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Introduction
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Hey! We’re missing you over here at the Parker’s Insider Group.

Where you at?!?

Come grab your spot with the best book part in town and let’s connect.

Also you get a FREE novel when you join, cause, why not?

See you on the inside…

Get it HERE


DESCRIPTION
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I might be in the business of weddings, but I have no intention of walking down the aisle.

I’ll just make my millions sending suckers to the altar.

It’s an easy gig and I’m far too good at it.

Until it’s a little too close to home.

My mother is getting married, and she wants me to work with a wedding planner.

Talk about a gut punch.

My father is in the ground, and she wants me to pick her flower arrangements and organize the seating chart.

The worst part?

My usual go-to for a wedding like this is no longer in the business.

He left his empire to his ex-wife.

And she’s… what’s the right word?

The worst.

Clumsy.

Disorganized.

Sloppy.

I can’t work with an average Jane like her.

But I can sleep with her.

In that department, she gets a gold star.

Or five.

Nothing average about her.

Maybe there’s more to it than our chemistry.

One thing’s for certain.

Me and her?

We make some kinda romance.
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DASH


There were certain moments in life that you never forgot. One of those moments was when your mother casually announced that she was getting remarried barely more than three years after your father had passed.

My silverware clattered to the plate after she made the announcement. She looked around the table, beaming at my brothers and me like we were supposed to be happy for her. While happy wasn’t an emotion I was overly familiar with, I knew I sure as hell wasn’t feeling it right then.

“You’re what?” I asked, incredulity ringing clear as a bell from my tone. “Why?”

My mother gave me a fond smile, the crow’s feet around her eyes deep but not that bad yet. “Richard and I love each other, honey. Neither of us are getting any younger and why wait, right?”

Why wait, indeed. Perhaps because you were married to my father for thirty years and you’re still pretty young, but hey, what do I know?

My three younger brothers exchanged a look, their expressions morphing from shocked, to unconvinced, to joyful in sixty seconds or less. Finn was on his feet first, pushing his chair back and striding around the table to throw his arms around the happy couple.

“Congratulations, you guys! This is awesome news, and yeah, why wait?” He glanced at our youngest brother, who was hot on his heels as he remained bent over with his arms around their shoulders. “Get a picture of this, would you, Corbin? We need this moment captured for posterity.”

I frowned, but Corbin dutifully slid his phone out of his pocket and snapped the requested picture before joining them. Embracing them in a group hug, he raised his phone once more, grinning into the camera as he took a quick selfie of them all together.

“Say cheese, people. Look alive! Come on, this is going on my socials as a night to remember.”

Asher, brother number three, laughed as he got up to join them. “What is it with you two? The world would keep turning if social media disappears tomorrow. You should try to live in the moment.”

“As if you’d know,” Mom teased, lifting her arm a little higher to make room for him in the hug. “You would all perish without those websites and you know it. So let’s just accept that we’re living in the age of ‘pics or it didn’t happen’ and hope you’ll never have to find out what will happen if it all disappears overnight.”

“Look at Mom, knowing more about the real world than you, Ash,” Finn joked as he finally straightened out of the hug. “Just make your peace with it, man. Listen to your mother and accept the age we’re living in.”

I rolled my eyes, casting a glance at our oldest brother in the process. Like me, Zachary wasn’t exactly leaping for joy. I loved our mother and I knew he did too, but this was a damn bitter pill to swallow.

Trying to keep up appearances for her sake, I reached for my wine glass and lifted it for a toast. “To Mom and Richard. May you be happy.”

“Hear, hear!” Corbin agreed wholeheartedly, leaning over to grab his glass from across the expansive table before lifting it to mine.

One by one, the others followed. Mom and her fiancé shared a goofy, so-in-love smile as the rest of us clinked their glasses. Even Zachary finally joined in, sighing heavily as he allowed his glass to be tapped in passing before draining what had remained of his wine.

“Congratulations, Mother. Richard.” He nodded at each of them, not quite as enthusiastic as our brothers with his well wishes, but at least he’d said something.

Finn, Corbin, and Asher finally settled back into their seats. As if Mom’s staff had been waiting for this exact moment, the door between the dining room and the kitchen swung open, and they filed in with a silver domed plate on each hand. They set it down neatly in front of us before they disappeared as quietly and efficiently as they’d entered.

Once they were gone, Richard cleared his throat, his hunter green eyes sweeping around the table until he’d looked at us all at least once. “I want you boys to know that I’m going to take good care of your mother. She’s a wonderful woman and I love her deeply. Thank you for your support in this.”

I exhaled through my nostrils before I drew in a long, slow breath, doing my best to keep it together when internally, I was screaming. Richard wasn’t a bad guy. I knew he meant it when he said he’d take care of her, but my father hadn’t even been gone for half a decade and she’d been married to him for three.

Have some respect, for God’s sake.

Evidently, I wasn’t the only one thinking along those lines. A few times during the course of dinner, I caught Zachary’s jaw tightening and his neck bulging, but neither of us would bring it up now. We’d been raised better than to create a scene at the dinner table.

“Soooo,” Finn said once he’d cut into his filet mignon. “Give us details. How did it happen? When did he ask? Oh, we should probably get a picture of the ring. My followers are definitely going to want to see that.”

Mom giggled—giggled—as she lifted her left hand and wiggled her fingers, glancing at Richard with yet another of those extremely goofy smiles. Diana St. Clair hadn’t been goofy a day in her life with my father, but looking at her now, it seemed to come so naturally that, for a moment, I had to question how well I even knew her.

She and I were close, or so I’d always thought, but right then, I couldn’t help but wonder what else she was keeping from us. I hadn’t even known this relationship of theirs was serious—let alone serious enough to even be considering marriage.

As Finn and Corbin took a few more pictures for their precious followers, Zachary and I exchanged another glance, but neither of us said a word. Mom was gushing about the proposal as she posed with her left hand on Richard’s chest, his shoulder, and his cheek, following my brothers’ instructions about what poses would look best for the media.

“We were getting ready for bed on Saturday,” she was saying. “Teeth brushed and faces washed, we were about turn in when Richie suddenly went down on one knee.”

“Getting down on it was fine, but getting back up? That was a struggle,” he interjected, laughing, clearly trying to entertain us with the story. “I told her, I said, Diana, we’re too old to play games⁠—”

“Will you just marry me already?” Mom finished for him, making her voice several octaves deeper to mimic his. She laughed, her hand still on his shoulder and her head leaning down on it now too. “It was so spur of the moment. So romantic.”

“It wasn’t that spur of the moment,” he objected lightly. “I had the ring already, gentlemen. Don’t worry. I would never ask a woman like your mother for her hand in marriage without one.”

Oh, so you’d have asked a different woman without one? What the hell?

Asher, Finn, and Corbin chuckled, but neither Zachary or I managed much more than a polite smile. We weren’t that much older than them, all of us born two, max three, years apart. Zachary was thirty-five, I was thirty-three, Finn thirty, Ash twenty-eight, and Corbin twenty-six, but right now, it felt like there were decades between us.

We’d all been adults when Dad had passed, all vowing to be there for our mother. I wondered if perhaps their joy was brought on by relief that she would have a companion again from now on. Over dinner, they kept talking about the details, chattering about unimportant things, like whether they were going on a honeymoon, until I finally cut to the chase. “I’ll get the venue ready. Just give me a date and I’ll block it out on the calendar.”

“That won’t be necessary, darling,” she said, her jovial mood dissipating for a moment as she met my gaze. “We’ve chosen Serenity Halverson’s venue for the wedding.”

I blinked. Hard. Feeling like I’d received a blow to the stomach, I scoffed and got up. “I’ve heard the name but didn’t realize she had a wedding business. I need a refill.”

Grabbing my glass, I spun away from the table, muttering under my breath once I was out of earshot. “Unbelievable. Un—fucking—believable.”

Not only was she getting married, but she couldn’t even pay my father the respect he deserved by doing it at our family’s wedding venue. The St. Clair Equestrian Estate was one of the most sought-after venues in the entire Los Angeles County, but apparently, it wasn’t good enough for Richard.

A deep scowl settled on my face as I reached the bar. I’d just picked up a bottle of wine when Zachary spoke up behind me. “Storming away from dinner isn’t really your style.”

“It’s not yours either,” I snapped before drawing in a breath and doing my utmost to collect myself. I glanced at him when he joined me at the counter, setting his own empty glass down next to mine. “I’m sorry. It’s just…”

“Too soon for her to be getting married?” he guessed when I trailed off. His dark eyes hooked on mine as he nodded. “I completely agree.”

“And to not even use our venue? What’s up with that? Isn’t it the least she could’ve done?”

“You’d think so, but it seems she’d disagree.” He sighed, handing over the corkscrew and inclining his head at the bottle in my hand. “I need more alcohol, so either you open it or I will.”

I took it from him. My actions were rather more violent than usual as I sliced through the protective foil covering the cork and jammed the screw right into it. “What does Serenity Halverson’s venue have that ours doesn’t?”

We specifically catered to the mega rich, celebrities and high society clientele. My mother fit that bill perfectly. Our place was beautiful and iconic, kind of like the Boathouse in New York. It was synonymous with style, class, and the upper crust. Not just anyone could get married there, and if you could, you did.

Moreover, what were people going to think if Diana St. Clair didn’t get married at the St. Clair Estate? What would it say about our father’s legacy?

“It’s not even Serenity’s venue, it’s her husband’s,” I ground out as the cork slid free. “I mean, I like the guy. At least he’s a professional, but⁠—”

“Actually,” Zachary said thoughtfully. “I think I read somewhere that she got it in the divorce, which means it’s hers now.”

I groaned. “Right. I’d forgotten about that, but it makes it even worse. It’s going to be amateur hour over there.”

“Yeah, well, imagine how her ex, Ethan, feels,” Zach said. “If memory serves, she got everything, including the venue and the wedding-planning company.”

“But she’s a socialite. A reality TV star. What does she know about planning weddings?”

He dragged a hand through his near-black hair as I filled up his glass. “I don’t know, but I guess we’re going to find out. I suppose with a name like hers, she’s attended her fair share of weddings. I just don’t know if she’s planned one before.”

I grimaced. “I doubt it. I didn’t really watch her show. I might’ve caught an episode here and there, but didn’t she only have to go live in a house in some other city for a couple months? If I recall, there wasn’t much more to it than that. Just a bunch of twenty-somethings in a house, talking shit and driving each other crazy.”

He shrugged. “They also had to get jobs. Perhaps she worked in the event-planning industry for a stretch.”

I arched a doubtful eyebrow at him. “I’m willing to bet that the closest she’s ever come to planning an event was watching her ex-husband do it.”

And soon enough, I would have to meet with her. Knowing my mother, a meeting had already been set and it would be in a day or two from now. At most.

My eyes closed and I swirled the wine in my glass before I took a sip. I’d been operating the premiere wedding coordination company and venue in the city for twelve years, and I was about to start planning my mother’s wedding with someone who’d likely never done it before.

It was a disaster, and one I definitely didn’t have the time or the patience for. As I opened my eyes and looked at Zachary again, I saw my own frustration swimming around in his gaze. He might not be as actively involved in this shitshow as I would inevitably be, but one thing was for sure.

My brother and I both loathed every moment of this, yet for only the second time in our lives, there was nothing we could do to stop it from happening. I’d only ever felt this helpless once, and that had been when our father had passed.

A memory I certainly didn’t need to be reliving now, and especially not with his widow, his loving wife, the one who was making me do it.
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SERENITY


Raymond Ackermann the Sixth sat across from my desk, his spine as straight as if he had a broomstick up his butt as he chewed my ear off about a wedding I hadn’t even handled. Under any other circumstances and with most other clients, I’d have told him to shove it where the sun didn’t shine—provided he had space down there next to the broomstick.

It would’ve been a marvelous moment too. I imagined trumpets blaring and a parade being thrown in my honor because someone had finally stood up to this jackass, but these weren’t any other circumstances and he wasn’t any other client.

He was Raymond Ackermann—the Sixth, and he never let anyone forget it—and that meant that he was too important for me to piss him off so soon after taking over the company. His parents owned the largest chain of hardware stores in the country, and according to them, that meant that the whole damn thing had been built on the backs of the Ackermanns.

Absurd, I know, but such is the ego of his family.

“I was assured that my nuptials would be handled with highest degree of professionalism and care,” he ranted. “Instead, what I got was delays, excuses, poorly trained waitstaff, and a power outage in the middle of my first dance.”

Breathe, Serenity. Just breathe.

All of these things had happened before I’d taken over, but now that it was my company, it was my responsibility. “I’m deeply, truly sorry, Mr. Ackermann. You’re absolutely correct. That is unacceptable. I’ll launch a thorough investigation into what exactly happened that day and you’ll receive my feedback as soon as I have anything.”

“Did you really think you were up to this?” he sneered. “It was the highest profile wedding of the year and you people dropped the ball. Repeatedly.”

“With all due respect, if I had handled it, it would’ve gone better,” I said confidently.

He scowled at me. “That’s yet to be seen, and at this rate, it’s going to be an uphill battle. I’m going to smear this company p⁠—”

My stomach plummeted and my heart froze over. I’d seen this coming, but now that it was here, I was desperate to keep him from making good on his threats. There were already enough people who thought I was just some blonde bimbo who’d tripped and landed on a silver platter containing this company and so many other things.

None of them had any idea what I’d been through, how hard I’d fought, or how involved I’d always been behind the scenes. Well, my ex-husband had referred to it as behind the scenes. I thought of it more like him taking all the credit.

Mentally shaking myself back to the present, I inhaled deeply and fixed the asshole with my most calming smile. “That won’t be necessary, Mr. Ackermann.”

He scoffed. “Don’t you dare tell me what’s necessary, you⁠—”

“The way I see this,” I said, speaking over him because he’d had his turn—for the last hour. I leaned forward and folded my arms gracefully on the glass top of my desk. “You can either make a fuss publicly, which is fine, but it would be tantamount to admitting that your big day was an epic failure, or you could let me make it up to you by offering you a function on the house. We’ll call it a party to welcome you back after your honeymoon and it will go down without a hitch. It will smooth things over and it will be so amazing that no one will remember the hiccups at your wedding afterward.”

It was going to cost me at least half a million dollars—of my own money—but that was a drop in the ocean compared to what I would lose if he made a big stink about it. I might not have had anything to do with his wedding, but I was willing to bet everything that it wouldn’t be reported that way.

Ethan’s name probably wouldn’t even come up, and the story would be all about how I’d blundered my way through the highest profile wedding of the year because I’d had no business being in the industry in the first place. My dearest ex would be able to buy this place back for pennies on the dollar if that happened, and I wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction—nor was I about to take the fall for something I hadn’t done.

Raymond stared back at me for a long moment before he finally nodded. “A welcome-home party?”

“Yep.” I smiled brightly. “It’ll be one for the books. You have my word. It will erase every bad memory you have of your wedding day and it’ll make you the talk of the town.”

“It better.” He shoved his chair back and narrowed his eyes, glaring at me down the length of his nose. “I’ll speak to my wife and get back to you about a date.”

“Excellent. In the meantime, I’ll have my assistant send over our available slots for the rest of the year. Feel free to choose any one of those that suits you.”

He glared for another beat, then spun on his heels and left. I had just long enough to let out a deep breath and pray that his wife would go along with this before my phone started ringing. I glanced at the screen, letting out a low groan when I saw that it was finance calling.

“This is Serenity,” I said as I picked up. “What can I do for you, Ms. Kay?”

Only silence came from the other end of the line.

I frowned. “Ms. Kay? Are you there?”

“Yes.” She cleared her throat. “I’m here, Ms. Halverson. I’m just surprised you remembered my name.”

My heart melted a little bit. “Things are changing around here. Now, how can I help you?”

I felt like I’d been putting out fires since the moment I’d walked in here that first day after I’d been awarded the company. I’d barely had time to talk to anyone, hitting the ground running and continuing at a sprint for the couple months it had been since.

After approving the invoices on some major orders for a few of our upcoming events, I hung up with my liaison in the finance department and extinguished a few more fires before lunch. At noon on the dot, I got up, grabbed my purse, and hightailed it out of my office.

As I passed Amelia, my assistant, on the way out, I gave her a pleading look. “Hold my calls for the next couple hours, please.”

“Lunch with Julie,” she said, nodding as she smiled at me. “I’ve had it on your calendar for weeks. I’ll buy you the time you need to catch up, but I’m afraid the most you can afford is literally a couple hours.”

“Right,” I said. “I’ll be back at two. I promise.”

Winking at her, I took off and strode quickly across the immaculately polished tile floors to the executive elevator. I didn’t relax until I was in my car, the top was down, and I was cruising along the short stretch highway between my office and the restaurant my friend and I had agreed to meet at.

With the beach on one side and hills on the other, I finally allowed myself to breathe. In the rare moments I had to think, it was still hard to believe everything that had happened in the last year.

By the time I pulled up in front of the restaurant, I was still reeling, but thankfully, Julie had my back. She was already waiting, her light brown hair pulled up into a high, smooth ponytail and a couple of margaritas on the table in front of her.

I sat down, twisted my fingers around the stem of one glass, and immediately brought it to my lips. “You’re an angel. I love you. How are you?”

She chuckled. “Both of those were actually mine, but sure. Have one.”

Tasting the tangy lemon and tequila, I moaned and went straight back for another sip before I even acknowledged what she had said. “We shouldn’t be day-drinking. I don’t know about you, but my afternoon is jam-packed, and if yours isn’t, then I’m sure your boss has a few things you could help her out with.”

“Well, considering that it’s my boss I’m doing the day-drinking with, I’m sure she’ll understand.” Julie pumped her eyebrows at me, then lifted her glass. I tapped mine against it. “To midday margaritas and finally getting to work together.”

“I’ll drink to that.”

Julie had been my roommate in college and my best friend ever since. She also worked at the company I now owned, but contrary to what some thought, I hadn’t appointed her because she was my friend. She was fantastic at her job and she knew everyone there was to know.

A straight-talking, loyal as fuck badass I’d poached from another wedding-coordination company, she had a guy for everything and I adored working with her. Unfortunately, we’d only just gotten our food when we were interrupted by the ringing of my phone.

I cringed as I looked at the screen. “I’m so sorry. It’s Amelia. I asked her to hold my calls, so this must be important.”

Julie waved a hand at me. “Don’t sweat it. Just answer and get it over with.”

I answered and pressed the device to my ear. Amelia didn’t waste any time, barely saying hello. “I have Diana St. Clair on the line for you. I thought you might want to take it because it’s, you know, Diana St. Clair.”

I nodded. “Yeah. Of course. Thanks, Amelia.”

“You got it.”

A moment later, another voice came from the other end of the line. It was older with a more graceful elegance to it. I’d only spoken to Diana myself once, but I recognized that familiar lilt in her tone immediately.

“Serenity? Is that you, sweetheart?”

“It’s me,” I said, unable to help the smile that appeared on my lips. I hadn’t even met her in person yet, but I already liked her. “Is something wrong? We’re still on for tomorrow, right?”

“Most definitely,” she said. “I just wanted to let you know that my son will be joining us. Dash is going to be helping me plan the wedding.”

“That’s so sweet,” I said, meaning it. “I look forward to meeting the both of you.”

“Excellent. Thank you, Serenity. See you tomorrow.”

As I hung up the phone, Julie gave me a curious look. “What’s so sweet?”

“One of the St. Clair boys is joining his mom for the meeting tomorrow. Apparently, he’ll be helping her with the planning.”

“Is it Dash?” she asked eagerly, nearly knocking over her drink as her hand shot out to reach for her phone. “I bet it’s Dash. I wonder if he’s said anything about it on his page yet.”

“Yeah. Dash. That’s the name she mentioned. Do you know him?”

She pursed her lips before rolling her eyes and quickly unlocking her phone, her fingers flying across the keyboard. “Found him. He’s everywhere, so it’s not like it’s hard, but there he is.”

She slid the device across the table for me to take a look. I glanced down to see a surprisingly attractive man on her screen. “That’s Dash St. Clair. He’s the CEO of St. Clair Weddings and Events. Which other son would she have been referring to? That’s how I know him.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. Oh. Did you really not know, and if so, how did you miss it?”

I shrugged, still focused on his picture. With thick, chocolate brown hair cut in a fade with some nice length on top, a regal jaw line, and honey-gold eyes, the man was a stunner.

I kind of had to agree with her. How had I missed him?

Having been living in this world for a while now, I’d known of the St. Clair family and the tragedy that had killed William, his father, a few years ago. But I definitely hadn’t known he looked like that.

In a charcoal suit that fit him too well to have been bought off a rack, he seemed tall in the picture, staring straight into the camera with an absolutely impenetrable gaze. He was clean-shaven, one hand slid halfway into his pocket as he walked a red carpet.

“Yeah. Yeah,” Julie said, breaking into my thoughts. “I know he’s cute, but he’s a playboy, so keep your distance. There’s no future there.”

After my recent history with romance, it wasn’t a future I was after, though. Maybe someday, I’d try it again, but for the moment, I’d be happy to just stare at the man all day long. As it happened, that was exactly what I would be doing starting tomorrow. As much as I could almost feel his cocky arrogance radiating even from just his picture, I was suddenly really looking forward to planning this wedding.

Nothing like a little bit of eye candy to brighten a girl’s day. I knew it wasn’t going to be easy working with a guy like him, who came from a family even older and more stinking rich than Raymond’s, but as long as he looked as good doing it as he did in that picture, I was pretty sure I’d be able to get over it.

And maybe get under him.
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DASH


As I’d expected, the meeting with Serenity had already been set and I had gotten roped into it. Parking in front of my mother’s house, I jogged up to the front door. She walked out just as I arrived, and I offered her my arm.

“Good morning, Mother,” I said, leaning in to brush a kiss against her cheek.

“Good morning, honey.” She slid her hand into the crook of my elbow and followed me back down the stairs toward my car.

I’d parked right in front of the sweeping staircase leading from the wide, double front doors, and I helped her into the passenger seat, then waited until she buckled up before walking around the car. She’d raised me to be a gentleman, and when it came to her, that was exactly what I was, but this morning, I also just needed as much time as I could buy myself not to have to talk about the wedding.

Inside, I was still fuming, still pissed at her for springing this on us and then not even wanting to do it on the grounds she and my father had developed for this specific type of event. As it turned out, the few moments extra I’d given myself meant nothing.

We’d barely reached the intricate metal gates at the edge of her property before I glanced at her. “Why couldn’t you just do it at the estate? I know everything there is to know about that place already and it’s beautiful out there. Why choose a different venue?”

My mother wasn’t the type of person who angered quickly, having left that particular gene for Zach and me, but a slight flush spread on her cheeks now. Her gray-blonde hair was twisted into an elegant chignon and her makeup was as perfectly applied as always, but the calm exterior couldn’t hide the flash of disappoint and hurt in her eyes.

“I married your father in that building, Dash. I know it’s beautiful. That’s why I had my first wedding there, but excuse me for not wanting to marry another man at the same place.”

Well, shit. I guess that’s as good a reason as I could’ve asked for. I even kind of got it. Not saying anything about it after that, I pulled off their property once the gates had swung open and tried to focus my mind on the task ahead.

Understanding didn’t mean I was a fan of the idea. While I knew now why she’d chosen a different venue, it wouldn’t make it easier to coordinate a wedding like this with a company whose CEO was completely green.

“Do you want to tell me what you had in mind?” I asked as we got onto the freeway. “It might help if we know exactly what to discuss with them when we arrive.”

“Of course,” she said, glancing at me and finally perking up a bit again. “We don’t want anything too big. Two hundred guests at most.”

My jaw slackened, a frown mashing my eyebrows together. “Two hundred? You realize that’s only one hundred couples, right?”

“Right.” I felt her steady, unwavering gaze on the side of my face. “We’ll revisit that number if we have to, but ideally, we’d like to keep it as close to that as possible. Fifty couples each.”

We were definitely going to have to revisit that number, but I knew better than to argue with a bride at this stage of the planning process. Even if the bride was my very own mother.

At a relatively early age, I’d discovered that I was pretty damn good at organization. I liked things to be ordered. Precise. It was just the way my mind worked. As a result, I never missed a detail. My brain refused to let me. I didn’t care about the type of flower chosen or the exact shade of pink required for a napkin, but once I’d been told, I never forgot and I couldn’t stop until it was all exactly the way it was supposed to be.

I also wasn’t easily rattled. In fact, I wasn’t sure I’d ever been rattled and I worked best under extreme pressure. Because of all that, I’d organized my first event at the estate at age sixteen. It’d been Zachary’s eighteen birthday party and it’d been a hit.

The very next day, I’d started working for my father as an event planner. Informally, of course, but I’d officially taken over that arm of St. Clair Enterprises when I’d turned twenty-one. Twelve years was a long time learning to deal with people who were constantly stressed about what they perceived to be the biggest day of their lives.

So I wouldn’t argue with my mother about anything. Instead, I’d gradually lead her to the light and help her see it for herself. I didn’t have much of a sense of humor, but what I lacked in that department, I made up for in quiet determination and patience.

“Alright, Mom. Fifty couples each. What else?”

“I don’t want to see a white flower,” she said suddenly, sniffing once as her voice became softer. “We only had white roses at the funeral. Absolutely no white flowers.”

“You got it,” I agreed. “You are going to have to send me lists of all of this, though. I won’t forget, but I do like to have it on paper for everyone else.”

Stress made other people forget. Not me, but others? Absolutely. “Oh, I know, baby. We’re just talking about it.”

The rest of the way to Serenity’s offices, we spoke about it. I listened intently to what she was saying, making mental notes of all the things I was going to have to discuss with her at some point. Not today, but that was only because today was about getting the broad strokes—and a feel for the woman I would be planning the wedding with.

I quietly sighed as I parked in the VIP spot outside the building. It was a gaudy glass-fronted monstrosity with absolutely no character, completely unable to compare to the estate, but it was modern and I supposed the view from the top would probably be decent.

Keeping my mouth shut, I climbed out of the car. Pulling my sunglasses off my eyes, I glanced at the venue my mother had chosen. As I turned to open the door for her, I ran into Serenity Halverson.

Literally.

She and I collided next to my car and she fell into my chest, sending her bag to the ground. At least I caught her before she followed. I recognized her as soon as she looked up at me, and instantly, I noticed that she was a lot more beautiful in person than she was onscreen.

Slightly over average height for a woman, she was very curvy with pronounced hips, a round butt, and mesmerizing cleavage. Her cute, heart-shaped face was framed by long, white-blonde hair and her huge blue eyes drew my attention right away. But she was also clumsy apparently—which did not impress me even if I wasn’t at all turned off by her looks.

The fact of the matter was that I thrived on order, control, and purpose. This woman seemed scattered, not even able to control her own movements. My eyes narrowed at the realization.

I understood why my mother wanted to use a different venue, but I’d already been touchy about having to split the control of the planning with a different company.

Now that I’d gotten my first impression of the CEO of that company, I was downright antsy about it.

Serenity’s lips dropped open. She stared up at me for what felt like a long time, much longer than was necessary to regain one’s composure. Then she bent over and scrambled to gather her things, knocking her forehead into my thigh.

“I’m so sorry,” she rushed out. “I didn’t see you there. I was coming out to meet you and a weird car drove by. I guess I wasn’t looking where I was going. How are you? I’m Serenity by the way.”

“Halverson. I’m aware.” I didn’t bother introducing myself in return. Smiling politely, I knelt to help her gather her things—just in case she fell into the traffic while trying to do it herself. Then I handed over her bag and finally went to get my mother’s door.

While I’d taken an instant dislike to my new colleague, Serenity and my mother hit it off immediately. Mom even hugged her hello, gushing about some of the ideas the woman had apparently already sent her.

“I loved the thoughts you had about grazing tables for the guests while we’re having our pictures taken,” she said as she squeezed Serenity. “Just because we’re older doesn’t mean we don’t appreciate interesting canapes.”

They released one another and started heading inside.

“We’ll figure out what kind of snacks and apps you want,” Serenity said excitedly. “I’ll send you some lists of vendors with different menus. Mediterranean tends to be a crowd favorite but we have options.”

“You can send those menus to me,” I cut in.

Serenity glanced at me over her shoulder, her eyes lingering on mine. Again. God, is she always this awkward?

“Okay,” she said as we approached another woman who was waiting by the doors. “This is Julie. She can take you on a tour of the various rooms we have on offer and⁠—”

“We’ll take the entire place. Thank you, honey,” my mom said decisively, and I smiled.

Perhaps this is going to be easy after all.

At least, that was what I thought until she took Julie’s arm and waved me off. “I’ll take the tour and leave the details up to you two. Dash has a basic idea of what I want. Have fun!”

She took off without saying anything else, her head already bent close to this Julie woman’s. They strode down a characterless corridor beyond a characterless foyer. I turned to Serenity, needing her to know the ground rules.

“We’ll get to specifics in a moment, but give me your general pricing for whatever your highest package is for two hundred guests. And don’t try to bullshit me. I’m at the top of this game. It shouldn’t come to a dollar more than five million.”

Blinking slowly, she swept her tongue across her lips. Unfortunately, that drew my gaze to them and I found myself transfixed. For just a moment, I watched the way her lips moved and, out of the blue, imagined them wrapped around my cock.

Great. Now I’m a walking cliché.

“Sure. Five million is a good ballpark figure.”

I drew in a deep breath and forced my eyes back up to hers. “Excellent. I’m glad we understand each other.”

I still didn’t like her, but shit. Those lips are something, alright. As is that cleavage.

Mentally shaking my head at myself, I listened to what she was saying as she showed me to her office, but I didn’t give her much of anything in return. I wasn’t rude, but I wasn’t forthcoming either.

That part had nothing to do with my growing attraction to her, though. I simply didn’t play well with others and I was beyond frustrated that my dick had decided to take an interest in her on top of everything else.

This is a nightmare. An absolute nightmare.

By the time we reached her obnoxious corner office on the penultimate floor of the building, I could sense her frustration growing with me in turn. Although I had a feeling my frustration and hers stemmed from different places, even if I had caught her staring a few more times.

While she printed out some paperwork which should have been prepared and ready when we’d arrived, she tried asking me more questions but I didn’t answer a single one directly. She was the newbie between us. She was going to have to figure this stuff out for herself, not rely on my experience for it.

“Your mom mentioned something about yellow flowers. How many arrangements do you think we’ll need?”

It’s your venue. You should know this. In response, I shrugged. “That depends on so many different things.”

Her eyes narrowed for a fraction of a second before she smiled again and fired off a whole host of other questions she should already have the answers to. It felt like forever and fourteen days had passed by the time my mother and Julie appeared in the doorway, saving us both from our frustrations with their wide smiles and bubbly chatter.

At least one of us was having a good time.

I tuned them out at first, my mind still wrestling with Serenity’s whole vibe. The entire office smelled of a feminine, aquatic fragrance, and every time she moved, a different part of her body captured my attention. The curve of her full hips to her waist or the length of her hair brushing against the middle of her back.

“I love it,” Mom said as she swept into the office, a completely different person to what she’d been in the car this morning. “I want it. Do you have availability on Mother’s Day?”

My thoughts came to a grinding halt and I blinked myself back into the present. “As in this upcoming Mother’s Day? That’s only two months away.”

“I know, honey, but like Richard and I told you before, why wait?”
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SERENITY


After work, Julie and I headed to my apartment to get ready for a celebratory night out. I was still feeling jittery after my meeting with the St. Clairs, but Dash had given me a five million dollar ballpark figure and that was worth a damn drink someplace where I didn’t have to pour it for myself.

Julie glanced at me as we walked into the three-story penthouse I now lived in alone. “Are you okay? You’ve been really quiet considering that it’s you and all. It’s usually hard to get a word in edgewise after we close a deal and yet you’ve barely said a word.”

“Oh, I’m fine,” I said. “Just thinking about Dash St. Clair.”

She shot me a wide grin. “Hot, huh? Hotter in person, I’d say.”

“Definitely,” I said because I was a human being and denying it would’ve only made her suspicious, but damn, I’d been completely right about him being a hell of a looker. It was too bad about his personality, though. “If only a conversation with him wasn’t like trying to talk to a wet rock, that might’ve been nice.”

She frowned, spinning to face me as she walked backward into my kitchen, as familiar with the layout of this place as I was at this point. “Really? Diana was the complete opposite. She didn’t stop talking the entire time I was with her. She’s awesome. I love her and I want her to adopt me.”

“I love her too, but she must’ve gotten all the personality in that family.”

“He has four brothers. Maybe that just made him quiet. I’d imagine it could be pretty chaotic growing up in a house like that. All that testosterone in the air.” Julie closed her eyes and inhaled deeply as if she could smell it. “Paradise.”

“Nah.” I kicked off my heels, pulled out a bottle of wine, and reached onto the exposed shelf for two glasses. “I think he’s just an entitled, know-it-all snob. He thinks he’s too good to plan a wedding with me.”

“Wow.” She chuckled, slinging her purse off her shoulder. “Less than an hour with him and you’ve already decided that? It seems a bit extreme. Especially for you, Ms. Glass-Half-Full.”

She sat down at the dinner table in the center of the kitchen.

I filled the glasses with a crisp white and carried them to the table to join her. “Exactly. You’ve got to know it’s true if even I say it.”

“Fair enough.” She tilted her head at me, her baby browns curious as she watched me sit down. “What did he do to be the only person, other than the one we shall not speak about, to get on your bad side?”

I shrugged, twirling the stem of my glass between my fingers. I dropped my gaze to the ripples on the surface of the liquid. “There wasn’t just one thing, but he was not happy with anything I offered. He refused to speak to me even when I asked really easy questions to try and draw him into the discussion. I almost felt like he couldn’t even be bothered to look me in the eyes.”

“Maybe he was looking at your tits,” she teased. “You’re really letting the girls out to breathe in that outfit.”

I snorted. “It was more like he was looking through me. I swear, he’s one of those that just can’t stand to look at us normal people.”

She arched a steep eyebrow at me, taking a pointed look around. “Since when are you normal? Have you seen where I live compared to this place? You’re from an old-money family too, but you’re also independently wealthy and you negotiated a kickass settlement for yourself. You’re not normal, girl. Plus, again, your boobs look killer in that top.”

I bit back my smile at that last part, but it didn’t quite work. “To be fair, I didn’t negotiate that settlement all by myself. My lawyer helped. A lot.”

“But she was able to because you had the balls to stand up for yourself,” Julie said, as if that settled everything. “You’re thirty years old, a TV star in your own right, and you’re now running a major events company in the event capital of the world.”

“I doubt London and New York would agree. Tokyo either, for that matter, and what about⁠—”

She groaned, holding up her palms in surrender. “Okay. Fine. I get it. Los Angeles is a strong contender though, and you’re a strong contender for the best there is around here. That counts.”

“Thanks, but what’s with the sudden pep talk?”

“It’s not a pep talk.” She scoffed, but then her gaze came back up to mine and she shrugged a shoulder. “I don’t know. You seemed bummed after the meeting. I figured you needed reminding of who you are.”

I held her eyes for a moment, knowing she was right. It wasn’t because of the meeting, though. Recently, I’d been just a little bit less happy. A little bit less optimistic. A little bit less resilient, even.

My ability to see the silver lining in every situation and the good in every person had been diminished, what I’d once regarded the best aspects of my personality significantly muted.

Ethan had done a number on me during our marriage and it’d taken me far too long to realize it. I carried the effects of that with me every day, and facing off with a man like Dash exhausted me.

I sighed. “Okay, you’re right. Enough moping. This will officially be the most profitable wedding we’ve brought in and we should celebrate.”

“I thought that was what we were doing,” she said, tipping her head toward the glass in her hand. “Isn’t it?”

“Nope, not yet. Bring that. We’re going out.”

“Now? I didn’t bring any clothes. I kind of thought maybe you’d changed your mind about not just drinking here.”

“Nope. We’re going out.” I smirked at her as I stood up. “Since when are clothes a problem? I’m pretty sure I have enough.”

Julie laughed and shrugged. She got up and followed me to the master bedroom on the top story. It had a magnificent view of the ocean and the lights twinkling to life in the city, but neither of us paid much attention to that as we strode to my walk-in closet.

For now, the his section of the massive his-and-hers changing suite was decidedly empty, but her eyes darted in the direction of the shelves that had once been occupied by Ethan’s things anyway. “Hey, uh, he hasn’t tried to contact you again, right? That’s not what this is about?”

I shook my head. “We’re not talking about him tonight. This is a celebration, remember?”

“Sure, but as far as I’m concerned, every night for the rest of our lives can be a celebration of the fact that you finally kicked him to the curb. That man was rotten.”

I rocked my head from side to side, but I couldn’t disagree with her. Julie had been the first person to warn me against Ethan, way before I’d even married him. She’d never liked him. Never trusted him. And for a long time, that had put some serious strain on our friendship.

I still didn’t know how to make it up to her. I should’ve listened, but I hadn’t. Not until it was too late and I’d found myself crying in this very closet, five years into a marriage that had broken the very foundation of who I was.

Shaking the thoughts out of my head, I decided to take my own advice and focus on the celebration. After changing into brand new, sparkling party dresses that had no bad memories attached to them, we touched up our makeup. By then, the car service I’d arranged was waiting downstairs to take us to an upscale nightclub.

Oblivion was the kind of place I’d frequented before Ethan. When I’d been filming my show and living what I’d later realized had been the good life. Since I was trying to get back to that person, the girl I really was, I was pushing myself to do more stuff like this again.

Even so, anxiety thrummed through me when we stepped into the darkened main area of the club. Strobe lights flashed overhead and the pounding bass of the music thumped in my chest like it had replaced my heartbeat.

For just a moment, I was nervous, but then Julie wrapped her arm around mine and dragged me to the bar. We ordered a couple of beers, thankfully not having to wait too long to get served, but I turned when I thought I heard my name being called.

“Serenity?”

My heart jumped into my throat. I completed the turn to see Dash St. Clair behind me, a buff but not overly attractive guy next to him. I paused for a minute to wonder if I knew this guy. I figured I might since the social circles Dash and I traveled in weren’t that different, but when I came up dry on his friend, I glanced back at the man himself.

“Dash! We’ve got to stop meeting like this.” I laughed, but he didn’t even crack a smile in return.

Those honey-colored eyes were dead serious on mine. “I agree. You should watch where you’re going. You never know if you’re going to run into the wrong person.”

The friend looked me over, doing a quick double-take before he interjected, stepping forward with his hand outstretched to introduce himself. “Hi. I’m Lance and he’s just made this really awkward, so can we please pretend he didn’t say anything?”

Dash’s dark eyebrows twitched upward, but he simply strode past me to the bar and didn’t even look at Julie to greet her. Rolling my eyes at him, I smiled at his friend and smacked my palm into his. “Serenity. It’s nice to meet you, Lance. If you want some better company later, come find us.”

He chuckled, the grin coming quick and easy, telling me that he probably provided a bit of balance to his incredibly grumpy friend. Lance nodded, greeting Julie with an equally friendly smile before he waved at us, surging forward through the crowd to meet his friend at the bar.

Julie wrinkled her nose at me, leaning in close to be heard above the music. “Okay, I see what you mean. He’s really unpleasant.”

I laughed, widening my eyes for emphasis as I nodded. Even so, I glanced at him across the dance floor every so often as the night progressed, wondering what had happened to him to have made him this way. Other than the unexpected loss of his father, our quick Google search yesterday hadn’t yielded any results, and it would have if he had any skeletons in his closet.

It seemed the tabloids loved his family almost as much as they loved me, and even if it did look like his brothers were a lot more sociable than he was, he was followed enough that they’d have unearthed any scandals relating to him. So maybe he’s just a prick by birth.

Either way, I kept looking at him, taking in the strong slant of his jaw and the way those shoulders filled out his suit. It’s such a damn pity about his personality.

Eventually, I made myself stop ogling the forbidden fruit and focused on my friend instead. We drank and danced, toasting the day we’d had and having fun until the tequila started going to my head.

