but if you knew what he’d said to provoke Carter, I don’t doubt that most of you would’ve reacted the same way if it was said about you or someone you care about. I know I would’ve. In fact, I still just might if the opportunity ever presents itself.”
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      Laughter traveled through the audience. I managed another small smile and shrugged. “Well, he wanted the truth.”

      More laughter rang out and I waited for it to die down before searching out Carter’s gaze again. I hadn’t planned on coming up here and spilling my guts to millions of people, but I’d heard what utter shit Nathan was spinning during his interview, and I hadn’t been able to stop myself.

      It was about time to shine the spotlight on my MS and to share about my struggles anyway. I had zero doubts that every reporter I spoke to after tonight—and there would be a lot of them—would ask me about it in excruciating detail.

      Speaking about it here, tonight, before I even made my comeback, allowed me to tell my story the way I wanted to. I didn’t have to wonder if a reporter would edit a video clip or if an article written would convey the right tone. I was stripping myself bare for these people, but I was doing it on my own terms.

      Sort of. Nathan had forced my hand with what he’d been saying, but I was ready to come clean. If they hated me after tonight or thought I was the one lying, then so be it. At least I was getting to tell my side of my own story.

      A five-minute warning popped up on the teleprompter set up in front of the stage. Shit.

      I had to get this out before it was time for my performance. Time didn’t ever wait for anyone, and while me flaying myself open for all to see probably made for compelling television, this was Times Square on New Year’s Eve. There was a schedule and the times on it weren’t changing for anyone, not even for some good old-fashioned soul-baring.

      Movement caught the corner of my eye and I realized Phil was pulling Nathan off the stage. Their time was nearly up and it was clear that their interview was over.

      I did it. I’ve actually done it. My heart raced and my palms were clammy, but I pulled my shoulders back and owned the last few minutes of confession time on the stage.

      I could only just make out Carter’s face. He was right up against the stage in the ring of space before the lights blinded me to what was beyond them. I spoke to him then, even if there were a few million or so people eavesdropping on our conversation.

      “Carter, thank you for throwing that punch for me. I’m sorry you had to stand down there tonight and hear how terrible you are when the truth is the you’re the most incredible man I’ve ever known.”

      There was a chorus of awws that I acknowledged with a smile before looking back at him. “Let me tell you a little bit about the man who owns every inch of my heart. You’ve read so many lies about him in the last few days that I need to set the record straight.”

      Billy was going to have heart palpitations about this next part. “I’ve known Carter since we were kids. He was my brother’s best friend growing up, and just like the cliché, I was the little sister who fell for him. He has a heart of gold, a backbone of steel, and a soul I want to grow old with.”

      At least I kept it PG. Billy’s heart might just make it.

      “I’ve never told him this, but I guess there’s no time like the present, right?” I saw his lips part and wished I could kiss him, but I still had something to say. “I love you, Carter. I love you with all that I am and all that I ever have been. I love you with everything I hope to become, with every dream I have, and with every beat of my heart.”

      Well, so much for waiting until we were alone.

      Tears welled in my eyes, and I let them slide out because what was the point of trying to stop it? It was all true and I wanted everyone in the world to know how much he meant to me. I wanted to dispel all the awful rumors and I couldn’t think of a better, more honest way to do it.

      My words were met with squeals and screams. I grinned through my tears, waiting for the ruckus to die down.

      A red warning light came on to the side of the stage, indicating that I only had one minute left. “So now you all know the truth. You know about my love, my battle, and my fears, but what you don’t know yet is that I’m back. Get ready New York. Ain’t nothing gonna hold me down.”

      A cloud of green smoke suddenly enveloped the stage and I was grateful to whoever had given me the perfect way to disappear. It’d been an improvisation on the original plan of having me come up through the floor, but it worked just as well.

      When the smoke cleared, I was in position with my back turned to the audience and my arms extended to my sides. My heart pumped heavily, but I wasn’t nervous anymore. I was excited.

      Pure joy flowed through my bloodstream. I’m really back, baby. Yeah!

      The music started and the brand-new poster for Wicked unrolled above my head. It was as long as the stage and probably twice as high. I knew without looking what caused the gasps and shouts of encouragement from the audience.