We didn’t see Dash or Lance again until we walked out. All four of us somehow emerged at the same damn time. Like a real gentleman, Lance motioned for us to precede them and I flashed him a smile, inclining my head in thanks just before we hit the sidewalk.

A sidewalk that was, as usual, covered in paparazzi lying in wait. Whether it was just for me this time or if there were other people in there they were interested in, I didn’t know. I ducked, let my hair fall in front of my face, and kept walking.

Flashes went off, lighting up the night, but Julie and I were both so used to it after the craziness that had followed me around since the divorce that neither of us took much notice. Dash, on the other hand, did not appear to be pleased.

He cut me a sideways glare as if this was all my fault and I was the only public figure between us who could possibly be responsible for such drama. He quickly separated himself from the rest of us and stole away while Lance at least sent us an awkward wave as we climbed into the car.

“God, why is he so weird?” I groaned as exasperation slid through me. Sure, he was hot, and physically, I couldn’t deny that I was attracted to him, but we were going to have to spend the next couple months working pretty closely together and I really didn’t know how we were going to get through it.

Julie laughed, shaking her head as the car pulled away from the curb. “Don’t sweat it. I’ve decided he was simply born an asshole.”

“I was wondering about that earlier,” I admitted.

She shrugged, flashing me a slightly lopsided grin that betrayed how tipsy she was as she waggled her eyebrows at me. “Enough of the bad. Let’s just focus on the good. We killed it today, and that’s all that matters.”

I nodded but I was still staring down the barrel of two solid months in that guy’s non-company. The mere thought of it brought a bitter taste to my mouth, but then I thought of the look Ethan was going to have on his face when he learned I’d brought in a five-million-dollar wedding.

I couldn’t lie. That brought my smile back with a vengeance. It felt amazing to be doing what he had said I never could. For that reason alone, today had been a damn good day—and so would every day that I proved to him just how well I could do what he’d explicitly told me so many times I never would.

I wouldn’t fail, no matter how much of a pain Dash was.
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DASH


My brothers and I went golfing with Richard the day after my bender with Lance. It was possible my hangover was contributing to my sour mood, but when he suddenly turned to face us from the front of the golf cart, a sad but seemingly sincere smile on his lips, my stomach flipped over on itself.

“Your mother told me how you boys used to love going golfing with your dad, so I thought it would be nice for us to remember him by golfing together as well.”

We drove across the course at the exact same swanky country club my dad used to bring us to as kids. It was only a couple miles away from our home, and for my money, this guy had no right to set foot on this fucking property.

It felt like a betrayal to my father’s memory to even be here again, but as I looked around at my brothers’ faces, even Zachary seemed to be alright with it. I blew out a harsh breath, but Zach was the only one who caught it and he sent me a warning look.

I flipped him off in response. I didn’t know where he got off trying to reprimand me like he was our father now, but I was getting tired of so many people trying to step into the old man’s shoes.

He chuckled, shaking his head at me, then faced the front and scooted forward to murmur something into Finn’s ear. Our brother spun to smirk at me, letting me know Zach had just tattled on me like a kindergartner.

I rolled my eyes, slamming my back into the padded seat behind me and wondering again why I’d even shown up. But I already knew the answer to that question. I’d pieced it together earlier.

I was here because I knew my mother would want me to be. She wasn’t putting any pressure on us to bond with Richard or anything, but we all knew what she wanted. So when she’d mentioned he had the idea to take us golfing, we’d all caved.

Mommy’s boys. Every last one of us.

From my position at the very back of the six-seater cart, I looked at each of my brothers, wondering how we could all resemble my dad so closely yet I was the only one feeling like I was betraying him now. While our hair was lighter than his pitch black and varied in shades of darker brown, with Finn’s having redder streaks shot through it these days and Corbin’s turning almost blond if he got enough sun, we were generally tall and dark.

We stood well over six feet a piece and our facial features were his regal, definite, sharp lines. Eye-wise, I took after my mom with the brown, but mine weren’t nearly as rich a brown as hers. Finn and Asher took after my dad with a hazel brown and Corbin and Zach had somehow come out with greenish eyes, but that set aside, we were pretty much his carbon copies.

Yet here we were, pulling to a stop at the first hole of the course we’d last played together with him—and no one else seemed to be bothered by it. I huffed out a breath, waiting my turn, and they teed off. I became a laughingstock for my ball hardly taking to the air before it dropped like rock back down to the ground.

“Ooooh, something’s finally gotten to him,” Corbin crowed, clearly ecstatic about this ludicrous turn of events. “What was it? Who was it?”

“You were out with Lance last night, weren’t you?” Finn asked. “I saw a pic he posted of you guys.”

My teeth gnashed as annoyance flared through me. “He posted a picture of us? He should know better.”

“More interesting is the fact that Serenity Halverson was there too,” Finn said, smirking as he exchanged a glance with Corbin. “I think big bro might have a crush on the enemy.”

“She’s not the enemy.” I scoffed. “I’m working with her for the wedding, remember?”

“Sure, but that’s just for this one,” Asher said, way too cheerful for my liking. “After this, she’ll be a competitor and we know how much you love winning.”

I rolled my eyes at him. “Unlike you guys, I’ve never considered the alternative an option. I’ve never tried losing, so yes. I like winning. Thank you very much.”

Even Zachary joined in on the razzing, cocking his head at me. “Did you finally let a girl under your skin? Is that why you’ve forgotten how to swing a damn golf club? You’re too obsessed with a girl you just met?”

I scrunched my face up. “Who do you think you’re talking to? She’s not under my skin, and if anyone has messed with my game, it’s you nut bags.”

“Methinks he doth protest too much,” Finn said in a singsong voice, holding up his hand for a high-five from Corbin. He pointed the driver he’d just pulled out of his bag at my chest. “Anyone want to bet that our big bad bro has a crush on his nemesis?”

“She’s not my nemesis,” I repeated emphatically, shaking my head at him. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

He laughed. “Nothing, man. I’ve just seen her, is all. Only from a distance in real life, like across clubs and stuff until a few years ago, but she’s got all the assets you like.”

Zachary smirked. “Everyone knows you’re a tits and ass guy. Hers have to be spectacular if she’s messed up your game this bad after just one day.”

“It’s not that,” I snapped, beyond exasperated. “Things just would’ve been much smoother if I would’ve been dealing with Ethan instead. She knows nothing.”

“Do you know him, though?” Corbin grimaced at me. “Dude, have you heard the rumors about the real reason they got a divorce?”

“Speculation.” I waved him off. “I don’t know him well, but I’ve met him on occasion and we worked in the same industry for long enough that I definitely know a lot about him even if we’re not close personally. There’s no way he abused her.”

Asher gave me a serious look. “Emotional and mental abuse are real too, Dash.”

“I know that,” I said. “I’m not saying they’re not real. I’m just saying I don’t know if I buy into any of the rumors surrounding him doing it to her. The divorce is their business, though. It’s got nothing to do with us. What does have to do with us is this wedding and the fact that she doesn’t have a clue what she’s doing.”

“How do you know?” Corbin asked, lifting both of his dark eyebrows at me. “You’ve had one meeting with her. If it’s true that she’s been through all that, then maybe you should give her the benefit of the doubt.”

“Maybe you should give it to him instead,” I countered.

He snickered. “I’d really rather give it to her.”

I sighed, shoving a hand into my hair and my club back into my bag. “That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

“Yeah, I do, but it’s so easy with you today, bro.” He laughed, shaking his head at me. “On a scale from one to ten, how hungover are you?”

“Why?”

“We need to know so we can replicate the effect,” Finn explained, grinning like he was the funniest guy in the world. “It’s fun to get to give you shit for once. You dish it out enough. You should be able to take it.”

“Oh, I can take it,” I told him. “On a scale of one to ten, I’d say a six. Headache. Nausea. Cotton mouth. The whole shebang, but I’m not dying.”

Asher chuckled. “What did Lance feed you last night?”

What he’d fed me hadn’t been as much of a problem as the binge I’d gone on after I’d gotten home, but I didn’t tell my brothers or my suspiciously quiet future stepfather about that. If I did, I’d probably wind up admitting that I’d drunk until I’d gotten Serenity’s eyes—and her tits—out of my head, which had only happened after I’d passed out.

Since I had no intention of ever admitting to anyone how attracted I was to that clumsy amateur, I was playing this one even closer to the chest than usual. Which meant I was more impenetrable than Fort Knox in its glory days.

It was unfortunate that she affected me in ways I didn’t care to think about. The tabloids made me out to be a playboy and that was fine by me, but reports of my sexcapades were greatly overexaggerated. There was a little bit of truth to them. I was no saint and I would never pretend to be one either, but I was hardly as active as they made me out to be.

That was what I was blaming this on anyway. She affected me so much because it’d been a long-ass time and she was built like the fifties pin-up girls I’d had on my wall as a teenager. Except that she was more voluptuous—and real instead of just some woman in a painting.

Blowing out a deep breath, I inhaled just as deeply and focused on slowing my rapidly increasing heartrate. Whenever I thought about her today, the hangover made me want her even more.

Lazy sex. Slow thrusts into⁠—

“Dash?”

“Yep?” I came crashing back to earth hard when I found all four of my brothers and Richard staring at me like I’d missed something.

Zachary pointed his club at my ball. “Are you going to hit that?”

No, but I really want to.

Instead of saying that though, I strode up to the ball and imagined it was this whole wedding fiasco. Not even that helped my swing today. I ended up playing the worst game of my life.

They kept hazing me, mentioning Serenity at any available opportunity until eventually, Richard glanced at me with sympathy shining in his eyes. “Maybe we should cut her some slack, huh? I don’t know much about her outside of what your mom has told me, but it seems the poor girl has had a rough go of it the past couple years. Besides, the wedding is going to be incredible no matter what goes wrong simply because of who I get to marry.”

I rolled my eyes internally. Gag.

Finn smacked me in the back of my knees with his club. “Seriously, Dash? Where the hell is your head today? It’s your turn. Again.”

The rest of the game was even more abysmal, with even Zachary joining in the banter with Richard and honestly seeming interested in getting to know the guy. When he turned to us after the game, a pile of rocks sank to the pit of my stomach.

“Does anyone want to head into the club and grab a beer? My treat.”

As I’d expected, everyone else said yes, but I declined. At least I had a handy excuse at the ready. “I have wedding business to attend to with Serenity.”

Honestly, I wasn’t sure what would be worse, beers with my soon-to-be stepdad or wedding planning with her, but wedding planning was what my mom had signed me up for. After shaking their hands and saying my goodbyes, I decided that I would simply be more closed off with her today than I had been before.

In order to survive the next couple months with her, I had to keep my eyes and hands to myself and my mind focused on the wedding instead of losing it to the gutter. If not, this inconvenient attraction was going to drive me crazy and I could never allow that to happen.

There was too much at stake.
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SERENITY


Iwas working on finalizing menus when Dash arrived. He strode into my office wearing another expensive charcoal suit and a light blue button-down underneath. His hair was swept away from his handsome face, neatly styled, and his jaw was once again shaven smooth.

My door had been open, but usually, people at least paused until I looked up before they came in. Or they knocked to get my attention. Dash didn’t do either of those things. He walked in like he owned the place, his honey-colored eyes focused on the view behind my desk.

“Let’s make this quick,” he said, his tone clipped. “I need to get back to work.”

I’d been so absorbed in my own work that I had to blink a few times in order to yank myself out of the zone. “Hello to you too.”

Instead of responding politely, he rolled his eyes and took a seat across from my desk—without being invited to do so—and slid open the buttons on his jacket. His eyes finally came to mine. “What are our options for food?”

Oh, boy. Today is not going to go well. I could already tell that it was going to be another ‘whatever-you-can-do, I-can-do-better’ kind of conversation, but I tried to remain upbeat. Earlier today, while I’d been preparing myself for this meeting, I’d decided to take his attitude as a compliment.

If it was a matter of him thinking he could do everything better, then it meant I was doing well enough to threaten him. To make him think like that.

Holding his gaze intently, I pushed the various menu options across the desk. “Those are examples of our most popular menus. We can mix and match with any of the items available on any of the menus, and of course, if there’s something in particular that you’d like, our chef will be happy to sit down with you.”

Without even glancing at the menus, he narrowed his eyes on mine. “Any chef worth his salt would’ve worked out a menu, perhaps two, of dishes that complement one another.”

I didn’t back down. “My chef is excellent. He’s classically trained, and if you want an eight or nine course sit-down dinner with dishes selected by him that complement one another, then we can do that for you. I can get him up here right now.”

“If that’s the case, why isn’t he already here?”

“Because most people like to look at the menus first. And your mother specifically told Julie that she didn’t want dinner to be an overly formal, uptight affair. If you’re telling me she’s changed her mind, I’ll give the chef a quick call.”

“She hasn’t changed her mind, but this isn’t a backyard hootenanny. Food is an important part of every wedding. You should know that, given your position. It’s the cornerstone of the reception.”

“Sure, but⁠—”

“No,” he said firmly, pushing the menus back across to me. “I don’t need examples of your most popular menus. Clearly, the clientele you’re used to serving are happy with whatever items they feel like smacking together into one meal, but that won’t work for us.”

I drew in a deep breath, trying my best not to let his mood drag me down. “Alright. I’ll print lists of all the different meat options we’ve got. Why don’t we start there? If food is the cornerstone, then the meat is the star. We’ll choose everything else based on that.”

“Have you got any culinary training?” he asked with a haughty tilt of his head. “You and I should not be selecting what goes with what unless you are, in fact, trained to do so. I’m not.”

“Are you going to pick apart everything I say, or are we trying to get somewhere with the planning today?”

He leveled me with a serious gaze. “If you’re taking any of this as a personal attack rather than me trying to get somewhere with the planning, then I’m going to ask you to send in somebody who knows what they’re doing.”

“I know what I’m doing.”

“Excellent.” He leaned forward a little. “Can we please get started then?”

Holy hell. What is his deal? Who pissed in his Lucky Charms this morning?

Getting my hackles up, I shook my head at him. “I could be spending my time with other clients who are high maintenance but not blatantly rude. I agreed to handle the planning of this wedding myself, but if this is how it’s going to be, then perhaps I was misguided. I don’t have time for pissing contests.”

Staring back at me, he slowly arched an eyebrow as a smirk appeared at the corners of his lips. “You know who my mother is. Are you sure you want to blow me off like that? Because if so, go ahead. I’d be happy to plan this whole damn thing myself. The reason you’re involved at all is because my mother wants you to be, not because you’re somehow misguided.”

Ouch.

I wished he was wrong, but he wasn’t. As much as I’d have liked to tell him to go suck a lemon, I wouldn’t let anyone else handle this wedding on my behalf and I sure as hell wouldn’t let him plan it all by himself.

Knowing I’d inadvertently backed myself into a corner, I swallowed my pride. “No, I don’t want to blow you off, but I also won’t let you walk all over me. You’re here as the son of a client and that’s all. Now let’s do this.”

“That’s what I’m trying to do,” he said evenly. “I’ve spoken to their personal chef as well as to my chef, and they’ve suggested classic cuisine. They both know my mother doesn’t want it to be too uptight. What they’ve recommended is prime beef rib-eye on the bone, rack of lamb, salmon, and roast chicken as the meats.”

I made a note of what he’d said and pushed the menus back to him. “You’ll see that all of those are included, so just take a look, would you?”

Eyes on mine, he placed the tips of his fingers on the papers and pulled them closer. Then he glanced down and snorted almost immediately. “These sides are too pedestrian. Creamed spinach? Roast potatoes? Those are great for a Sunday lunch with your family but certainly not for a wedding like this.”

I sighed. “You just said your chefs recommend classic cuisine. Both of those things are as classic as it gets, and it’s not like they’re slopped onto your plate like they used to be at your grandmother’s house.”

His brow furrowed. “At my grandmother’s house, nothing was ever slopped onto a plate, but those options are still unacceptable. What else have you got?”

“That’s it,” I said. “I’m printing out all our options.”

Turning to my computer, I clicked on a few folders, focusing on weddings where the chef had prepared formal courses, and printed out page after page of just about every side he’d ever made. Dash seemed mostly unimpressed, but he must’ve found a few things that would be acceptable because he made neat, tiny crosses next to a few items and handed the papers back to me.

While he was busy with that, I took another look at the options for canapes, appetizers, and desserts, and then I realized we were going to be here a while. After what felt like hours—and several calls to his chef—we finally decided on a menu that he was happy with and moved on.

“Okay,” I said, relieved that at least that was done. “Next on the agenda, we need to go over all the options we have for other areas. We’ll need to decide on a color-scheme, lighting, mus⁠—”

“You’re the star,” he said, interrupting me. “I’m sure you can handle all that.”

Taken aback, I shook my head at him. “You’re right. I am, but this is about your mother, not me. How about we think about what she might want.”

For the first time since I’d met him, it seemed I’d said something that hit home for him. He took the papers I’d offered, but we stared at each other for a few charged seconds before he finally nodded. “All I know for sure is that she doesn’t want any white flowers. Not one. She seemed to like the idea you had about the yellow, but let me take all this to her and I’ll get back to you about specifics.”

“Do it, but two months is a short time to plan such a grand wedding. Make sure you get back to me sooner rather than later.”

As he looked defiantly back at me, sexual tension sparked between us. It had been there since he’d walked in, but it was practically buzzing in the air now, charging it so intensely that my nipples peaked under my bra. Thank God, it’s padded.

“Let me show you some swatches of fabric we’ve got,” I said abruptly. “That way, you’ll be able to guide her on the colors as they are and not as they’re described.”

He nodded, pushing to his feet without saying anything, and we walked to the conference table where I’d laid out the swatches while I’d been preparing for the meeting. I’d been hoping this would distract me, but it turned out to have the complete opposite effect.

Instead of being across the desk, he was now right next to me. As we looked over the different fabrics, we kept accidentally brushing against each other. Our sudden close proximity did not do me any favors, and despite him being so incredibly rude, I found myself wondering what my hands would feel like on his chest.

By the time he left, hardly even saying goodbye, my body felt like it was on high alert and my nerves were tightly strung.

Julie strode into my office once he was gone, smiling as she sat down. “How did it go? Was he any better today?”

“No,” I said immediately, glad to have the opportunity to vent. “He’s insufferable. I swear, he’s the rudest, most inconsiderate, snobbiest snob of all the snobs. He’s mean, and dismissive, and he clearly doesn’t think I can do my job.”

“Are you sure it’s not just the boy thing?” she asked after thinking it over for a minute.

I frowned. “What boy thing?”

“You know. That thing they do on the playground when they like someone,” she said. “The ponytail tugging and being annoying. I’d have thought we were too old for that, but it sounds like he’s doing the grownup version of the same thing.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” I scoffed, but deep down inside, I had to wonder if she was onto something.

The chemistry in the air had been palpable earlier, and sure, I could’ve been imagining that it was mutual, but maybe I hadn’t been. Maybe he was as attracted to me as I was to him. Maybe he couldn’t deny it either.

Ahh, shit. Is Julie right? Is it possible there really is something there?
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DASH


Going back to the house I’d been raised in was never easy these days. After my father’s passing, my mother had elected to stay there instead of selling and I understood it. It was an incredible place, an old manor home with tons of space, elaborate gardens, and a stunning view of the ocean in the distance in the backyard, but without Dad, it just felt like something was missing.

As I walked into the foyer, a pang of nostalgia I only ever felt here stabbed my gut and I sighed, scrubbing my palms over my face. It had been three years, and some days, the pain of losing him was definitely still more acute than on others.

I didn’t know how my mother could stand living here and yet I also knew we never would have been able to bring ourselves to sell it. With that ache pulsing in my chest, I took off to find her so I could fill her in on some of the decisions Serenity and I had made, but she wasn’t in any of her usual spots and none of the staff seemed to be around.

She wasn’t in the sitting room where she liked to read, or in the kitchen where she enjoyed keeping her in-house chef company while he cooked. I frowned, wondering if she’d forgotten that I was coming over.

Checking one room after another, I scratched my head and considered leaving, but eventually, I heard something coming from one of the spare rooms upstairs. Brow puckering, I pushed open the door to find her sitting on her butt on the floor, sifting through a box of my father’s old things.

She looked up when I walked in, her warm brown eyes misty as she waved me over. “Hey, baby. Is it that late already? I guess I lost track of time. How are you? Come on in. Come sit with me.”

I glanced at the floor, then strode over to the bed and sat down on it instead. “I just got back from my meeting with Serenity. There are a few things I’m going to need your input on before we take it any further.”

My mother didn’t respond, seemingly distracted by a Christmas ornament she had in her hand. She cradled it gently in her palm, a soft smile spreading on her lips as her eyes lingered on it. “This was such a great Christmas.”

“Excuse me?”

She held up the ornament and I realized it had an old black and white picture inside the bauble. She motioned for me to take it. Frowning, I leaned forward and recognized the faces of my mother and father in the photograph, but there was no sign of any of the rest of us, which meant they’d been pretty young here.

“We were in our early twenties when that was taken,” she explained quietly, her voice husky as she reminisced. “I was in my first trimester with Zachary.”

She smiled up at me then, tears welling in her eyes as she dragged in a deep breath. “That was the best Christmas ever. Before the rest of you crazy boys came along.”

Her tone was teasing as she beckoned for me to return the ornament. I gave it back and she gently put it in its packaging once more, handling it with love and care. She picked through some of the other items in the box, lifting out a bowling trophy that had been in Dad’s home office when I was a kid.

“Do you know he won this when he was only fourteen?” she asked. “He’d taken up bowling only a month before and he always said it reminded him of what you can achieve through hard work and dedication.”

She traced her fingers along the curve of the ball, and I wasn’t even sure she’d heard me talking about the wedding earlier. The last few days, I’d been thinking that she’d moved on too fast, but right now, I was wondering if she had moved on at all.

Handling all of Dad’s things so gently, with tears in her eyes and longing in her tone? It made me think I’d misread the situation completely. Sighing as I stood up, I moved over to her and sat down by her side, taking off my jacket and rolling up my sleeves.

“Okay, let’s see what else we’ve got in here,” I said.

She turned her sad smile to me and gave me a small nod. “Thank you, Dash.”

“Anytime, Mom.” I took her hand, squeezing it before pulling the flap of the box down a bit more and reaching into it. “Why are we going through his things exactly?”

She chuckled, sighing as she shook her head at me. “I miss him. This helps sometimes. Just remembering him and all the good times we had. Are you okay?”

“Of course.” I frowned. “I miss him too, but⁠—”

She gave me a meaningful look. “That’s not what I was referring to, honey. Of course, you miss him. He was your dad and he was a wonderful one, wasn’t he?”

That ache that had been in my chest earlier sprang back to life, a sharp pain spearing my heart. “Yeah, he was amazing.”

Things had been so different when he was alive. I wouldn’t have walked into a house that felt empty. There was always energy in our home before, with Dad making jokes with the staff or laughter echoing from the patio.

At dinner, he would always be holding Mom’s hand or staring at her with rapt attention while she spoke. To the day he’d died, he’d teased me like a kid, always telling me I was too serious for my age—even after I’d turned thirty.

Mom put her soft hand on my forearm, and when I refocused, I realized she was staring intently at me. “Are you sure you’re okay? You’ve been so different since we told you we were getting married. Talk to me, son. I’m your mother. I already know you lied when you said you were fine, so tell me what’s really going on.”

“I’m just worried about you,” I admitted gently. “It feels like Dad just died and now you’re marrying someone else. I don’t want you to get hurt, and if you think there’s any possibility that this is a mistake, then I’ll help you get out of it.”

She patted my arm before she shook her head, still looking right into my eyes. “It’s not a mistake, baby. I’m not leaving Daddy behind. I’ll never forget him and I’ll never stopping loving him, but Richard is a good man. A kind man. He could never be your father and he won’t even try, but Daddy is gone, Dash. I wish he wasn’t, but he is, and that means we need to do what we need to do to keep on living without him.”

Tears spilled out of her eyes, sliding slowly down her cheeks. She silently begged me to understand. My heart broke into thousands of tiny pieces and I nodded, wrapped my arms around her, and pulled her close.

“I know he’s gone, Mom. I hate it, but I know it’s true. I just don’t want you to get hurt again. That’s all.”

My own pain sliced through to the very center of my being as she wept in my arms. I held her close, just feeling it as I waited for the wave to pass. In the last few years, I’d learned more about grief than I ever would’ve thought possible, and while I had no idea of my mom’s experiences with it, my own had taught me that the severe pain came and went. It ebbed and flowed like the tides, almost overwhelming one minute and barely there the next.

Eventually, Mom patted my shoulder and lifted her head up again, swiping away the tears and taking a few deep breaths. “Richard won’t hurt me, baby. If that’s really all you’re worried about, then don’t be. He’s exceptionally patient with me when I’m missing your father. He supports me and comforts me. He listens to all our old stories and interacts with me about them rather than just dismissing the memories.”

“That’s good,” I said, my voice a little rougher than usual as I fought the emotion rolling around inside. “I’m glad, Mom. Really. You deserve to be happy. It’s not like I want you to be alone. It felt sudden.”

“It was sudden,” she admitted, chuckling softly as more tears shimmered in her eyes. “If I’m being completely honest, it took me by surprise when he proposed, but I do love him and the man I planned on spending the rest of my life with isn’t around anymore. I don’t want to be alone, and frankly, I don’t want you to be alone either.”

“I’m good by myself,” I said immediately, needing to shut this down before it went any further. “I know you want grandkids and all that, but you’ve got four other sons. Speak to them.” I paused. “Did it really take you by surprise?”

She nodded, letting out a little sigh. “If I had seen it coming or if we’d discussed it before, I’d have told you. Of course, I would’ve told you, but it just happened and you know what? I’m happy it did. I’m happy I didn’t have time to obsess about it and to overthink whether it was too soon. How much time would’ve been enough time. Five years? Ten? I’m fifty-five years old. I don’t want to spend the next twenty being lonely and miserable, and I definitely don’t want to be a burden to you boys.”

“You could never be a burden,” I said emphatically. “Never. If that’s why you’re⁠—”

“It’s not,” she assured me quickly. “I’m just saying that it might’ve gotten to the point where it felt like that to you, and I don’t want that. I want to live while I’m alive. You and I know better than most how quickly life can be cut short. Stolen away in the blink of an eye even when you think you have so many years left.”

Sucking in a long breath through my nostrils, I nodded and hugged her again. “As long as you’re happy, Mom. That’s all I want.”

“I am,” she whispered. “As happy as I can be without your father around, anyway.”

When she pulled away from me again, she packed up the box and pushed it away. “Okay. That’s enough for one day. I need to take my mind off things.”

“Oh, yeah?” I asked. “How do you propose we do that?”

She smiled through the lingering tears and winked at me. “I have a plan. Walk with me downstairs. Anton prepared a lavender crème brule for me.”

“Your favorite.” I chuckled. “Of course, he made it for you. Is Richard here?”

She shook her head as we left the spare room. “He went out with some of his old colleagues. They may be retired, but they like to be in touch. Don’t worry. We have the house to ourselves.”

Leading me down the spiral staircase, she headed to the living room, calling to Anton about the dessert. I followed, appalled when I saw reruns of Serenity’s old show playing on the TV. Mom walked in as if she hadn’t even noticed it, then reclined in her favorite armchair and waved for me to take a seat.

“What is this?” I asked as I jerked my head in the direction of the TV. “Please don’t tell me you watch this trash.”

“Oh, I don’t just watch it. I love it.” She grinned at me. “Serenity is a fan favorite and there’s a lot to learn about her on this show. I like her.”

“So does everyone else and their mother,” I grumbled, not admitting that I’d done a bit of research on this show myself over the past couple days. Serenity had been the public’s sweetheart, the fun, popular girl who hadn’t indulged in any backstabbing and hadn’t contributed to the backstabbing.

I didn’t know if she was just different at work or if she’d changed, but she seemed a lot less bubbly these days. For some reason, that bothered me as I settled in to watch the show with my mom for a bit before I would head home.

I still didn’t like her, but something about her definitely got to me—even if I would rather join my father in the ever after than admit it—or worse, ever act on it.
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SERENITY


Dash stood in front of me in my office, his hard body molded to my own as he kissed me like he’d keel over if he had to stop. He was hard everywhere, his cock thick and firm against the base of my stomach as he devoured my mouth.

His tongue stroked mine with deliberate intent, his big hands on my backside and his fingers digging into my flesh. As I moaned into the kiss, he slid his palms up the back of my shirt, pulling away to press his lips to my throat.

My head fell back and I heard a throaty chuckle from him, my insides clenching at the sound. It was the first of its kind I’d heard from him, but unfortunately, it was also my first clue that this wasn’t real.

I woke up with a start, the space between my legs achy and pulsing. My breath came in sharp, heavy pants. I groaned, grabbed the pillow from under my head, and shoved it over my face.

A sex dream? Really?

It had been years since I’d had one of those and now I was having them about him.

Shit.

Still breathing heavily, I tossed the pillow clear across the room and sat up, but my cheeks were hot, my nipples hard, and my clit acting like a homing beacon.

Letting out a frustrated grunt, I dropped back down on the mattress, not even wanting to think about how much I wished that had been real. Damn it. Damn it. Damn it.

He was the last person on the entire planet I should’ve been having that kind of dream about. Especially since I had to face the jerk in less than a couple hours. Another low groan tore out of me and I shook my head hard and fast, trying to dislodge the lingering memories of the dream.

God, that kiss.

On the other hand, it had been fabricated by my own mind, so obviously, it had freaking blown it, but the pressure, and the speed, and his body pressed against mine and—Stop it! Stop it right now.

I stayed in bed for much longer than usual, trying to catch my breath and clear my mind for the day ahead. By the time I finally got up, I was way behind schedule and I had to race through a cool shower before getting dressed and ready.

Heading into the office after, I was on the late side, though I wasn’t officially late yet. I was also nervous, terrified that Dash was going to walk into my office and somehow know exactly what the two of us had been doing in my sleep this morning.

The only thing that could possibly make it worse was that Diana would be coming with him. That’s right. The guy I just had an inappropriate dream about and his mother.

At the very least, I knew Diana’s presence would be soothing for the actual meeting. While her son had made no secret of the fact that he thought I was incompetent, she seemed to like me, and since it was her wedding, it was vitally important that I impress her.

I was so lost in thought when I raced into our building, I didn’t even notice Julie walking in at the same time until she slung her arm around my shoulders. She grinned as she pulled me in for a quick hug without breaking stride.

“Good morning, boss lady.”

I was startled at first, clutching my coffee. My head spun in her direction, and when I realized who it was, I relaxed. Returning her smile, I inclined my head at my coffee and hers. “You should watch yourself around scalding-hot liquid. I could’ve tossed this in your face by accident or knocked yours on your feet.”

She chuckled. “What’s life without a little danger? I like to live on the edge. It makes me feel alive.”

I laughed, winding my arm around her waist to return her hug before I let go of her. “Alive but in pain because you’ve got third degree burns doesn’t sound like a fun way to live.”

She shrugged. “Obviously, I’d rather avoid the pain, but the hug was worth it. Did I tell you that I went on a date last night?”

Her ability to pivot on a dime had always intrigued me, but I went with it. “No, you didn’t. How did it go?”

“Everything was great at first,” she said with a pinched look on her face that told me the story was about to take a turn. “We met at a bar and we had such a good time talking that I thought I might finally have found someone I connected with.”

“But?”

She wrinkled her nose. “We went out to dinner and we were still having a good time, until he belched so loudly in the restaurant that I think even the kitchen staff heard him. I almost left right then and there.”

I groaned, laughing with her as I shook my head. “You sure do know how to pick ‘em.”

“Says you,” she retorted, winking as we walked into the elevator. “At least this guy had a sense of humor. You definitely can’t say the same about Mr. Grumpy.”

“You’re right, so I guess it’s a good thing I’m not dating him.”

The doors slid shut and she arched an eyebrow at me. Humor shimmered in her eyes as she gave me a deliberate onceover. “You’ve got a meeting with him this morning, right?”

“Right,” I said cautiously, wondering why she was looking at me like that.

When she brought her gaze back to mine, I even saw a little flare of triumph behind it. “You’re wearing your sexy heels and your shirt shows more cleavage than those you usually wear when we’re going out. Admit it, babe. You might not be dating him, but you certainly wouldn’t mind.”

I scoffed, dropping my gaze to my outfit and beyond, to the slinky black heels I’d pulled on without even thinking about it earlier. “I like these heels.”

“So do I, but I also happen to know you think they make your ass look great. I was there when you bought them, remember? If memory serves, you wanted them specifically as a pick-me-up after you separated from the asshole.”

“I’m never taking you shopping with me again.” I groaned, but I couldn’t argue. She was right. I had bought them for that purpose and I did think they made my ass look great. I might not have been thinking about any of that when I’d put them on, but she had a point. “I have a confession to make.”

I glanced around us as the doors slid open on our floor. The foyer and waiting room were empty at this time of the morning, so I doubted we’d be overheard. “I had a sexy dream about him this morning.”

Julie’s eyes bulged. Laughter bubbled out of her as she reached up and patted my shoulder. “Well, it’s official then. You like Mr. Grumpy.”

“I do not like him,” I protested firmly, rolling my eyes at her laughter. “I just—my body likes his body.”

“That’s how it begins,” she said wisely, checking her watch before she sighed. “I have to get to a meeting, but call me after yours and let me know how it went. If he ravages you in your office, I want to be the first to know.”

“He’s not going to ravage me. His mother will be there.”

She laughed. “Oh. Is that the only reason why there won’t be any ravaging then?”

I shoved her shoulder playfully, trying not to think about him ravaging me anywhere or at all, but I wasn’t succeeding. “There are hundreds of reasons, but the most important is that he’s a client and I’m a professional. There won’t be any ravaging. Ever.”

Arching her eyebrow at me again, she gave me a look that said she didn’t believe me. Then she wiggled her fingers in a wave and took off to her office while I made my way to mine. Amelia gave me a panicked look when I reached her desk, her eyes wide and her face slightly pale.

“They’re early,” she whispered urgently, pointing to my office. “The St. Clairs. They’re already here.”

Crap.

My heart lurched and anxiety bloomed in my stomach all over again, but I drew in a deep breath and nodded at her, leaving my things on her desk. I straightened out my dress before I squared my shoulders. “Alright. That’s okay. Thanks, Amelia.”

In all the time this office had been mine, I’d never been as nervous walking in as I was right then, but I didn’t show it, simply striding in with my head held high and a welcoming smile on my face. “Good morning, everyone. I’m so sorry I kept you waiting.”

Diana was out of her chair first, shaking her head. She grinned and opened her arms for me. “We came in a little early. Richard has some things to take care of today, so we wanted to be sure we had enough time.”

As I hugged her, I was surprised to see her fiancé standing behind her. “Of course. We’ll get it all done on time. It’s so nice to meet you, Richard. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Once I released Diana, I stuck my hand out to shake his, pointedly ignoring the other man in the room for now. Richard gave me a polite smile, shaking my hand in a firm grip before placing his palm in the center of Diana’s back.

“I’m very excited to be here,” he said. “It’s about time I meet the woman who’s making the magic happen.”

I chuckled. “Let’s hope.”

Finally unable to ignore him anymore, I glanced at Dash. “It’s good to see you again as well. Why don’t you all let me get you some coffee before we get started?”

The man stared back at me as I walked around my desk, but he wasn’t scowling this time. “Coffee would be wonderful. Thank you.”

Confused I picked up my phone and called in their order to Amelia, all the while wondering why he seemed so much less hostile today. Eventually, I attributed it to Richard’s presence and did my utmost to get to work without letting the puzzle dominate my mind.

Diana smiled warmly, holding Richard’s hand in her lap. She turned her attention to me. “Thank you for all that paperwork you sent us. It really helped to be able to see everything laid out in front of me. Dash and his father have always had a gift for envisioning things as they could be, but I need to see it to be able to picture it. Our family may be in this business, but I just don’t know as much as they do.”

I returned her warm smile, but as I did, I gave Dash a sympathetic look. I knew what it felt like to lose a parent and I couldn’t even begin to imagine how hard it had to be for him to be heading up his father’s company now, working in his field every day but without him.

As our eyes met, I swore I saw a flash of humanity, a flicker of pain or maybe even just acknowledgment of the sucky experience we had in common. Neither of us talked about it, though. Diana also didn’t linger on the topic, just moving on to discussing the color scheme, but Dash almost seemed like a different person today.

He even offered me a few smiles every so often as the meeting progressed, gently interjecting to remind his mother of points she’d told him to take note of. “You said you liked the yellow, but you wanted to bring it in with the lighting, remember? Like warm lighting rather than a yellow color scheme for the napkins and such?”

She blinked hard, then shot him a thankful smile. “Yes, of course. I meant to say that. I love the yellow and the warm tones, but I don’t want the wedding to resemble a field of sunflowers. Is there a way we can do that? Use warm tones and colors without it being tacky?”

I nodded. “Of course. Let me ask one of our event experts to do a mock table for you with warm white lighting in the room. I have some ideas that I’ll have set up for you on the day, and you can play around with them until you’re happy?”

“Excellent,” she said excitedly. “I just don’t want the day to feel cold or sad, you know? I want everyone to walk in and feel our love. I want them to bask in it and to know we’re truly joyful to be starting our lives together.”

On instinct, I glanced at Dash to see how he felt about them starting their lives together, but he gave me another small smile and my heart skipped. He was leaning back in his chair, his posture relaxed and his arms folded casually over his flat stomach. Clearly, he wasn’t as tense today and I couldn’t help wondering if he was finally softening toward me.

Either way, our meeting was going surprisingly well. Diana explained a bit more of her vision to me, even throwing in a few jokes. “We may be getting on in years, but we’re not ancient. We want upbeat. We want fun. We want a freaking wedding party to remember.”

Dash groaned. “She means that. They’ll be keeping you up long after us younger folk have gone to bed.”

“Don’t you know it,” she teased as she looked at him.

I chuckled, really enjoying their company today. The rest of our meeting went as well as the first part, and to my surprise, between the jokes, the banter, and the vague ideas, we actually managed to make a few decisions too.

Diana and Richard said goodbye when we were done, both hugging me before they left, but Dash lingered for a moment. Standing in the center of my office, he suddenly turned toward me, the expression on his face neutral. He slid his hands into his pockets and rocked back on his heels.

“I just wanted to say that you’re doing a great job,” he started, his gaze sweeping from one of my eyes to the other and back again as he nodded. “I know I’ve been hard on you. I just…”

He trailed off, those dark eyes conflicted as they stared into mine. I wanted to agree with him. To tell him that he’d made this process just about unbearable so far, but as I looked back at him, I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

“That’s okay,” I said softly. “I understand.”

That was what it all came down to. I really did understand. “I lost my parents ten years ago and not a day goes by that I don’t think about them. Miss them. Wish they were here. I’ve tried, but I can’t seem to imagine what it might’ve been like if they hadn’t gone together. If one of them were to have gotten remarried after the other had passed.”

For a long moment, he didn’t say anything, but eventually, he nodded and a tiny hint of a smile ghosted across his lips. “You get it then.”

“I really do.”

Nodding some more, he finally pulled his hands out of his pockets and moved to the door. “Goodbye, Serenity. I’ll see you soon.”

“Yeah. See you soon,” I responded.

Then he was gone, but I saw him casting one last glance at me over his shoulder before he shut my door behind him.

I slammed back in my chair, covering my face with my palms and letting out a mewl into them. “Why was that just a dream?”

I gave myself exactly five seconds to ponder it, but then it was time to get back to work. Dash would be there, an unwavering presence at the back of my mind, but I had other clients than the St. Clairs, and they deserved my attention too—even if it was difficult to focus with the memories of my dream hovering so close that I saw them every time I closed my eyes. Even if it was only to blink.
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DASH


Driving to Serenity’s offices with my mother and Richard had been a mistake. I sat in the backseat while Richard drove, listening to her go on and on all the way back to her house about how much she loved Serenity.

“She just always makes me feel so taken care of,” she gushed with a wide smile on her face. “So understood. Do you know how many wedding planners wouldn’t have taken this seriously? At our age, some people think we’re silly for wanting to get married, or that it’s not a big deal because it’s not our first rodeo.”

“You were looking at other wedding planners?” I asked dryly, even if I had to admit that Serenity was growing on even me at this point. “It’s almost like you don’t have the best one in the city sitting right here.”

Twisting in the passenger seat to look back at me, she laughed and shrugged one shoulder. “You know what I mean, honey. I just appreciate the effort she makes for us and how she doesn’t make me feel like an afterthought bride.”

“An afterthought bride?” I frowned. “You’re Diana St. Clair. Anyone who treats you like an afterthought isn’t giving you the respect you deserve.”

“Yet, many people looked down on us when we first contacted them about venues,” she said, glancing at Richard. “Tell him, honey. Tell him about that guy who laughed when he found out you were the groom and not the father of the groom.”

A pang shot through me. “Is that true?”

Richard grunted, shaking his head as he shrugged. “When you get to a certain age, it doesn’t matter so much who you are, son. Some people still think you’re stupid or that you’ve lost your mind. We only checked out a couple other venues before we decided on Serenity’s, but our overall experience before wasn’t positive. She’s doing a wonderful job, though. I’m glad we found her.”

My eyes narrowed, but as I shoved my hands into my hair and pulled back, I guessed I could see how that might’ve been true. I’d had a few older couples in my time. Quite a lot actually, but many of even my own staff treated them differently.

Mom wasn’t wrong. Weddings for older people were sometimes regarded as an afterthought. As somehow less important than those of the twenty-something monster-brides with their outlandish ideas and loud demands.

“Well, whoever they were that made you feel that way, they’re idiots,” I said, turning to look out the window as Richard got off the freeway.

With the ocean in the distance, I thought back to our meeting with Serenity and the way she’d silently checked in with me while Mom had been talking about my dad—even indirectly. Too many people these days were desensitized to the hurt of others, and I counted myself among that number.

I never sympathized. Never empathized. Trauma, grief, and loss were a part of life. As was death. It had always simply been something that the bereaved had to live with, but after that meeting, I wondered if I’d ever cared about a client the way Serenity did.

I liked that about her, the way she treated my mother and even myself with understanding and respect. It had made the experience more tolerable for me and I doubted I had ever done that for any of our clients.

After my talk with my mom the other day, I’d made my peace with her impending nuptials. I was even happy for her now, but it still didn’t make the thought of her actually marrying another man any easier. Yet Serenity had softened the blow.

We arrived back at my mother’s house. I said my goodbyes and immediately got into my own car to get back to my office. Serenity was still front and center in my mind, though. All the way to the estate, I thought about her and how beautiful she’d looked this morning—and how unusual it was for me to be thinking about that.

Her shirt had clung to her curves, accentuating every full line of her voluptuous body, and the violet had made her eyes pop. It was also a thought I’d never had before, but it was true. I was taken with her, I suddenly realized.

Attracted to her, sure. I’d known that for a while now, but after this last meeting, I was also just a little bit intrigued. I’d been horrible to her. She’d had every right to call me out on it and yet she’d smiled and told me that she understood. Then she’d shared personal details about herself to demonstrate her understanding.

It was odd how she’d been kind even after how intentionally rude I’d been to her. No one was really like that anymore, or at least, that was what I’d thought before. That the world was full of uncaring, closed-off people—like me—who were only out for themselves.

Except for my mother, who had always been warm and caring, and apparently, Serenity. Few people had made me question myself like she had, but especially not after only a couple meetings.

As I drove onto the estate and followed the long, winding road to the main building, I put her out of my head. Ultimately, we were still an incredibly popular, sought-after venue and event-planning company. Despite my lack of empathy, we were doing well, so I supposed it wasn’t a prerequisite for being in our industry.

My day started with a bang. My assistants swarmed around me as soon as I stepped into the spacious foyer. “Mr. St. Clair, we’ve had over four hundred guests confirming their attendance for the fundraiser.”

“There’s an issue with the catering,” another said.

Yet another spoke over the first two. “Misty Blue is insisting that we honor her rider.”

Mentally pulling myself together, I turned to Adam, who’d spoken last. “Cancel Misty today. Right now. We’ve had artists banging down our doors to perform at this event. We’re raising money to feed underprivileged children, for God’s sake. If she’s not willing to compromise, then I don’t want her anywhere near here on the day.”

He nodded and hurried down the expansive corridor that led from here to the administrative wing. I turned to Belle next. “If there’s an issue with the catering, sort it out. If you can’t, bring me the list of alternatives I approved. We’re not taking any shit on this one, people. If we’ve already received positive responses on over four hundred invitations, that means we’ll already have over eight hundred of the most influential guests in the city. Let’s get it right.”

With that done, I turned to Rick, my executive assistant and right-hand man. “Why have we only heard back from four hundred? We sent out almost double that amount of invitations.”

He gave me a swift nod. “Yes, sir. We’ve received negative responses from fifty-three, but we only sent out the invitations last week.”

“Start following up,” I said. “This is a major event and our family has been hosting it for almost two decades. I’m not fucking it up now.”

“Yes, sir,” he said before taking off after the others.

Alone now, I chose to ascend the spiral staircase rather than using the elevator, and I looked out over the ocean and the rolling green lawns with the stables in the distance. While we were highly regarded as a wedding venue, we also specialized in many other types of functions and we hosted our fair share of charity events.

My dad had started the tradition, and while I wasn’t exactly altruistic, I had continued the tradition and I would never stop. It was too big a part of my father’s legacy, and if anything, I only planned on growing the number of charity events we hosted in his honor.

Getting lost in work, I sat down behind the bank of screens on my desk and dove in, only surfacing hours later when my mother called. It was almost the end of the day and I smiled, thinking she was checking in on the progress we’d made for the Hunger Foundation event.

“I’ve got it handled, Mom,” I said instead of greeting her. “Trust me, we’re going to raise more money than ever before and it’s going to be the biggest one yet.”

“I have no doubt, but I was calling because we’re leaving for San Diego and I only just realized I forgot to take the paperwork I signed for the food back to Serenity. She called a little while ago to ask, and when I checked in the car, I saw that we never took it out.”

“Okay,” I said slowly, my head so far away from her wedding right then that it took me a second to process what she was saying. “Give her the go-ahead telephonically and tell her we’ll bring the papers in next time.”

“Could you go get it and take it back to her instead?” she asked, practically pleading. “She needs it today and we just don’t have time to stop there before we go.”

“I understand, but I’ll just call her and let her know it’s all taken care of. There’s no reason she needs the paperwork to place the orders.”

“No, but apparently she does. Her suppliers won’t do anything without signed contracts in hand. She said they’ve been burned too many times and left holding the bag on expensive ingredients that they then need to foot the bill for.”

I groaned. “They know who we are. We won’t⁠—”

“Please, Dash?” she asked softly. “I don’t expect any special treatment from anyone and I don’t want to ask them to bend the rules over something as simple as this.”

Squeezing my eyes shut, I gripped the phone tighter and exhaled slowly before I nodded. Honestly, I didn’t even know why I was trying to get out of it. I was busy, but if I could drop it off after hours, it wasn’t like I’d be sleeping in my office tonight and Serenity’s wasn’t that far out of the way.

“How about I send Rick over to collect it from you and I’ll take it to her as soon as I can?”

“Thank you,” she said, her relief palpable. “We’re about to get on the plane, but I’ve left the papers with Constance. Tell Rick she’ll have them ready when he arrives.”

Before I could even say goodbye, she hung up the phone and I chuckled, wondering how my mother always seemed to get a yes from me. Whatever voodoo magic she possessed, I’d been left with no choice, so I picked up my phone and called Rick.

After quickly giving him the instructions to collect the papers, I contemplated calling Serenity and telling her that we’d simply send them to her electronically, but I dismissed the thought when I realized I’d just promised my mother I would take them.

In this day and age, I could hardly remember the last time I’d insisted on physical copies of anything, but on the other hand, my suppliers trusted me implicitly. I’d been working with every last one of them for years but Serenity had only just taken over her ex-husband’s company.

It made sense people would still be treating her as a newcomer. After all, it was exactly what she was to the rest of us.

With Rick on the case, I got back to work, finishing off the last of the arrangements for the fundraiser that I’d had on my schedule for the day. I couldn’t get quite as lost in the work as I had been before, though.

Knowing I was about to see Serenity again proved to be an unwelcome distraction. I’d only just managed to get my mind half off her when Rick strode into my office, a bunch of papers in his hands. “Here it is, boss. Want me to scan them in for you?”

“No, apparently we’ve gone back to the eighties and the originals need to be delivered in person. Today.”

He frowned, his dainty features scrunching up as he cocked his head at me. “Are you sure?”

“Unfortunately.” I sighed, saving the documents I’d been working on after I checked the time. “On that note, I should get going. If I miss her and these papers don’t get to her today, the world might just explode.”

Rick chuckled. “If you say so. Do you want me to drop them off?”

I paused. The thought hadn’t even occurred to me before, but even as I started considering it, my head was already shaking. “It’s better if I do it myself. My mom’s peace of mind and all. Thanks for offering, though.”

He seemed taken aback for a moment, and it took me all the way down to my car to realize why. That had possibly been the first time I’d either explained my decisions to him or even thanked him. Once again, the realization gave me pause.

I didn’t quite know what it meant that I’d done it or why I had, but it felt strangely good to be walking away after a pleasant exchange. I must be losing my mind.

By the time I got to Serenity’s offices, it was well after five. The doors were open, but I didn’t see anyone still at work. For a moment, aggravation shot through me. If I’d wasted a trip, I was not going to be happy about it.

“Hello?” I called out, but nobody answered.

Heading up to her office, I decided I’d leave the papers on her assistant’s desk if I had to, but I wasn’t coming back here just for this. I wasn’t a courier or a messenger, and frankly, my strangely good mood was dissipating fast.

I never had any time to waste and it was ridiculous that she’d insisted on physical copies being delivered today to begin with. Walking down the hall once I reached her floor, I called out again but still got no response.

Muscles tensing, I’d almost reached her office when I heard a muffled cry. My heartbeat faltered. Something inside me suddenly panicked and I broke into a sprint.

Rushing the rest of the way down the hall, my blood pounded in my ears and I didn’t even knock before I yanked open the door. Racing in blindly, I braced myself for trouble. A possible attacker or a client who had gotten too worked up about the arrangements.

Breathing hard, I barreled all the way to the middle of her office before I saw her, standing slightly off to one side with her shirt off, her back to me, only wearing a dark purple bra. Instantly, my eyebrows jammed together, but my heart started racing for a whole different reason.

Evidently, she wasn’t in trouble, but she was half naked and there didn’t seem to be anyone else around. What the hell did I just walk in on?
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SERENITY


All my life, I had been clumsy. My ex had always thought I did things on purpose, for attention, but in reality, I wished that was the case.

It wasn’t that I didn’t pay attention. I just couldn’t always get all the parts of my body on the same page about what we were doing when we were doing it.

When I spilled lukewarm coffee all the way down my shirt, I yelped and dropped the takeout cup on the floor. Watching helplessly as creamy liquid splashed across the tiles, I whipped my shirt over my head. Moaning in frustration, I could only be thankful that everyone else had left for the day.

For a beat, I thought I heard someone just after the coffee had hit my shirt and I froze, but when I didn’t hear any other sounds, I crossed to the cabinet against my wall to pull out a spare top. Having lived so many years with chronic awkwardness, I’d learned to keep extra clothes, shoes, and socks within my immediate vicinity at all times.

I’d only just taken out a clean shirt when my door banged open. My heart leaped into my throat and I closed my eyes, praying that it was just a ghost.

“Serenity?”

A low groan caught in my throat when I recognized the voice. Out of all the people in all the world, why did it have to be Dash?

I spun slowly to face him, forgetting for a minute that I was only wearing a bra. “Dash? What are you doing here?”

He held up a manila envelope. “Delivering the signed catering contracts. I’m sorry for bursting in. I thought I heard a cry.”

Heat flushed my cheeks and my heart slammed against my ribs as the humiliation really sank in. Finally remembering I was holding another shirt, I squeaked and spun around again, quickly slipping it on before I turned back to him.

Dash was in the same suit he’d been wearing this morning, but his tie was loosened and his jacket wasn’t buttoned up. His dark hair was a neat as ever, but it wasn’t as impeccable as before. I still wouldn’t call it messy, but to him, it probably was.

A lock of that longer hair at the top of his face hung across his forehead, and as I looked at him, I was surprised to see that his pupils were slightly dilated. His lids were just a tiny bit heavy and his lips were suddenly parted.

It didn’t take a rocket scientist to recognize lust when they saw it and I swept my tongue across my lips as our gazes held, that sexual tension from before zapping through the air again now. Blinking a few times, he gave his head a small shake and offered the envelope to me.

“Don’t take this as criticism, but you could streamline this process by doing all the paperwork online.”

“I, uh, yes.” I dipped my head to hide my face behind my hair while I tried to compose myself. Moving forward to take the papers from him, I managed to hit the corner of my desk and I stumbled forward, my hand already stretching out for the envelope.

I caught myself even as I teetered forward, but he must’ve reacted too, and we ended up holding hands, our faces only inches away from each other when I finally looked up. Dash’s dark eyes locked on mine, his features so much stronger and more regal from so close up.

We were both breathing hard, his body as hot and hard against mine as it had been in my dream this morning, but with the scent of his expensive cologne now adding to the experience, it was so much better than in my imagination.

I felt his heart thumping against my chest, and I didn’t mean to, but I wound up dropping my gaze to his lips while intending to study his strong jaw. Dash let out a low, almost whisper of a groan, but in the silence of my office, I heard it.

Heat bloomed on my cheeks again and my teeth sank into my lower lip. I dragged my gaze back up to his. I had no idea what to say or how to act.

My clumsiness had struck again in front of him, the most elegantly graceful man in the whole damn world. How does this keep happening?

I screamed the question at myself in my mind, but my actual mouth seemed to have forgotten to form any words. Instead, all I could do was focus on all the different sensations I was feeling right then. His hand was dry and strong in my own, his fingers like protective vises as they held mine.

That masculine, expensive scent that was woodsy with something else underneath. A deeper, richer undertone that reminded me of top-shelf whiskey. I inhaled, my body pressing closer to his as my chest rose.

I had no idea what this was, but it felt so intimate that I couldn’t bring myself to take a step back. To break contact or to reclaim my hand. Part of me expected him to do it at any moment, but instead, he seemed as caught up as I was. His eyes stared deep into mine as we both kept breathing hard.

Suddenly, Dash leaned into me, his voice a low growl as his head descended. “Fuck it.”

Fuck what?

As my brain formed the question, his mouth crashed into mine and my thoughts scattered. I hadn’t been expecting it at all, but the kiss certainly wasn’t unwelcome. My body reacted to his like it was a long lost friend. My arms acted on autopilot as they wrapped around his neck while my torso melted into his.

My lips opened of their own accord. My tongue delved into his mouth and explored every last bit of it as it stroked against his. My brain left the building, handing over the wheel to my body and racing off somewhere far, far away.

Without thinking at all about what I was doing, I gave in to the moment completely. My hands cupped the back of his head, the shorter hair at the sides soft against my palms while my fingers slid into the longer hair at the top. For a guy, it was impossibly silky and thick, and I committed the feel of it to memory as I held him to me.

His lips moved in perfect sync with my own, firm but soft, his movements sure and swift. I moaned into his mouth, dipping my head back to give him the fullest access I could. He took it without hesitation, his kisses growing deeper and more passionate as his hands moved to my hips.

He gripped them tight, guiding me around so that my ass pressed into the edge of my desk while his body sealed against my front. Sparks flew behind my eyelids, my every nerve on high alert. He kissed me just as intently as he had in my dream, but this was better.

So much better that I almost couldn’t wrap my head around the fact that it was real.

Dash lifted his hands away from my ribs, running them up and down my sides. I shivered against him, moaning softly into his mouth, and my head dropped back. He didn’t skip a beat, running his nose along the length of my throat as if he was breathing me in before he sealed his lips over my skin in a hot kiss.

Memories of the dream rushed through me again and my own hands dropped, pushing into his waistband and tugging his shirt out of it. He didn’t stop me, simply moving his torso away from my own so I could pull the fabric out of his pants completely.

I moved onto his tie next, freeing it from the loose knot and then tossing it away. Without knowing or caring where it landed, my fingers found the first plastic nub of a button and I worked it out of the hole while he finally pushed his hands in underneath the back of my own shirt.

Dragging his fingertips along my spine, he coaxed another moan out of me before a throaty chuckle escaped him. In my dream, the sound had been a clue that what was happening wasn’t real, but now, it made reality dawn that this time it was in fact happening.

Undeterred, I undid his buttons and lifted my arms when he reached for the hem of my shirt. He pulled it off in one smooth motion and threw it on the desk behind me. When the side of my hand brushed against leather, I knew I’d reached his belt. I wrapped my fingers around the open edges of his shirt and pushed it off his shoulders before wrapping my arms around his neck once more.

After kissing a path to my cleavage, he sucked my breasts into his hot, wet mouth, soaking my bra, but I didn’t mind. My nipples were rock hard and even the fabric against them made them that much more sensitive.

The next thing I knew, his hands were back on my hips and he was lifting me effortlessly, setting me down on the edge of my desk and taking another step closer. His hips were now wedged between my thighs and I could feel the outline of his cock pressing against me.

Another moan broke the silence between us, but I knew it was mine. Dash made softer, deeper sounds than I did, like he was unaware of them but the pleasure was emanating from deep within his core.

When he slid his hands up my thighs, I shuddered, aching for him and knowing that if I let him go any further than this, it was going to go all the way. And he’s the son of a client.

Gathering the last bit of self-control I had left, I curled my fingers against his chest and, hating myself for doing it, pushed him anyway. “Should we really be doing this?”

The question snapped him out of the lust and he broke away from me, stumbling back and blinking as if he were coming out of a trance. Half naked and breathless, he lifted his chin, visibly pulling himself together as he shook his head.

“No, we definitely should not be doing this.”
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DASH


Ihad not seen that coming. Blinking stupidly, I wondered what on earth had possessed me to kiss her like that—like I had intended to fuck her right there on her desk irrespective of the fact that we were responsible for planning my mother’s wedding together.

It was insane. Reckless. Irresponsible.

None of those things were behaviors I typically engaged in, but it looked like I’d broken the mold for her. Fuck.

There had always been a lot of sexual tension between us, but I hadn’t been planning to act on it. I also couldn’t say I regretted it, though.

I didn’t.

She was beautiful as she bent over and scooped her shirt back up, slid it on, and then brushed her fingers through her hair. Fluffing it and trying to make it look like it hadn’t just had my hands in it, she dragged in a deep breath before she finally looked at me again.

“I don’t think we should tell anyone about this,” she said, softly at first but appearing to regain her confidence as she spoke. “I’m just starting out and I don’t want anyone to think that us fooling around together is why the company is working so well.”

Hunting down my own shirt, I pulled it on and met her gaze. “Agreed. If it gets out, the attention we’ll get will overshadow that of my mother’s wedding. I don’t want to steal her thunder or have the public focusing on us instead.”

She nodded immediately, her head bouncing up and down as she straightened her clothes. I lost track of what I’d been doing as I watched her, momentarily enraptured by how she dabbed at her swollen lips and swiped her fingers under her eyes in the hopes of clearing any smudged makeup.

As she looked back at me, her lips suddenly curved into an amused smile. “Need some help there, Mr. Grumpy?”

“Mr. Grumpy?” I echoed after her, frowning as I cocked my head. “Who’s grumpy and what do I need help with?”

“Your shirt.” She lowered her chin, chuckling. When I looked down, I realized I’d misbuttoned it. Badly.

Utterly flabbergasted by the mistake, I gaped at my own shirt and Serenity nearly fell over laughing. “Gosh, the look on your face right now.”

I didn’t even know what to say. I’d managed to button the last button into the second-to-last hole. A toddler could’ve done it better. “This never happens to me.”

“Yeah, I hear you,” she murmured, reaching for my shirt and helping me fix it. She chuckled again and patted my chest. “There we go. All done.”

“Thanks,” I muttered, desperate to make my escape at this point. “Are you ready to leave yet or…”

She cleared her throat, nodding as she spun back to her desk and started stuffing things into her handbag. “I’m so ready to leave. Let me just get my stuff. It always seems to spread itself out across my entire office during the day.”

“Like what?” I asked curiously. “What do you need other than a wallet, phone, and keys?”

She shrugged, not looking at me as she flitted around the room as gracefully as a butterfly in flight. I’d seen her clumsiness. I knew it wasn’t put on, but looking at her now, I never would have believed it was true.

“Oh, you know. Just stuff. Lip gloss. Chap stick. Swatches of fabric. Pens. Notebooks. My lucky carpet. Oh, and my new nail polish.”

My eyebrows swept up. “Your lucky what now?”

“Carpet,” she said, completely matter of fact. When she glanced at me and saw whatever look I had on my face, she frowned for a moment, then laughed. “Right. You don’t know this about me yet. I have a lucky magic carpet.”

My head tilted a little bit further. “At risk of repeating myself, what is a magic carpet and why is it lucky?”

“Have you never watched Aladdin?” she asked, clearly caught off guard. “That can’t be true.”

“Well, I mean, I know about Aladdin, but did I ever watch it? Not that I can remember. I do know there’s a magic carpet in the story, but what makes yours magical?”

“I bought it at Disney the weekend before I gathered the courage to leave my husband,” she said, her inflection not changing at all. A flash of something in her eyes made me think she felt a little bit triumphant about it, though. “Therefore, it has magical powers. That’s also what makes it lucky. I made a decision, followed through, and that was when my luck changed.”

Dear God. How much more is there to this woman? I was starting to suspect I’d barely scratched the surface, which was fine. I had not known her very long and we hadn’t spoken a great deal about ourselves, but this wasn’t helping my little intrigue problem at all.

Once she was done gathering her things—magic carpet safe and accounted for—we walked out together. We’d hardly stepped out of the revolving door when flashes started going off, blinding me. Paparazzi surged toward us.

There were so many of them that it made me feel claustrophobic, with protective instincts I’d never felt before rising like an angry dragon within me. Reaching for Serenity, I was about to sling my arms around her shoulders to tuck her into my side when I realized she didn’t seem surprised at all.

In fact, even with everyone crowding her, she seemed at ease, managing a smile as she waved at them. “Have a good night, guys. Stay safe.”

What in the ever-loving fuck?

I walked her to her car, though. That angry dragon made me do it, ensuring she didn’t get mobbed when all she was trying to do was get home. When we got to her door, she opened it and then smiled at me. “Good night, Dash. Thanks for everything.”

I nodded, desperation clawing at my insides to get away from the cameras. I didn’t know how she took it in stride, but I sure as hell hadn’t learned that trick. For as long as I could remember, they had hounded me and my family, but I didn’t want everything that happened in my life to be featured in blogs and newspapers.

It was unnatural—and not a life I’d chosen. Personally, it was the only part of my life that I despised and I would certainly never wish the vultures a good night.

As I left, I turned to call to her one last time. “It’s good practice to keep these guys away from your building if you want to succeed!”

True, but I probably sounded like an asshole. Either way, the lack of surprise she’d displayed told me this was a regular occurrence for her when she left for the day. They probably knew exactly when she came and went, which was fine if she was okay with it, but her clientele wouldn’t always be. I knew a ton of people who would be put off by it.

Shaking my head, I climbed into my own car, drove home, and found myself watching her show later that night. I hadn’t searched for it, but it came on while I was eating and I didn’t change the channel, deciding to learn more about her by watching it instead.

It wasn’t anything deep, but about two episodes in, I’d already learned a few things. For example, she got freaked out by sandwich spread and hated depths. She loved daisies and seemed to have a rather strange obsession with Disney movies and any kind of zombie flick.

As I kept watching, I started feeling badly about how I’d left her. Clearly, this woman was a genuinely good person. There was a reason she’d been so popular on the show, and it had everything to do with being kindhearted and real.

Eventually, I blew out a heavy breath and pulled my phone out of my pocket. Opening my messaging app, I searched for her name and fired off a quick text.

Me: I didn’t mean to rush off. Hope you got home safe and that you’re having a good night.

It wasn’t really the apology I’d had planned, but it was as close as I’d get. Less than thirty seconds later, she read the message but didn’t respond. She left me on read? What the hell?

My mind started racing, my heart thundering in my chest. That had never happened to me before, and I really didn’t like it.

I tried to carry on watching the show, but it had lost its appeal. Grabbing my remote control, I smashed my thumb down on the power button and decided to call it a night. This whole thing with Serenity Halverson was getting to me and I refused to let it.

She’d left me on read and it was probably for the best. That moment in her office had been one of the hottest I’d ever had. If I could, I’d do it again in a heartbeat, but I couldn’t. I also didn’t want to think about how I felt about that fact. Instead, I marched straight into my bathroom and stripped off my clothes. Then I turned the temperature to freezing cold and let the water flow.

I had no idea what was going on with me, but clearly, I was broken. I didn’t behave like this, think like this, or feel like this. Maybe a waterfall of ice-cold water would snap me back to my real self.

If that didn’t work, I would be in trouble. Because the alternative was that all these things were happening because I liked her, and that couldn’t be true. It just didn’t make sense.

I didn’t develop silly little crushes and I didn’t feel things for women, and yet, I had an uneasy prickling in my gut that made me wonder if this time, with her, perhaps I didn’t know myself as well as I thought I did.
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SERENITY


It took me forever to get home because of the paparazzi hanging around my car, and when I finally managed to inch free of the mob and made it home, there were more waiting for me outside my building. I rounded the last corner and saw them camping out on the sidewalk, so I tightened my grip on my steering wheel and bowed my head but kept my eyes on the road.

Born into one of the old families in the area, the press had been around since the moment I’d taken my first breath. Back then, however, their interest in me hadn’t been this intense. Growing up, they’d been there but more in the background than anything else.

Then my parents had died in a helicopter crash, I’d gotten the role on my show, and I’d divorced Ethan Langley. After the crash, the paparazzi had hounded me for months. Until the investigation had finally been concluded and the fervor had died down.

Cue me getting cast on a reality TV show showcasing the daily lives of a dozen LA socialites while they learned to adapt to living in Wichita. The show had become intensely popular, with our seasons earning a position as a cult classic even though the series itself was still running.

Eventually, it’d felt like my time on the small screen had come to an end and I’d left the show to continue with my life. Fresh off Kansas soil, I’d run into Ethan, who I’d known for ages as the charming eldest son of the Langleys, a well-respected family who’d been in town almost as long as my own.

The press had eaten up our love story, hiding in the bushes when we had a date outdoors and photographing every kiss, every touch, and every intimate meal we’d shared. Bets had been placed on when he would pop the question, and at one point, it’d felt like the whole world was waiting with bated breath for him to go down on one knee.

So he had. He’d asked and I’d said yes, and the paparazzi had been there for all of it. We’d become an “it” couple, one that people made memes of and posted as “relationship goals.” Little had they known that the gentleman he portrayed himself as to the world vanished as soon as the door shut behind him.

That particular hell had been private, though.

To this day, no one knew the full extent of what he’d put me through, and for that, at least, I was grateful, but the moment I’d served him with divorce papers, the media feeding frenzy had started once more. These days, their interest in me ebbed and flowed, picking up whenever a new rumor surfaced or Ethan was spotted with someone else—which happened a lot. He was kind of a man-slut.

They also liked hounding me for all those answers I’d never given about exactly what had happened behind closed doors during our five-year marriage. Oftentimes, they waited for me outside the office when I left for the day, as had happened today.

That meant it was either a slow day for them or Ethan had done something to garner their attention and they were looking for my reaction to whatever it was. As I parked carefully between the pack of swarming bodies in the parking area, I sighed and tried to gather the courage to climb out of the car.

So many times, I’d asked myself why I insisted on parking outside my building at work instead of always using my spot in the parking lot. I’d wondered why I didn’t just keep driving when I got home to this kind of hysteria, but ultimately, I wasn’t going to let these people—who were only doing their jobs—turn me into a recluse.

I refused.

It hit too close to home after everything I’d been through with Ethan and I simply wouldn’t hide. I wouldn’t change my routines or tremble in my heels. They got paid to ask questions and take pictures, and the more I tried to discourage them from doing that, the more interested they became.

I figured that eventually this fervor would die down, too, and I’d be able to live my life for at least a couple years before the next event that would bring them back in full force. Shouldering my bag, I dragged in a deep breath and pulled on the door handle, wishing I could slide my sunglasses on but it was nighttime and I wasn’t that girl.

With my head held high, I climbed out of the car and faced them, the people responsible for so much misery branded as entertainment and public interest. Pasting a smile on my face, I started the slow progression to my building while they bombarded me with questions.

“Serenity! Serenity, over here! Is it true that Ethan put you in the hospital? Did he hit you?”

“Serenity! Are you going to be on the revival of the show this summer?”

“Ethan has released a statement saying that you’re mentally unstable, is that true?”

“Are you going to be back on our screens in Abram Fox’s reality show about life after divorce?”

“Are you pregnant with Ethan’s baby? Are you really not going to let him see the child?”

I grated my teeth but kept the smile on my face, turning to address them once I reached the few steps to my door. Bright lights shone in my face and the bombardment continued, but I put my hands together, nodding slightly at them.

“Good night, everyone. Remember not to believe everything you hear. Most of the time, it’s not true. There’s not always fire where there’s smoke.”

Giving them a friendly wave, I unlocked the door and retreated into my building, making sure I locked my penthouse behind me before I sagged against it, suddenly exhausted and overwhelmed. It was starting to feel like, this time around, the feeding frenzy was never going to end.

I tried to take it in stride, but I was human, and it was beginning to wear me down. After focusing on my breathing for a minute, I finally pushed away from the door and kicked off my shoes, stripping as I walked to my bathroom and ran a hot bath.

As I climbed into the tub, I promised myself I would leave it all outside. The press. The wedding. Dash. All of it.

Warm water lapped against my shins as I stepped in. It washed over me in gentle waves when I sat down. I didn’t even bother putting my hair up on top of my head, just sinking into the water and washing myself, then lying right there until it started getting cold.

I wasn’t sure how much time had passed by the time I got out—my skin was wrinkled—and yet, my mind was still racing. Wrapping a thick towel around myself, I padded to my bedroom and got into my pajamas.

I sat down on my bed to put on some lotion. My phone chimed and I fetched it, scoffing when I saw the generic message from Dash. I might’ve responded if he’d said anything worth responding to, but he hadn’t, so I left it, tossing the phone back down and continuing with my routine.

Once I was done, I worked my way through the remainder of the messages and emails I’d received while I’d been soaking in the tub. There were some missed calls and voicemails, and after that question I’d gotten outside about Abram Fox’s new show, I wasn’t surprised to find a message waiting for me from the man himself.

Apparently, my divorce was “juicy drama” and they were desperately trying to cast me for the show because of it. The other message was from the producer I’d worked with before, another plea asking me to join the revival of my show.

I ignored both of those messages right along with Dash’s and climbed into bed. My head hadn’t even hit the pillow when I realized it would be a waste of time. There was no way I was going to be able to go straight to sleep after the day I’d had. Instead, I got up again and decided to check over everything I had for Diana’s wedding so far.

It was mostly her son keeping me awake, so I figured I should spend the time doing something productive for their family instead. As I headed downstairs, I thought about the biggest problem we’d run into so far.

The music.

She and Richard wanted a band, but finding a good one was proving to be more difficult than I’d expected because of the short timeframe we were working with. Singers and bands were a dime a dozen in this city, yet there were few worth the money they charged for a high-profile wedding.

Sighing, I sat down in front of my laptop in my home office and checked my emails, thinking that at least I had one possibility lined up. But I didn’t have an email yet confirming my booking.

My heart started pounding as I navigated to their website, waiting for their calendar to load with my breath trapped in my lungs. When it finally did and all I saw were red blocks, indicating they were booked through the next couple months, I let the oxygen out in a long whoosh.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuckity, fuck, fuck.

They already had a show that night, and I’d only realized it now. The last few days, I’d been waiting for them to confirm, but nope. I’d made a rookie mistake by not checking their calendar right from the start. Now, I was in trouble.

I couldn’t believe it. It had been such a stupid mistake, but I’d made it, and then I’d missed it. My heart slammed against my ribs, my breathing suddenly coming in sharp pants as I wondered how on earth I was going to break the news to Diana.

She was going to think I was a complete flake, and she wouldn’t be wrong. Heart going wild, I blindly reached for my phone and called Julie. She had a guy for everything, after all. Maybe she had a guy for this. Maybe she had a great band she could call in a favor with.

“Serenity?” she said when she picked up. “Are you okay? It’s pretty late.”

“I know, but no, I’m not okay. They’re booked, Jules. Another Dimension is already booked for the day of the St. Clair wedding and I only found out about it right now. What do I do? How do I fix it? What⁠—”

“First, you’re going to stop hyperventilating and breathe,” she said calmly. “Just breathe for me, babe. You’ll find another band and Diana will be okay with it because she’s great. Besides, if you only found out now, it was an honest mistake. It’ll be fine.”

“Not if I can’t find another band. I mean, they were only a possibility. They hadn’t confirmed yet, obviously, but I pitched them to her as the best option and I was sure they were going to say yes. I can’t believe I did this. How did I do this?”

“You’ve been so busy, you’ve barely had time to pee. Give yourself a break, my friend. This really isn’t the end of the world. It’s a band. There are thousands of them out there. It’s going to be just fine. Breathe, Serenity. I know you’re freaking out, but it’s really not the end of the world. Try to look at it objectively.”

After a few minutes of coaching me on exactly how I was supposed to breathe, Julie finally managed to calm me down, convincing me that we’d figure this out together. Tomorrow. We spoke for a long time though, meticulously going over every other detail so that I could be sure I hadn’t missed anything else. By the time we finally hung up, I was more than ready to go to bed.

My brain was done for the day and so was I. Getting up, I closed my laptop and switched off all the lights on my way to my bedroom. Then I brushed my teeth and went back to my bed.

Once I lay down though, the thoughts of that kiss slammed back into me. It was all I could think about as I lay there in the dark, his passionate kisses and the way his hands had felt on my skin. I tried to shut it off, but it didn’t work.

I was obsessing about it like some teenager who had kissed her first crush, but that was ridiculous. I didn’t like Mr. Grumpy. It had just been a kiss, right? A kiss, a sex dream, and a constant stream of thoughts about the rudest guy, who was turning out not to be so rude after all.

Shoving a pillow over my face, I groaned into it and shook my head. No. I don’t like him. It’s just a little crush. At most. Hopefully, it’s not even that. It’s just lust, right?

Right, now go to sleep, Serenity. Now.
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DASH


Acouple days after we got caught leaving her building together, I scrolled on my phone, reading the news in bed with a cup of coffee. Not surprisingly, the lifestyle and entertainment pages were filled with pictures of Serenity and me, and speculation was rife that we might be a new couple.

One article in particular asked whether Serenity was finally moving on from her ex, the journalist questioning whether enough time had passed since the divorce for her to be rubbing a new relationship in Ethan’s face.

I groaned, shaking my head as I kept scrolling. This was why I hated the press. They saw something and ran with it, never bothering to check the facts or paying a damn shred of respect to the people in question.

Serenity hadn’t even texted me back that night, nor had I heard a word from her since. We were most certainly not dating and I, for one, had no intention of rubbing anything in anyone’s face. Whether she’d had ulterior motives when I’d asked if I could walk her out, I didn’t know, but in the end, I’d accompanied her to her vehicle.

I hadn’t fucking mounted her in public.

Frustration coursed through my veins. This was an entirely unnecessary distraction that would undoubtedly detract from my mother’s wedding—and annoy the life out of me.

As it was, Mom and I had another meeting scheduled with Serenity for today and the paparazzi were going to wet themselves when they saw me visiting that place again so soon. I exhaled harshly, my eyes narrowing at the mere thought.

Speaking of which.

Checking the time on my phone, I realized I had to get going. I still had to pick up my mother and I hated being late even more than I hated being used as clickbait for the tabloids.

Finally kicking my ass into gear, I swigged the last of my coffee and got out of bed, rushing through a shower before tempting fate about a speeding ticket on my way to my mother’s house. She was waiting when I arrived, laughter in her eyes when she climbed into my car.

“I see you’ve got a new girlfriend,” she teased, reaching for her seatbelt and buckling up. “Who would’ve known that my wedding would lead you to your soulmate?”

I scoffed. “You saw the articles, huh?”

“Of course, I did. Finn helped me set alerts on my phone so that it notifies me whenever any of you are mentioned in the press. You’d be surprised by how often I get notifications.”

“They’re not usually about me, though.”

She chuckled. “No, they’re not usually, but it was nice to see you with Serenity. I’m glad you walked her to her car. At least it means I raised you right.”

My eyes widened a bit. “You knew?”

“I’m your mother, darling. I know you’re not seeing her, and considering where and when the pictures were taken, I’ve come to the conclusion that you took her the papers and walked her out after. I’m proud of you for both of those things, though you must admit that you two would make a lovely couple.”

“Don’t get your hopes up,” I grated out.

She shrugged a shoulder at me and winked. “My hopes are none of your business. The paparazzi sure seem to think you’d make a wonderful couple.”

“Yeah, but that’s just the paparazzi being the paparazzi. They’d think that the Grinch and Cinderella would make a wonderful couple if the story helped them sell their bullshit news.”

“Sad, but true,” she agreed, laughing again before she became a little more serious. Her voice grew animated and she turned in her seat so she was facing me. “She’s doing excellent work with the wedding, don’t you think? You should tell her. Give credit where it’s due. That business is already thriving under her leadership and I think there are big things in store for her in this industry if she carries on this way.”

“Why do I need to tell her anything?” I asked lightly. “You gush about her enough that nobody else in our family needs to.”

She chortled and gave me a playful, very light shove. “Are you sure it’s just a rumor? It would be so great if just this once, there was a grain of truth to something they published. She would be a fantastic daughter-in-law. I’ve always wanted a daughter, but God decided to make me wait until my boys got married to give me one.”

“What happens if we marry men?”

She pouted. “Then I suppose I’d have more sons. I have enough of them, but you boys aren’t bad. One or two more wouldn’t kill me. As long as some of you adopted little girls and I could have a granddaughter, I guess I’d be okay with that as well.”

Amused laughter rumbled in my chest as I shook my head. “At this point, you might have to adopt a little girl yourself if you want one that bad. None of us are anywhere near marriage, baby-making, or adoptions.”

“Nonsense. You’ve all been practicing baby-making for years. Eventually, a grandchild has to pop up. I’ll just hope for a girl, but again, boys aren’t that bad.”

Rolling my eyes, I chuckled and shot her a quick, pointed look. “Well, it won’t be from me. I’m careful.”

“Even the best laid plans fail, honey.”

I groaned. “Okay, I’m done talking about this. You can’t be putting that kind of thing out into the universe. It’s downright irresponsible.”

She cocked her head as she smiled innocently. “You don’t believe that things happen simply because someone has put them out into the universe. What makes this different?”

“Simply covering all my bases,” I responded easily, changing the subject to talk about my brothers for the rest of the way to Serenity’s offices.

Since we couldn’t find parking nearby, I drove right up to the door and handed my keys over to the valet before taking my mother’s arm. As we climbed into the elevator, I glanced at her. “Behave yourself once we get in there. No talking about the rumors or your hopes that they’re not, in fact, rumors.”

She rolled her eyes at me. “I’m not five, darling. Also, this is my wedding planner we’re talking about. Which is what we’re here for, planning my wedding. Think about someone else for a change, would you?”

A bark of laughter escaped me and she winked, composing herself just as the doors slid open in front of us. God, I love this woman.

My mother was one of the only people I could banter with that way. One of the only people who understood me inside and out and could make me laugh no matter how bad a mood I was in. If that meant I really was a mama’s boy, I was one hundred percent okay with it.

Especially because I knew her just as well in return, and she rarely showed certain parts of herself to anyone else. A put-together lady in public but a fun-loving, laughter-filled mother to five boys in private. If she’d survived raising us, there was nothing she couldn’t do and still have a smile on her face at the end of the day.