      All the advertising to date had teased the mystery about who was going to play Elphaba. The rest of the cast had surrounded a blacked-out silhouette. What people were looking at now, though, was the official unveiling of the real poster where I was in the center of them, my name printed across the top in giant bold letters.

      When my cue came, I threw myself into my performance with as much passion and abandon as ever. I was no longer afraid that my legs would quit on me. If they did, I knew Carter would be there in a heartbeat, and more than that, I knew people would understand.

      I hadn’t realized how much of a weight keeping the truth quiet had placed on my chest. I really had needed time to figure out what to say, but now that I’d said it, I was ecstatic to have it over with. Finally, the time had come where I could stop looking over my shoulder when I had to go see my doctor. I could visit a drug store without the possibility of speculation. Carter and I could live without wondering what else Nathan would try to expose. It was all out there now. I had nothing left to hide.

      My performance benefited from my exhilaration. I hit every note and my body had never moved quite as fluidly.

      “Hands touch, eyes meet. Sudden silence, sudden heat. Hearts leap in a giddy whirl.” The songwriter had a point about giddiness. I was certainly feeling it all the way down to my toes. “He could be that boy, but I’m not that girl. Don’t dream too far. Don’t lose sight of who you are.”

      Good advice, Elphaba. I had lost sight of who I was, but this, performing, was a part of me and it was amazing to have it back. “Don’t remember that rush of joy. He could be that boy. I’m not that girl.”

      But I am that girl and I love it. “Every so often we long to steal to the land of what-might-have-been. But that doesn’t soften the ache we feel when reality sets back in.”

      “Blithe smile, lithe limb. She who’s winsome, she wins him. Gold hair with a gentle curl. That’s the girl he chose, and heaven knows, I’m not that girl.”

      As I sang about golden hair with a gentle curl, I searched for Tani’s face in the crowd. She was right at the front with Billy and my parents, smiling like a lunatic and singing along with me. Her friend, Bart, stood behind her with his arms around her waist and her hands holding his forearms.

      I shot her a wink when I noticed it. She shook her head at me, but she didn’t let go of him. If anything, I swore I saw her leaning further into him before I had to move back to the opposite side of the stage again.

      Wonder how long it’s going to take them to admit their feelings for each other run deeper than friendship. I knew Bart had a lot of stuff to work through, and it sounded like those issues were so deeply a part of him that I didn’t know if he ever would be able to move past them, but I hoped so. Tani deserved her own happily-ever-after. She deserved to be that girl for someone great.

      “Don’t wish. Don’t start. Wishing only wounds the heart. I wasn’t born for the rose and pearl. There’s a girl I know. He loves her so. I’m not that girl.”

      Reminding myself to tell her not to take Elphaba’s advice about wishing only wounding the heart, I belted out the last line.

      And that’s all she wrote, folks.

      I couldn’t believe it was over. All the months of preparation, fear, and doubt, and it was already done.

      The crowd went wild and I knew I’d killed it. My chest heaved, my heart pumping heavily as I struck my final pose. I couldn’t stop the grin that overtook my face.

      I caught Carter’s eye after dipping at the waist to take my bow, and he blew me a kiss. It was such a simple thing, but it warmed me all over. I said I loved him in front of millions of people and he’s still here.

      This had to be the best New Year’s ever. Not even Nathan had spoiled it after all.
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CARTER

        

      

    

    
      I got to Rylee as fast as I could after the show was over. When she came into view at the other end of a long corridor leading back to her dressing room, Ryan and Don flanked her. It was crowded in there, considering that the ball drop count would be starting soon.

      We were going to watch the event from a hotel nearby, but I wasn’t waiting until then. She’d just declared her love for me in front of a worldwide audience. I was pretty sure I could handle two of the guys who worked with me.

      Her teeth sank into her bottom lip when she saw me, her eyes widening for a fraction of a second. There were questions in her expression as we strode to meet each other halfway, our gazes never wavering from the other. Was that okay? Are you angry?

      We slowed when we were just a few feet apart, reaching for each other at the same time. My arms wound around her waist while she tipped her head back and wrapped her arms around my neck.