When we walked into Serenity’s office, however, I immediately knew something was wrong. She barely looked at me, acting like nothing had ever happened between us—let alone that we’d nearly torn each other’s clothes off right here in this very office just a couple nights ago.

Instead, she seemed nervous right off the bat, her eyes a little too bright and her hands clasped too tightly in front of her. Once we were seated, she came right out with it. “I have some bad news.”

Mom blinked at her. “What is it?”

“There’s a problem with the band I mentioned to you last time. As we discussed, I sent an availability request, but they’ve since scheduled another show for the day of your wedding. We just didn’t get to them in time. I’m so sorry.”

Annoyance rose from deep within my soul. “How did this happen? An availability request isn’t the same as a booking. Surely, you should know that. If one wants a band for a specific date, you book them and you pay the same day. Done and dusted. It’s not that hard.”

She lifted her chin, those blue eyes filled with genuine remorse, but remorse wouldn’t get my mother the band she wanted. “I wasn’t aware that they had another show that day. We’ve barely discussed this, which is why I simply sent an inquiry about their availability rather than booking and paying for a band we hadn’t decided upon just yet. I am, however, extremely sorry about the oversight. I should’ve kept a closer eye on their calendar, but I’ve compiled a list of multiple other bands to pick from.”

I opened my mouth to let her know what a fucking rookie mistake she’d made and just how unacceptable that kind of slip-up was with a wedding like this, but my mom beat me to it. Smiling at Serenity, she gave her head a slight shake.

“It’s not a problem at all, my dear. We didn’t have our hearts set on that band and you’re right. We really hadn’t made the decision yet. I’m sure we’ll find another fantastic band on your list and we’ll simply book them instead. You’re doing a great job, sweetheart. Don’t worry about this.”

Serenity’s chest rose and fell on a deep breath, and a relieved, thankful smile spread across her lips. “Thank you for understanding. Shall we look over the list, then?”

“Let’s,” Mom agreed.

Serenity passed us each a piece of paper, then played different video clips for us on her laptop. Once Mom had decided on a couple options for bands she quite liked, we settled a few more things before the meeting came to an end.

All the while, I stewed silently once again about having someone so green planning this day. This might’ve been the first oversight, but it wouldn’t be the last.

When Mom got up to leave, I turned to look at her. “Could we have a minute?”

“Of course, honey. I’ll meet you outside. I wanted to chat to Julie about a few things anyway.” After hugging Serenity goodbye and smirking at me, she left, shutting the door firmly behind her.

My head shook. I hoped like hell that she didn’t think I was about to make a move on her wedding planner, but that smirk had told me that she knew what I wanted to talk to her about either way. With her now outside, though, I didn’t mince my words or waste any time.

“I would appreciate it if we could clear up these ridiculous rumors about us,” I said curtly. “I don’t want Ethan to get the wrong idea. He’s a true professional and I respect him. There’s also my mother’s wedding to consider and I’d really prefer if she could remain the center of attention.”

Which was only right considering that the physical attraction between Serenity and me meant nothing. The press had gotten it wrong, and the longer we left it without setting them straight, the worse it would be.

“I’ll take care of it,” she said, looking me right in the eye. Her tone was as curt as my own.

She’d definitely been shorter with me today, but I didn’t push to find out why. Instead, I simply nodded and strode to the door. “Thank you, Serenity. We’ll be in touch.”

Without looking at her again, I left, tracked down my mother, and ignored the looks she kept giving me until we were back in my car. Groaning, I finally glanced at her. “What?”

“What did you want to talk to her about?” she asked excitedly. “Did you ask her out? Are you going on a date?”

“No.”

“What was it, then?”

I sighed, knowing I was about to lie to her, but it was the best thing to do at this point. “It was nothing, Mom. Just a little surprise for your wedding.”

She blinked rapidly, seemingly taken aback until she finally smiled at me. “Well, whatever it is, I’m sure we’re going to love it. Thank you, honey.”

I made a noncommittal noise at the back of my throat. Then I navigated to a playlist Serenity had sent me featuring music of the remaining bands we had to choose between, and we listened to them all the way back to her house.

When we pulled up, she turned to look at me. “Thank you for coming with me, baby. And thank you for your help with everything. I don’t know how we would’ve done this without you.”

I smiled and leaned forward to brush a kiss to her cheek. “Have you decided between them yet?”

She nodded. “I like Strings of Fury. Let’s go with them.”

I chuckled as I climbed out to open the door for her. “Trust you to choose a band called Strings of Fury for your wedding. I like them too, though. I’ll let her know.”

“That’s okay, baby. I’ll talk to her about it,” Mom said easily once I’d helped her out of the car. “It doesn’t seem right to leave everything to you. Have a good day at the office, darling.”

Giving her a quick hug, I climbed back into my car and raced over to the estate, but once again, thoughts of Serenity lingered in my mind. Something had happened between now and the other night, judging by her attitude toward me today.

I didn’t know why it was bugging me, but it really was. Even if the last thing I needed was to care about the inner workings of a woman I had no business thinking about at all.
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SERENITY


After they left, I sat in my office in stunned silence. I could not believe Dash had defended Ethan like that. It boggled my mind that he didn’t know anything about the real Ethan like I did, and yet, he didn’t want him to get the wrong idea?

What utter bullshit.

Fuming as I tried to wrap my head around the reason for his request, I felt my pissed-off-o-meter climbing way into the red. Ethan’s professional side was not who he really was at all, and anyone who thought that it was had no idea what they were talking about.

Wasting no time at all, I grabbed my phone and put in a call to the main blog that had been speculating about my relationship with Dash. I’d spoken to the blogger before, and he and I got along reasonably well.

I had no issues setting him straight, and once he ran a new story, the others would follow suit. Not five seconds after I pressed dial, Eli’s voice came over the phone and he sounded so shocked that he was slightly breathless.

“Serenity Halverson? Is that really you?”

“It’s me, Eli,” I confirmed, injecting some friendliness I really wasn’t feeling right now into my tone. “How are you?”

“I’m fine,” he said, suddenly suspicious. “Is this about the article about you and Dash St. Clair?”

“Indeed it is,” I replied. “For the record, he and I are not together. His mother chose my company to plan her wedding and he’s helping her with some details from the family’s side. All it was the other day was him walking me to my car after he’d dropped some papers.”

“Okay,” he said, not sounding convinced. “The two of you seemed pretty chummy on the pictures.”

“We’re working together,” I said firmly. “It’s a purely professional relationship and you can quote me on that. There is no romantic entanglement and we’re not a couple, just to be perfectly clear.”

“Are you sure?”

“One hundred percent. Right now, I’m all about business and that’s unlikely to change soon.”

Grabbing the opportunity to turn this into an interview, Eli took the bait I’d dangled. “All about business? Does that mean you’ve got new opportunities to join the cast of any of the shows that are rumored to be looking at you?”

Having expected the question, I used it to plug my current business. “Maybe one day I’ll look into any opportunities that may present themselves when the time comes, but for now, I’m focused on Miracle in the Making Events.”

“That’s Ethan Langley’s company, isn’t it?” He quickly cleared his throat and corrected himself. “I mean, the company you were awarded in the divorce.”

I bristled but didn’t let it come through in my voice. “My blood, sweat, and tears have gone into making the company what it is today. I wouldn’t have been awarded it otherwise.”

“Oh, of course,” he stammered. “How, uh, how is it going?”

“Extremely well,” I said honestly. “The company has been going from strength to strength, and it’s really requiring all my focus right now. I’m determined to provide every client with the best service possible, and our attention to detail is really paying off.”

He paused for a moment. “We’ve heard that Abram Fox was trying to convince you to join the cast of his new show about life after divorce. You’re saying that neither that, nor the revival is an option for you at the moment?”

“Abram is wonderful and I hope to work with him again someday, but like I said, I’m really tied up at the moment.”

“My readers would kill me if I didn’t at least try to ask you this,” he said cautiously. “If we’re not going to be seeing you on a show about life after divorce, do you want to tell me how it’s been treating you?”

“Life after divorce?” I asked, not waiting for him to respond before I continued. “Honestly, it’s been a big adjustment. Ethan was a huge part of my life for a very long time and it’s been a challenge to learn how to rely only on myself again, but ultimately, that chapter is closed and I’m looking forward to seeing what this next one holds for me.”

“That’s a pretty generic answer,” he said, and I sighed quietly. I wouldn’t say anything bad about Ethan and I knew that was what he was angling for, but I’d never indulged in mudslinging and I sure wouldn’t start now.

Instead of letting him get to me, I chuckled. “That doesn’t mean it’s not true. I’m finding my feet on my own and ask anyone. That’s no easy feat. Ethan and I are now on different paths in our lives and although we had a lot of great times together, we’re looking toward the future. I wish him well in any endeavor he takes on and I’m sure he wants the same for me.”

“Do you really think so?” he asked, surprised. “Your divorce was pretty recent. Do you harbor any resentment toward him?”

Tons. “Not at all. We were young when we met, and sometimes, even if you don’t mean for it to happen, people don’t grow together when they get older.”

“So diplomatic.” He chuckled. “There’s really nothing to the story about you and Dash St. Clair?”

“Not a thing.” I let out a dramatic sigh. “I just thought I’d set the record straight before these rumors got out of control. I wouldn’t want to disappoint any of my fans. I know a lot of them have been rooting for me to find someone new, but right now, that’s just not where I’m at. Healing takes time.”

“Of course,” he said. “Thanks for calling me and for the free interview. It was unexpected, but I appreciate you taking the time to tell your side of the story before it got away from us all.”

“I live to serve,” I teased. “Thanks, Eli. Have a good one.”

“Yeah, you too.” He hung up and so did I, relieved that it was done and that he seemed happy to have something new to print.

Julie walked in a few minutes later, closing the office door softly behind her as her gaze met mine. “How did it go? You had that meeting with Diana this morning to tell her about the band, right?”

“Right,” I said.

Gosh, had that really been just this morning? I blew out a slow breath, centering my thoughts before I nodded at her. “You were right. She wasn’t mad about it at all. Dash, on the other hand, was pretty mad. He would’ve torn me a new one if it had not been for her interference.”

“Well, I’m glad she was here, then,” she said, pushing away from the door and striding further into my office. “If she was fine, why do you still look like a hornet in a kicked nest?”

I huffed out a breath. “Is it that obvious?”

“Yep.”

Leaning back in my chair, I looked into her eyes, knowing she would understand why this had hurt me so much. “Dash asked me to talk to the media about the rumors that have been circulating about us, but get this. He didn’t ask for his own benefit or mine, but because he didn’t want Ethan to get the wrong idea. Apparently, Ethan’s a real professional and he doesn’t want to upset him.”

She blinked slowly, doing a double-take as she stared back at me. “Are you serious?”

“Unfortunately.”

She grimaced, not exactly sticking up for Dash but not nearly as angry at him as I’d have liked her to be. “Well, he doesn’t know Ethan any better than anyone else in the world. Few people know the truth about him, but I agree that it shouldn’t matter. Either way, you guys are divorced and he shouldn’t care if people think you’re together.”

“I know. Exactly.” Feeling vindicated, I started venting and I didn’t stop until I got a call from the front desk. Picking up the phone, I checked the time and frowned. “Hello?”

I knew I didn’t have any meetings scheduled now and I suddenly had a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach. “Ms. Halverson? I have Mr. Langley here for you. Should I send him back?”

That bad feeling turned into dread that exploded from my stomach and spread to every inch of my body. “Yes, please. You can send him back.”

Julie made her eyes big at me as she mouthed. “Ethan?”

As I hung up the phone, I nodded. “The one and only.”

“What does he want?”

“No idea, but he’d better make it fast.”

“Do you want me to stay in here with you?”

I shook my head. “You know how he gets. It’s better if I just hear him out and send him on his way.”

Regardless, she stayed until he appeared in the doorway before she left, glowering at him on the way out. “You were a hundred percent better when I couldn’t see you.”

He arched an eyebrow at her but surprisingly didn’t fire back. Instead, he waited until she was gone before shutting the door and lifting his chin. Somehow, he didn’t seem haughty today, and suspicion zoomed through me as I wondered what he was up to.

At forty years old, Ethan didn’t look a day over thirty. With neatly styled white-blond hair and shimmering emerald eyes, he was still a looker. He jogged for at least three hours a day and it showed in his lean muscle and broad shoulders.

Seeing him, no one would believe the things I knew about this man, how he’d mentally abused me for years and dared me to let anyone know about it. He was such a gentleman in public, but as soon as we were alone, things had always changed.

He’d put me down constantly, breaking me to the point where I couldn’t imagine life without him. I didn’t believe I could ever be anything without him. He’d alienated me from my friends, convincing me they were just trying to get to him and using me to do it.

If I ever wanted to go anywhere without him, he’d gotten crazy possessive, accusing me of having affairs and threatening me with everything from money to murder. As I looked at him now, all those memories tumbled through my mind and I shied back a little, but I was careful about keeping my expression neutral and schooled.

“What do you want, Ethan?”

“I saw the article,” he said, his voice like honey.

It made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. This was his apology voice, the one he used to lull me into a false sense of security. His head tilted slowly, his eyes wholly trained on mine. “I can’t believe you moved on so soon, Serenity. You and Dash St. Clair? It’s never going to work, baby.”

I stiffened, not saying anything as I stared back at him. My internal mental alarms started pulsing. They weren’t quite blaring yet, but that voice and the way he was looking at me were dangerous. This was how it had always started, with the sweet, genuine imploring.

It wouldn’t be long now until he snapped. He took a few more steps closer to me, that green-eyed gaze still stuck on mine. “I always knew you were just waiting to get away from me. You were never happy, were you? You were just biding your time. Were you with him even when we were together? Is he the real reason behind all this nonsense?”

Nonsense?

I swallowed hard. “No, he’s not. What do you want, Ethan? You didn’t come here to tell me about some article you read. You know better than to believe what the tabloids write, so what is this visit really about?”

“It’s about me wanting you back,” he said. “I just want you back, baby. You know that. I love you. What will it take for you to come back to me?”

I looked him right in the eyes, digging deep for the courage to say what had to be said. “A complete change in personality.”

Immediately, I saw the switch trip behind his eyes. He hadn’t liked that and he got closer to me, lowering his voice to a menacing tone that was harsh and threatening. “I built you, Serenity. I made you and I can break you whenever I want. I can destroy you so easily, baby. You’d never be able to show your face in this town again and I wouldn’t even break a sweat. I’d think carefully if I was you.”

“Thankfully, you’re not me.” I got up, giving him a wide berth as I strode to my door and opened it. “Leave, Ethan. It’s time for you to go.”

With the door now open, he returned to his fake persona, his features smoothing out, his spine straightening and his voice back to normal. “I’ll see you later.”

As he said it, he leveled me with another intent look that told me he meant it when he said he would see me later. Then he was gone. My shoulders sagged, the encounter having drained me even if I hadn’t entertained his shit for very long.

Julie came rushing in, her brow furrowed as she skidded to a stop. “Are you okay? What did he want? Why was he here?”

“I hate that man,” I whispered before inhaling deeply and blowing the breath back out again. I squared my shoulders once more. “I’m fine. I just need a minute. He…” I trailed off, closing my eyes as I attempted to compose myself. “I’m okay. I’m okay. I just need a minute.”

When my eyes opened again, she was giving me a dubious look but she nodded. “Yeah. Okay. I can give you that, but I won’t go far. If you need me, shout. Or call.”

“I will, thanks.”

Julie left the door open when she left, but I didn’t close it. Having it open was nice right now. Comforting. Striding to the windows overlooking the city and the blue swells of the ocean in the distance, I crossed my arms tightly against my chest, taking a few more shuddering breaths before my breathing finally evened out.

Life at Ethan’s hands had never been a physical battle for survival. He’d never struck me or pushed me around, but he’d sure done a number on my head. Obliterated my self-confidence and taken away my freedom of choice. Of movement.

He’d chosen the clothes I wore and the food I ate. The events I attended and the people I interacted with. At first, I’d fought him every step of the way, but little by little, I’d lost my spark. I’d accepted my circumstances and I was too humiliated to ask for help. To tell even Julie what I was really going through behind closed doors.

None of it had happened overnight, but in time, I’d lost myself and I’d had to claw out of the depths of hell to get back to who I was. A visit like the one I’d just had threatened to send me spiraling again and I couldn’t allow that to happen, but when my phone rang with the number for the front desk again, I let out an involuntary mewl, my hands shaking. I took the call.

“Ms. Halverson, I have Dash St. Clair for you. Can I send him back?”

I frowned. “Sure. Of course. Yes, send him on in.”

What on earth was he doing back here?

He had to have just missed Ethan and I couldn’t be more thankful. During the divorce proceedings, I’d done my best to keep as much detail as I could private. Some things had surfaced, but only my lawyer, the judge, and a few of the other people involved with the process knew how bad things had truly gotten. Somehow, at least we’d managed to keep everything from getting out.

Dash strode into my office a minute later, and I stared into those golden-brown eyes, comparing the way it made me feel to be looking into them to the way I’d felt looking into Ethan’s just a little while ago. There was no comparison.

Still pissed at Dash but feeling warm, safe, and tingly anyway, I frowned at him. “What are you⁠—”

“I’m sorry,” he said, cutting me off, but I didn’t mind. If he was sorry, I was more interested in hearing what he was sorry about than I was in the niceties. “I shouldn’t have reacted the way I did about the press and Ethan. None of it was your fault, and besides, you two are divorced. You shouldn’t be punished for having friends and I’d like to think that’s what we are. Friends. If he believed there was more to it, then I suppose that’s on him. Can I take you to dinner to make up for it?”

Well, at least he came to his senses reasonably fast. It was actually pretty sweet that he’d come back to apologize and that he wanted to make up for it. Even so, I made him sweat for a minute, thinking it over before I finally nodded. “I’d like that but only as friends.”

“You got it,” he said, a relieved grin breaking out across his face. “How’s eight o’clock sound?”
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DASH


Iparked outside of Serenity’s building at eight on the dot. Climbing out of the car, I straightened my jacket, strode up to her door, shook my hands out at my sides, and pressed the button for the penthouse apartment.

Asking her to dinner had been a spur of the moment decision, the type I didn’t usually make, but I was glad now that I’d done it. Weirdly, I was quite looking forward to an evening with her.

I’d felt like an asshole after that comment I’d made about her ex, and it hadn’t taken me long to realize I’d stuck my nose in somewhere it didn’t belong. I’d also realized that I didn’t really give a shit how Ethan felt about my involvement with his ex-wife.

They were divorced and they had been for some time now. What she did and who she saw was none of his concern. It hadn’t even really been that bothering to me anyway.

After drawing in a breath to steady my nerves, I was about to press the buzzer again when the door suddenly swung open. Serenity appeared on the other side, looking dazzling in a skintight black dress that hung to the tops of her knees and showed off a generous amount of cleavage, but was still modest and elegant.

“Dash,” she said, a slow smile spreading on her lips. “You’re right on time.”

My mouth dried up and I cleared my throat as I inclined my chin. “I always am. Time exists for a reason. If someone says they’re going to be someplace at an appointed time, it’s not a guideline as far as I’m concerned. It’s a rule.”

Amusement flashed in the depths of her blue eyes. “Figures. I should’ve known you’d see it that way. It’s good to see you.”

She gave me a fairly obvious onceover and I returned the favor, deliberately dragging my gaze from her eyes, to her mouth, and further down to every sweep of her curves under the soft fabric of that dress. It wasn’t exactly friendly behavior, but true friends also didn’t make out furiously in each other’s offices. So clearly, we weren’t quite friends.

“You look radiant,” I said. “Absolutely breathtaking. Shall we?”

I offered her my arm and she took it, her eyebrows climbing on her forehead as she chuckled. “Aren’t you gallant? Punctual and a real gentleman. You keep surprising me, Mr. St. Clair.”

“I aim to please,” I said, then shook my head. “Actually, that’s not really true. In certain circumstances, sure, but not in general.”

She laughed as I opened the passenger door for her, looking up at me once she was seated from underneath those long lashes that were only just barely dusted with mascara. “Either way, I appreciate your punctuality and your arm. You already know I’m clumsy, but heels always seem to exacerbate the problem. It was nice not having to worry about it.”

I didn’t respond, simply nodding before I closed her door and walked around the car to my own. Being with Serenity was proving to be easier than I’d expected. It had been a while since I’d eased into any kind of relationship with someone so naturally, but with her, it seemed I didn’t even have to try.

The observation proved to be correct as I got into the car and we started talking, not about anything groundbreaking, but a simple, easily flowing conversation between two people who were barely more than strangers.

“So tell me, friend,” she teased, placing emphasis on the word. “Why haven’t I met your brothers yet? There are five of you, correct? Surely, you can’t be the only one showing a real interest in your mother’s wedding.”

“Oh, I’m not. In fact, I was the holdout, but you don’t want any of them anywhere near the planning process. Zachary would be alright, I suppose, but the rest of them would wreak havoc.”

She chuckled. “I’m an only child. I always wished I had siblings, but so often, people speak about theirs in terms like havoc and chaos. It always makes me wonder if it’s an exaggeration or if multiple-child households simply are chaotic.”

“Wait, does that mean there are households with children in them that aren’t chaotic?” I feigned surprise. “That’s news to me. My younger brothers have always been like a hurricane. If they’ve been someplace, you know it because nothing is the way it’s supposed to be. Zach—that’s my oldest brother—is better, but he’s also the most serious of us all, so he was permanently running after the others, trying to clean up their messes or getting them to take responsibility.”

“He’s the most serious of you all, huh?” She glanced at me with one eyebrow raised as I eased out of my parking spot. “I find it difficult to believe that anyone can be more serious than you were when we first met.”

“Trust me, I’m a barrel of laughs in comparison to what he can be like.”

She chuckled. “Sibling relationships are so intriguing.”

As I drove, I knew I shouldn’t, but I kept sneaking peeks at her anyway. I couldn’t help it. She looked too damn beautiful in that dress, with her hair up but not in a severe hairdo. It was more like she’d simply clipped it all back so it wouldn’t bother her.

Her smiles came easily and she didn’t appear to be worried about what she looked like at all, throwing her head back as she laughed and even snorting on occasion when that laughter completely overtook her. I’d have thought it would be off-putting, but it wasn’t. In fact, I found it rather endearing.

When we pulled up outside of the restaurant to find the paparazzi waiting to greet us and whoever else would be dining here this evening, however, both of our smiles faded. She sat up a little straighter and glanced at me.

“I spoke to Eli Manning. He knows we’re not together. Since he was the first to speculate, I’m hoping that he’ll also be the first to set the record straight. I asked him to and I gave him an impromptu interview. I haven’t checked if he’s published it yet, though.”

“No matter,” I said smoothly. “They’re going to write what they write. Thank you for calling him, though. I cannot imagine being on such good terms with any member of the press that I’d simply pick up the phone and chat to them.”

She chuckled. “They’re not the enemy, Dash. They’re annoying, sure, and they get stuff wrong more often than they get it right, but still, most of them aren’t bad people.”

I scoffed, but I still offered her my arm as we climbed out of the car. To hell with the pictures they would get or the speculation that would follow. She’d said she appreciated it before, and I wasn’t going to let the vultures dictate the way I behaved.

She shot me a surprised smile but wrapped her fingers around the crook of my elbow. She wiggled the fingers of her free hand in a greeting to the paparazzi. Flashes went off, nearly blinding me as we walked, but I stoically ignored the whole scene, leaving her to make nice with them while I focused on getting us safely into the restaurant.

Once inside, a hostess scrambled over to us and grinned. “Ms. Halverson. Mr. St. Clair. Thank you for joining us this evening. If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you to your table. We made sure to place you away from the windows.”

“Thank you,” I said, leading Serenity to our table as we followed the hostess.

Once we were seated, I looked at her across the table, her face beautiful and relaxed. I remembered the expression on her face when I’d mentioned her ex-husband, and since she’d asked about my brothers, I wondered if I could ask about her. I rarely waited for permission in life, though. I preferred a more direct approach.

“I’m curious,” I started honestly. “What happened between you and Ethan? If you don’t mind talking about it, I mean. I saw your face earlier. It hurt you that I mentioned him. Why?”

She pulled in a breath so deep that her chest rose and stayed that way before she released it slowly. Eyes on mine, she nodded, and though she didn’t look excited to talk about it, at least she didn’t appear to be hurt anymore.

“Ethan is not who you think he is,” she said quietly. “He’s mean. More than mean, really. Mentally abusive or at least that was what my shrink called it.”

“Mentally abusive?” I asked. “How?”

She shrugged, inhaling deeply again. “He made me feel stupid. He told me that I was so often that eventually I believed him. He was also controlling and possessive, and he broke me down to the point where I didn’t know my own self-worth anymore. It was awful, the lengths he went to in order to make sure that I stayed with him.”

She paused, lowering her voice even more. “Oh, and he cheated. Said it was because I wasn’t giving it to him enough anymore and that for a man with an appetite like his, it was impossible to be satisfied with a wife like me. Apparently, he felt that he was entitled to get it elsewhere.”

“God, that’s terrible.” I suddenly felt awful about defending him. “I didn’t know about any of that.”

“I asked my lawyer to keep it from becoming public knowledge if she could, and somehow, she managed to keep a lid on most of it. I still don’t know how she did it, but I’m grateful. By the time I left him, I just wanted to put it all behind me and I didn’t want to fuel the flames. I just wanted out.”

“I get it,” I replied sincerely. “I’m also impressed with your lawyer. It’s not often that people manage to keep facts like that from leaking.”

“I know.” She smiled. “Everyone on my legal team is a superhero. Not only did they manage to keep my personal life private, but they also managed to get me everything I deserved. Things he’d never have given me if not for them.”

“Like the company?” I guessed.

She nodded. “Among other things. What no one knew is that I was doing a lot of the planning anyway. Only via email or text since he didn’t want anyone finding out I was involved. I did the marketing for the company. I got all those spreads and I worked day and night to grow it into what it is today. I didn’t mind him taking the credit for it at the time, but it was my work. My company. He had the fancy office and he took the meetings, but I chose the employees he hired, and when he got home, he dumped it all on me.”

“Wow.” Surprise ricocheted off the core of my being. “I’m sorry, Serenity. I shouldn’t have said what I did about him earlier.”

She waved me off, but I could tell it made her feel better by how her posture changed now that it was properly out of the way. Leaning forward, her expression was soft and open. “Since we’re getting personal tonight, why were you such an asshole to me at first?”

I chuckled. “Our first meeting was only about two days after I found out my mom was getting remarried and that she wouldn’t be doing it at our venue. I didn’t know any of those things you just told me about how much experience you already had, so it hit me like a bomb, you know? My mother was getting married, not at my father’s venue, and having someone plan it who was completely new to the industry.”

“Ah.” She smothered a smile and nodded. “I think I’m starting to get it now. You were close to your dad, huh?”

“Yeah, I was,” I said honestly. “I don’t know about your parents, but mine weren’t the rich, successful types who didn’t spend any time with their kids or each other. They were desperately in love until the day he died, and he made a point of spending time with all of us together and separately.”

Profound sadness clouded her eyes as she nodded. “My parents were the same way. It sucks that they’re gone, huh?”

“Yep.” I paused to order a bottle of wine when our waiter came. Then we spent a few moments studying the menu while he brought our drinks and took our order for appetizers. When I looked at her again, I breathed in deeply. “It’s especially bad because they all passed so suddenly. Yours went in a helicopter crash if I remember correctly?”

She nodded. “They were on their way home from a fundraiser. The irony is that they never even got to find out that it had been the most money they’d raised in a single event yet, and I know how thrilled they would’ve been.”

“What was it for?” I asked. “The fundraiser.”

“Children in Africa,” she replied quietly. “With the money they raised that night, three new clinics were built. Fifteen orphanages were renovated and over a hundred children were fed for a year. It was incredible, but they never knew about any of it.”

“I’m sorry, Serenity,” I said. “Strangely, I can relate. I’m organizing a fundraiser for underprivileged children myself at the moment and it’s also a cause started by my father. Every year, I aim to raise more money than the last. He was so passionate about it that I just want to try to make him proud, you know?”

She nodded. “Sadly, I do know. I’m also still involved with all those events, and every time I’m planning one, I feel like I can feel them smiling down at me from heaven.”

“I don’t know if I believe in heaven, but I also can’t believe that he just doesn’t exist anywhere anymore, so I know what you mean.”

While we drank our wine, she told me more about her parents and her childhood, and we bonded over many shared experiences growing up. It turned out that our families had enjoyed similar things, like board games and fairs. We also vacationed at many of the same spots, and I found myself wondering how our paths hadn’t crossed earlier.

By the end of the night, we’d had a great time and I walked her to her penthouse door, grinning even though our time together had come to an end. “Thanks for agreeing to dinner, Serenity. I had a wonderful time.”

“Same here,” she said, also smiling. “I know what happened the other night was a one-time thing, but I appreciate you taking me out and not making it weird.”

“It could be a one-time thing, but it doesn’t have to be,” I replied, my eyes locking on hers. “In fact, I happen to think that we really connected that night.”

“Connected?” She tilted her head at me. “I thought guys like you didn’t do connections.”

I laughed softly. “Guys like me? I might have a reputation, but I’m not really like that. I’ve just never bothered arguing with the paparazzi about it.”

We were standing really close together now, both of us having shuffled a couple steps forward while we spoke. I leaned forward, bringing my mouth to her ear and whispering to her as I reached for her hip. “I’d love to do it again.”

She pulled back, presumably to respond, but instead, our lips landed on one another’s. I wasn’t quite sure who’d kissed whom, but I didn’t care. I was so drawn to her that kissing was kissing and we were doing it, so the details didn’t really matter.

The only thing that did was the sound of her door creaking open and the feeling I got when she wound her arms around my neck and pulled me inside.
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SERENITY


Shutting the door behind us with my foot, I tipped my head back and kissed him harder. Dash grinned against my lips, pressing my back against the door as we made out just as passionately as before.

Tingles shot through me, making my heart race, my insides clench, and my nipples turn hard. This guy did all the things to me just by kissing and I could hardly wait to find out what it would be like to go further with him.

I really hadn’t been planning on ending the night this way. From what I’d thought I’d known about Dash, he was a complete playboy who didn’t date and wasn’t ever photographed with the same woman twice. Because of that, I’d figured that we’d gotten hot and heavy in my office and that it had been my one lusty encounter with the second-born St. Clair.

It seemed I’d gotten it wrong, though. Not only had he told me it didn’t have to be a one-time thing, but he’d also initiated this when he’d suddenly reached for me. None of which were bad things.

I really wasn’t looking to get into another relationship right now, but some occasional fun with a guy who looked like him and kissed like he had an Olympic medal in it? I could definitely get behind that idea.

My thoughts scattered when he reached for the zipper at my side, sliding it down in one smooth, continuous motion. I liked that he wasn’t wasting any time, and I reached for his tie in return, tugging it loose and then pushing the jacket off his shoulders.

He groaned into the kiss, running his fingertips along the length of my arms before he hooked them underneath the straps of my dress and bra and pulled them down. Once they were free, the top of my dress slid to my waist, but it was being held up by our stomachs and hips pressed so closely together.

Dash let out a husky chuckle and took a step back, abruptly breaking the kiss. The fabric slid all the way to my hips and he dragged his gaze slowly along the length of my torso before he hooked his fingers into it and pulled it free.

It pooled around my feet and I reached for his hand, placing my palm in his when he held it out to me. As before, I was struck by how dry and strong his fingers were, a steadying presence. I stepped out of the circle of the dress and started leading him to my bedroom.

Smiling coyly at him over my shoulder, I even winked as I strode confidently in my heels, blown away by how fun, confident, and downright brazen I was being but enjoying it too much to question it. It had been a long time since I’d been able to have fun with sex.

I hadn’t been with anyone since the divorce, and contrary to Ethan’s constant accusations, I’d never cheated on him. The intimacy levels in our marriage had also been basically nonexistent for ages before we’d separated, and before that, whenever we had been intimate, it had all been about Ethan’s need to control me.

Dash didn’t seem at all opposed to letting me pull him toward my bedroom, following willingly as he returned my flirty smile. Looking at him now, it was hard to imagine that scowling, judgmental guy from our first few meetings.

Those golden eyes were practically glowing, his perfect hair tousled from my hands during our kisses and his full lips slightly swollen from the force of them. My heart pitter-pattered in my chest, my entire body thrumming with the anticipation of what was about to happen.

When we reached my bedroom, he stopped in the doorway but he didn’t look around. His eyes focused on mine as he undid the buttons of his shirt and let it fall to the floor. Kicking off his shoes next, he took off his socks and then undid his belt.

That was where he stopped, though. Barefoot and shirtless in front of me, with his belt and the top button of his pants undone. His eyes raked over me in my black bra and panties with the high heels still on my feet.

For a few seconds, we just looked at each other and I drank in every ridge and valley of his sharply defined arms and abs. He wasn’t bodybuilder bulky, but his chest was broad and his torso strong, his muscles rippling with movement when he finally stalked toward me.

I only had time for a fleeting thought about switching off the lights when his lips were on mine once more, his palms cupping the side of my throat and his strong fingers gliding into my hair. Our bodies molded together, the sound of our labored breathing and the low hum of my air-conditioning unit the only noise in the room.

We fell onto my bed together, suddenly raw and hurried all over again. He reached for the hook of my bra and slowed down, taking his time with me as he removed it. He groaned when he saw my breasts for the very first time and laved at them until I was squirming before his fingers hooked into the waistband of my panties.

Slowly pulling them off, he removed his hot mouth from my nipple and sat on his knees between my thighs on the mattress, his eyes on mine before he lowered them. A low hiss came out of him as he looked at me and I trembled, wondering what he was seeing right now.

I felt swollen and wet, and I couldn’t remember anyone ever looking at me there the way he was right now. Suddenly, he brought his gaze back to mine, then bent over, flattening his torso over mine and murmuring between hard kisses.

“Fuck, Serenity. You’re so beautiful. I’m going to take this slow, okay? I won’t last otherwise.”

My mind tripped over the words, but I nodded. Ethan had definitely not said stuff like that to me either. I kissed Dash back, wrapping my legs around his hips and trying to relax, giving myself to the experience.

He kept his word, teasing me to within an inch of my life first by just kissing me and letting me grind on his leg, then with his fingers, his mouth. Finally, he let me take his pants off. We were both breathing super hard, but I still heard the soft whimper that fell out of me when his cock sprang free.

The tip of him was broad and shimmering with wetness, the shaft thick and longer than I’d anticipated. He wrapped his fingers around it, giving himself a few firm strokes with eyes hooked on mine. Then he climbed off the bed and pulled his wallet out of his pants.

He showed me the condom he pulled out, opening it with slow deliberation as if waiting for me to tell him to stop. When I didn’t, his lips curved into a slow grin and he pulled the latex free, rolling it on while still looking at me.

My legs were shaking, my core aching with need, and my lungs suddenly way too small. When he came back to bed, he kissed me hard as he settled between my legs. Then he supported his weight on his elbows and paused for a minute. “It’s a yes, right?”

“Right. Why?”

“Just checking,” he murmured before he kissed me again. Then he sank into me slowly but quickly lost the self-control to keep doing it.

When he started thrusting into me, I screamed, unable to hold back the sound as pleasure raced through me. I’d had sex before, but it had never felt like this. With all that teasing, he’d primed every part of me and now he was giving me exactly what I needed.

My legs locked around his hips, my body tensing as intense pleasure started building deep down inside. After all that tension between us since the moment we’d met, those kisses in my office, and even our date tonight, this felt like the steamy climax and I loved every moment of it.

He found a rhythm that made me see stars and the pleasure ramped up a few more notches until it finally exploded. The orgasm shot through me like a lightning bolt of bliss and I screamed again, tightening around him as I rode it out.

As soon as I started coming back down to earth, I felt him swell deep inside me and he shuddered, finding his own release as his kisses grew choppy. Both spent, our bodies collapsed at the same time but we didn’t break apart. Holding each other, we panted and waited for our heartbeats to return to normal.

“I need to take care of the condom,” he murmured eventually. “My mother got in my head the other day about accidental pregnancies, so I need to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

Caught completely off guard, I laughed as he pulled out of me. “Did you really just mention your mother and accidental pregnancies just a minute after we finished?”

His eyes widened, and he chuckled and spanked the side of my butt before he rolled off the bed. “Yeah, I guess I did. Not such a smooth operator after all, huh?”

Still giggling, I shook my head. “I’m starting to believe you might’ve been telling the truth about not being a player. I don’t know many players that would’ve said something like that immediately after.”

He scrunched his nose up at me when he looked over his shoulder on his way to my bathroom. “You didn’t believe me before?”

I shrugged but dropped back down on the mattress and chuckled while I waited for him to get back. When he did, he surprised me again, this time by climbing back into bed with me and gathering me in his arms instead of making up an excuse to get the hell out of here.

I loved the way it felt to be that close to him, so I draped my arm over his hips and let myself imagine what it might be like to get to do this whenever I wanted. Right now, I didn’t quite know what that would look like for us or even if I would be ready to try, but for now, this was enough.

As if he’d read my mind, he suddenly turned his head toward me and I felt his gaze on the side of my face. “I’m drawn to you, Serenity. I tried fighting it and denying it, but I’m over that now. I like you, and I haven’t been in a relationship before, but I think I might be ready to settle down now. With you.”

“Why me?” I breathed.

I felt him shrug the shoulder under my head. “I don’t know. Something about you is just different, I guess. It’s up to you, obviously, but I thought I should let you know that I’d like to give this a try.”

Shock held me in its grip for a long moment, but since he’d been honest with me, I figured I’d do the same. “I feel the same way you do. There’s been this weird pull between us since the word go, but we’re very different people, Dash. Do you think we even stand a chance?”

“We’re different, but it seems to work, doesn’t it?” he asked quietly. “Look, you just got out of a seriously fucked-up relationship and I’ve never even been in one. There’s a good chance it won’t work out, but it could.”

“It could,” I agreed, my heart squeezing my chest as I considered it. “I’d like to see where this goes, but I’m not sure I’m ready for the whole nine yards just yet, Dash.”

“So no roses and romance?”

“Only a little bit of roses and romance.” I glanced up at him and pressed a soft kiss to his lips. “Are we really doing this?”

“Let’s,” he said, then sighed and sat up, gently laying me down on the pillow next to my head. “On that note, I really am sorry about this, but I need to get going. I have about a thousand emails waiting to be answered, and with all the time I’ve been spending away from my office for Mom’s wedding, I’ve been working every night to get through everything.”

“That’s okay,” I said, sitting up. “I understand. I’ve been wondering how you’re juggling it all.”

After he put his pants back on, he leaned over and brushed kisses to my eyes, the tip of my nose, and my forehead. “I’ll message you later.”

“Okay,” I agreed, watching as he put his socks and shoes back on. “Let me walk you out.”

“No, I’ll find my way. You stay right here.” He smiled, coming back over to the bed before he left to lay another kiss on me. “Sleep well, Serenity.”

“Yeah, you too,” I murmured.

Then he was gone and I was reeling, but happy we’d come to the agreement we had.

Dash was amazing in bed and I was starting to like him more and more outside of it. As long as he understood that I’d have to take things at a snail’s pace, which he seemed to, I was way more excited about this than I would’ve expected.

There were never any guarantees in relationships or with love, but I had a good feeling about us, and if we could overcome the challenges facing us together, then we really could have a good thing. A great thing, even. A thing worth fighting for if it came down to that.

Between Ethan and the press, we were probably going to have to fight for it, but I was ready. At least, I really freaking hoped I was.
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DASH


Iwoke up the next morning with Serenity on my mind. I didn’t know when it had happened, but I liked her and I had finally accepted it.

While it had taken me a few days to come to terms with it, I’d eventually reached the point where it was the only thing that made logical sense. When I was with her, I felt things I’d never felt before and the only reasonable explanation for those things was that I liked her.

It definitely wasn’t a feeling I was familiar with, but I’d found that when I’d started leaning into it instead of continually fighting and searching for a better explanation, it had suddenly come quite naturally to me.

My father had taught me never to back down from a challenge and to try anything twice before deciding it wasn’t for me. He and my mother had also modeled what a loving, healthy relationship looked like, and while I’d never thought it would happen for me, he’d also often told me that when it did, I would know it.

And that when I knew it, I had to go for it.

While that obviously didn’t mean I was ready to do something crazy like ask the girl to marry me, it did mean that I was mature enough to have told her and to take the chance. Last night, I really hadn’t wanted to leave her, but I also really needed to work.

Plus, I hadn’t wanted to be seen leaving her house early this morning. Wherever she went, the paparazzi seemed to follow, and while they hadn’t been around her place when we’d arrived back there after dinner, I had no doubt at least one photographer would be there this morning.

I didn’t care about being seen with her, but I just didn’t want to deal with the publicity at the moment. My mother really did deserve the spotlight for a bit and I had a feeling Serenity would also rather keep our relationship under wraps while she was responsible for planning the wedding.

People finding out that she dated clients would inevitably cause her reputation to take something of a hit, which was bullshit, but I knew she wouldn’t want that to happen. Once I wasn’t a client anymore, it would be a different story.

All through showering and getting dressed, I thought about her. About how she’d opened up to me about her marriage over dinner. About how she’d smiled at me as she’d led me to her bedroom. About the sounds she’d made and the way she’d moved.

I only managed to put her out of my mind when I arrived at the estate and jumped straight into the most urgent things I had to do that day. Mom and I had another meeting scheduled with Serenity later to finalize a few more things for the wedding, and at this rate, I was going to have to work for four months to catch up the two months I was basically missing while helping Mom.

My assistants and I blazed through as much as we could before Rick suddenly got up. “Right, everyone. The boss needs to get going. Let’s go.”

I blinked hard, surprised that the time had passed so quickly but not arguing with him. Instead, I smiled and shut my laptop. “I’ll see you all later. Great job this morning, guys. We’ll pick this up again tomorrow. In the meantime, you know what to do.”

Rick’s eyes went wide, and he wasn’t the only one who seemed puzzled by my praise. I laughed as I got up, shaking my head at them. “Go on, then. Don’t make me take it back.”

They suddenly scrambled to get up, racing past me and dispersing, but not before they’d each shot me some more confused looks. Since I wasn’t ready to share the news about Serenity with anyone, I let them wonder, perfectly content with the situation I was in.

As I was about to leave though, Lance strode into my office. My best friend worked for me in the legal division and I frowned when he shut the door behind him. “What’s wrong?”

He sighed. “I checked your calendar and I know you blocked it out for the rest of the day, but I’m afraid whatever it is, you’re going to have to postpone.”

“Why?”

“David Davidson is here and he’s insisting on meeting with someone who has their name associated with the company.”

“David Davidson,” I repeated after him, frowning. What the hell was he doing here? “Has something gone wrong with his daughter’s wedding? Please don’t tell me we’ve done something to piss off a federal judge and one of the biggest benefactors of the oceans’ charity drive.”

He chuckled. “I don’t think we’ve pissed him off, so to speak, but he still wants to talk.”

I sighed. “Yeah. Okay. He’s too important to keep him waiting. Bring him in, but if he’s suing us, I hope you have a backup career planned because there’s no way you’ll be able to stay in the law.”

“I’m already in my backup career,” he joked. “I’m a wedding planner now too, remember? Doing contracts for the company isn’t exactly practicing law.”

“Fair enough,” I agreed. “Alright. Go fetch it. I’ll call my mom.”

“Your mom?”

I rolled my eyes. “Who did you think I blocked out my afternoon for?”

“Well, I was hoping it was for a girl,” he said, laughing. “Just not the one who gave birth to you.”

I groaned as I headed for the door. Once I was alone, I put in a quick call to tell my mom I wouldn’t be able to make it. Thankfully, she didn’t mind at all. She simply told me she’d handle this one and fill me in on what happened later.

While I was relieved that she wasn’t guilt tripping me about it, I still had flowers sent to her and to Serenity before my door opened again. Lance walked in, followed closely by a man who was at least seven feet tall and probably about half as wide.

I’d met him before and I knew we were handling his daughter’s wedding, but I’d never sat down with him about it. I stuck out my hand to shake with him as I strode forward. “What can I do for you, David? Is there a problem with the wedding?”

He shook with me, then heaved his bulk into a chair and exhaled heavily. “Why do people always think there’s a problem when you want to see them? There’s no problem, but there will be if anything goes wrong on my Elsie’s big day.”

Ah. Okay. I grinned at him, nodding at Rick who was hovering in the doorway to bring us some waters. “I understand. This is the obligatory father of the bride threatening speech, isn’t it?”

He blinked rapidly, then burst out laughing and nodded. “Yes, I suppose it is. I just wanted to make sure you knew how important this day is to my daughter and my wife. If anything goes wrong, they’ll make my life hell and I don’t believe in going to hell alone, so I’ll be dragging you there with me.”

“Consider me warned,” I said amiably. Rick brought in the waters and passed them around as I moved back behind my desk and sat down. “Nothing is going to go wrong. I can assure you that I’ve got my best team on this and I’m overseeing the arrangements myself. I’m copied into every email and our system keeps track of every phone call. Everything is on track.”

Relief loosened the tight knit of his eyebrows as he stared back at me. “That’s excellent news, but I want to know you have your own hands on this. Not just those of your best team, but yours, Dash. I’m not paying you only to oversee things. I want you handling this personally.”

“I am,” I said confidently. “My teams handle the grunt work. They also do the groundwork and they take the meetings to get the information we need. Ultimately, however, everything passes across my desk for final sign off. All the vendors my team uses have been personally vetted by me and nothing happens around here that I don’t know about.”

He held my gaze for another beat before he nodded. “You remind me of your daddy, son. Always so confident about everything with an answer to every question. In the years I knew him, those answers were always true, though. Every problem was always solved. I hope you take after him in that sense, too.”

“I do,” I said. “Thank you. That means a lot to me. I know you worked with him on the board of the Oceans Initiative and I hope Zach has done an alright job stepping into his shoes.”

David chuckled. “Your brother’s good, Dash. We’re doing as well as ever, but we do miss your daddy and he definitely left a mark on us all.”

“He was one of those people,” I agreed, trying not to think about it too much. Speaking to his friends always hurt, and while comments like David’s were meant to comfort, I often found myself too raw for them to serve the purpose for which they were intended. “If that’s all, however, I really should get going.”

“Of course,” he said, pushing himself up and offering me his hand. “It was good to see you, son. We’ll be in touch.”

Rick and Lance ushered him out while I gathered my things. Now that David had been taken care of, I checked the time and realized that the meeting hadn’t taken that long at all. I could still catch Mom and Serenity if I hurried up, so I decided to surprise them.

I would take them both to lunch and come back here after. I didn’t really have time for that kind of thing, but I was making it anyway.

I couldn’t have stopped myself even if I wanted to, which I didn’t. I wanted to see Serenity and there was nothing anyone could do or say to stop me now that I’d realized I still had an opportunity to get what I wanted out of the day.
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SERENITY


While I was preparing for the meeting with Dash and Diana, I couldn’t stop thinking about our night together. While I knew it had really happened, I still felt a little bit surreal that he actually wanted to try a relationship with me.

It also hadn’t helped that I’d arrived at work this morning to find flowers in my office. My heart had leaped with joy—until I’d seen the name on the card. From Your Loving Husband, Ethan.

The joy had crashed and burned, and I’d sent the flowers to a local home for the elderly after tossing the card in the trash without reading the message on the other side. Either way, the flowers had been a reminder that, while what had happened with Dash last night had been real, it was also complicated.

If someone had told me a month ago that we would hit it off so well, I never would have believed them. How two such different people could fit together so well, I didn’t know, but I couldn’t let myself get immersed in whatever this was with him.

Not when there were so many hurdles for us to get over, the biggest of which had sent me flowers this morning. Ethan was an ultra-possessive tool and I had no doubt that those rumors about Dash and me were what had sparked this sudden interest of his in a reunion.

It wasn’t going to happen. I was never, ever going back to him, but the fact remained that he wasn’t going to just let me move on with another man. I hadn’t even considered before how he might react to news like this, but obviously, it had set him on a mission.

At least I knew it would be a fruitless one, but I needed to warn Dash, which meant that at less than one day old, our relationship was about to hit its first hurdle. I dragged in a calming breath, holding it before releasing it slowly.

As much as I liked Dash, the reality of my life after Ethan was that any man I might become involved with would have to live with my history. He would have to deal with relentless interference by my ex, and if he wasn’t prepared to do that, then we might as well end things today.

A soft knock at my door jerked me out of my thoughts and I blinked hard, mentally shaking myself as I stood up. “Come in!”

Amelia popped in first, opening the door wider to reveal only Diana standing with her. “Ms. St. Clair is here, Serenity.”

“Thank you, Amelia.” I headed toward Dash’s mom and gave her a hug. “Would you like something to drink, Diana? Or are we waiting for Dash before we continue?”

“Unfortunately, he won’t be able to make it today,” she said as she released me. “I’d love some tea, though. Earl Grey if you’ve got it.”

“Coming right up,” Amelia said as she bowed out.

Trying my best to mask the disappointment, I smiled instead of letting her know how deflated I was by the news that Dash wouldn’t be here. “It’s nice that we finally have some time alone, Diana. Dash has been incredibly supportive and helpful during this process, but now I get to ask how you’re holding up.”

The older woman smiled serenely at me, but I saw a hint of sadness in her eyes that I recognized because that same sadness was in my own eyes every time I looked in the mirror while thinking about my parents.

“I’m okay, darling. Thanks for asking. It will always be hard for me to know that my William is gone, but Richard and I are happy. I’m doing my best to be excited about the future, which is why I didn’t want to wait to see you even if Dash did have to cancel.”

My heart ached for her, but I couldn’t help but take the opportunity to ask about Dash. Why hadn’t he come when I’d been itching to see him all damn day long? “It’s not like him to cancel, is it?”

“No, not at all. There’s nothing that man hates more than a flake, but something came up at work.” Julie brought in the tea, but Diana stood instead of taking it from her. “Before we get started, I just need to run to the ladies’ room. Would you girls excuse me for a minute?”

“Of course,” I said, watching as she left before I turned to my friend. “Where did you come from?”

“Oh, I ran into Amelia in the kitchen while she was making the tea and she told me it was for Diana. I have some feedback for her about the menu cards I’m having printed and I thought I could show her the mockup I received from the designer.”

“Oh,” I said. “Right. Of course. I’m sure she’d love to see that.”

Julie frowned at me with questions in her eyes. “Who peed on your parade?”

“It’s nothing,” I lied, but I folded like an outsmarted poker player when she arched an eyebrow at me. “Fine. It’s not nothing. It’s Dash. He’s not here. He was supposed to come with her, but he got caught up at work.”

She stared at me for a moment before a knowing grin split her face in half. “You’re with him, aren’t you? The rumors were true. There’s something going on between you!”

“The rumors weren’t true when they were printed, but we went out last night and, uh, we’ve decided to give it a shot.”

She squealed. “I’m so happy for you. I can’t believe you’re going for it with the grump, but that’s awesome. Did you bump your gorgeous uglies? Did you⁠—”

She stopped speaking abruptly when we heard Diana’s voice coming from right down the hall, and we dropped it immediately, jumping right into planning mode instead. After discussing transportation for everyone and the timetable we wanted to work with on the day, we started on services for makeup and hair.

I turned my computer screen toward Diana and Julie to show them the portfolios of my top two choices for both services. “As you can see, Maggie V. works with a lot of older brides. She’s not going to make you look like mutton dressed as lamb and she’s wonderful. She’s who I would’ve recommended to my own mom.”

“I love her work,” Diana said, leaning forward and studying the picture. “It’s very natural and not at all gaudy or tacky.”

I laughed softly. “Exactly. That’s what I love about her. Mia May is also great. She has a real knack for making dramatic look classically stylish, which is amazing. She’s won awards all around the world, and as it happens, she owes me a favor, so she’s promised to be available if we decide to go with her.”

Diana took the mouse from me and scrolled through some of Mia’s work, but then she shook her head. “I think I prefer Maggie, so perhaps you should use your favor for a bride who wants Mia specifically.”

“Okay, then.” Julie grinned. “That’s makeup sorted. On to hair.”

I moved to the next folder I’d prepared for her, flipping through some of the recent work of the two hairstylists who worked with Maggie the most often. “Of course, we can work with anyone you like, but Maggie prefers these two gentlemen. They know each other well and they know not to get in each other’s way, so my advice would be that unless you’ve got someone in mind, we go with one of them.”

Diana flicked through the pictures once more, settling on one of the two hairstylists I suggested before she suddenly smiled at me. “As always, I’m so impressed with you, darling. You’re such a natural at this and I know from personal experience that not everyone is. You’re doing a remarkable job and you’re excelling at making this process so unbelievably easy for me that I can’t actually believe we’ve almost planned an entire wedding.”

I chuckled, but she reached across the desk and took my hand. “I mean it, Serenity. This is what you were meant to do with your life. I’m glad you got this company in the divorce. You deserve it.”

I flushed, accepting the compliment but turning the conversation away from myself as fast as I could. We slipped into casual conversation first, talking about the industry and her experience with it, having been married to one of the legends of the game for so long.

Eventually, of course, that brought us to the topic I was most interested in today—Dash.

“I love all my sons equally,” she said, smiling as she spoke about them. “They’ve all got their strengths and their weaknesses, but that boy is my pride and joy. I know he hasn’t always been kind to you, but that’s only because he’s a bit of a lone wolf. I think growing up with four brothers got overwhelming for him at times, and he started breaking away from the pack more and more often as they got older, but his bark is worse than his bite.”

I laughed. “I’m starting to realize that, and don’t worry about me. He’s been better recently.”

Julie winked at me and I almost rolled my eyes before I caught myself. Instead, I listened as Diana boasted about her son and I loved hearing her talk about him this way. “At his core, he really is a good man. Sometimes, it takes him a beat to understand the reasoning and emotions of the people around him and even of himself, but once he understands, you will never find anyone as supportive. Or as efficient.”

I leaned back in my chair, relaxing and content to keep listening to her tell me more about him. The door suddenly opened again and I stiffened. My heart jumped into my throat, but then Dash walked in and it was like I could feel the tension in my muscles being replaced by warmth.

Now that I knew it wasn’t Ethan dropping in for another impromptu visit, a grin curved on my lips and relief made me feel lighter than air. Our eyes met just as Diana spun to see her son standing in the doorway.

She smiled. “Your ears must’ve been burning. We were just talking about you.”

He arched a dark eyebrow and I blushed when his gaze moved back to mine. After holding it for a beat, he smiled and walked further into the room. “I’m sorry I’m late. How about I take you all out to lunch so you can catch me up on everything I missed today?”

“That would be lovely.” Diana beamed at him.

Julie nodded. “I’m in.”

Not about to be sole holdout, my smile widened. “Of course. Do you have someplace in mind?”

He nodded, but before we could leave, my phone rang and my stomach turned into a pit of dread when I glanced at it and saw who it was. The call ended, but it was followed immediately by a text that popped up, short enough that I could read it in its entirety.

“Serenity?” Diana said as the phone started ringing again. “Are you okay?”

I cleared my throat, my chest burning with panic and my hands shaky, but I looked up at her and forced a smile. “I’m fine. You guys go ahead without me. I need to take this and I, uh, I have to leave.”

Without any further explanation, I gave them a tight nod and picked up my phone, racing out of the office to take the call where no one would be able to hear me.
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DASH


My mother and I eventually went to lunch alone, driving separately since we’d each arrived in our own cars. I wanted to know what they’d decided about the wedding during the meeting, but I was glad to have a few minutes alone.

Worry nagged at me as I drove away from Serenity’s office. Something about the way she’d changed her mind so fast and the look on her face when she’d taken that call didn’t sit right with me. It also wasn’t like her to take a phone call at all when she was still in a meeting, and even less so for her to leave completely while she did it.

When Mom and I walked into the restaurant, I could see that something was bothering her as well, and when we sat down, I realized it was the same thing that had been bugging me. “Do you think Serenity is alright? She was quite pale when that call came in.”

“It wasn’t just me, then?”

She shook her head, her eyes dark with worry. “I suppose it could be work. Perhaps there’s a hiccup with one of their important clients or something.”

“Perhaps,” I said mildly, but I didn’t really believe it was that. After she’d told me that she had far more experience than I’d thought, I knew that no hiccup would cause her to look like she’d seen a ghost.

In our industry, hiccups were par for the course. Regardless of how good you were or how meticulous, shit happened. Weather changed. Vendors didn’t come through. Brides got into disagreements with friends or family and grooms broke their legs or noses at the bachelor party the night before the wedding.

There were countless things that could go wrong, and by now, none of it would be news to Serenity. I’d been watching her work for a while now, and contrary to what I’d thought at first, she was professional and efficient.

Anything that could go wrong with an event, she would have a contingency plan for it, which pointed toward the fact that this wasn’t about work. This was something else, and after everything she’d told me about her marriage, I was concerned that it had to do with Ethan.

Either way, she would have asked for my help if she’d wanted it and she hadn’t, so I settled in for a meal with my mother, worried about my girl but doing my best to get on with my day. After lunch, I texted her to check in, then headed back to my office.

For a little while, I got lost in the work, but when I realized she hadn’t texted me back yet, I checked my phone and saw the time. My teeth sank into my cheek as I squinted at the screen, wondering if it would be totally out of line for me to show up at her office again.

Lance walked in before I could decide, and he sat down in the chair opposite my desk. “How did it go?”

“Fine,” I said curtly. “They covered everything that needed to be covered.”

He chuckled. “Well, of course they did. Serenity is an actual event planner and your mother is a bride like any other. I suppose the real question is why do you look like something went wrong when you just told me they were perfectly fine without you?”

I debated it internally before deciding to give him a quick breakdown of where my head was at. By the time I was done, he frowned at me. “Okay. I agree that it’s weird, but she runs her own business, bro. She might’ve been pulled into an emergency meeting or had a supplier cancel on short notice. Could have been anything.”

“I know, but I have a bad feeling about it,” I replied thoughtfully. “It could have been work, sure, but when was the last time work made you look like you were about to be sick?”

“Oh, all the time,” he joked before he realized I was serious. He sighed. “Why are you so worried about this, Dash? There’s got to be something you’re not telling me. Getting a call and looking stressed about it isn’t exactly concrete evidence that something is wrong. She’s not hurt. You just saw her and she’s at work.”

“Yeah, I know all that,” I snapped, then released a deep breath and studied his suddenly puzzled expression. “My relationship with her has shifted. We’ve been intimate and we intend on doing it again.”

Shock registered on his features for a moment. Then he grinned. “You devil! I knew something was going to happen between you too.”

I sighed. “Do you understand now why I’m so worried?”

“Nah. Not really. Again, bro. She’s at work. She’s fine. I know this is all new for you, but you don’t have to go all paranoid on me.” Checking his watch, he got up and strode to the door, glancing back at me before he left. “Give her some time. I’m sure you’ll hear from her later.”

After he was gone, I took a minute to process what he’d said before I got back to work. This was new to me and perhaps I was being paranoid. It wasn’t like me at all, but neither was becoming romantically involved with a competitor.

The remainder of the afternoon passed in a blur of playing catchup for the hours I’d been out of the office and trying to get ahead of things for tomorrow, but when the day ended and I still hadn’t heard from her, real worry set in. No longer simply a nagging voice, it was now a dark cloud hanging over me, sending thunderbolts through my gut with every breath I took.

Something was not right and there was no way I would be able to sleep until I knew she was okay. Deciding that I would stop by her place this evening to check on her if there had still been no word by the time I got there, I started gathering my stuff and checked my phone one last time as I parked in front of her building.

Still nothing.

I glanced up at the penthouse, but it was no surprise when I didn’t see any clues about her state of mind from all the way down here. Honestly, I hadn’t even known why I’d looked. It wasn’t like she’d hang a sign in the window spelling out her woes for the world to see.

I sighed, shaking my head at myself. I reached for the door handle and started climbing out of my car. I was halfway to her door when I paused, watching as Ethan strode through the lobby and exited the building.

My heart thumped against my ribs, but I didn’t run or try to hide. What the fuck is he doing here?

Ethan walked out with a weird grin on his lips, and maybe it was just because I knew things about him now that I hadn’t before, but it was strangely sinister seeing it there. As he got to the sidewalk, he spotted me. His eyes narrowed for a beat before he fixed a decidedly fake grin on his face and came over.

“Dash! This is a surprise. What are you doing here, brother?” He stuck out his hand and I shook with him but decided not to be completely honest.

He and I had been friendly once upon a time and we’d worked together on occasion, but after what she’d told me, I knew he was more cunning and dangerous than I had been able to guess and I wasn’t about to give him a reason to come at her for anything.

“I came by to pick up some things for my mom,” I said conversationally. “Can you believe she decided to get engaged last month and she wants to get married on Mother’s Day? It’s been a bit of a push trying to get everything done on time.”

He chuckled, nodding his agreement as he released my hand and gave me an almost steely, disbelieving look. He was trying to hide it, but I saw him assessing me. Saw his gaze studying my face as though searching for a trace of a lie, but he wouldn’t find anything.

“Yeah, I heard your mother was with my company,” he said, ignoring the fact that it wasn’t his company anymore. “It must’ve stung when she chose us over you, huh?”

“Nah, not really,” I lied. “You wouldn’t want the company of the person you were married to before organizing your next wedding either, would you?”

“Well, I wouldn’t know,” he said with a smug smile on his lips as he pointed back at the building. “I don’t have any plans to marry anyone other than my wife.”

“Don’t you mean your ex-wife?”

He shrugged. “We’re working things out. We’ve been talking about it and it’s looking good.”

My blood went cold. I didn’t believe what I was hearing, but here he was, at her apartment. At night. Looking all smug, relaxed, and happy. Nodding stupidly, I tried to hide how numb I’d gone inside as I made a show of lifting my wrist to check the time.

“That’s great, man. I’m happy for you. I actually just remembered that I’ve got somewhere to be, though. I guess I’ll just have to get that stuff from Serenity tomorrow. Running into you threw me off-schedule a little.”

He laughed. “I wouldn’t want to keep you. I know how you are about your schedule.”

I let out a bark of dry laughter, then said goodbye and headed back to my car, head spinning. Just last night, she and I had talked about trying a relationship and now she was apparently trying again with Ethan.

I might not have a lot of experience with the whole relationship thing, but I was pretty sure you weren’t supposed to be trying it with a couple different people at the same time. Especially not if one of those people was your ex-husband who seemed to think that you were patching things up.

Refusing to be the second choice, the consolation prize if shit didn’t work out with her husband, I climbed back into my car and raced home. Then I grabbed a shower before I started getting ready. This was why I didn’t get involved with people.

People had a way of disappointing me. I didn’t think it would’ve been too much to ask for her to have sent me a fucking text saying she was getting back together with her husband. Getting involved got people like me hurt. People with old school values who believed in one great love like the one my parents had and who didn’t fuck around with other people once you thought you’d found your person.

Scoffing as I shook my head at myself, I wondered why I’d even bothered. I should’ve known better than to trust a reality TV star with a taste for drama and who thrived on publicity.

Anger coursed through me as I headed back out and got a cab to an upscale nightclub where I intended on consuming copious amounts of alcohol to drown my sorrows. Tonight, I was going out and having some fun. Then tomorrow, I’d let Serenity know that I knew what she was doing.

I briefly considered calling Lance to join me, but in the end, I decided against it. If I called him, I’d inevitably have to deal with his opinions about what I was about to do and I didn’t really feel like it.

While I didn’t really care to be with anyone tonight, I did make sure the paparazzi saw me with other people and that the angles were just right to make it look scandalous. I knew it was petty and childish, but with all the rage simmering inside after being duped and betrayed, I didn’t give a shit.

Whiskey after whiskey, I rolled out the more charming version of my personality, making new friends to drink with and taking them for a spin on the dance floor when the mood struck. Eventually, once I was satisfied that I’d spent at least enough time out that people would know I wasn’t moping about her and her husband after those photographs and rumors of us had surfaced, I headed home.

Nicely tipsy, I went straight to bed, closing my eyes and welcoming the abyss of dreamless, slightly drunken sleep. When I woke up the next morning, my mouth was cottony and my head ached a little, but it wasn’t so bad.

Getting out of bed, I chugged some water and took a couple aspirin, then sagged down on my couch and kicked up my feet with my phone in hand. The first article I saw was about Serenity and Ethan, and sickness rolled through me.

According to the reporter, the photos had been taken last night and the title read “King and Queen of LA back together?”

I squinted at the pictures, but I couldn’t make out much detail other than that they were locked in an embrace. Her head was turned away from the camera and it was clearly late at night. The building in the background was her apartment.

Ethan had his arms around her and hers appeared to be around him too, but I couldn’t be sure. The image quality was too grainy.

Tossing my phone down beside me, I groaned and scrubbed my palms over my face. I didn’t know how to feel, but anger was the most prominent emotion spiraling through me, so I went with that. Needing to get this whole situation over with, I grabbed my phone once more, my fingers flying across the keyboard as I fired off a quick text.

Me: We need to talk.

I didn’t wait for her reply, though. I needed to settle this and I needed to do it now.
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SERENITY


Ihadn’t slept at all, and I lay in my bed, exhausted and feeling broken. Just twenty-four hours ago, I’d woken up in this same bed, excited about the future and happy to be giving things a try with Dash, but then Ethan had called and everything had changed.

As he had done so many times before, he’d managed to snatch away my happiness and switch off the sunshine I’d had in my life for that brief period of time when he hadn’t been in it. The message that had popped up on my screen had been simple, short, and sweet, but coming from him, I’d known it spelled trouble.

Ethan: Take my call, baby. You’ll regret it if you don’t.

Suddenly as scared as if I’d never gotten away from him at all, I’d taken his damn call, only to be told that he was on his way to my apartment with big news. He’d wanted me to meet him here. Afraid of what would happen if I defied him, I’d come.

In the warm morning light creeping closer and closer to my bed, the nightmare that had ensued seemed so far away, yet it was real. Ethan was unhinged and apparently obsessed enough with me that he’d been willing to break the damn law to get some leverage.

I drew in a shuddering breath, trying to get my thoughts straight. Yesterday had been bad, but I had gotten away from him. We were divorced and now I just had to figure out how to rise to the challenge he’d presented me with.

It was not the worst I’d had to deal with from him and I would survive, just like I had before. All I needed to do was figure out how. For that, I needed help.

Not bothering to check any of the messages or missed calls sitting on my phone, I scrolled to Julie’s number and Facetimed her. When she picked up, her eyes were still swollen with sleep and she was lying in her bed, shielding her face from the light as she squinted at me. “Serenity? What’s wrong?”

“It’s Ethan,” I said, not even trying to beat around the bush. “He’s blackmailing me. Or at least, he’s trying to. At this point, I’m not really sure if he’s succeeding. Everything has been happening so fast.”

She blinked quickly a few times, clearing the sleep from her eyes, and bolted upright in bed. “What? How?”

My throat constricted, but I swallowed the tears, needing to get through this and desperately hoping she would be able to help me find a way out. “It was him on the phone yesterday.”

“I figured,” she said. “There’s only one person who could make you look like you swallowed spoiled milk. What has he done this time?”

“He told me to meet him at my apartment, and when I got here, he told me that he knew Dash and I weren’t just friends. He said he had pictures and that he knew we were fooling around, at the very least.”

“Okay,” she said slowly. “So what? What does he want? Why did he tell you all of this?”

“Well, he, uh, he wants me to let him come back and for us to try again, or he said he’d prove it that I’d lied to Eli and that Dash and I were a thing.”

Julie scoffed. “Let him try. Where is he going to find pictures that don’t exist?”

“Hang on a second.” With my stomach roiling and feeling ice cold, I pulled the phone away from my ear and sent her the photographs he’d sent to me. “Check your phone. He had the camera in my hallway hacked, and in the stills, you can clearly see Dash and I kissing that night after our date.”

“What?” She disappeared for a beat, and when she came back, she was fuming. “Are you kidding me? That’s inside your building. Not to mention illegal. We cannot let him get away with this.”

“I know. I’m furious, but you know him. There are enough people for him to hide behind that he could easily release these without being worried about ever getting caught.”

“Fine,” she hissed. “Let him release them, then. You have the right to be happy and to live your life, Serenity. If he wants to be a dick, let him.”

“It’s not me I’m worried about,” I snapped, the emotion taking over. “It’s the business, okay? If he releases those, all the respect I’ve gained so far goes out the window. My reputation as an event planner won’t survive a hit like this just yet. Maybe if I had let the rumors be at first, but I didn’t. I phoned Eli. I assured him Dash and I were just friends and he’s never going to believe it was true when I said it.”

She let out a heavy breath, her nostrils flaring and her cheeks flushed. “So do a press conference. Don’t just roll over and be a victim. That’s not who you are.”

“I know.” I squeezed my eyes shut. “Look, I have to go. I’ll talk to you later.”

Quickly ending the call, I felt awful for having acted the way I had. I didn’t want to fight with Julie, but she just didn’t understand right now. Trying to clear my mind before I attempted to come up with a solution that wouldn’t destroy my professional reputation, I lay back down in bed and scrolled through my phone.

If I could just distract myself, something would come to me. Julie had been right about one thing, and it was that being a victim wasn’t who I was. Not anymore. I would get through this, past it, and put it firmly behind me, but not while I was so angry that I was snapping at my best friend and unable to even really see straight.

As I scrolled, my stomach suddenly dropped and my heart started pounding in my chest. A headline jumped out at me. “Just Friends, Not a Rumor.”

Underneath the title, there were pictures of Dash with various women, apparently having been taken last night. I recognized the club he’d been at, which meant that I knew it was the place to go when you wanted to be seen doing whatever you were doing.

In Dash’s case, what he was doing wasn’t exactly getting it on in public, but the poses they’d captured him in sure looked very friendly. Jealousy coursed through me before I could stop it, the green-eyed monster spitting acid in the pit of my stomach.

Wow. Two days ago, he’d been telling me that he wasn’t a player and yet, just last night, he’d been pictured with at least half a dozen women. I blinked hard, even pinching myself in an attempt to figure out if perhaps all of this was just a nightmare, but nope.

Pain shot through me from my leg and I didn’t wake up. Ethan’s threats still hung over my head and evidence of Dash’s promiscuity was still right in front of my eyes. Honestly, I couldn’t believe it. Sure, we hadn’t discussed being exclusive, but I’d figured saying we wanted to try to be together implied that we would only be with one another.

Ha. He must’ve missed the memo.

As I was torturing myself by sliding my fingers across the screen, zooming in and trying to figure out whose hands were where, there was a loud, banging knock at my door. I jumped, my hand flying to my chest as I blinked myself out of my jealous stupor.

When another knock dropped against my door, my stomach twisted itself into knots, but I went to answer anyway. If it was Ethan, making him wait would only work him up, and if it wasn’t him, I didn’t really care who it was. I would invite a salesman in for coffee right now as long as it wasn’t my fucking ex.

Carefully opening the door, I looked up. Relief and rage mingled inside when I saw that it was Dash. Those dark eyes were intent on mine, and he seemed upset. Without letting me speak, he took a step back, staying out in the hall as his eyes locked on mine.

“I ran into Ethan last night,” he said. “He told me you guys were trying to work things out. I don’t know when it happened or how, but I’m not getting involved in a marriage. I’m just not that guy. I’m here to let you know in person that I’m bowing out. Good luck with your marriage, Serenity.”

“There is no marriage,” I said firmly, narrowing my eyes at him. “Believe him if you want, but after I told the truth about who he was, I’d have thought you’d give me the benefit of the doubt. Ethan and I are over. We’re not working things out, nor will we ever.”

I didn’t even bother bringing up the pictures I’d seen of him because, while I felt jealous, I knew how pictures could make things seem like a situation was different than it was. Dash scoffed at me. “We shouldn’t be doing this. Obviously, he wants to work things out and I have no idea what’s really going on between you two, but again, I’m not getting involved in a marriage. He was here last night. That much, I know for sure, so it doesn’t seem to me like it’s as over as you’d have me believe.”

Giving me a curt nod, he spun on his heel and left. I wondered how on earth all this had happened. Things with Dash had been so up and down, so uncertain that I didn’t know if we should be doing it either.

After a brief debate with myself, I let him go without a fight. Ultimately, we’d been on exactly one date and we’d slept together all of one time. Neither of those things equaled a relationship worth pursuing if he didn’t trust me at all, and apparently, he didn’t.

It seemed he still trusted Ethan’s word over mine, and while that hurt after I’d opened up to him the way I had, I wouldn’t chase after him to explain myself. Right now, I had more than enough on my plate.

A complicated relationship with a guy who seemed to be looking for any way to get out of it just wasn’t something I had the energy for.

Even if that guy had made me feel things I’d never felt before and even if, for just a minute there, I’d thought that perhaps I’d finally found my happily ever after.
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DASH


It had been two weeks since I’d told Serenity we needed to stop what we’d been doing. In the time since, we hadn’t seen each other once. We had needed to talk every so often. That couldn’t be helped, considering the tight timeline we were on for the wedding, but at least we weren’t in each other’s faces all the damn time.

To her credit, she hadn’t missed a beat on the business side of things. Mom’s wedding planning was still in full swing and it was starting to look like we might actually just manage to pull it off despite the very short notice we’d had.

On the personal side of things, things hadn’t been going as smoothly. At least, not for Serenity. The day after our big blowout, articles had come out with her vehemently denying that she and Ethan were back together.

The press had been on her like white on rice, following her every move and camping out in front of her work and home all day, every day. Ethan had received a renewed dose of interest himself, with photographs of his daily comings and goings also suddenly dominating the tabloids again.

I didn’t care about him in all of this, though. As far as I was concerned, he didn’t deserve the second chance she might or might not be giving him, but I respected Serenity. If she wanted to try one last time to make their marriage work, then that was their business.

Regardless of what I thought about trying to make it work with someone like that.

As I sat in my car, I drew in a deep breath and tried to swallow the bitterness rising from deep within as I thought about it all. I had no idea why she was giving him a second chance. In fact, after all the statements she put out, I wasn’t even sure if she really was giving him another chance, but I did know that he’d left her place looking pretty smug that night, which had to mean something.

At this point, I didn’t know what to think about any of it, so I decided to put it behind me. Whatever drama they had going on, it was theirs. I didn’t want anything to do with it.

Nodding to myself, I got out of my car and put on my sunglasses. No doubt the fact that I was here at Serenity’s venue today was going to cause a stir in the gossip pages, but I’d avoided it for as long as I’d been able to.

She and I had a meeting today and there had been no getting out of it. So here I was, half a month later, scowling at the press from behind dark glasses as I made my way to the doors. God, if she doesn’t get a handle on this soon, she’s going to start losing business.

The errant thought flew through my head before I could stop it, and while I hated myself for caring about her well-being, I did. She shouldn’t have started something with me knowing that there might still be something there with her ex, sure, but ultimately, she’d had every right to try and move on.

It didn’t work out for us, but maybe being with me had answered some questions for her about whether she still wanted Ethan in her life. At the very least, I supposed that meant I had helped her in some way and I couldn’t be pissed at her about that.

What I knew about marriage was negligible, other than what I’d seen modeled by my parents, but I did know that times got tough sometimes. I also knew that when they did, couples either worked though their issues or not.

If that was where Serenity was at, then I couldn’t hold it against her. I didn’t have to like that I’d been used as cannon fodder, though, which was also why I wasn’t planning on being particularly friendly with her today.

We weren’t friends. That much, I was sure of. So once the front desk person waved me through, I knocked on her door and didn’t smile when she called for me to come in. From this point forward, she was just another coworker.

A temporary one, at that, and I intended to treat her exactly like I did everyone else.

She was on the phone when I strode into her office, but she motioned for me to have a seat and gave me a polite, tight smile as I sat down. Those big blue eyes met mine as I waited for her to wrap up the call, and I saw the storm of emotion behind them.

“Alright, Francis,” she said a few seconds later. “Thanks for all this. I’m sitting down with the client now and I’ll get back to you in a couple hours.”

With that, she ended the call and turned to me. Looking as beautiful as ever in a powder blue dress and her blonde hair swept up into a high ponytail, she smiled and my heart constricted, but then I reminded myself that she was taken and I blew right past the feelings.

“You wanted to finalize the drinks,” I said curtly, not indulging in any niceties. “Mom and Richard are intent on the reception being a party, but they’re not teenagers and it’s not a frat house, so it’ll be an open bar serving only the best.”

She blinked at me. “Yes. Okay. I’ve got that written down as well, but your mom mentioned they might want a feature drink specifically for the wedding. That phone call I was just on was with a woman who provides specialty bartenders. We can bring them in as mixologists for⁠—”

“Again, it’s not a frat house,” I said firmly. “We don’t need mixologists. If she wants a feature drink, let’s arrange that and leave the bare-butt bartenders for bachelorette parties of women half her age.”

Serenity’s eyebrows arched. “You do know there are specialty bartenders that keep their clothes on, right? They’re not all the bare-butt type.”

“Of course, but I’m telling you that we want this to be a classy event. As long as you can work with that as the main parameter, we should be okay.”

She opened her mouth again, and somehow, I knew she wanted to talk about more than the wedding. Something had changed about the way she looked at me, and I shut it down fast. “Let’s just finalize the drinks. Mom loves champagne. Have your in-house bar staff send over all the feature drinks they can provide made with that as a base and we’ll take it from there.”

She blew out a frustrated breath. “Are we really back to square one? Why can’t we just talk about what happened, Dash? You saw the statements I put out, right? You know I’m not back together with him, so why are you acting this way?”

I didn’t understand why she cared so damn much. “Why are you pushing to talk about it when there’s nothing to talk about?”

I saw her chest rise and fall on a deep breath before she fixed me with a look that was half challenge, half disappointment. “I saw the pictures of you with those other women. I know about your past and what was written about you being a playboy before.”

I shrugged, arching an eyebrow at her. “So what? Those pictures were nothing, and what they wrote was bullshit.”

“Exactly,” she said emphatically. “I believe you, so why can’t you believe me?”

Practically feeling the exasperation vibrating off her, I stared into those eyes and wondered if I could believe her. Realistically, I could probably have talked things through with her. I could’ve asked what he’d been doing at her place that night if it hadn’t been for a reconciliation and I could’ve asked where they’d gone together so late, but I didn’t want to fall back into anything with her.

Not while her husband was still on the scene and there was a chance they were trying to fix their marriage. It was a marriage, for God’s sake. Not a damn fling. A marriage. I wasn’t the type of guy who fucked with those kinds of vows, so I decided to push her away instead.

Even if I didn’t believe what I was about to say, I didn’t like the way she made me feel. I didn’t want to lose someone I loved the way my mother had lost my father and I definitely didn’t want to risk falling head over heels for someone who was already taken.

“Do you have a reality show coming up or something? Is that why you’re trying to stay relevant? Is it for exposure, or do you just really enjoy the spotlight that much?”

She did a slow double-take, blinking hard. “Excuse me?”

I scoffed. “You heard me. Trying to create a love triangle between us and Ethan has to be about something, and that’s the only reason I can come up with.”

She flinched and my gut burned with hatred at myself for hurting her, but I dug deep and tried to force myself not to care. “I’m not interested in being a way for you to stay in the papers, and honestly, I can’t believe I let you fool me like that. Good luck, Serenity.”

I left her sitting in her office, not about to listen to another word she said. Striding out, I felt like the biggest fool in the world, but I’d done what I had to. Now I just had to work on putting it behind me all over again.

When I arrived back at work, I struggled to focus. The guilt gnawed at the edge of my consciousness at all damn times. A little while later, Lance walked in with a client, and instead of being annoyed that he’d dropped in on me, I welcomed the distraction.

“Dash!” he said, waving a hand for the client to follow him in. “You remember Jennifer, right? From college?”