      “I love you too, Ry,” I said before she could ask her questions. “I love you so damn much that I don’t even know where to begin. You’re amazing. What you just did…”

      I shook my head, hauling her as close to me as I could. So close that I was pretty sure she could feel my heart racing against her chest. “I can’t believe you just did that. I’m so fucking proud of you for going up there and laying it all out the way you did. You’re the bravest, most incredible woman I know. And that performance…”

      Trailing off had never really been my thing. I usually only spoke when I knew what I wanted to say, but with her, after that, I couldn’t seem to find the right words fast enough.

      “You were spectacular, Rylee Naples. I’m pretty sure everyone got the message that you’re back and that you’re not fucking going anywhere.”

      A ghost of a smile touched her lips. “I take it you don’t mind that I didn’t talk to you before I did it?”

      “You don’t need my permission, baby. I don’t even feel like I needed to be consulted about that. It was all you, and I’m so fucking proud.”

      I knew I’d already said it, but it felt like I would burst from the feeling, so I said it again. Rylee stared into my eyes, the corners of hers tipped up from her spreading smile.

      “Does that mean that you also don’t mind that I just told the entire world that I love you when I’ve never said it to you before?”

      “Are you kidding?” Bringing her hands up her sides, I ran them over her shoulders to her neck and caught the underside of jaw in them. “Every asshole on earth knows you’re mine now. They know that you’re spoken for.”

      “Are you speaking for me, Carter Demming?” she asked, the light in her eyes so radiant that it brought a smile to my lips.

      “I’d never actually speak for you because I never know what the hell is about to come out of your mouth, but in the other way? Fuck yes. Consider both of us spoken for.”

      Stroking my thumbs over her cheeks, I slanted my mouth over hers and kissed her over and over again. She pushed up on her toes to deepen the kiss, running her hands through my hair before spreading them out over my shoulders and bringing them back to my nape.

      A throat clearing behind us made us break our kiss, but we didn’t put any space between us. I tossed a scowl at whoever had interrupted us, and it only got worse when my gaze landed squarely on Nathan fucking Biles.

      The cocky look he always wore was gone, replaced by a pale-faced moron who shuffled uncertainly on his feet. He cleared his throat again when Rylee turned slowly in my arms to face him.

      “I hope you know that I never meant to hurt you, Rylee,” he said, his previously confident tone now shaky. “Everything I did was only so you’d come out and tell the truth.”

      “Was it you all along?” she asked. Her fingers wrapped around my wrists resting around her hips. The only tell that she was nervous to be in his presence again was the slight tightening of her grip. Otherwise, she appeared completely unshaken. “The threats, the bird, the letters. It was all you, wasn’t it?”

      He shuffled some more, his eyes dropping to his feet. “You have your job to do and I have mine. There were so many people rooting for you to come back, and when you didn’t, I knew I’d have to try something different to get you to open up.”

      “So you threatened me?” Her voice was low now, dangerous. “How did you even get into my apartment?”

      Over the last few weeks, I’d also come to the conclusion that Nathan was the most likely suspect to have been behind everything. Seeing his face now, I knew that my suspicions, and Rylee’s, had been correct.

      He practically squirmed under the intensity of both of our gazes, looking anywhere but directly at us. Eventually, he sighed and threw his hands up in the air. “Honestly, you’re lucky it was me. Anyone could’ve gotten in there. At least I was just pushing for the truth. I’d never hurt you, Rylee. Ever.”

      “You broke into my apartment and left a dead bird on my pillow,” she said flatly. “I had to move to a different building and hire a security firm to feel safe again and to reassure my family and friends that I was actually safe. Do you really think that didn’t hurt me?”

      Keeping myself reined in wasn’t easy, but Rylee had this. I was right here if she needed me, and she knew it. She had this, and I wouldn’t take the moment from her.

      For now.

      My muscles were bunched, my fists begging for another go at him. Depending on what he said next, I might just lose my tenuous hold on my self-control. I owed him at least one punch—and that was just for what he’d said about me up there.

      Rylee owed him a pummeling at the very least. Or I would pummel him for her. Lady’s choice.