The woman appeared behind him and I grinned, recognizing her immediately. With her flaming red hair and vibrant green eyes, she was as hot now as she’d been back then. Judging by the wide smile that spread on her lips in response to my own, her personality had also remained unchanged.

“Dash St. Clair,” she said enthusiastically, opening her arms and beckoning me to her for a hug. “It’s good to see you’re as scowly as ever. Come on in. Give an old friend some love.”

I rolled my eyes at her but gave her a quick hug anyway. “What are you doing here, Jen? It’s been ages.”

“Yeah, it has, which is why, as soon as my company started considering venues for our annual brown-nosing the clients festival, I knew we had to use the estate. Gives me an excuse to see you two beautiful boys, at least.”

I chuckled. “Thanks for choosing us.”

She gave me a quick squeeze before she let go and nodded at me. “Of course, babe. Where else would I choose to have a thing like this? It’s the estate. I mean, there’s no better.”

“We should all go out for dinner sometime,” Lance said. “It could be fun, right? How about tonight?”

“Sounds great,” Jennifer replied easily, then checked her watch. “I need to get going, but call me with plans and I’ll see you there.”

“Great. See you tonight, Jenny,” I said, waiting while she said goodbye to Lance and then turning on him once she was gone. “What was that all about? Dinner?”

He shrugged. “Didn’t you hear her? It’s been ages. I figured it was the least we could do. How did it go with Serenity?”

“The way it used to at the beginning,” I said. “Honestly, I’m not even sure why I tried with her.”

“I know why you tried, but I won’t tell you yet. Maybe one day, you’ll stop getting in your own way.”

He said it lightheartedly, so I flipped him off and rolled my eyes as I went back to my desk. “What’s the deal with Jennifer? For real, this time. Are you going to try with her? Who knows? If you play your cards right, you could have some fun together.”

He laughed. “I guess we’ll see at dinner tonight.”

I nodded, not really feeling like going but knowing I needed to. Despite my best efforts, Serenity was all I could think about and I was going to drive myself nuts if I kept obsessing about her. For better or for worse, I’d made my decision about us.

Now all I had to do was stick with it—no matter how miserable I was.
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SERENITY


Ethan hadn’t let up at all since he’d blackmailed me, but he’d also noticed that Dash and I hadn’t been seen together again, so he hadn’t released the pictures yet. On the other hand, he was still calling me every day, and if I didn’t answer, he wasted no time reminding me what was at stake.

I’d had enough, though.

Of both of them.

After what had happened with Dash earlier, I was done with him too. Finished and done. In fact, the way I felt right now, I was done with men in general.

They were far more trouble than they were worth.

Brooding in my office, I was facing the window and glaring down at the streets below. At least Dash and I had managed to finalize the bar arrangements for the wedding after he’d left. It turned out we were more effective via email now than we were in person.

It was darn sad, really. Just two weeks ago, I’d thought we had something real but apparently not. Apparently, we couldn’t even have a simple conversation anymore. Asshole. Hadn’t even heard me out.

I was still mentally ranting about it when my phone rang. Twisting to grab it, I arched an eyebrow when I saw Ethan’s name on the screen. Oh, you picked the wrong moment, buddy.

My office door was closed and it was the end of the day, so I doubted anyone was about to interrupt or overhear me. I picked up, gripping my phone so hard, I wondered if it might crack.

“Hello, sweetheart,” he crooned over the line. “Are you ready to give in yet?”

Not even a quick, “how are you?” Nothing. And yet, you want me to believe you love me and that it will be better this time around. Bullshit. Bullshit. Bullshit.

I’d been planning on letting him have it as soon as his name had come up on my screen, but instead of just letting him have it, I lost it completely. “Go to hell, Ethan. I refuse to let you intimidate me anymore. If you want to release those pictures, then go ahead and do it, you piece of shit. I’ll either sink or swim, but at least I’ll be doing it on my own terms.”

There was a brief pause. “You’re going to regret this, Serenity. Are you sure you don’t want to take it back?”

“Fuck off!” I said and hung up on him.

Way beyond caring about his threats, all I wanted was to be rid of him for good. I couldn’t talk to him for one more day, and at least now, I wouldn’t have to.

Almost as soon as I ended the call, Julie came in. She and I had made up the day after our little spat and I beamed at her, knowing she’d be proud of me for finally standing up for myself. “I did it. I told him to fuck off.”

“Who? Ethan or Dash?”

“Ethan,” I said, then sighed. “Dash basically told me to fuck off, though. I guess it’s just one of those days.”

“It’s for the best,” she said gently, coming over to give me a hug. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be here for your meeting with Dash. I tried, but the guy from Manning Meats just wouldn’t stop talking.”

I chuckled even though it felt like my heart was breaking all over again. “That’s okay. I’m actually pretty glad you weren’t here for it, and besides, it’s better that you met with a vendor we actually need rather than a client I can’t wait to be rid of.”

“I still wish I had been here for you,” she said as she held me tight. “At least it’s over now, right?”

“Right,” I agreed as I let go of her. “All the men in my life just decided to go crazy at the same time, it seems. Dash even accused me of trying to get media attention by trying to turn the situation between me, him, and Ethan into a love triangle. He thinks I have a show or something coming up or that I’m simply trying to stay relevant.”

“That’s insane.” She pulled a face at me. “Where the hell did he get that from?”

“God knows.” I shrugged as I headed back to my desk to pack up my things. “All I know is that I’m ready to forget about both of them. Want to help me?”

“Are you suggesting a movie night with lots of junk food and cheap wine?”

I smiled. “It’s like you can read my mind.”

“I’ll see you at your place in about an hour?”

“That sounds great.” I slid my phone and keys into my purse and headed out. Julie and I both went our own separate ways to pick up our favorite junk food before we regrouped at my apartment.

Relieved that she was on her way, I did my shopping, looking forward to a night of relaxing and unwinding. I could really use it. It had been months since Julie and I had gotten around to something like this.

Especially this week though, it would be the perfect distraction. Outside of the insane men in my life, Diana’s wedding was only one month away and I was extremely stressed about it. It was the first real high-profile wedding I had handled personally, and if it was a flop, I was toast.

If Ethan released those pictures and Diana’s wedding was a fiasco, I wasn’t just toast. I was burned-to-a-crisp, shatter-when-you-try-to-butter-it toast.

I let out a long breath before I filled my lungs with oxygen once more. Despite how I’d spoken to Ethan, I really was worried about what would happen if he released those pictures. I knew I couldn’t stop it now and I also knew that I’d never really had the power to, but not knowing when the bomb was going to drop sucked.

By the time I walked into my apartment, I was even readier than I had been before to kick back, relax, and forget about absolutely everything. Julie arrived just after I had, blowing into the penthouse with bulging bags that she rushed to the kitchen.

She tossed me a grin over her shoulder. “Hot nachos with extra cheese. Come get it while it’s hot.”

I went over to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of white wine. “I’ve got the drinks covered. I’ve also got ice cream for when we’re done eating, but before that, we’ve got cold cuts, crackers, and cheese to work our way through as well.”

She sighed dreamily. “This is going to be the best night ever.”

I was about to agree when my phone rang, and I frowned when I saw the number on the screen. “It’s Worldly Production Studios. I’d better get this.”

“Worldly? Wow. I wonder what they want.”

I shrugged and answered, pressing the device against my ear. “This is Serenity.”

“Serenity, hi,” an overly familiar female voice said on the other end of the line. “This is Janet calling from Mr. Ward’s office. Do you have a minute to discuss a new show we’re looking at you for?”

I breathed out a quiet exhale. “I’m really focusing on my events-coordination business right now, but thank you for thinking of me.”

“Mr. Ward said you’d say that.” She chuckled. “At least just let me give you the elevator pitch. I’m not really at liberty to give a lot of details about it at the moment anyway, so it will be quick.”

“Okay,” I agreed reluctantly, dragging the word out a bit. “Let me have it.”

“We’re in the planning phase of a new reality show,” she started excitedly. “If you agree to come onboard, you’d be living in a co-ed space, on the beach in Miami for filming. Doesn’t that sound amazing?”

“It really does,” I said sincerely. “Unfortunately, I really am currently focusing all my energy on my company. I’m sure the show is going to be brilliant, though. Good luck. I look forward to watching it.”

“I hear you, but I’ll make you a counteroffer,” she said quickly. “How about you just think about it a little bit more and we’ll call you back soon to see what you’ve decided? You’d get a ton of exposure from it and Worldly’s reputation is excellent. Anyone who works with us goes on to do great things.”

I wished I could argue, but I couldn’t. They were one of the biggest production studios in the world and whatever they touched had been turning to gold for the last few years. “I’ll think about it.”

“Wonderful. I’ll talk to you soon, Serenity. Really do consider it though, okay?”

“Yeah. Okay. Thanks, Janet.” I hung up the phone, feeling a little dazed but not altogether opposed to considering the opportunity.

Julie gave me a look and grinned. “Well, I’m ordering some champagne through Doordash, then.”

“There’s nothing to celebrate yet,” I said. “I only told her I’d think about it. I haven’t said yes. What’s the champagne for?”

She winked as she pulled her phone out of her back pocket. “Life is worth celebrating, my friend, but in this case, it’s also worth celebrating that Worldly freaking Productions sought you out. I know you may not do it and I know it’ll be damn hard to get away for filming right now, but shit. Worldly wants you and that’s huge.”

As I really let it sink in that she was right, a slow smile spread on my lips. These last few weeks, it had felt like everything had been going to hell in a handbasket, but if Worldly wanted me, it couldn’t be as bad as I’d thought.

Besides, once Ethan released those pictures, I might not have any events to coordinate anyway. I’d hate if it came to that, but it was out of my hands. At least this was an amazing safety net to have. More than just a safety net, it also meant that I’d actually made my own mark in the world.

One that Ethan couldn’t take away from me. Hopefully.

Julie pumped her fists into the air after tapping at her screen a few times. “Yay! We’re celebrating, aren’t we? You go, girl. I knew you’d find your groove again.”

I grinned back at her, mentally closing my eyes and praying that this really was the start of another new chapter. Not necessarily because I would do the show—I still hadn’t decided that I would—but that opportunities would keep coming to me from unexpected places simply because I’d worked hard for them and not because of who I’d been married to.

Saying a good prayer, I pulled out two wine glasses and two champagne flutes. “Oh, we’re celebrating alright, but we’re not only celebrating me. We’re celebrating us and the fact that our friendship has withstood everything life has thrown at us so far.”

“Hear, hear.”

I said thanks to whoever was out there for a friend like her. Some parts of my life might not have been going so well, but I had a friend who was always there for me. She had my back, my ride or die—and for as long as that was true, I knew I’d always be able to get back up after I got knocked down.
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DASH


Lance and Jennifer were already at the restaurant when I arrived, only a few minutes late. Obviously, they’d both gotten there early. Their drinks were already halfway done and they were so wrapped up in conversation that I felt like I was crashing a date.

Starched tablecloths. Candlelight. Chandeliers. Shit, am I crashing a date?

I’d been invited but this was a nice restaurant for a friendly meetup between old pals. When I arrived at the table, Lance smiled at me and Jennifer kicked out the chair kitty corner to hers at the table.

“There you are,” she said easily. “We’ve been waiting for you. I was starting to wonder if you’d stood us up.”

“Nah.” I smirked as I sat down. “I didn’t have any better offers tonight, so here I am. Sorry to interrupt.”

She scoffed down a laugh and took a swig of her wine before giving Lance a pointed look. “Is he interrupting, Lancelot?”

“He’s always interrupting,” Lance joked, then rolled his eyes at her. “Let’s not start with that nickname again. I wasn’t trying to be a knight in shining armor that day. I just helped a girl over the rocks on a hike. It was no big deal.”

“Oh, good,” I said jokingly. “I got here just in time for the old college war stories to start.”

Jennifer chuckled. “You’re so late, we’re almost done with the old college story part of the evening.”

“Well, that’s okay,” I said. “I was there when it happened. I don’t need to rehash those years every time I see someone who was there when it happened as well.”

“But it’s so much fun to talk about old times,” Lance said sarcastically. “How else will we figure out if someone has gone senile yet?”

“And suddenly I get it,” I said. “The rehashing is all about seeing who has forgotten the most. Considering the amount of alcohol we consumed though, not remembering might not have anything to do with being senile.”

Jennifer laughed. “Gosh, we did consume a lot of alcohol, didn’t we? It was crazy. How did we drink that much and survive?”

“Our guardian angels were working overtime,” Lance said, chuckling.

We talked a bit more about what had happened back in college. Then Jenn got us caught up with everything she’d been doing and we told her more about our own lives since. Lance’s face lit up when she told us she was very much single and I groaned internally, feeling like I absolutely was crashing a date.

Working in tech, she had a few interesting stories to tell before she finally brought up the inevitable. “So, Dash. What’s with all the gossip in the tabloids about you these days? You were doing so well being all mysterious publicly and then suddenly you were everywhere, supposedly dating a reality star.”

I laughed it off, ignoring the pang of annoyance over the fact that the entire world thought my business belonged to them now. “It was nothing. Just gossip, is all.”

Lance made a face and Jennifer called me out on it. “You know what they say, the best lies always have a little bit of truth to them.”

She didn’t make me either confirm or deny it, letting it go without making me say it, but I had been thinking about Serenity all night anyway. I was always thinking about her these days. While I was enjoying myself with Lance and Jennifer, I’d never had anyone on my mind as much.

Somehow, I still had not managed to get her out from under my skin and it was really starting to get to me. Although I’d never been out with her with friends, I still missed her as we ate, drank, and laughed, and I had no idea when this torment would ever end.

On the plus side, Lance and Jennifer were really hitting it off, and it was good to see him so happy. He’d always had a bit of a thing for her back in the day and it looked like he was picking up right where he’d left off.

Eventually, our conversation turned to the business side of things and Jennifer smiled at us. “Look, boys. I love the estate where you host stuff. We’re definitely going to book this event with you, so we’ll talk about options for food and stuff, but it’s a done deal.”

I grinned. “Of course, it is. If you can get the estate, you take it. Simple as that.”

Her nose wrinkled. “Always so damn modest.”

“Doesn’t mean I’m wrong.”

She laughed. “No, I guess it doesn’t. It’s quite a place. Is it true your Mom’s not getting married there?”

Lance reached out and touched her forearm, shaking his head at her with his eyes wide. “It’s a touchy subject.”

“Ah, so it is true then.” She gave me a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry, Dash. I know how close you were to your dad. It must be hard watching her get married again.”

It’s even harder when you can’t stop thinking about the woman planning the wedding. “Thanks, but it’s okay. At first, I was a bit shocked about them wanting to get married so soon, but we talked about it and I’m okay now. The reality is that Dad is gone and waiting forever isn’t going to bring him back.”

She grimaced at me. “Yeah, but it still sucks.”

I thought about how Serenity had commiserated with me when we’d spoken about it, inadvertently comparing her to Jennifer. It did suck, but I didn’t feel any better about it after talking to Jen. Why is it that the only woman who really gets me doesn’t fucking want me?

I sighed, but at this point, I was ready to leave. Jennifer stood up suddenly, smiling as she waved in the direction of the restrooms. “Excuse me for a minute, please.”

We nodded, and once she was gone, I leveled with Lance. “Look, bro. This was fun, but I’m going to leave you two alone now. Let me know how it goes?”

“Don’t leave yet,” he said, then pressed his palms together. “We don’t have to stay here, but don’t leave us alone yet.”

“You want me to be your chaperone?” I frowned. “Why? You don’t need me. Clearly, you guys are hitting it off, so let me give you the space you need to really hit it off.”

“You really think so?”

“I really think so.”

He grinned. “So do I, but still. Don’t leave yet. Before you got here, she mentioned a few times how excited she was about catching up with both of us tonight. If you leave now, she might decide to call it herself.”

“Fine, but I’m not staying here. This place is date central and I feel like a third wheel.”

He let out a bark of surprised laughter before he looked around, his eyes widening as if he was noticing it for the first time. Then again, he’d been staring at her all night, so maybe he really hadn’t noticed the romantic ambiance before.

When Jennifer got back, I told her we should probably move somewhere else and she nodded enthusiastically. “As much as I respect polyamory and people’s right to love whoever they want, I just realized on my way to the bathroom that this probably looks like a romantic evening for three.”

I laughed. “We’d be lucky to have you, but alas, I’ve done my time in the gossip pages for this decade. Try me again in the next one.”

“You should be so lucky,” she joked.

After I’d paid for our meal, we took off to a bar nearby that Lance and I went to often. In the dark interior of my favorite watering hole, I finally managed to put my worries out of my mind for a while, focusing only on my friends and allowing myself to relax.

It got late fast, and by the time I checked my watch, it was almost midnight. Tipsy and damn happy that I hadn’t thought about her for a few hours, I laughed and shook my head at an equally tipsy Lance and Jen.

“That’s it for me tonight, guys,” I said. “I’m calling a car service. Can I call for you as well?”

“It turns out that Lancelot here lives just a few blocks away from me, so we’re going to share,” Jennifer said, sending him a secretive smile.

His cheeks flushed and I wondered when I’d missed this arrangement being made, but ultimately, I was happy they were finally getting out of their own way. Ha, and Lance told me I was the one who needed to get out of my own damn way. Pot. Kettle.

Shrugging at them, I called for a car and paid my bill, trying to ignore the paparazzi when the three of us left the bar. They’d been after me since all those articles about Serenity and I had run, not relenting at all when the news about her and Ethan had broken.

At this point, it was becoming tiresome but mostly I did a good job blocking them out. Instead of paying them any mind, I went about my goodbyes, shaking Lance’s hand before turning to hug Jennifer. “It was good to see you, babe. Sorry about the circus.”

She chuckled against my cheek. “No worries, Dashy boy. I know it’s not your doing. Have a good one.”

“Yeah, you too.” I waved at them before I left.

Once I got home, the alcohol was starting to wear off and I was suddenly bone tired. After forcing myself through a shower, I got in bed and passed out before my head had even hit the pillow. Falling straight into a dream about Serenity, I held her tight as she climbed into bed with me, smelling of my body wash and wearing one of my shirts.

As I molded my body around her back, my cock nestled against her butt. I started getting hard and she giggled, turning in the circle of my arms to bat her lashes at me. “Did you bring a flashlight to bed?”

“Nah,” I murmured as I brushed the backs of my fingers over her cheeks, tucked her hair behind her ear, and leaned in for a kiss.

“I love you, Dash,” she whispered against my lips, and the next thing I knew, I was wide awake again, panting and hard as a rock. I sat up in my bed, all alone and wondering where the hell that had come from.

Groaning, I scrubbed my hands over my face and lay back down to sleep more, but it never happened. I willed myself to get back to that dream, willing to admit in the utter darkness of my bedroom that I’d so badly wanted it to be real.

That didn’t happen either, though. Instead, I tossed and turned all night, wondering when I had become this guy. I definitely hadn’t been him before Serenity, and now, all I could do was hope that the damage wasn’t permanent.


24


SERENITY


Mildly hungover after my night with Julie, I had another meeting with Dash and his mother. A meeting I really wasn’t looking forward to.

Generally, I loved Diana and I adored her loving, bubbly personality, but today, having to face her with her son was just something I didn’t feel up to doing. Unfortunately, we had to finalize the number of guests and the seating chart, and that was the one thing Diana had wanted to be involved in specifically.

“Dash just doesn’t know everyone like I do,” she explained as we got started. “He might seat people next to each other who hate one another. That would be a disaster.”

I nodded, glad that I’d set this meeting for first thing in the morning so I could get it over with. Dash sat next to his mother, quiet and looking a little worse for wear himself. As I glanced at him, noticing the slight smudges under his reddish eyes, I nearly snorted out loud.

Good. I’m glad you’re feeling some pain too.

Just this morning, new pictures dropped of him with some other woman, apparently taken last night. The headline had read, Dash St Clair LA’s new It Man.

Logically, I knew it could’ve been nothing. A friend he’d greeted on his way out or an ex-girlfriend he’d run into at the bar. Hell, for all I knew, it could’ve been his illegitimate sister he’d had a night out with, but my brain was refusing to be rational when it came to him.

Deliberately dragging my gaze back to his mother’s, I smiled. “You’re absolutely correct. Seating the wrong people together can ruin any event, but it’s so much truer with a wedding.”

“Only if you allow it to ruin the event,” Dash interjected. “Any good coordinator would be able to solve those problems on the fly, should they crop up.”

I arched an eyebrow at him. “Unless you keep them from cropping up in the first place.”

My tone was syrupy sweet, but he scoffed. “When you’re working with people, there’s no way to guarantee issues won’t crop up regardless of who’s seated where. The key is to remain on top of things during the event so that you can quietly and efficiently intervene if intervention proves necessary.”

“Which it won’t,” I said, aware that we were on the verge of bickering in front of Diana but unable to help myself. “For this particular event, we’ve got a wonderful, involved bride whose head has remained firmly on her shoulders during the planning phase and she’s aware of the interpersonal relationships of her guests.”

“Exactly.” Diana smiled, a slight crease between her eyebrows as she glanced from one of us to the other. Then she shook her head and focused on me. “Right, so you mentioned that most of the people we invited have responded?”

“Yes, they have.” I cleared my throat, trying to ignore Dash’s haughty expression and that way a single lock of dark hair was hanging over his forehead. Drawing in a deep breath, I met Diana’s gentle brown eyes. “We’ve followed up with the remaining ten couples who have yet to RSVP, but so far, only one couple has declined the invitation. A Jonty Rhodes and his wife who are apparently in Barbados for an extended holiday?”

Diana chuckled. “Of course. We knew they weren’t in town, but we wanted to extend the invitation anyway. Jonty is a dear old friend of Richard’s and we didn’t want to exclude them, but they’ll be getting back about a month after the wedding.”

“We do have a streaming option for the ceremony if you’d like them to be able to watch remotely?”

Her entire face transformed as she beamed at me, grinning widely. “That would be amazing. Let me just ask Richard to check with them before we set it up. They’ve been doing all sorts of guided hiking trails and such, but I’m sure they’d love to watch unless they’re on some excursion. Excuse me for a moment.”

She got up and hurried out of my office to make the call, unexpectedly leaving me alone with her son. I leaned back in my chair but didn’t say anything. He’d made it perfectly clear that he didn’t want to talk and I wasn’t about to waste my time flogging a dead horse.

Dash didn’t believe that there was nothing between Ethan and me, and he wasn’t interested in my side of the story. On a similar note, I wasn’t interested in pursuing something with someone who didn’t trust me, wouldn’t give me the benefit of the doubt, and refused to hear me out when something went wrong.

Healthy relationships didn’t work that way, and I’d learned that lesson the hard way. Content with sitting in silence until Diana got back, I caught Dash glancing at me a few times. Eventually, I couldn’t take it anymore.

“Do you need to say something?” I snapped.

He clenched his jaw, the veins in his neck above the collar of his shirt bulging. He shook his head. “No.”

Frustration welled within me, but before I could tell him to stop staring, Diana walked back in, another wide grin on her face until she noticed the palpable tension in the air. Her grin faded, her brow furrowing as she glanced at her son.

“Dash, honey, you can go now,” she said gently. “I think us girls can handle it from here. It’s only going to be moving people around on a seating chart. I’m sure you’ve got work to do, so I won’t keep you for this part.”

Gratitude crashed into me as he nodded and stood up. “Let me know if you need anything. Bye, Mom.”

He leaned in to give her a hug, brushing a sweet kiss to her cheek before he left quickly, not bothering to say goodbye to me before he was gone. After he’d shut the door behind him, Diana sat down once more and turned back to me.

“Did I miss something?” she asked, her head tilted slightly. “He wasn’t mean to you again, was he?”

“No, not at all,” I said honestly. “We hardly spoke a word while you were out. I think he’s probably just got a lot on his mind.”

She chuckled. “That boy of mine always does. He’s a thinker.”

Making a noncommittal sound in response, I stood up and motioned for her to follow me to the conference room. A giant touchscreen computer waited for us there, on a stand so it’d be easier to move people around.

I’d loaded a digital version of the venue on it, complete with the tables and the names of the guests who had already accepted the invitation. Diana and I spent the next hour settling the seating arrangements and I was pleased that everything was coming together so well.

When we were finally done, she turned to me, studying my face before she let out a soft sigh. “You know honey, I’m not sure if there’s something going on between you and my son. It’s not my business, but it seems you have some things to work on if there is.” She reached out and took both of my hands in her warm, strong grasp, squeezing my fingers reassuringly. “I know he’s not the easiest man to live with, but he is a good one.”

“Oh, I’m sure he is.” Somewhere deep, deep down inside, he had to be good. No one raised by someone like Diana could’ve turned out completely rotten, but he sure hid his goodness well.

Images flickered through my mind as I said it, though. I remembered his softer side, his honesty and his easy smiles once he’d opened up, and another pang of hurt traveled through me. He did have goodness in him.

I’d seen it. He was simply choosing not to let me see it anymore.

Diana didn’t leave it at that though, pressing on as she released my hands. “Dash wasn’t exactly happy about the wedding at first, but I’m sure you know that by now. His father’s passing damaged parts of him that I’m not sure will ever heal, but he’s trying. He’s trying to be happy for me, to help me have the day I want, and to be a better person on the other side of all this.”

She dragged in a deep breath, a sad smile on her lips as she held my gaze. “All of which is to say that if there is something going on between you two, just be patient. He’s worth the wait and whatever else may be going on right now.”

Still too mad to really listen, I nodded, not about to be a dick to Diana when she was only trying to be nice. “Thank you for the advice, but you don’t need to worry. We’re only working together for the sake of the wedding. There’s nothing else between us and I can handle a bit of pushback from a family member who loves the bride and only wants what’s best for her.”

She chuckled, but I could tell she didn’t really believe me. She left soon after that, and I exhaled with relief once she was gone. At least that was done now.

Not long after my office door had closed, it opened again and I sent up a quick prayer that neither of the St. Clairs had returned. Julie walked in with an apprehensive smile on her face and cocked her head at me. “And? How did it go?”

“Dash was Dash.” I sighed as I waved for her to take a seat. “At least he didn’t seem to have much to say today. That’s an improvement. Diana also sent him away before we even got started with the seating chart. I think she suspected we weren’t too happy to be together.”

Irritation surged through me when I thought about the meeting again. He was acting like an idiotic, entitled prick and I really didn’t like it. Plus, I was jealous of the women he’d been pictured with. I knew I had no right to be, but I couldn’t help it.

Even if I knew it might’ve been innocent, I didn’t want to be jealous at all. I didn’t want to care at all and I definitely didn’t want to want him, but unfortunately, none of those things could be helped.

Julie disappeared for a moment and I heard her asking Amelia to bring us some coffee. She strode back in, shut the door behind her, and sat down. “Are you okay? You kind of look like seeing him really took it out of you.”

I shook my head. “I just don’t understand why he was so worried about me wanting to use him for fame or exposure when he’s been pictured more since he met me, but without me, than I’ve ever seen him pictured before. If either of us is getting more exposure out of this, it’s him and I’m sure his business isn’t suffering for it.”

Julie let me vent and I was thankful that she didn’t try to help. I just needed to get this out of my system, and once I’d gotten started, it was difficult to stop. “I mean, I get that maybe people have used him in the past because of his name, but it’s ridiculous to accuse me of doing it when the press have been hounding me for years. Maybe he’s the one who was struggling to be relevant and that’s why he projected those feelings onto me. Maybe he was the St. Clair brother they weren’t really interested in until now.”

“Maybe,” she said, shrugging and not really appearing to believe it. “Either way, you know you’re not guilty of what he accused you of, so just ignore him.”

I smiled. “That’s exactly what I did. He kept staring at me, though. When I asked him if he had something to say, he said no, but he wouldn’t quit.”

“Yeah, well, I think he knows he was stupid to lose you, but it’s too late now,” she said. “On the bright side, I didn’t see any R-rated pictures of you two surface this morning, so Ethan must not have released them yet.”

I groaned, running my hands through my hair. Then I bowed my head, finally letting borderline hysterical laughter bubble out of me. “I knew Ethan would do something like this. I freaking knew it. I didn’t know it would be blackmail and I didn’t know when it would happen, but I knew it was coming eventually. He’d do anything to hurt me. To keep controlling me. I just…”

As I trailed off, I shook my head over and over again, the weight of it all threatening to crush me once more. “I just didn’t know he would stoop so low. Hacking the cameras in my building. I mean, what is that? It’s insane.”

“You got that right,” she said sympathetically as I wondered how I’d managed to develop such shitty taste in men.

It wasn’t genetic. My mother had chosen excellently with my father, and from what I knew about my grandparents, both my grandmothers had gotten it right as well. Which meant it was just me, putting all the women in my family who’d come before me to shame with my unbelievably poor choices.

But no more, I vowed silently. I was a kickass, independent woman who could take whatever came my way and face it alone, without the need for a partner who had never deserved me to begin with. Now if I can just keep remembering that, maybe I’ll finally manage to stop thinking about Dash and what might’ve been.

At this point, forgetting him felt impossible, but I had to keep trying until eventually, hopefully, I’d finally manage to do it.
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DASH


The morning after our last meeting with Serenity, I was drinking my coffee and scrolling through my phone, reading the news, as had been my morning routine for as long as I could remember. I’d been hoping the monotony of the routine would help take my mind off things, but so far, it was only putting it in much sharper focus.

Yesterday, I’d woken up to pictures of Jennifer and I hugging goodbye plastered everywhere. Every website speculated about our relationship, most questioning whether I’d finally found the woman I was going to settle down with.

Although I knew I shouldn’t have cared, I hoped Serenity could see it had been nothing. Lance had cleverly been omitted from the pictures as if he hadn’t been there, though I didn’t know if he’d simply been out of the shots at that point or if they purposely removed him or blurred him into the background.

Either way, it wasn’t like I was fondling her or touching her inappropriately, and I was hoping it would be clear to Serenity that I wasn’t involved with Jennifer. I’d wanted to explain myself to her yesterday in her office, but in the end, I’d realized I didn’t owe her an explanation, nor had she asked for one.

So instead, we’d sat there in that angry, charged silence without saying much of anything to each other. Thank God, my mom took pity on me when she got back.

Not that any of it mattered really. Serenity and I had very little time left to go of enduring each other, and then the wedding would be over and we’d never have to see one another again. I let out a deep breath, but as I did, I opened the entertainment section of the online news site I was on and my blood froze in my veins.

A new piece had caught my attention, one that had been published only a few minutes ago. It had my name in the headline, and once again, I had no clue what it could be about. “Dash and Serenity Caught on Camera.”

My heart stuttered in my chest. What the fuck is this?

Hastily clicking on the link, I squinted at the grainy picture at the top of the article. Annoyed heat spread through me when I realized it was of Serenity and me kissing outside her apartment door all those weeks ago.

How the hell did they get their grimy fucking paws on that?

Logic as well as image quality dictated that it had to be a still from security camera footage, which meant someone had breached her building’s system. A deep scowl settled on my features, but I was curious, so I read the article instead of just navigating out of it.

“We’re just friends” was the statement given by Serenity herself after she and St. Clair were first photographed together, but these new pictures tell a whole different story. It looks like LA’s It Girl has found new love with Dash St. Clair, 33, just a few months after her divorce from Ethan Langley, 40, was finalized.

When asked about his ex-wife’s new relationship, Langley had the following to say. “I don’t think she’s sleeping her way to the top. She’s just enjoying herself, and hey, if it helps, it’s just good business.”

My eyes flew wide open and I scoffed, instantly furious at the asshole on her behalf. For the first time, I could really see what she’d meant when she’d told me about their marriage. At first glance, it seemed like a nice, nonchalant thing to say by an ex who didn’t want to appear fazed at all by her new relationship, but it wasn’t that.

It also wasn’t the compliment it could be construed as. It laid the groundwork for people to speculate that she was, in fact, doing what he said she wasn’t, and I knew that was precisely why he’d said it. There had been no suggestion that she was using me to advance her career. We simply happened to be in the same industry, but by bringing it up at all, suddenly, people were going to start wondering.

Unable to keep reading, I couldn’t help myself. I clicked into my contacts and called her. I needed to find out if she was okay. Unsurprisingly, it seemed that this would be a classic case in which the woman’s name and reputation would be dragged through the mud while the man—me—would be made out to be either a victim for being used or some kind of conquering hero who had allowed her to be with him for whatever reason.

Righteous rage sped through me, my heart pounding until she finally picked up. “Is this about the wedding?”

“I’m sure you know it’s not and that you know exactly what it is about.”

She sighed heavily. “I was afraid of that, but I don’t want to talk about it. Don’t worry your pretty little head about it though, okay? I’m going to take care of it. You’ll come through unscathed. Just say ‘no comment’ if anyone asks.”

I frowned, but instead of telling her I didn’t need to be taken care of, I tried to be kind. Understanding. “I can help, Serenity. I’m part of this too and you don’t need to take the fall for me. Just in case that’s what you’re thinking of doing.”

She shut me down without even considering the offer. “I said I’d take care of it and I will. Just enjoy the free publicity and ignore the reporters. It’ll all go away soon. This isn’t about taking the fall for you. It’s just not your fault, but I’m sorry you got dragged into it.”

Confusion muddied my thoughts for a moment. “Excuse me? It’s not your fault either, Serenity. They must’ve hacked your fucking building. I can help you. We can hire someone to investigate⁠—”

“That won’t be necessary,” she said curtly. “I already know who it was, but we’ll never be able to pin it on him, so just forget about it and move on.”

As she spoke, I read between the lines and the answer hit me between the eyes. “Hang on. This was Ethan, wasn’t it?”

She paused for a beat, letting out a harsh sigh before she groaned. “He threatened to do this if I didn’t get back with him. I should’ve warned you that he was blackmailing me, especially after I pissed him off, but I’ll handle it. I have to go.”

Without another word, she hung up. I sat in my bed, reeling as I watched the sun keep rising high into the sky outside like it was just another day. To the rest of the world, I guessed that was exactly what it was, but to me, it was the day I realized I’d messed up royally.

While I hadn’t truly ever believed she’d used me for exposure, I’d never have imagined that she was being blackmailed. If I’d let her explain when she’d offered though, perhaps she’d have told me the truth and I could’ve been there for her through it all instead of leaving her to deal with her abusive ex as well as my idiocy.

I grunted out loud at the force of the realization, tossing my phone aside to scrub my palms over the day-old stubble on my jaw. If she’d let this article come out, obviously, she’d never wanted Ethan back. He’d lied to my face when he’d said they were trying to work things out.

That night when I’d run into him outside of her apartment, he must’ve been there to let her know what he had on us, and instead of helping, I’d made it worse. I’d broken up with her, sarcastically wishing her luck with her reconciliation with the manipulative, blackmailing son of a bitch.

Shit. Fuck. Oh, man.

In the space between one heartbeat and the next, I jumped out of bed and took off to my bathroom. I had no idea how to do it, but I had to make this up to her somehow. I’d been such a dick to her in a time when I was sure she could’ve used someone by her side. Someone supportive who believed in her rather than accusing her of wanting to try again with the asshole who was now trying to destroy her reputation.

I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her at all and I knew for sure now that she didn’t want anything to do with Ethan. I wasn’t in the way of them making their marriage work and I wasn’t sticking my nose in where it didn’t belong. They were no longer husband and wife and she had no intention of ever getting back together with him. If she did, she would have taken him back instead of letting a story like this get out after he’d threatened her with it.

Deciding to risk it, I looked up Julie’s number once I was dressed and ready. She picked up, sounding puzzled when she answered. “Dash St. Clair? I programmed your number into my phone from the paperwork you guys filled in for the wedding, so unless I got it wrong somehow, this is you, and if you want me to hear you out, you better speak fast.”

Wasting no time, I didn’t even bother with pleasantries before I told her why I’d called. “I need your help. I fucked up with Serenity and I want to make it right.”

There was a brief moment of silence before she spoke again, her voice strong and firm. “Fine, I’ll help you, but only if you’re serious this time. I’m tired of seeing my friend hurt, and if you do it again, with my help to boot, I will have your balls. I don’t care how much they’re worth, St. Clair. I will neuter you.”

I flinched involuntarily, but I didn’t let her know about it. “I’m not going to hurt her. Granted, I had a momentary lapse in judgment, but it won’t happen again. Have you heard of Pablo’s Coffee Bar?”

“No, but I’ll find it.”

“It’s between your office and mine. Meet me there in an hour.” I tacked on the last word as something of an afterthought. “Please?”

“Okay,” she agreed, dragging out the word. “But I swear, if you⁠—”

“I won’t,” I repeated firmly. “Just meet me there, okay? I’m going to prove to you and to her that I’m sorry, and I am. I thought…”

“You thought you were interfering in a marriage,” she finished for me. “I know. She told me what you said. How very noble of you not to be the other man even after the couple got divorced.”

Sarcasm dripped from her voice, but instead of calling her out on it, I made sure she’d meet me. Then I hung up. Actions spoke louder than words, and arguing with her right now wasn’t the way to go. I wanted her to help me. I needed her to help me if I was going to pull this off.

As I grabbed my wallet and keys, I sent out a silent plea into the universe that my plan worked. If it didn’t, I would lose her forever. A possibility I didn’t even want to think of facing. I wouldn’t lose her. I couldn’t.

Not like this. Not now. Definitely not because of a douchebag who’d already taken so much from her. I simply wouldn’t allow him to take me too.
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SERENITY


Julie popped her head into my office, giving me an apologetic smile. “I need to run out to get a prescription, but when I get back, I’m all yours, okay?”

I nodded, inhaling deeply in an attempt not to lose it on her for just needing to go to the drug store. “Sure thing. Just hurry, okay? I’m in it up to my neck right now.”

“I know,” she said. “I won’t be long. I promise.”

As she left, I bit my lip and looked back down at all the checklists I’d laid out on my desk. It was all for Diana’s wedding and Julie had promised to help me get through it this morning. There was just no way I could do it all myself and I refused to ask Dash for help under the circumstances.

I had a few other events I needed to focus on as well, but I just wanted Diana’s wedding to be perfect. After all, if this one went badly, all the others might cancel.

This wedding was going to be a test run that would have the eyes of the entire city on it. Everyone would be watching to see if I could do what Ethan had done for so long. If I could do it better or even at all, especially after he’d planted that seed of doubt about me only being with Dash to benefit the company.

It was utter crap, of course, but now that it had been planted, the public would be watching this wedding so much more carefully—and they had already been watching. Curious to see if the judge had made a mistake by awarding such a prestigious events coordination business to a starlet with no experience.

Tears threatened to spring to my eyes, but I inhaled again, fighting them just as I had been all morning. As I finally managed to get back to work, my phone rang and I jumped, prepared to ignore it if it was yet another journalist calling for a comment, but it wasn’t. It was Worldly Production Studios and a lump grew in my throat.

Reluctantly taking the call, I tried to brace myself for the probability that they were about to retract the offer they’d made me. I still hadn’t accepted or declined a role in their new show, but they might not want to work with me at all anymore.

“Serenity, this is Janet again,” the woman said at the other end of the line when I picked up.

Surprisingly, she sounded even more excited today, not at all grim as if she was about to tell me they’d decided against working with me. “How are you holding up? We’ve seen you’ve been at the center of some attention today.”

Inwardly, I whimpered, but I kept my voice as even and as sure as I could. “It will pass. It always does. I’m alright. Thank you for asking. What can I do for you, Janet?”

She giggled. “It’s more a case of what I can do for you. I know we didn’t discuss figures the last time we spoke, but I thought I should let you know that we’re willing to offer you more now if you decide to take the role.”

“More?” I frowned. “Why?”

“Well, because there’s the potential for more drama, of course,” she said happily. “I know you’re not sure if you want to do it yet, but if you are willing to appear, would you be open to discussing the divorce and all the rumors about yourself and Dash St. Clair on the show? We’re really looking for this one to pack a punch and the producers are willing to ensure that you’re paid well for helping them do it.”

Heavens above. I know this is reality TV, but do these people have absolutely no shame whatsoever?

“Thanks for the call, Janet,” I said, making my decision on the spot. “I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to accept your offer. I’ve given it some consideration, but at the moment, I just really need to focus on my company. The timing couldn’t have been more wrong.”

A show like the one they clearly had in mind wasn’t something I was interested in right now and I definitely didn’t want to discuss all this on TV. “Maybe if it was a show about my life, we could talk, but outside of that, I’m afraid I simply can’t commit to anything right now.”

I’d said it offhandedly, trying to let her down easily, but it seemed she’d taken me seriously. “Let me get back to you on that. Bye, Serenity! Thank you.”

I blinked hard, frowning. I shook my head and set down the phone. Fortunately, I doubted her bosses would be interested in the Serenity Show, so I put it out of my mind and did my best to make some headway with the wedding.

Dash tried to reach out to me again throughout the course of the morning, but I ignored him. I was still too mad at him to even think about accepting the help he was offering. As it was, I’d been fielding calls about us all morning. The last thing I needed was to be seen with him right now and I knew that if I accepted his offer to help, he was going to ask me to meet up with him.

All I needed was to throw myself into work and lose track of time. Doing it was harder than I’d expected, but eventually, I was so deep in thought trying to get through it all that I startled when Julie suddenly came in.

“Time for lunch,” she said, smiling as she strode into my office. “Are you ready to go?”

“No,” I said emphatically, wondering if she was smoking something. “There’s no way I can just leave all this and go out right now. If you’re hungry, why don’t we order in instead?”

“Nope. We’re going out.” She crossed her arms and gave me a meaningful look. “I insist. You need a proper break and you’re not going to get it in here. Come on. We’re leaving.”

I sighed, my head shaking, and dug my heels in. “I really can’t, Jules. I’m sorry and I know you mean well, but I just can’t today.”

“Yes, you can,” she said, not giving an inch. “Don’t let Ethan turn you into a recluse all over again. I know all this has been traumatic and I realize it’s stirred up some old issues, but that’s even more reason to get out of here. I really think it’d be good for you.”

I rolled my lips into my mouth, contemplating what she’d said until I finally nodded. In many ways, she was right. I couldn’t hide from the press, but more than that, I didn’t want to. I didn’t want anyone to think I was embarrassed or ashamed.

I wasn’t.

More importantly, I couldn’t let Ethan think he’d gotten to me. He’d tried to knock me down, but I had every intention of getting back up again. For that reason, I lifted my chin and forced a smile. “Yeah, okay. Let’s go.”

“Excellent,” she said happily, then waited for me to gather my things before we took off.

We drove together to a restaurant nearby. To my eternal relief, there was no pack of photographers waiting. On the other hand, I hadn’t even known I was coming here.

Short of Julie tipping them off as to where we’d be, which she would never do, they had no way of knowing I would be coming here for lunch. Now that we were here though, it was a different story altogether. We were bound to be seen by a fellow patron, or some enterprising employee would call in the tip to earn a few extra dollars today.

Glancing at my friend as we walked in, I motioned toward the sign for the restrooms at the rear of the dining area. “I’m just going to wash my hands. Go on ahead and find a table. I’ll join you in a minute.”

Julie was looking around. She nodded, her brow slightly pinched for some reason. Deciding to ask her about it when I was done, I ducked into the restroom, taking my time to wash my hands and touch up my makeup. By now, I was sure someone had let the press know where I was, and if they were going to photograph me having lunch with my best friend, I didn’t want to look like I’d had the morning I’d had.

When I finally walked out, I almost ran directly into a waiter carrying a tray, narrowly avoiding crashing into him. But as I stepped aside at the last moment, I smacked into someone else. Someone who smelled suspiciously like⁠—

“Dash?” My jaw dropped when I looked up to see him standing against me, his big hands wrapped around my shoulders to keep me from falling. I groaned, embarrassed heat flushing my cheeks. “Not again.”

Trying to wriggle out of his grasp, I leaned around him, looking for Julie and hoping she was about to save me, but she was nowhere to be found. Realization hit me like a truck. “She set me up, didn’t she?”

“Yes, she did, but I wanted to talk to you, so I asked for her help. Just give me a chance. Please?”

The surprise that she’d gone along with his scheme rendered me speechless for a moment and he took advantage of my silence, not exactly rambling but launching into a calm apology and explanation I never thought I’d get from him.

“I’m sorry I didn’t believe you,” he said, starting strong since he sounded completely sincere.

My heart skipped, but I wasn’t ready to forgive him just because he’d said he was sorry.

He kept going though, his voice deep and serious and his eyes unwavering on mine. “I know now how bad Ethan is. I never should’ve thought that you’d take him back. That night I ran into him outside your apartment and he told me that you were working on your marriage, I should’ve known he was up to something and I should’ve rushed up there to make sure you were okay rather than taking his word for it, and I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I felt the way I did, but I don’t anymore.”

“Okay,” I said curtly. “Thanks.”

He took a tiny step closer to me, so close that his chest brushed against mine on his next inhale. “I want to make it up to you. What do I have to do?”

“Nothing,” I replied. “It’s best not to do this. I have to go. We shouldn’t be seen together.”

It took everything in me to walk away from him, but I did it, spinning on my heels and marching back outside to my car. Julie was gone, obviously having taken a cab or something, but however she’d left, she hadn’t hung around to see what would happen.

“Serenity!” Dash called after me, apparently having followed me outside. “I don’t want to just let this go. I don’t want to forget you or us.”

As I turned to tell him again that this was a bad idea, especially now that we were outside, he strode right up to me, slid his arm around my waist, and pulled me in for a kiss. His lips were hot and firm against mine, his body so safe and familiar even though this had happened less than a handful of times in the past.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew there was every possibility that the photographers that had been absent until now could pull up at any moment. I even knew they might’ve already, but I didn’t care.

Just for one minute, I let go of everything else and I kissed him back, my hands flying up to capture his face as I held him to me. Much too soon, he ended the kiss, those eyes blazing into my own as he took my hands.

“I have a car waiting for us, so they won’t be able to track yours to my place. Will you come with me? I’m not taking you there for any reason other than being able to talk in private. I promise. Nothing else will happen unless you want it to.”

I stared back at him, entirely uncertain what to say. A quick glance around told me that by some miracle, the paparazzi hadn’t shown up yet and that seemed to be a sign. But I also knew that if I got in that car with him, I was going to have to talk to him honestly about things I wasn’t sure I was ready to talk about.

I was going to have to trust him, and I just didn’t know if I could. As if she’d said them for this very reason, Diana’s words came back to me then. I know he’s not the easiest man to live with, but he is a good one. His father’s passing damaged parts of him that I’m not sure will ever heal, but he’s trying.

Deciding to trust her instead of her son, I nodded, hoping like hell I wasn’t making yet another mistake. “Okay, Dash. Let’s go, but we better do it fast before the whole world finds out that we’re talking.”
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DASH


Although I’d meant it when I’d told her that nothing had to happen between us, we managed to keep our hands off each other just long enough to get into the elevator in my building before we were making out again.

I didn’t know what I’d thought would happen once I got her alone again, but it sure as hell hadn’t been this. I’d expected to have to do some groveling. Perhaps even to get down on my knees and beg her to take me back, but right now, she didn’t seem to be interested in talking at all.

Which was fine with me. I was better at this than talking anyway. Pouring all my feelings into the kiss instead, I picked her up when I heard the digital tone that signaled we’d arrived at my apartment. Unlike her penthouse, my front door was this elevator.

I had no hallway and no security cameras in the elevator or in my apartment itself. My building’s security system was better than maximum security prisons, with all sorts of sensors and built-in mechanisms to ensure that only residents gained access.

All the doors were protected by biometric locks and I’d verified my identity in order to get into the elevator car and once again when I was inside. It was the only way to get into my place. Not even my mother could drop by unannounced, unless I gave her a security code that would only be good for one use.

Happier and more relieved than ever about it, I carried Serenity into my apartment, not removing my mouth from hers even once as I took her to my bedroom. Her legs were wrapped around my waist and I fucking loved the way it felt to have them there.

I loved how hungry her mouth was on mine and every tiny, soft little moan that escaped from her. I laid her down gently in the center of my bed. She reached for my belt, and I shook my head, meaning it when I murmured against her lips. “This is all about you, Serenity. I have a lot to make up for and this is one of the ways I’m going to say just how sorry I am. Because I am sorry. I am so unbelievably fucking sorry, and before you leave here, I want you to know that I’ll never doubt you again and I’ll never stop kicking my own ass for doing it in the first place.”

She hummed her assent, and I lifted myself off her, intent on taking my time instead of continuing the sprint we’d been on until now. Julie had assured me that she’d take over for Serenity this afternoon and I had Lance covering things at my company. It was only lunchtime and she probably couldn’t leave here anyway until at least nightfall—just to be on the safe side.

A grin spread on my lips at the thought that we had several uninterrupted hours ahead of us and I stood up, staying at the edge of the bed and looking down at her. Her blonde hair was splayed out against my navy blue sheets, looking like golden threads of sunshine.

Her lips were swollen from the force of our kisses and her blue eyes were narrow but not angry. Turned on definitely but perhaps also curious. “What are you smiling about?”

I chuckled. “You have to know that I honestly didn’t plan it this way, but assuming you’d want to wait until the cover of darkness before you leave, that gives us at least six hours.”

“Six hours?” she repeated after me in a hushed murmur. Then she flashed me a coy smile. “Whatever will we do for the remaining five hours and forty-five minutes once you’re done with me?”

I laughed, reached for my jacket, and slowly let it slide off my shoulders. “Don’t underestimate me, baby. It’ll probably be more like five and a half hours.”

“Wow. What a lucky girl I am,” she teased softly. “You have a lot of confidence. I wonder if it’ll last.”

“Oh, it’ll last,” I assured her before I started unbuttoning my shirt. “The real question is whether you’ll last.”

“I will.” She raised her chin ever so slightly and I chuckled, willing to accept the challenge but really quite happy for her not to last. Whatever she wanted really.

I pulled my belt off and undid my pants, feeling her gaze on me. I took my time undressing myself. It would be her turn soon, and I planned on taking that even slower.

Leaving my boxer-briefs on for now, I took off my shoes and socks, then locked my eyes on hers and walked back to the bed. “I’ve got to say, I love the pencil skirt on you. Anything fitted. Your curves never cease to amaze me.”

“Amaze you?” she asked, pushing herself up on her elbows as she watched me reaching for the high-heeled pump on her left foot.

I looked up into her eyes as I slid it off. “All of you amazes me.”

Her cheeks blushed a deep, rosy pink and I removed her other shoe before I got started on the skirt. Making sure to really drag it out, I brushed the backs of my fingers against her skin, bending over to place soft kisses in the wake of my touches until she was naked, flushed all over, and beautifully primed for me.

Her nipples were hard, wetness shimmering between her thighs as I gently spread them apart. Going down on my knees, I tugged her toward the edge of the bed and dragged my nose along her inner thighs before I finally reached my mark.

Serenity shivered, her hands sliding into my hair and gripping it tight as her hips bucked and she writhed against my mouth. Almost as soon as I slid my finger into her, she clenched around it, crying out as she came.

I saw her through, taking my time to clean her up before I lifted myself to look into her eyes. “Good?”

“Great,” she replied, panting as she tried to reach for me, but I shook my head.

“Not yet. This is all about you, remember?”

She dipped her chin in a nod, her eyes following me closely. I spread out beside her, rolling so that my front was touching her side. Then I started all over again, working her back up before I got her off with my fingers this time.

Neither of us tried to speed things up. By the time I finally sank into her, I was about ready to explode. Her hot, wet heat enveloped me, welcoming me so perfectly that I groaned, biting my lip to keep from losing it on the spot.

Somehow, I managed not to, but it was touch and go as I thrust into her, withdrew slowly, and pushed my hips forward again over and over, looking deep into her eyes the entire time. When her brow furrowed and her teeth sank into her lips, I felt the first tightening on her inner muscles around my shaft and I couldn’t hold back anymore.

Her nails dug into my back as I kissed her hard, my muscles flexing with her as pleasure sliced through me like a superhero’s arrow. My toes stiffened, my spine igniting as Serenity bucked underneath me, and yet, as soon as the climax subsided, I knew I wasn’t done with her just yet.

“Let’s go take a shower,” I whispered, waiting until we could both feel our limbs again before reaching for her hand and leading her to my bathroom. Soaping her up, I couldn’t keep my hands off her and it wasn’t long before I was on my knees in front of her, anchoring her hips to the tiled wall of the shower as my tongue slid through her folds.

She trembled and squirmed. “I can’t, Dash. I’ll fall.”

“I won’t let you,” I promised, my entire being focused on her pleasure before we finally finished our shower and went back to bed.

It was still light outside. Knowing we had time, I kissed her at my leisure and eventually took her to the kitchen to cook a naked lunch of scrambled eggs and toast. She moaned like it was the best thing she’d ever eaten, and our plates were barely empty before I was kissing her again, lifting her up on the kitchen counter to have my way with her there before we went back to my bedroom.

Hours ticked by. We made out like horny teenagers at times and explored like lovers at others. The sun was setting by the time we finally finished, both spent. Even as I lay there panting though, having lost track of the number of times we’d had sex, I still felt like I wanted more.

Like I would always want more.

Serenity let out a soft sigh as she looked up at me. Her head rested on my chest and her palm was placed gently over my racing heart. “I should go. It’s dark now, and if I get spotted leaving in the morning, it’ll be a fiasco.”

“There’s a back entrance,” I said, even though I really didn’t want her to go. “You can use it to leave without being seen. I’ll have my car service take you home.”

“Okay,” she agreed, but she didn’t make any moves to get up, evidently choosing to lie with me for a few minutes longer. “You didn’t really think I’d used you for exposure, right?”

“Of course not,” I replied quietly. “I just had to say something to push you away because I wanted you and I thought you didn’t want me anymore.”

“That was never true,” she said, looking right into my eyes. “Do you really believe me now? About Ethan, I mean? That we’re not getting back together and never will.”

“Yes, I do.” I held her gaze. “I never should’ve believed it in the first place. I mean that.”

“Okay, but if we’re going to do this, you should know that a possibility exists that I’m going to be on another reality show.”

Surprise washed over me, but I’d known about all the rumors of all the shows that had approached her for an appearance. It was only a surprise because I hadn’t thought she’d considered accepting. She took a deep breath, swiping her tongue across her lips before she continued nervously.

“It might be one that focuses on me,” she said. “I kind of told a rep for Worldly that I’d only be interested if I got my own show, but instead of laughing me off, she told me she’d get back to me.”

“Wow. Is that something you’d want?” I asked, genuinely curious. “Or were you joking and she took you too seriously?”

“Well, I was joking, but if they actually want to do it, then I think I’d at least hear them out.”

“In that case, that’s great,” I said. “I mean it. If it’s something you want, then I support you all the way. I care about you, Serenity. I never want to be like Ethan and keep you from doing the things you want to do. So if you want to do it, just tell me what you need from me.”

“That,” she murmured quietly, pressing up to let her face hover only an inch above my own. “What you just did, that’s all I need from you.”

She brushed a soft kiss to my lips, then groaned as she rolled away from me and out of bed. “Will you call your car service now? If I stay any longer, I’m just going to stay all night and then we’re going to have a problem on our hands tomorrow morning.”

I nodded, reluctantly reaching for my phone as she started getting dressed. After making the call, I got dressed myself, then walked her all the way to the car and kissed her for as long as possible before I had to let her go.

She gave me one last smile as I shut the door. Then she was gone and I watched as the taillights disappeared around the corner before I headed back inside. We hadn’t really talked much, and yet, I was feeling pretty damn good about my apology—and my chances at a future with her.
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SERENITY


Excitement coursed through me as I walked into the cavernous foyer of Worldly Production Studios. I’d been here exactly once before in my life, when I’d come on a tour of the place as a teenager with my school.

Posters of the most iconic movies and TV shows of my time lined the walls, and a thrill raced down my spine when I realized that a poster for my very own show might soon be joining those. I smiled at some of the people I passed, but mostly, I was focused on vanquishing my nerves from my system before I went into this meeting.

Early this morning, Janet had called me back, asking me if I could come in right away to discuss “the show I’d pitched her.” I hadn’t bothered telling her it hadn’t been a pitch, too excited and curious about what they wanted to offer. So I’d shifted some things around in my calendar and here I was, potentially about to be signed by these giants of the industry.

A long bank of elevators awaited me after I gave my name at the check-in desk, and a security guard wearing a snazzy suit pressed the call button for me. I beamed my thanks at him, knowing it was his job but not quite used to this kind of treatment.

I felt like a superstar, and even if none of this worked out, it was a darn good feeling after all the crap that happened recently. The elevator doors slid open in front of me without making a sound, and needing to say something to someone before I walked in, I glanced at the guard.

“Wish me luck.”

“Good luck, Ms. Halverson.” He didn’t return my smile, but his eyes seemed soft and sincere at least.

The doors slid shut and I shook my hands out by my sides, anticipation making knots form in my stomach. I’d never even thought about my own show until I’d said it in passing to Janet, and it was almost unbelievable to think that they were actually considering it.

Not wanting to get my hopes too far up though, I took a deep breath and stepped off the elevator once I reached my floor. A tiny woman with bright red hair and a brighter smile was waiting for me, a tablet in her hand and her fingers flying across the screen until she saw me.

“Serenity! I’m Janet. It’s so nice to finally meet you in person. Follow me, please. They’re ready for you in Conference A.”

The words came out in a solid stream, without her even stopping to take a breath. She offered me her hand while she spoke, giving mine a quick, firm shake before she released me and spun on her heels, taking off down a long, richly carpeted corridor without looking back to make sure I was with her.

“We’re just so excited about this show,” she said conversationally while she walked at a brisk pace and I raced to keep up. “Marvin Cook will be producing. If you accept, of course. I’ve told them that you’re pretty busy at your company and all, but they’re hoping you can squeeze us in. You’re one hot topic right now, girl. I mean, Dash St. Clair? Wow. What a catch.”

I blinked repeatedly, more nervous now than ever before. If this was a show about me, why would I have to squeeze them in? Surely, they would be following me at my company, but before I could ask, she slammed to a sudden stop and brushed her knuckles against a door before pushing it open.

“This is you,” she said, turning to smile at me as she waved me in. “Good luck, Serenity. I can’t go in with you, but they’re going to take good care of you. I promise. Have fun!”

With that, she practically sprinted away again, her face buried in her tablet once more. As for me, I felt a little winded after my interaction with her. I was plenty energetic myself, but damn.

Trying to refocus my attention, I inhaled and exhaled slowly, then strode into the conference room with my head held high and a grin pasted across my face. Three people were waiting for me around an expansive table, all of them formally dressed in suits, and even the woman wore a tie.

Jittery but trying to hide it, I shook hands with each of them in turn. The first man I shook with was Marvin Cook. I’d recognize him anywhere, having seen him on TV accepting numerous awards. Older and distinguished, he offered me a nod but no smile.

“It’s nice to meet you, Serenity. Thank you for coming in on such short notice.”

As he released me, the woman extended her hand and I’d barely placed my palm in it before she was smiling at me. “Sharon Fox. We really want to try and capitalize on all the attention you’re getting right now, so we’d like to announce sooner rather than later.”

Already reeling, I nodded and greeted the final man. He was younger, with thick, milk-bottle specs and skin as pale as a vampire’s. “Hunter Brown. Finance. I’m the bean counter.”

Of course, you are. I gave him a smile as well, then sat down in the seat Marvin waved me into. He wasted no time getting down to business. Folding his arms in front of him, he leaned forward and looked right at me.

“We’ve considered your pitch about the show centering around your life. It’s not a bad idea, but the market just isn’t right for that kind of thing now. There are dozens of shows out there depicting celebrities’ daily lives. We’d like to do something different, so we’ve got another option for you.”

“Okay,” I said slowly, accepting the water bottle Hunter handed over to me. “What did you have in mind?”

“In the most basic terms, it would be a dating show,” he said, and my stomach crashed to the ground, but he was oblivious as he kept going. “Co-ed living where the design is to find a partner for you. We’ll rent a house in a gorgeous, remote location and you’d live there with your potential suitors. We’ll pit the men against one another through a series of challenges, date ideas, that kind of thing, and then whittle them down until you find your match.”

Disbelief rendered me completely immobile for a moment, but fury was already brewing in my stomach. They’d lied to get me here, pretending to be interested in producing a show about me, and now they wanted me to go on a dating show—which really didn’t sound different to me.

Immediately, I set the water bottle back down without even having opened it and pushed back my chair. “Thank you so much, but I’m afraid I’m not interested in something like that. As I’ve told Janet, I’m really focusing on my business right now, and aside from that, I’m just not interested in dating a bunch of different men. Thank you for your time.”

Proud of myself for not laying into them, I got up and leveled a glare at Marvin Cook himself. “In the future, please don’t consider me for anything if you don’t intend on being honest with me from the beginning.”

I didn’t give him the opportunity to respond, leaving them with varying expressions of wide-eyed shock as I left. Janet wasn’t there to meet me outside, obviously not having expected the meeting to end so abruptly, but I made my way back to the elevator just fine by myself and got out of there as fast as humanly possible.

All the while, fury heated my veins. In my head, I hurled insults at the bastards who’d thought they could pull a fast one on me. Lure me in under false pretenses and then convince the pretty little blonde to shack up with some guys on a beach somewhere, hoping to catch her in the act with a few of them to fuel the fire that was already threatening to burn up her reputation.

How stupid do they think I am?

Professionally, there would be no going back for me after something like that. My events coordination skills would be forgotten and I’d forever be remembered as that wannabe actress who worked her way through however many guys before she finally settled on that one no one liked. Or something like that.

Plus, not only did it diminish my actual career, but I’d also just slept with Dash. We weren’t official or anything, but I’d never do something like that to him.

When I got back to my own office, I decided I’d been right to turn down all the reality show gigs that had come my way these last few months since the divorce. My time on the silver screen was over and I was just fine with that, ready to make the best of this next chapter of my life which just so happened to be doing something I was actually passionate about.

And damn good at.

Still fuming when Julie strode into my office not a second later, I turned to cut her off before she could even ask how it went. “They lied to me. Got me there with false promises about it being a show about me, but it’s not. They wanted me to do a dating show. Just me and some guys in a remote location somewhere.”

Her eyebrows twitched up. “And you said no?”

“Of course, I said no.” I scoffed, but then I saw the laughter in her eyes and I finally managed to see a flicker of humor in the situation. “At least they were willing to offer me a lot of money for it because of all the drama in my life. That’s what Janet said yesterday, anyway. So that’s something.”

She held my gaze before she couldn’t hold back the laughter anymore. “You could always recommend me for it instead. I’d love to go live in a fancy house someplace remote with a bunch of hot guys. Call them. Tell them you want a finder’s fee and then give them my number.”

Finally unable to help myself, I started laughing too. “Everybody’s a comedian today. Okay, let’s just get to work, shall we? God, what a waste of time. Where are we on the flower arrangements?”

Her laughter subsided as she thought it over. Then she snapped her fingers. “Right. Okay. My brain is back from the remote locations with all those shirtless hunks lounging around everywhere.” She winked at me, then strode to the conference table and sat down. “We need to choose a floral designer first. I’ve got a few options here, as well as some examples of their previous work. We⁠—”

The ringing of my office line interrupted her and I flashed an apologetic smile in her direction before I picked up. “This is Serenity.”

“Serenity? Hi, love. This is Fiona.”

I smiled. “Hey, you. How are you doing? How’s the cake for Diana’s wedding coming along?”

“Can I take you out to lunch?” she asked, and when I looked at the time, I realized it was almost noon.

“Sure. Okay. Can Julie come?”

“Of course,” she said. “It’ll be great to see you guys again.”

She fired off the name of a restaurant and I agreed that we’d meet her there. She hung up and I turned to Julie. “You and I have got a date with a baker.”

“Fiona?” she guessed, smiling as she got up. “Awesome. She never fails to make you smile, so it’ll be good for you to see her today.”

I nodded, grabbing my purse once more before we headed out. Fiona was an old friend of ours, about ten years older but a real bundle of laughs and fun. She was also a baker I worked with often these days, the best in the business when it came to wedding cakes.

When we got to the restaurant though, my eyebrows jumped up when I saw Fiona, already there and waiting, but with casts up to her elbows on both arms. Julie and I exchanged a look before we rushed over to her.

“What on earth happened?” I asked when I reached her, looking her over to check for any other injuries.

She flushed and gave us awkward hugs before sitting back down. “If anyone else asks, tell them I fell off a ladder painting and broke my arms, but since we’re all friends, I’ll tell you the truth.”

Julie leaned forward. “The truth? What the fuck, Fi? Did Davi⁠—”

“No,” she interjected immediately, her head shaking back and forth. “No, it’s nothing like that. Not at all. Well, he was involved. He is my husband after all, but he didn’t mean to hurt me. We were trying something new. Nothing crazy, but I fell weird and broke both arms. I was naked when the paramedics came in. It was just mortifying!”

I stared at her for a long beat before I burst out laughing and Julie joined in. Unfortunately, the next words out of Fiona’s mouth weren’t nearly as funny. “So, uh, the thing is that I won’t be able to bake for the wedding. These casts are staying on for at least six weeks and uh, well, I’m sorry, Serenity.”

My laughter ceased, my heart pounding as the realization sank in that this was yet another potential disaster, but I couldn’t be mad at her for wanting to spice things up with her husband. “Gosh, I couldn’t make this up if I tried, but it’s okay, Fi. I’m not quite sure what we’re going to do, but we’ll figure it out.”

As Julie launched into questions about exactly what they had been trying, I leaned back in my chair and tried not to let my worry show. All the good bakers were fully booked months in advance, and I’d sold Fiona to Diana pretty hard. Now Fiona was out of the running, and we had only a couple weeks until the wedding.

Are these issues ever going to stop?!

I didn’t know, but I was starting to feel like maybe I’d made a mistake turning down that dating show possibility so damn fast. If this wedding fell apart, I sure could’ve used the money Janet had mentioned to try to keep the company afloat while I rebuilt my reputation.

Closing my eyes, I dug deep to find my center of calmness and peace. This was just another hurdle. I’d gotten over so many of them recently and I’d get over this one as well. I just needed to take it all one step at a time—and pray that when the big day arrived, all the issues would be behind us.
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DASH


Richard invited me to a Los Angeles Angels baseball game this morning, and as much as I didn’t want to go, I knew it would make my mother happy, so I’d said yes. If Richard was willing to make an effort, as he was doing, then I figured the least I could do was to return the favor.

Fans were packed into every inch of the stadium when I arrived, the roar of the crowd loud even though the game hadn’t started yet. Anticipation buzzed through the air, so palpable and electric that it made the hairs on my arms rise as I made my way to the seats Richard had gotten us.

It wasn’t even noon yet but already the beers were flowing and the scent of hot dogs and pretzels wafted to my nose. I breathed in deep, grinning when Richard arrived just after I had and pressed a beer into my hand.

“You won,” he said cheerfully after greeting me. “To be fair, if it’d been a race, I would’ve been here first, but I stopped for libations.”

I chuckled. “I’m willing to concede my win to you in exchange for the drink. It looks like I’m going to need it. Everyone around here seems pretty fired up for the game.”

“Oh, they are,” he assured me as we sat down in our seats in the second row, right behind home plate. “This is a big one. It’s Danny England’s first game back and he’s got a lot riding on it to prove that the injury didn’t slow him down.”

I nodded, but the truth was that I only had a vague idea who Danny England was. I remembered him as an up-and-comer at the last game I’d watched with my dad, but after he’d passed, I’d avoided baseball almost as much as golf.

Richard and I got settled, and the game got underway less than five minutes later. To my utter surprise, Richard turned out to be a loud, enthusiastic fan, and it startled me at first.

I’d gotten to know him as a relatively reserved, quiet guy, but he got more and more animated as the game progressed and eventually all I could do was laugh. Occasionally, I joined in with the leaping to our feet and cussing at people’s decisions bit, but mostly, I just enjoyed watching Richard and others like him do their thing.

The beer kept flowing, but I stopped after my second one. I could’ve called the car service so as not to have to drive, but I was cognizant of the fact that I had to get some work done later, and besides, the fans were giving me way more of a buzz than the beer.

“What are you doing?” Richard yelled beside me, hurtling to his feet once more with his fist in the air and a plastic cup of beer in the other. “Run, you idiot. Go! Go!”

I chuckled, reminded in that moment of my father, who’d also had a tendency to nearly give himself a damn heart attack about sports. Surprisingly, it didn’t hurt to realize the similarity between the two men. If anything, it was strangely comforting to know that there were things about my father that my mother clearly saw in Richard.

The game was over too fast for my liking, but I was glad I’d come. Richard turned to me as we made our way out of the stadium afterward. “I’m sorry, Dash. I think I had one too many in the name of team spirit.”

“That’s okay. Let me drive you to Mom’s place. I was going to check with her today anyway.”

He nodded, scrubbed his hands over his face, and squinted into the bright sunshine as we walked out into the parking lot. Chuckling under my breath, I guided him to my car and chatted easily to him all the way home.

When we got there, Mom was waiting on the steps and I hung back for a moment when he went to her, enveloping her in a bear hug and keeping her under his arm as they walked into the house. A rare, fond smile lifted the corners of my lips.

I’d never really noticed before how attentive he was to her, but despite all the beer, he took her to the kitchen and made her a cup of tea, fixing some coffee for me and himself while telling her all about the game. I didn’t say much, choosing to watch him dote on her instead.

Mom giggled and flushed, listening to him with that same tilt of her head I’d seen so many times with my dad. For the first time, I felt that not only had Richard and I connected, but that he was genuinely right for my mother.

When he ducked out to go to the bathroom, she turned to smile at me. “Did you have a good time, baby?”

“Unexpectedly, yes. I really did. He’s quite a fan.”

She chuckled, pushing her hair off the side of her neck and letting her palm rest there as she stared into the middle distance. “Lord knows, that man loves baseball almost as much as he loves me. Or perhaps it’s the other way around.”

I laughed, shaking my head at her. “I don’t think it’s the other way around. I think baseball still comes second to you, Mom.”

“Thank you, darling.” She winked at me. “I knew you’d have my back. How are things going with Serenity?”

“Fine,” I said, not elaborating as Richard walked back in.

He yawned, covering his mouth as he shot my mom an apologetic look. “I think I should get going. Grab a nap at home before the Guild Dinner tonight, but I don’t think I should get behind a wheel right now.”

She grinned back at him, clearly amused by his afternoon buzz. “Dash will drive you. Be sure to take a shower before the dinner.” He wrinkled his nose at her and she laughed. “Yes, you do smell that bad.”

I chuckled too but plucked my keys out of my pocket. “I’d be happy to give you a ride. I need to get over to the estate anyway.”

“There’s something I’d like to discuss with you before you head to work, darling,” Mom said. “Would you mind stopping back here before you go to the estate?”

“Of course, I’ll be back in a few, then,” I said, puzzled but not too concerned about why she wanted me to come back. I was sure it was wedding related.

Richard said goodbye to her as if he’d never see her again, and she squealed with laughter as she tried to break free of his grasp. “You should go, darling. Or else I might keep you here and you won’t make it to the dinner at all.”

I groaned. “I’ll just wait in the car.”

Thankfully, Richard joined me not a minute later, suddenly quiet until we’d left my parents’ property. He turned to me slowly then, a contemplative gleam in his eyes. “I wish I’d had the opportunity to meet your father for myself. From what I’ve heard, he was a wonderful man.”

“He was.” I cleared my throat, a little uncomfortable but willing to hear him out. He was tipsy, but not belligerent, and he was clearly going somewhere with this since he was still looking right at me. “He would’ve liked you.”

Richard let out a soft chuckle. “Thanks for that. I’m not so sure, but what I’m trying to say is that I wish that you, your brothers, and your sweet mother didn’t have to lose him. I know how much he meant to you and how empty your hearts have been without him. I lost my own father when I was around your age, and to this day, I miss the heck out of the man.”

I blinked hard, not sure what to say to this kind of vulnerability. “I’d like to hear more about your father sometime.”

He nodded. “Perhaps one holiday, I’ll overindulge again and regale you all with tales I’m sure will bore you to tears, but for now, I want you to know that I’ll never try to replace your dad. I’m grateful to him that he created your beautiful family and I just hope he thinks I’m worthy.”

My mouth dried up. I had no idea what to say, but I felt weirdly emotional as I nodded at him. “Thanks for taking me out today, Richard. I had a really good time and I appreciated the opportunity to get to know you a little bit better.”

“You’re welcome, Dash. Thanks for giving me a chance.”

I pulled onto his property, an equally sprawling piece of land as my mother’s and not too far away. Vaguely wondering what he was going to do with it after the wedding, or if he and my mom would move here, I parked outside his front doors and waited until he’d gone inside before I took off.

Back at Mom’s house, she was still more than a little amused that Richard had to go sleep off the game. As I walked through the door, she chuckled and waved for me to join her for another cup of coffee.

“Thanks for getting him home, honey. Ballgames sure seem to get to the men in my life, don’t they? I remember so many times when your daddy got back needing a good nap. It always tickles me that sports can get to them so much. Are you sure you had fun?”

“I really did,” I assured her. “He reminded me a little bit of Dad today, too. I’m glad you can see things like that in him without getting sad.”

She shrugged one shoulder. “I’m always going to be a little bit sad, but there’s nothing for it. Life goes on and we can choose to either live it or to let the grief kill us in turn. I, for one, am not done with this life just yet.”

“Good,” I said, pulling her in for a side hug. “I’m glad. I’m not done with it yet either.”

As she waited for the coffee, she turned to look up at me and patted my chest before she stepped out from under my arm. “Speaking of which, I wanted to talk to you about the wedding.”

“I figured,” I said. “What’s up?”

“Well, I’ve been thinking about who’s going to give me away at the wedding. I could walk in by myself, of course, but I’d prefer not to.”

“Right,” I said. “Of course.”

“I was thinking Zachary might be best,” she said hesitantly. “What do you think? Do you think he’d say yes if I asked?”

“I’m sure he will, but why not me?” I knew it was juvenile, but I couldn’t help but be hurt that I wasn’t in the running. “I’ve only been helping you plan the entire thing. I see you all the time, but you want to ask Zach instead?”

Mom frowned, her eyes soft and gentle on mine. “I didn’t think you’d want to, darling. Today was the first time you spent any time alone with Richard and…”

She trailed off and I frowned right back at her. “Why wouldn’t I want to? I’ve been there for you every step of the way with all this. Of course, I want to see it through to the end.”

Staring at me for another beat, a slow smile finally started spreading on her lips. “I’d love it if you would do it, honey. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I just didn’t want to expect any more of you than I already have.”

“I’d be honored,” I said genuinely, though I didn’t like that she thought I wouldn’t want to. “You don’t have to pick me, though. Choose whoever you want.”

Had I really been so terrible to her that she hadn’t wanted to ask me? Even though I was the only one of my brothers helping with the wedding? Did she think I was only doing it because I was in the industry or did she know I was doing it for her?

All those thoughts raced through my head as she smiled at me. I returned the smile, but I didn’t really feel it. I’d thought I was closer to her than any of my brothers. I’d taken care of her more than anyone after my father had died and I’d thought she knew I was doing it because I loved her, but as I sipped my coffee, I wondered if I’d been shutting her out too.

Without even realizing it, had I been almost as closed off with her as I had with everyone else? And if all that was true, how did I make it up to her? Also, how the hell was I only realizing it now?
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SERENITY


Trying to do damage control before I even broke the news about Fiona to the St. Clairs, I was desperately trying to find a baker to replace her. As I’d expected though, everyone I called was already booked for that weekend and I wasn’t willing to take a gamble by using someone I’d never worked with before.

In a last-ditch effort to save face—and possibly the wedding—I finally called Molly. Another old friend of mine, Molly had become a professional baker but she lived in Seattle now. She’d been in my sorority at college and we hadn’t spoken for a while, but I knew she’d try to help if she could.

Molly had been an incredible cook even as a junior in college when I’d been a freshman. She’d spent almost all of her free time in our kitchen and we’d never run out of fresh treats and incredible meals until she’d graduated.

Julie had kept in touch with her more than I had, especially after I’d gotten involved with Ethan, but I followed her pages on social media and I knew she’d given up a career in marketing to start a bakery a couple years ago. It was a long shot, but if it paid off, getting her really would be first prize.

Holding my breath as I made the call, I chatted to her, catching up for a few minutes before I finally came out with it. “Is there any chance that you’re available for a wedding on Mother’s Day weekend? Cost really isn’t an issue with this client and we’re willing to pay top dollar. Plus, I know this client will love you.”

“So Fiona isn’t doing Diana St. Clair’s wedding cake anymore?” She giggled at my stunned silence. “We have papers and entertainment news here too, my friend.”

I sighed, then groaned. “Of course. You know all about what’s been going on here, then?”

“I sure do,” she said happily. “It’s like reading a soap opera to have Google alerts set up for you, Halverson. I swear, most days, I envy you but then I try to imagine what it must be like to be stuck in the middle of it all and I just want to hug you.”

I chuckled. “Instead of hugging me, can you hook me up with a wedding cake instead?”

“As it happens, I can,” she said. “It’ll be great exposure for me and I don’t have anything else going on that weekend just yet, but you should come out here and see the shop before you hire me. We can set up some samples for you to see what Diana would like and take it from there?”

Dizzying relief swept through me as I took what felt like my first real breath in days. “Absolutely. We’ll get out there as soon as we can. I’ll let you know the arrangements as soon as I make them, but I’ll drag Julie with me. It’ll double as a catch-up visit.”

“I look forward to it,” she said warmly. “Keep me up to date, superstar. I’ll talk to you later.”

I laughed as I set down the phone. Then I went to track down our other friend. Julie’s face scrunched up when I told her the plan, though. “I can’t go. I’m sorry, Serenity, but I’ve got that big meeting coming up with the Rickerds. They’re the first couple I’ve brought in myself and I really want to impress them. I know they’re not the St. Clairs, but they’re a pretty important couple themselves, and besides, you should really be bringing Dash along.”

“What? Why?” I asked. “He’s not a girl. This could be a great girls’ trip.”

She smirked. “Stop pretending you want it to be a girls’ trip. You know you’ll have fun with Dash, and more importantly, he’s handling all his mother’s affairs with the wedding. He’s who you want at your side and he’s also who you should have there.”

Not admitting it out loud, I knew she was right. Without needing to be told twice, I spun around and walked back to my office, then shut the door behind me and called him. The paparazzi wouldn’t really be such an issue at all in Seattle, and even if we were pictured together, we had legitimate wedding business to attend to.

“Hey, you,” he said softly when he picked up. “What’s going on? We weren’t supposed to meet today, were we?”

“Nope, but I was wondering if you’d like to come to Seattle with me,” I said, a smile I couldn’t help forming on my lips. “The baker I had lined up for the wedding broke her arms, but I have a friend in Seattle who’s amazing and she’s available, so…”

As I trailed off, he chuckled. “Cake tasting in Seattle? With you? Count me in.”

“I’ll book flights and⁠—”

“I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry.” He paused for a beat. “I can have the jet ready to leave first thing tomorrow morning. Is that soon enough?”

“Yes,” I whispered, too excited to speak properly for fear that I’d lose control of my volume. Clearing my throat, I took a deep breath and pressed my free hand to my racing heart. “I’ll take care of our accommodations, then. I’ll get us a couple rooms at a nice hotel and we can stay the night?”

“A couple rooms?” he asked uncharacteristically playfully. “Why? How will we sleep together if we’re in separate rooms?”

I laughed, going with it and feeling happy for the first time in a long time. “Okay, then. One room it is.”

“I can’t wait,” he murmured before he said goodbye, and as I hung up, I had to admit that I couldn’t wait either.

It was only one night, but it was going to feel like an eternity. Bubbles of joy and excitement floated through my veins when it started sinking in that I was about to get away with him. Just Dash St. Clair and me, on a private jet and sharing a hotel room far away from the chaos and prying eyes in Los Angeles.