      She didn’t flinch as she held his eyes firmly with hers. “You just went up there and told the entire world that I was done. You don’t think that hurt me? The news of my MS is mine and mine alone to share, but you took that upon yourself as well. My own body can malfunction at any moment, and you used my illness as click-bait. As tabloid fodder to keep yourself relevant.”

      She was breathing deeply, but her voice was steady. “I checked with Jules. You never said you wanted to speak to me about what you suspected about my medical condition in any of your interview requests. At best, you were going to ambush me with it. At worst, you only found out about it just before you published and you never even tried to get a quote or comment from me.”

      His gaze finally settled on hers, cold as ice and unrepentant. “None of that would’ve been necessary if you hadn’t been a lying bitch.”

      “Name-calling now?” She scoffed, her head shaking as she leveled a glare at him. “That’s rich coming from you. You lied about my physical condition, my relationship, my boyfriend. Do you really think it didn’t hurt me that you tried to turn Carter into some kind of abuser? God, Nathan, you broke into my apartment and left a dead bird on my pillow.”

      “Do you want to know the truth?” His expression morphed again, straight up malicious now. “I’d do it again just to watch you squirm. I wanted you to be honest with people, but I also wanted you to know who you’d turned down.”

      Nathan jerked his head at me. “Without him in the picture, you and I could’ve happened, Rylee. I might’ve lied about him, but I knew you’d have to be crazy to stick by him with that kind of reputation following him around.”

      His smirk was back now, and this had gone far enough. I let go of Rylee, already pulling my arm back as I stepped around her. Only she got there first.

      She sprang forward with her fist ready just the way Billy and I had taught her all those years ago. She caught him square in the nose, and suddenly there was blood spurting everywhere. He roared and tried to lunge at her, but Ryan and Don were there to catch his arms from behind while I ensnared her waist and pulled her out of his reach.

      A roar went up, and I realized it was coming from the televisions mounted in the hallway. A cameraman charged with doing post-performance shooting had his lens focused on us. I didn’t know when his feed had gone live, but it was clear that the entire crowd outside had heard and seen what just went down.

      Someone started chanting her name, and it spread through the place like wildfire. Until I heard it from above and not only through the speakers anymore.

      Jules appeared next to us, bouncing around as he clapped his hands and laughed. “That was the best thing I’ve seen this year. Finally, finally, that asshole has been put back in his place.”

      Clearly, he was thrilled but I didn’t think he could be more thrilled than me. I spun her around and kissed the dazed look off her face, taking her hand in mine and stroking her knuckles. When she didn’t wince or move her hand out of my grip, I knew she hadn’t hurt herself in the process.

      We moved fast after that. Nathan was hauled away while spouting curses and insults, the security guards escorting him not doing him any favors.

      Jules led the way through the corridors to the hotel we were watching the ball drop from, someone handing us glasses of champagne when we walked onto the enclosed balcony. Billy, Tani, Bart, and Rylee’s parents were already there.

      They swarmed around us, congratulating Rylee and pulling her into hugs. When the count started, she turned back to me with excitement shining bright in her eyes. The incident with Nathan was clearly forgotten for now.

      There was no doubt we needed to talk about it, especially since we now knew he had been responsible for the most serious threats all along, but I didn’t want to waste the last few minutes of the year that had seen us reunited talking about him.

      “There’s something I want to ask you before it’s officially the new year,” I said, snaking one arm around her hips.

      “Ten,” the chanting started from below. She molded her body to mine, holding her champagne in one hand and the other coming to my chest, right over my heart.

      “Oh yeah?” she asked. “What’s that?”

      “Be mine. Forever.” I watched as her brows swept up in surprise, but then she gave me a gorgeous, radiant smile.

      “Absolutely, but no dropping the ball.” Her laughter was cut off by my mouth on hers, and we rang in the new year kissing each other like it was the world and not only the year that was ending.
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RYLEE

        

      

    

    
      My parents’ thirtieth wedding anniversary party was being held at our house in Conroe. Carter and I flew out to spend the weekend with them and met Billy at the airport. It had only been a month since we’d last seen him on New Year’s Day, but time had flown by.

      Wicked had opened and the show was sold out every night. So far, there hadn’t been another incident with my legs. I had started to relax about it, knowing that even if I collapsed, people would now understand. Obviously, I didn’t want it to happen but I’d found a strange peace after coming clean on New Year’s Eve.

      The doctors, my team, and even the cast were all keeping a close eye on me. The other performers had become an unexpected but incredible support structure, standing with me every step of the way. They’d all been bombarded with questions of my condition by the press in every interview we did, and I’d been surprised at the level of compassion and understanding they’d shown.

      The fervor had finally started dying down, the dust was settling, and I’d come out the other side relatively unscathed. There had been reporters who had kept digging and others who were still trying to catch me in a lie. Some had been downright rude and others asked questions that were so personal and insensitive that all I’d been able to do was gape at them.

      Without Nathan leading the charge, however, it felt like people were mostly happy to leave me be. Once his trial started—if it started and he didn’t cut some kind of deal—I was sure some of the drama would start up again. But until then, it seemed like the worst was behind us.

      The prick was being brought up on a laundry list of charges for everything he’d done, including breaking and entering, trespassing, and harassment. I couldn’t wait for him to get what was coming to him, but I was also just happy he was out of our lives.

      On that front, there had been no more threats, and I was getting used to being able to walk down the street without feeling like I was being watched again. I’d even popped out to the store by myself earlier, and no one, not even Carter or my parents, had had a coronary about it.

      It had been a liberating moment, and I’d celebrated by treating myself to a walk through the whole store instead of just grabbing the extra basil my mother needed for one of the dishes she was making. Our house was packed with family and friends, so I figured no one would even notice if I stayed away the extra ten minutes to meander around the shop by myself.

      I’d been wrong, though. Carter had noticed and was leaning against the wall on the porch when I’d gotten back. Although he was still my bodyguard, he was also technically off duty this weekend. He was here strictly in his capacity as my boyfriend. It’d still taken some convincing to get him to let me go without him, but I’d pointed out that this was Conroe and not New York and also that boyfriends weren’t stitched to their girlfriends’ hips the way guards were stitched to their clients’.

      Since all had been quiet since Nathan’s outburst at New Year’s and his subsequent arrest, he’d eventually conceded. It didn’t mean he hadn’t worried, but we also needed to learn how to navigate our relationship without him being my twenty-four-seven guard.

      We were living together now because we wanted to, as opposed to it being because of a contract. Carter’s duties as my guard now only included public events and similar functions. He’d gone back to being assigned other jobs when he wasn’t with me, but I knew Bart was keeping them short and sweet so he wouldn’t need to spend nights away from home.

      The more I got to know Carter’s boss and best friend, the more I liked the guy. He and Tani were still dancing around each other, but I hadn’t given up hope yet. They were spending more time together than ever, and he’d even taken to inviting Cash to do stuff with them over weekends.

      Whenever I asked, Tani still insisted they were “just friends.” I’d reminded her that friends could turn into lovers, but she laughed me off every time. I didn’t miss the look in her eyes when she spoke about him, though. There were definitely feelings there that were a lot more than friendly. He might be a friend to her, but she also wanted to kiss him, and hump him, and do all sorts of things that friends didn’t typically do together.

      Time would tell, but I was staying positive.

      A pair of strong arms wrapped around me. Carter’s touch and masculine scent made me relax into his hard chest even before I’d turned around. “What are you smiling about?”

      “Bart and Tani,” I said, leaning my head back on his shoulder and looking up at him. “I’m shipping them so hard.”

      He chuckled and pressed a kiss to the exposed curve of my neck. “I know, baby. So am I, but they need to figure things out on their own.”

      I sighed. “I just wish they’d hurry up and figure it out already. The waiting is killing me.”

      Billy snorted, appearing at my side. Or maybe he’d been there all along. I’d been so lost in thought that I hadn’t paid much attention to who else was in the kitchen with me for the last few minutes. I also hadn’t chopped up any of the tomatoes on the board in front of me.

      Oops.

      “They’ve only known each other for a few months. You two, on the other hand, took twenty fucking years to get together. You might actually be old and gray before they eventually come around.”

      Carter laughed and held me closer. “That was completely different and you know it. Besides, no one was watching us as closely as we’re all watching them.”

      “Maybe I should’ve been keeping a closer eye on you two,” my brother said, but there was amusement in his tone.

      “How do you think you’d have managed that all the way from Nashville?” I asked, grinning as I finally sliced through my fist tomato. “Unless you’re thinking about moving to New York?”

      He shook his head so hard and fast that I was pretty sure he was in danger of sustaining a brain injury. “Nope. You guys can have that place all to yourselves. I’m perfectly happy where I am, thank you very much.”

      “Are you, though?” I asked, cocking my head and glancing at him from the corner of my eye, watching his expression carefully.

      Billy was always so vague when we asked about his life in Nashville. I still didn’t even know what was going on with him there or what had happened to make him say those things to Carter and me that he had.

      He rolled his eyes at me when he saw me watching him. “Yes, Matchmaking Inspector Rylee. I am happy there. In fact, I might just have someone to bring home with me when we come for Thanksgiving.”

      Carter reached out with one hand to clap him on the shoulder. “That’s great news, man. I’m happy for you.”

      “I thought for sure that would be my line for today,” my brother said. Then his eyes flew wide open and he cleared his throat. “For our parents, I mean. I’m happy for our parents.”

      Carter suddenly wasn’t even breathing behind me, only exhaling again when I felt him nodding against my hair. “Your parents. Of course. We’re all happy for them. I really am happy for you too, though.”

      “Yeah.” Billy dropped the knife he’d been using to chop potatoes and made some excuse about needing to check something with my mother before practically running out of the kitchen.

      I frowned as he retreated from us. “That was weird.”

      “What?” Even Carter sounded distracted. “Oh, Billy? Yeah, a little. He’s probably got a lot on his mind. If he’s thinking about this girl he wants to bring home for Thanksgiving, he’s probably just a little preoccupied.”

      “Rylee, darling!” our neighbor Mrs. Birch cried as she walked into the kitchen. “It’s so good to see you. Congratulations on your new show. Your mother assured me you’re as wonderful as ever.”

      Carter finally let go of me and murmured that he was going to see if my dad needed any help at the grill. Mrs. Birch chatted to me for a few minutes, eventually getting to the question every older person who’d known you when you were a kid always asked. “So, when are you going to be starting a family? I heard you and Carter are officially an item now.”

      Item? I smiled. “We are an item, but I don’t think we’re going to be trying to start a family for at least a couple of years.”

      She sighed heavily as if this were some kind of personal slight against her. “I can’t wait to have little ones running around again. Do you think you’ll move back here when you do finally have them?”

      I wondered if she realized how inappropriate it was to assume Carter and I even wanted children. We did. We’d actually already discussed it, but someone really needed to speak to the generation before us about asking questions that had the potential to slice someone’s heart in half.

      “No, ma’am,” I said politely. We had a party to get ready for. Now wasn’t the time to educate her on all the reasons why not to ask every damn young woman that question. “I’m sure that if and when we have children, we’ll bring them to visit often. Our lives and careers are in New York. I doubt we’ll move back.”

      “Have you got any wedding plans yet?” she asked, and I mentally slapped a palm over my face.

      “No, ma’am. We don’t yet.” My heart went all aflutter at the thought of marrying Carter, though. He hadn’t made a secret of the fact that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with me. He’d also said that he’d waited long enough and I’d agreed, proud of us for continuing to be totally honest with one another.

      We’d even looked at a few rings together, and I had a definite favorite, but we hadn’t picked one out just yet. A shiver of excitement ran through me. We had another appointment with the jeweler next week. Maybe as soon as next weekend, I’d be wearing the symbol of his love and devotion to me on my left hand.

      I’d considered asking him instead, but he’d insisted on wanting to do things the traditional way. Maybe he’d even ask my father this weekend.

      Eeeeek!

      I couldn’t wait to say yes to him, to really promise him my forever. It might seem to others like it was way too soon for us to be talking about taking our relationship to that next level, but we were ready. We’d known each other for so long that some—Mrs. Demming, for example—thought we had moved so slowly that even snails would’ve beat us four times over by now.

      Mrs. Birch talked to me for another couple of minutes, and I got the distinct impression she was trying to think of things to keep me here for a while longer, asking about the show and whether I planned to keep performing despite my illness—absolutely—before going to find my parents.

      Turning back to the pile of tomatoes I needed to get through, I suddenly realized there was no one left in the kitchen. Just a moment ago, it’d been buzzing with activity, and now I was completely alone. There was enough food to feed an army covering the counters, but everyone who had been helping with the preparation, including Mrs. Demming and three of Carter’s sisters-in-law, were suddenly gone.

      What the…

      Although the party hadn’t officially started yet, most of the guests had already arrived. They were all my parents’ closest friends, the people who I had grown up in front of. Carter’s family rounded out the mix.

      Everyone had arrived early, insisting on pitching in to help. And yet, I was now the only one left.

      Shaking my head at my pile of tomatoes, I went out to see what was going on. Sounds of laughter and talking came from our backyard. Seems everyone’s decided to get the party started.

      I shrugged as I followed the sound. There was more than enough time to get the rest of the food ready later, I supposed.

      When I walked out onto the grass, Billy was the first to notice me. He shoved Carter’s shoulder with his own, tipping the open end of his beer bottle at me.

      I paused in the door, wondering what that was about. Then things got even weirder. One by one as people noticed me, they turned to face Carter. The chatter died down, and Tucker even shushed the kids where he was standing with them at a bouncy house we’d rented for the occasion.

      Carter slowly turned to face me, withdrawing his hand from his pocket and clutching something in it. Frowning and wondering what the heck was up with everyone, I took a few more steps forward before slamming to a stop when he started lowering himself down on one knee.

      My heartrate spiked until I was sure the organ had sprouted wings and was trying to fly right out of my chest. I pressed a hand over it, but it did nothing to calm it.

      Carter’s dark eyes were locked on mine, a smile spreading across his face as he opened his palm. In the center of it was a velvet ring box. Flipping it open, he revealed the ring that had been my favorite when we went to look at them.

      My jaw dropped. “When did you get that?”

      “Ordered it the same day we saw it.” He lifted it higher, the rectangular diamond in the middle of a plain golden band glinting in the late-afternoon sun. “I saw the look on your face when you saw it. It was the right one.”

      “You’re the only right one that matters,” I said, my voice thick with emotion. “I’d have married you with a stalk of grass tied around my finger.”

      “Now she tells me,” he said, and several people chuckled before he went on. Our mothers stood off to one side of him with their arms around each other, our fathers standing on either side of them with their arms slung over their wives’ shoulders. “I haven’t got a long, drawn-out speech planned. As all of you know, I prefer to keep things to the point.”

      He tugged at the collar of his T-shirt, his eyes filling with love when he looked at me again. “Be my wife, Rylee. My bride. My forever. Please?”

      Tears gathered in my eyes, and I let them flow freely as I closed the distance between us at a run. “Everyone was in on this together, weren’t they?”

      He nodded but didn’t say anything. Still holding the ring up, he watched me fall to my own knees with wide eyes.

      I laughed, throwing my arms around his neck and kissing him while murmuring my answer against his lips. “Not fair, but yes, Carter. Of course I’ll marry you.”

      And hopefully, we’ll live happily ever after. God only knew there was nothing I wanted more.
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      Yep. A turtle. You read that right. Don’t be jealous.

      

      You're going to find Billionaires, Bad Boys, Military Guys, and loads of sexiness. Something for everyone hopefully. I'd love to connect with you. Check out the links below and come find me.

      

      
        
        Amazon KU ~ Insiders Group

      

        

      
        Website ~ Facebook ~ Twitter ~ Instagram

      

        

      
        The Parker’s Wicked Playground
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        Copyright © 2020 by Weston Parker

      

        

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

      

        

      
        The novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and plot are all either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons – living or dead – is purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        First Edition.

      

        

      
        Editor: Eric Martinez

        Cover Designer: Ryn Katryn Digital Art
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