Now that was my idea of co-ed living with a man in a remote location. Marvin Cook could go suck an egg. This was the only dating adventure I was interested in having, and it was even better that there wouldn’t be any cameras around to see it.
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DASH


Itold Serenity I’d have a car pick her up for our flight, but she didn’t know I was waiting for her inside it. As the door opened, I grinned, holding out a single red rose and reaching for her hand. “Good morning.”

Her entire face lit up with her smile when she saw me, quickly sliding into the car and slamming the door behind her before anyone had a chance to try and sneak a picture of me. She scooted across the seat until she was practically sitting in my lap, catching my face between her hands and kissing me.

“I love it,” she murmured between kisses. “Good morning, Mr. St. Clair. This is a pleasant surprise.”

I chuckled against her lips, groaning. I pressed my forehead to hers, ending the kiss but not wanting to let her go yet. I was already hard as hell though, and while I’d chosen the car with the darkest tint on the windows, it didn’t have a privacy partition.

“I’m glad you like it,” I said as she eased back and accepted the rose, bringing it to her nose and inhaling deeply. “How did you sleep?”

Glancing up at me through those long lashes, she shrugged, a coy smile on her lips. “I barely got an hour. I was too excited.”

“Same.” I chuckled, winding my fingers through hers, relieved that I’d used this particular car service for years.

Their drivers were extremely trustworthy and discreet, which meant I could hold her hand freely without having to worry about the story leaking in the next day’s papers. As if she was thinking the same thing, she glanced at the driver and then at me, but I squeezed her hand and shook my head.

Nodding her understanding, she cuddled as close to my side as she could while still buckled up. “Full disclosure, the baker we’re going to meet is an old friend of mine, but she’s good. Great, actually. I’m confident that she’s worth the trip.”

“You’re worth the trip,” I said. “Sampling cakes is just an added bonus. An old friend though, huh? Jeez. How many of those do you have?”

She chuckled. “A few, but Molly is amazing. I hope you know I wouldn’t be taking you out there if she wasn’t.”

“I trust you,” I said without even having to think about it. “How long has she been in the game?”

“A few years,” she replied, glancing up at me and smiling. “Before you ask, she’s not formally trained. She grew up baking and learning how to cook with her grandmother, and then she went on to get a degree in marketing, but eventually, once she settled in Seattle after she got married, she decided to give it all up to open a bakery instead.”

“I’m always impressed with people who have the balls to follow their dreams,” I said. “There aren’t enough of us who do. People like you, me, and Molly are a rare breed.”

“How do you know I’m following my dreams?” she asked curiously, but she didn’t deny it.

I looked deep into her eyes, shrugging as I studied the turquoise crystals within the blue. “I know you’ve turned down a variety of reality show offers to do this instead, which means being on TV wasn’t your dream. You work at this day and night, and you take the losses personally but you celebrate the wins. Am I wrong? Are you not living your dream?”

She stared back at me for another beat before she nodded. “No, I am. You’re right. Of course, you’re right. I am living my dream. I’m just surprised you figured it out so well.”

I didn’t respond, simply lowering my head to the top of hers and listening as she told me all about Molly and how they’d met on the way to the airport. Once we arrived, we boarded the waiting jet quickly. The paparazzi were kept far away by security and the vast land the airstrip was situated on.

Breakfast was ready when we boarded, and Serenity gave me a surprised smile when she stepped onto the jet to be welcomed by the scent of bacon. “You asked for this?”

“Of course,” I said, leaning in to press another chaste kiss to her lips once we were clear of the open door. “I wouldn’t want you to go hungry on our first proper date.”

“This is our first date?” she asked, trying and failing to hide yet another smile. “I like it, but it’s weirdly elaborate and awesome at the same time. Also, technically, we’re doing this for your mother’s wedding, which adds another layer of weird to it.”

“Weird is how we roll.” I took her hand and led her over to one of the chairs surrounding a small table where we could dine once we were airborne. “Everything about our relationship so far has been weird and unexpected. Why stop now?”

“Fair enough,” she agreed, sitting down and buckling up. “Weird and unexpected is pretty darn accurate for us.”

Just after takeoff, we were served our breakfast, an array of fresh fruit, yogurt, bacon, and pancakes with all the trimmings, and the hostess left us alone once she’d set it down. I glanced at Serenity, wondering why she suddenly seemed uneasy.

Her gaze was fixed on the window as it had been all through taxi and takeoff, and she’d tugged her lower lip into her mouth. I frowned as I watched her, but she didn’t even seem to notice.

“Is everything okay?” I asked. “You seem different all of a sudden.”

She exhaled deeply through her nostrils before she finally moved her eyes back to mine. “I’m okay. It’s just that talking about how weird and unexpected all of this has been got me thinking about what you said before about clients losing faith in me after so many missteps. It’s just, uh, it’s weird that so much has gone wrong already and yet we’re doing better than ever.”

“Ignore what I said.” I leaned across the table and offered her my hand, relieved when she placed her palm in mine. “Look, the whole city is watching you with this one, but there haven’t been as many missteps as you think. In fact, you’re doing an amazing job.”

“So your mother keeps saying, but it’s like there’s a new thing every week that goes wrong.”

“And that’s wedding planning for you,” I said sincerely. “That is why both of us have jobs. If it was easy, everyone would be doing it themselves, but it’s not. Shit happens, Serenity. You can’t allow it to make you question yourself.”

“That’s easy for you to say, but people are waiting for me to fail, Dash. We may be weathering the same storm, but we’re not in the same boat. I’m on a hunk of junk that could start taking on water at any given moment and you’re on a brand-new luxury yacht.”

“True, but I’ve been doing this for years. I know you have been too, but no one else knows that. My reputation came with time. Just give yourself that, and maybe a little bit of the grace you show others as well. Soon enough, they’ll all be eating their words and they’ll realize that you’re awesome at this.”

“Am I, though? Because it sure doesn’t feel that way right now. I’m not fishing for compliments or anything. It’s just that so many things have gone wrong.”

“None of this has been your fault,” I said firmly. “You didn’t mess up, Serenity. Life happened. When I told you people would lose faith in you, I didn’t mean it in a bad way. I meant it as a warning to let you know they were watching.”

I was definitely going to have to start being more careful about what I said, though. Squeezing her hands, I looked right into her eyes as I tried to reassure her. “People put an insane amount of pressure on just one day to be perfect when it’s their wedding day. The vendors feel that pressure and so does everyone else involved in the planning. I firmly believe that’s why weddings take so much more effort to plan. That’s why it often feels like so many more things are going wrong.”

She was listening intently and at least now, she seemed to agree with what I was saying. All that was left for me to do was to make her believe that she truly was good at handling that pressure. “With this wedding, it’s been so much worse because it’s the first high-profile wedding you’re planning. You’re smart enough and self-aware enough to know that potential future clients will be watching how this turns out and I know that stunt Ethan pulled didn’t help.”

“It really didn’t,” she said softly.

I nodded, stroking my fingers along the length of hers. “Don’t get in your head about it. You’ve got this. The wedding is going to be incredible, and everyone will be able to see that you were born to do this. In just a few more weeks, there won’t be any more doubt and Ethan won’t be able to take that away from you. Neither will I, for that matter.”

“What if they think it was only a success because of you?”

“They won’t,” I said. “If anyone tries, I’ll set them straight. All I’ve been is a representative of my family. I haven’t touched the planning more than any other client would have—well, maybe with a bit more criticism, for which I feel bad now. Still, the planning has all been you and I’ll make sure people know it.”

She drew in a deep breath, but finally, she nodded and gave me a sweet smile. “Should we eat? It’s probably all gone cold by now.”

I chuckled. “Crispy bacon is good at any temperature.”

We tucked in, chatting about lighter topics for the rest of our short flight. As soon as we landed, we went straight to Molly’s bakery, walking in side by side but not holding hands. Why am I even noticing that? Do I want to be holding her hand?

Internally sighing, I watched as the girl behind the counter saw us. A big grin spread on her face as she opened her arms. “Serenity!”

“Hey, Mol.” She smiled, breaking away from me to hug her friend. “Thanks for seeing us on such short notice.”

“Anything for you,” the other woman said, glancing at me over Serenity’s shoulder. “This must be the infamous Dash St. Clair.”

I smirked. “Infamous? Thanks. I’m going to take that as a compliment.”

She laughed, unexpectedly pulling me into a hug as well. She was taller than Serenity and a bit rounder, with short blonde hair and a heart-shaped face. Something about her made me like her instantly. She had a warmth people just didn’t have in LA.

Surprising myself, I hugged her back gently then let go, taking a step closer to Serenity once more. Molly glanced between us, giving Serenity a knowing look before she waved for us to follow her. “We’ve got you set up in the tasting room. Right this way.”

Serenity flashed me a slightly nervous smile, then went after Molly. I fell into step behind them. The bakery was small, but the rooms were spacious, with high ceilings and little nooks she’d created with comfortable furniture for people to sit and have their coffee and treats.

The tasting room she led us to was tiny but intimate, and they’d laid out several plates with silverware for us in advance. Molly turned to smile at us once we were in the room. “Have a seat. I’ll grab you some coffee and some water, and then we can jump right in.”

The next hour was like I’d died and gone to decadent heaven. Molly brought out several flavors of cake for us to taste, as well as other desserts I knew my mom loved, like cheesecake, mousse, and baklava. Everything was delicious, and it wasn’t because I was forcing myself to think so for Serenity’s sake.

This woman really knew what she was doing in a kitchen. I grinned at both of them once we’d worked our way through it all. “That was amazing. I’m impressed.”

Relief softened Serenity’s features and she smiled. “I’m so happy right now.”

Molly arched a sassy eyebrow at me. “Does that mean I’m hired?”

“Absolutely. I’ll leave you guys alone to discuss the details.” My role on behalf of the family had ended with the last bite I’d taken and now the wedding planner had to step in.

Serenity seemed surprised but nodded at me when I got up. I gave her a quick wink, then found an open seat near a window and had some more coffee while I waited for her. As soon as she came out, I swigged the last of it and took her arm, not giving a damn about being seen.

“I’m taking you to celebrate now,” I said, leaning into her as we left. “I’m familiar with Fiona’s work and she’s good, but Molly is even better. You pulled off one hell of a save here, baby. You should be proud.”

Again, I wasn’t just saying it. I really meant it. She was going to be a fierce competitor in the industry with her out-of-the-box way of thinking and problem-solving. I didn’t know if she knew that yet, but before we left this city, I would make sure she did. In fact, I was going to make it my personal mission to ensure that she knew exactly how good she really was—and how sorry I was feeling that I hadn’t hired her for Mom’s wedding myself.
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SERENITY


Dash refused to tell me anything about the celebration he had planned, simply insisting that we should check into our hotel and change before we went. I glanced at him as we walked into the upscale suite I’d booked on the top floor of a four-star hotel, wondering if he was going to turn his nose up at the missing star.

I’d checked out the five-star and above places, but ultimately, this had had the best view. Even so, I was feeling a little insecure about it. This guy had flown us over here on a private jet at a day’s notice. I doubted he ever ventured into anything less than the best accommodations, but he let out a low whistle when we walked in to be met by a sprawling view of the city we were visiting.

“Wow,” he said easily, striding across the room to the wall of windows. “That’s pretty spectacular. I’ve never spent much time in Seattle. Have you?”

“No.” I joined him, sliding an arm around his waist and fitting comfortably under the arm he draped around my shoulders. “This is actually my first time here. Somehow, I’ve always managed to miss it on my travels.”

He shot me a mischievous smile. “Well, then what I’ve got planned for our celebration is even more perfect than I thought.”

Holding me for another minute, he finally kissed the top of my head and let go. “I wasn’t sure what you’d brought along, so I took the liberty of having some things delivered here for you to try on. It should be getting here any minute now.”

I blinked hard, suddenly not seeing the Space Needle anymore. I spun to face him instead. “You did what? When? Why?”

He toyed with a lock of my loose hair and gave me a gentle smile. “Why are you so surprised? I arranged it while I was waiting for you to finish up with Molly. If you don’t like any of it, you don’t have to wear it. Obviously. I just thought⁠—”

“No,” I interjected quickly, taking his sculpted jaw in my palms and shaking my head. “I’m not offended. Or angry. It’s more that I can’t believe you went through all that trouble for me.”

A tiny crease appeared between his eyebrows. “Why not? I really don’t think I understand why you’re so surprised. Isn’t this what boyfriends do?”

“Not all of them,” I said softly before I pushed up on my toes to press a kiss to his slightly parted lips. “Only the good ones. Don’t look so worried. No one has ever done anything like that for me before. It’s nice. Thank you.”

He gave me a doubtful look, but we were interrupted by a knock on the door. I grinned, quickly skipping across the room to answer it as excitement filled me like a bubble on the inside. I couldn’t wait to see what he’d had delivered and I was hoping it would provide a clue as to what we would be doing this evening.

But I was also just excited that he’d made the effort. I hadn’t been expecting it at all, but a girl could get used to being spoiled this way. That was for sure.

I opened the door to find a neatly dressed man on the other side, two hangers on his fingers with the garments on them protected by a dust cover over each. My heart skipped when I recognized the logo on the dust covers, though.

I knew the designer he’d reached out to and I honestly couldn’t believe she’d not only agreed to something like this but that she’d done it so fast. The man held the hangers out to me. “For you, ma’am.”

“Thank you,” I said as I took them, still marveling over the fact that he’d gotten this right and that I was going to have the opportunity to wear something by Maxine Price. She had boutiques in every major city, but I knew she was based in Seattle.

As I shut the door behind me, I stared at Dash from across the room, taking in his casual stance with his hands slid into his pockets as he watched me, but I could see the excitement in his eyes. He seemed to be enjoying this almost as much as I was.

“Well,” he said with a slight smirk appearing on his lips. “Are you going to open them or just stand there staring at me all night?”

“Oh, I’m definitely opening them, but I could easily stare at you all night.” I waggled my eyebrows at him, then headed into the bedroom, hearing the soft padding of his footsteps as he followed.

Pausing in the door of the adjoining bathroom, I turned to look at him over my shoulder. “Wait here. I want to surprise you when I come out.”

His dark eyebrows swept up a little bit, but he nodded, dutifully crossing to the ginormous bed and taking a seat on the edge of it. “Am I not supposed to help you with the zippers or something like that?”

I laughed, gently placing the hangers on the hook behind the bathroom door. I went back to him, nudging his knees apart to stand between his legs, and I put my hands on his shoulders and looked deep into his eyes.

“So far, you’re proving to be an amazing boyfriend, Dash. You don’t have to keep worrying about what you’re supposed to be doing or what you think boyfriends do. You’re still you and I’m still me, so let’s just be ourselves and have fun. Do whatever feels right and natural.”

He lifted his hands to my ass and tugged me a tiny bit closer. “This feels pretty natural to me.”

I chuckled, bending over to kiss his forehead before I took a few big steps back. “You’re right. It does feel natural, but we’re also naturally going to fall into bed together if I don’t go into that bathroom right now.”

“Fair enough.” He dragged his hands through his rich, dark brown hair, his gaze tracking me as I moved back toward the bathroom. “Hurry up, though, would you? I’m curious to see what all the fuss is about with this designer. She came highly recommended.”

“She’s amazing.” I walked into the bathroom and called through the door as I closed it. “You’ll see. Whatever she sent is going to be the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen.”

“Doubt it,” he called back, but I didn’t bother arguing.

Soon enough, he’d know I was right. As I unzipped the first garment bag, I sucked in a gasp at the sight of the luxurious, royal blue fabric that came into view. The item turned out to be a breathtaking, A-line dress. It felt like butter on my skin as I pulled it on, amazed by how well it fit.

When I opened the door to show it off to him, I did a little twirl before I danced into the bedroom, feeling his gaze burning into me as he stood up slowly. “You were right. That is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. The dress is okay too.”

My cheeks flushed, but I laughed, stopping to give him a scolding look. “It’s better than okay. It’s gorgeous.”

He shrugged, those eyes never leaving mine. “You’re gorgeous. Clothes are just window dressing.”

“Who knew that deep down inside, you were so complimentary?”

“I’m not,” he said. “Just being honest. Do you like it?”

“I love it, but let me try the other one,” I said. “If I’ve only got one night with these, I can’t decide on one before I’ve even seen the other.”

He frowned. “Why would you only have one night with them?”

I paused. “They’re not on loan?”

“No, they’re yours,” he said like it should’ve been obvious.

My eyes flew wide open, but I could tell he wasn’t joking. Struggling to wrap my head around that, I shook it at him and laughed softly, then strode back into the bathroom. “You really didn’t have to do that!”

“I wanted to,” he called through the door.

I sighed, wondering how to accept such a lavish gift without looking like a gold-digger. Deciding to think about it later, I ignored it for now, too charged after the way he’d looked at me when I’d come out of the bathroom to be thinking clearly anyway. Where the first dress had been gorgeous, the second was absolutely stunning.

A shimmering indigo that clung to my curves and moved with me, I knew this was the one. Drawing in a big breath, I opened the door again and simply spread my arms out at my sides this time, knowing this dress didn’t need to be danced in to show it off.

Dash had still been standing where he’d been when I’d gone back into the bathroom, but as soon as he saw me, his eyes narrowed and he closed the distance between us. Not stopping until his hands were on my hips, he laid a hard kiss on me and held me to him.

“Now that’s a dress,” he groaned between kisses. “The only problem is that I’m not going to be able to keep my eyes or my hands off you tonight.”

Kissing me deeply once more, the zipper along my side was coming down before I even knew it and I hooked my arms around his neck. “I know you’ve got something planned, but what if we just celebrate right now?”

“You won’t get any arguments from me.” His mouth came back to mine in the same heartbeat as he’d said the words. Then he was carefully sliding the dress off me before he laid me down on the bed.

My heart was pounding in my chest, my skin flushed and the space between my legs already aching. I still didn’t know what he’d had planned for tonight, but all I’d really wanted was to spend time with him anyway.

Dash definitely didn’t seem to mind skipping out on his plans either, making love to me hard and fast first before we did it again, soft, slow, and passionate that time around. Spending the night together, we stayed naked, having food delivered and only covering up for the time it took room service to wheel in the cart.

We talked, we laughed, and we made love, and later, as I was falling asleep in his arms, I couldn’t help but think that it really had become that. Making love instead of just having sex. I was falling for him, and at this point, I didn’t think there was anything I could do to stop it.
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DASH


Waking up with my arms still around Serenity, I pulled her closer, burying my nose in her silky hair instead of getting out of bed. I couldn’t tell if she was awake yet, but if she was, she seemed perfectly content to stay exactly where she was.

Which was where I wanted her to be.

We were due to leave Seattle this morning, but I truly wasn’t ready to go back to LA, where we’d be followed and watched and where we’d have to go back into hiding. Sure, we hadn’t gone out last night and we hadn’t really taken advantage of our relative anonymity here, but even so, I wasn’t ready to give up the idea of being able to have it either.

Unfortunately, even as I lay there holding her and looking out at the heavy gray clouds floating in the sky outside the window, I knew there could be no sticking around. I needed to get back to work and I was sure she did as well.

“Good morning,” she murmured eventually, her voice still thick with sleep. I felt her press a soft kiss to my chest before she lifted her head to look into my eyes. “Have you been awake long? You didn’t have to stay in bed. I sleep like a log. You wouldn’t have woken me.”

“Nah, I didn’t want to move. Still don’t,” I said honestly. “We probably have to, though. Our flight plan says we’re leaving in less than three hours.”

She let out a soft groan, holding my gaze for another beat before she nodded. “Yeah. Okay. Do you want to shower first?”

“Only if you shower with me,” I murmured without even thinking about it before I’d said it out loud. It was the truth, but I didn’t think I’d ever sounded as needy in my life.

A slow smile spread on her lips as she lifted a hand to wag a finger at me. “I like the sound of that, but we’re only showering. No funny business, or we’ll miss our flight.”

“Perks of owning the plane,” I said, but I knew she was right. We couldn’t get caught up in each other if we still wanted to get any work done today, so I let out a disappointed sigh but nodded my agreement. “Fine. No funny business. I promise.”

Lazy laughter bubbled out of her before she finally rolled away from me, stretching once she was on her back. “Man, we should’ve planned to stay here for a couple days.”

“Agreed, but we will, okay? Soon. Maybe after the wedding, we can get away somewhere together.”

She turned her head to face me, her eyes alight with nervous excitement. “Are you serious?”

“Absolutely,” I said as I rolled out of bed. “Why wouldn’t I be? We could go anywhere, but we can also come back here. Let’s see what we feel like doing when the time comes.”

I strode to the bathroom, smiling. A warm pair of arms slid around my hips when she fused her front to my back. “That sounds amazing. Are you sure, though?”

“I’m sure.” I wrapped my fingers around her forearms, dragging in a deep breath and willing my cock not to react even though she was so soft and warm against me. “Let’s shower before I change my mind about working today.”

She chuckled but let go of me. “I wish we could stay too. If it helps.”

I groaned. “It really doesn’t.”

Climbing into the shower cubicle, I adjusted the water temperature until it was perfect. I motioned for her to get in. Somehow, I managed to keep my hands off the stunning, naked girl in the shower with me, finding that I actually quite enjoyed the intimacy of simply washing myself with her doing the same thing.

It came as something of a shock to realize just how much I liked being this comfortable with her, and I smiled as I wrapped a towel around my hips when we were done. “That was nice.”

She frowned, but as I watched, realization dawned in her eyes and she grinned as she came over to wind her arms around my shoulders. “I keep forgetting you’ve done this before. It was nice, though. We should do it again.”

“Consider it a date,” I said.

She laughed before she released me to stride back into the bedroom. “A shower date. I think I like that, but it’s pretty weird.”

“I thought we’d established that we were weird as a couple,” I reminded her, once more enjoying the domesticity of getting dressed with her and readying ourselves for the day ahead together. It’s no wonder so many people love being in relationships so much. This is surprisingly fun.

Once we’d checked out of the hotel, I held her hand as we walked to the car I’d ordered. Then I kissed her before she climbed in. She smiled against my lips. “Testing the waters, are we?”

“Hmm. I think I’m going to like being your partner.”

“I think I’m going to like you being my partner.” She slid her fingers into the short hair at my nape and slanted her lips over mine. Kissing me deeply, she pulled away to climb into the car, and I followed, insisting that we went by the bakery on our way to the airstrip.

“We can pick up some samples to take with us,” I said after giving today’s driver the address. “Mom would love it, and frankly, so would I.”

She nodded. “Let’s do it. I’ll text Molly to pack a box for us.”

Pulling her phone out of her purse, she fired off a quick message, and by the time we arrived at the bakery, Molly herself was waiting on the sidewalk to hand over our order. I paid, thanking her. Serenity said her goodbyes to her friend, promising to pay her a proper visit soon.

As we were getting back on the jet, my foot caught on the top step, and though I didn’t fall, I dropped the damn box of cakes I’d been carrying. Serenity tried her best not to laugh as she arched an eyebrow at me, the barely restrained laughter sparkling in her eyes.

“Didn’t you say I was the clumsy one?”

I grunted, but I also couldn’t stop laughing at myself once I’d started. “It seems I caught it from you, so thanks for that.”

She chuckled, picking up the box and opening it to inspect the inside before she shrugged. “They stuck a little bit, but we’ll still be able to eat them.”

We snacked on the most damaged ones during the flight, leaving the couple that had remained intact for my mother and Richard. Once we landed, I grimaced at Serenity. “We’re home. I have a car waiting to take you to your office or wherever you want to go, but I figured we’d need to go separately instead of driving into the city in the same car.”

She sighed before dragging in a deep breath through her nostrils. “I hate that you’re right, but you are. You’re also super thoughtful, though. Just in case I forget to say it out loud. You are, Dash. You’re incredibly thoughtful and considerate, so thank you.”

“So considerate that I’m going to kiss you goodbye now before someone with a telephoto lens catches us doing it on the runway.” I reached for her, claiming her mouth for my own and having to force myself to stop before I kept her here all day.

Once we left the jet, we barely looked at one another again, climbing into the vehicles waiting for each of us and taking off as if we meant nothing to the other. It’d been annoying before to have to consider things like the press, but now, I detested it.

I knew it wasn’t my call to make to go public with our relationship, but on my way back to the office, I dialed my mom. At least I could tell her the truth, and since she was one of the most important people in my life, I wanted her to know first in any event.

“Dash, honey!” she said enthusiastically as she picked up. “How was the trip? Is the baker any good?”

“She’s amazing,” I replied. “I brought you back some samples that I’m going to have my driver run over to you after he drops me off, but I’ve already booked her. Serenity was right about her being worth the trip. She’s really something, Mom.”

“Who?” she asked playfully. “Serenity or the baker?”

“Both,” I said, deciding to use the comment to segue into the news I’d called to tell her, but at the last moment, I changed my mind. There was something else I needed to say first. “Look, Mom, I’ve been thinking about it and I want you to have whoever you want walking you down the aisle. You really don’t have to ask me just because I’ve been helping with the wedding. I threw a temper tantrum the other day and I’m sorry. You should have who you want, not just the son who’s gone to some meetings with you.”

She paused for a moment, but I heard the smile when she spoke again. “I don’t know what I did right with you, darling, but I sure am glad that I did it. I’ve thought about it again and I would like it if all my boys could walk me down the aisle. Would you be okay with that?”

“It’s a great idea,” I said, and I meant it. “I’m more than okay with it. Have you spoken to the others?”

“Not yet. I wanted to check with you first, but if you’re onboard, I’m sure they will be too.”

“Great. I’ll let Serenity know her venue needs to expect six of us walking down the aisle on the day.”

Mom laughed. “Gosh, I hope that’ll work. Let me know what she says, okay?”

“I will, but I also know that it will work because Serenity will make it work,” I said confidently. “I don’t think there’s anything that woman can’t do.”

“Really?” Mom asked, clearly surprised since her voice had gone up an octave or two. “Coming from you, that’s high praise. What changed?”

“I was really impressed with the baker she chose,” I said. “I mean, just for starters, I would’ve offered some other baker around here double what they were already getting paid just to get them to do your cake instead, but Serenity didn’t even consider doing something like that. She just made a different plan. A far more honest one at that.”

Mom hummed but didn’t disagree, so I continued, finally coming out with the truth. “I like her, Mom. A lot.”

“Oh, thank God you’ve realized it,” she said happily. “Are you ready to admit that there’s something going on between you yet?”

“Yep, there’s definitely something going on between us, though to be fair, it’s new. We’ve already hit a few bumps in the road, but I suspect our relationship might be serious.”

She chuckled. “Good. Do whatever makes you happy, baby. I’m just glad you’ve finally found someone you like and that you can see yourself getting serious with. For the record though, I am happy that it’s Serenity. I like her too, and what’s more is that I like her for you. She’s a ray of sunshine, that girl. Be good to her, darling. In fact, be extra good to her to make up for all the bad times she’s been through.”

I breathed out as I nodded. “Yeah, I will be. I’m trying to be.”

“I know,” she said softly. “Thanks for telling me, love. It goes without saying that no one will find out about it from me.”

“Thanks, Mom. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

She agreed then hung up just as I pulled into my parking space at the estate. Lance had gone to lunch with clients, so I spent the afternoon working without talking to anyone else about Serenity, but that didn’t mean that I’d stopped thinking about her.

In fact, she was still the only thing I could really focus on. I couldn’t believe how well things had been going for us the last few days. I knew it hadn’t been years, but it felt like it could become that, and the fact that the prospect didn’t scare me spoke volumes.

I felt like a completely different person. Knowing her and trusting her had already changed me. For the better, in my opinion.

I was also glad that I’d told my mom, unable to believe how much it felt like things had changed in such a short amount of time. I pondered on it until I got a message from Serenity at the end of the day.

Serenity Halverson: Just got home. Hope you managed to be more productive than I was today! X

I smiled, a stupid, dopey smile like the one people in love often exchanged, and as soon as I realized it, I decided to go get her some flowers and surprise her. Mom had told me to be extra good to Serenity after all, and I remembered how happy she’d been whenever my father had unexpectedly brought home some flowers.

Feeling better about my life than I possibly ever had before, I packed up my stuff immediately and abandoned the idea I’d had about working late. I had a surprise date with my girl, and even though it’d only been a few hours since we’d last been together, I could hardly wait to see her.
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SERENITY


After a day spent scrambling to catch up but being unsuccessful thanks to my head being in the clouds, I was more than relieved to get home. Dash was a frigging dreamboat, but I was going to have to do something about my brain if I was going to keep seeing him.

If I couldn’t figure out a way to stop daydreaming while I was supposed to be working, I was never going to have another productive day. Even now, as frustrated as I was with myself, I was smiling as I headed to my bedroom to change into comfy clothes.

I hadn’t been able to stop doing it since I’d left him this morning, and at this rate, I was sure that at least half the people who worked for me thought I was a loon. What was worse was that I was okay with it.

They could think whatever they wanted as long as I got to keep trying things with Dash St. Clair. Distant knocking at my front door pulled me out of my thoughts just as I’d finished changing and I frowned. Julie had a date tonight, so I knew it couldn’t be her, and a grin suddenly spread on my face when I realized that meant it could be Dash.

Rushing to the door, I looked through the peephole, my hopes crashing and burning when I saw who was waiting on the other side. I flung the door open, scowling at my ex and wishing that I’d never married him to begin with.

“Why are you here?”

“You haven’t been answering my calls,” he said evenly. “I wanted to make sure you were doing okay.”

“I’m better than ever, actually.” I crossed my arms over my chest when I saw that glint of steel in his eyes that told me the switch had flipped.

“Well, I’m glad you’re doing so well while you’re destroying my fucking company.”

I sighed. “I should’ve known you’d come up with something snarky to say. I don’t want to hear it, Ethan. Leave.”

“No.” He took a step forward, his pulse suddenly hammering under his jaw as he narrowed his eyes at me. “My company is being hurt by your antics with St. Clair and I won’t stand for it. I didn’t give it to you so that you could run it into the ground, Serenity.”

“You didn’t give it to me at all. A judge did and it’s no longer your company anyhow. It’s beyond me why you care about what I’m doing to it.”

“Just let me come back,” he said, his voice low and menacing. “I can save it. I can save my fucking company before you kill it completely.”

“Fuck off,” I snapped, starting to close the door when the elevator opened at the other end of the hall.

Dash walked off. Ethan saw him at the same time I did, and he laughed, rocking back on his heels and glancing between us with disbelief tightening his features. “This is unbelievable. Unfuckingbelievable.”

Dash had flowers in his hand, a huge bouquet featuring all the brightest summer blooms, but he lowered it to his side as he strode confidently toward us. Part of me was relieved he was here, but the other was apprehensive.

Ethan wouldn’t like this one bit, and he was sure to make me feel his dissatisfaction somehow. My stomach flipped as I considered the possibilities. He’d already used the pictures of Dash and me, but he’d have something else—find something else—and when he did, it would be worse than the pictures.

“Leave,” Dash said to him once he reached us, his voice strong and firm. “As far as I know, you’re not welcome here, Ethan.”

My ex went dangerously still, only a muscle in one of his eyes twitching as he stared at Dash. Unsurprisingly, he didn’t start swinging his fists and throwing punches. In a fight, I was pretty sure Dash would win since I knew for a fact Ethan had never been involved in one, but his deathly silence, not even his chest moving to breathe, was far more intimidating to me.

“I tried to warn you,” he said quietly as he turned to me. “You didn’t listen, so you’ve left me no choice. It’s time to come after the both of you now.”

Dash chuckled. “Whatever, man. Just leave me out of your drama, okay? I didn’t ask for it and I sure as hell don’t have time to deal with it.”

As he said it, my eyes narrowed of their own accord and shock filtered through my system. Oh, so now he’s trying to distance himself? Coward.

The relief that he’d shown up evaporated. Clearly, he wasn’t going to stand up for me or defend me in any way. This fight was still my own, which was fine. It always had been. At least now I knew that hadn’t changed.

Ethan held my gaze steadily, his as narrow as my own before he nodded, spun around, and stalked away. With him gone, Dash stepped forward and held the flowers out to me. “Well, the unexpected strikes again, but maybe these will help cheer you up.”

Throat working to hold back a scream, I scoffed at him. He didn’t even seem to realize what he’d done and that made me even madder. Anger raced like lava through my veins as I plucked the bouquet from his hand.

“Thank you for throwing me under the bus there,” I snapped, reaching for the door with my free hand and about to shut it in his face.

He frowned, his head cocking. “Throwing you under the bus? How’d I do that?”

“You could’ve defended me just a little instead of only worrying about keeping yourself out of it,” I fumed. “You keep telling me that you support me and that you have my back, but you don’t. The only person you watch for when push comes to shove is yourself.”

“What? No. I⁠—”

“You have no idea what it was like living with him for so long,” I kept going, too angry, disappointed, and shocked to entertain his excuses. “Ethan tried to control me for the entire duration of our marriage. He made me feel like I was crazy for suspecting him of cheating. Until I finally found proof. Sometimes, he was so smart about his manipulations that I didn’t even realize what he was doing, and at others, he outright told me I was stupid and that I wouldn’t be anything without him.”

My chest was heaving at this point, bright red spots dancing in my field of vision. I was fifty percent sure that if I hadn’t been holding on to the door, I’d have been swaying. “He broke me down until there was nothing left. I was a shadow of myself for so damn long and it took everything I never even knew I had to claw myself out of that hole, and you just stood there, telling him to leave you out of it? I’m sorry, Dash. That’s just really not good enough.”

It wasn’t that I needed a big strong man to fight my battles for me. I’d been forged in fire and no matter what, I would always get through whatever life sent my way, but the fact of the matter was that I also didn’t need a partner who didn’t have any backbone.

I didn’t need someone else in my life to protect when the backlash came after Ethan did whatever he was going to do next. Moreover, I didn’t need someone I couldn’t trust to actually be there for me. If a relationship was a partnership, I didn’t have the energy for a good-times partner. One who enjoyed the sex and our time alone together, but who couldn’t buck up when shit got real.

Dash looked into my eyes as I ranted at him, searching them like he couldn’t understand the words that had come out of my mouth and was looking for some other clue, but he wasn’t going to get it from me.

“I didn’t know all of that, Serenity. I was just trying not to escalate⁠—”

I shook my head at him, then closed the door in his face, the disappointment weighing me down so much that I tossed the flowers on my kitchen counter. They were gorgeous, and I’d put them in a vase later, but just not right then.

Stumbling to the nearest couch, I collapsed on it, scrubbing my hands over my face and letting out a loud groan into my palms. Men suck.

I stayed there for a long time, pondering whether there was a future for me with Dash after all. Honestly, I didn’t know. At this point, it didn’t feel like it would be anything but a waste of time.

Another knock sounded at my door and my heart lurched, but I forced myself up and back across the room. Please, please don’t be Ethan. Or Dash.

Steeling myself for the probability of it being one of them, I glanced into the peephole and grinned, swinging the door open in the same motion. “Jules! What are you doing here? I thought you were on a date.”

“It was awful, so I ditched it and came here instead.” She looked me up and down before she frowned. “Why do you look like you were hit by a hurricane?”

“Long story,” I said as I stepped aside, waving her in and checking that neither man was lingering in the hallway before shutting the door behind her. “Tell me yours first. What made the date so awful?”

“The dude was a serious narcissist,” she said on an exaggerated sigh. “He also tried to order for me, and when I said I’d do it myself, he insisted. I left when he kept telling me how to eat the crap he’d ordered and exactly which drinks to pair it with.”

“Maybe he was trying to show off,” I suggested meekly. “On the other hand, it does sound like he has issues. Good on you for walking away.”

She chuckled, then took my hand and started dragging me toward my bedroom. “Since I’m already dressed and you look like you could use it, we’re going out for a few drinks. I’ll tell you all about Mr. Narcissist and you can tell me what on earth happened to you tonight.”

I groaned. “I really don’t feel like⁠—”

“Nope, we’re doing it.”

Once we got to my bedroom, I relented, knowing I’d probably feel better for getting out of the house. As I got dressed, I told her all the drama with Dash and Ethan, and she sympathized, proceeding to get me tipsy after we got to a bar nearby.

We drank, we bitched about the male species and their tendency to let us down, and then we drank some more before eventually we realized it was time to head home. All things considered, I was happy I’d let her drag me out, but as we collapsed into the backseat of a cab and headed back to my apartment, I was also happy to be on my way to bed.

It’d been another long day and I desperately needed sleep—and to figure out once again how on earth I was supposed to pull my life together.
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DASH


“We’re going out,” I said into my phone as I got into my car outside of Serenity’s building. “I need to drink.”

Lance chuckled. “What’d you do now?”

“Knock it off,” I growled. “I didn’t do shit, but apparently, that’s a problem. Are you busy?”

“Nope. Come on over. I’m not going out, but I do have drinks at home. I’ll have a whiskey waiting for you.”

I hung up, gave his address to my driver, and sank back in the seat. My head shook as I glared out the window. I had no idea what’d happened back there, and I really didn’t like not knowing. Clearly, I’d done something wrong when all I’d been trying to do was to stay out of whatever I’d walked in on.

I hadn’t meant to intrude and I had figured he would leave faster if I didn’t speak up. Given that I knew he wasn’t a fan of the fact that she was moving on with me, I’d thought I was doing the right thing by trying to stay out of it, but evidently not.

When I got to Lance’s townhouse, I went right in after he opened up and started ranting, telling him what’d happened at Serenity’s. Instead of commiserating with me though, he handed over a tumbler of whiskey and then shook his head at me.

“I hate to say this, bud, but you fucked up,” he said as we sat down across from one another at the small bar on his patio. “What were you thinking making it all about you?”

“I didn’t know what the guy was like,” I reasoned. “Well, I mean, I did. Sort of, but that’s exactly why I did it. I was just trying to get him to leave faster. It wasn’t like I could pretend I wasn’t there to see her. I was carrying flowers, for God’s sake. I thought I was doing damage control.”

“I’m pretty sure that she didn’t see it that way,” he said. “If you’d told me what you said word for word without any explanation, I’d have thought you only cared about yourself. You should’ve been more careful, Dash.”

My eyebrows twitched up. “How? If I’d said anything else, it would’ve become a whole thing, which is what I was trying to avoid for her sake. If I’d had my way, I’d have decked the guy. Or had him arrested, but if I had done any of that, he would’ve had more reasons to go after her.”

He sighed, dragging a hand slowly through his hair as he thought it over. “Maybe, but you need to tell her what you just told me. You have to let her know that you didn’t say it because you only care about yourself, but because you care about her.”

“I tried, but she slammed the door in my face.”

He grimaced. “Try harder and next time, think about what you’re saying before you say it. After everything she’s been through, she’s not going to be interested in a man who’s only in it for himself.”

“I’m not, though.”

“She doesn’t know that,” he reiterated. “Put yourself in her shoes for a minute and then think about that exchange again. She just got out of a relationship with a guy who viewed her more as a possession than a person from the sound of things. Ethan obviously didn’t support her. He wasn’t there for her. He didn’t give a flying fuck about what she wanted or needed. Do you really think she’s going to pursue a relationship with someone else who doesn’t seem to give a flying fuck?”

“No, probably not,” I admitted, closing my eyes before finishing the rest of my whiskey in one gulp. Lance poured me another and I looked at him. “When did you get to be so smart?”

He laughed. “That’s an easy one. I’ve never been commitment-phobic.”

“Neither am I,” I said.

He scoffed at me. “You’re thirty-three years old and you’ve never been in a serious relationship. Maybe you’ve never labeled it before, but you’re at least mildly commitment-phobic.”

“I’m not,” I argued as I got started on my fresh drink. “I’ve just never met anyone I wanted to get serious with. There’s phobia and then there’s timing. In my case, I think the universe wanted me to be free for Serenity when she finally escaped from Ethan.”

“Look at you getting all philosophical. I didn’t think I’d live to see the day.” He topped off his own whiskey. “Either way, you need to remember that words and actions have consequences now, bro. Serenity needs someone rock solid right now and if you can’t be that, then step aside. Especially for someone with her background, you’re going to have to really be there. Really prove to her that she can depend on you and that you’re nothing like her ex.”

“I’m not like him,” I said, but I was starting to understand where he was coming from. “Let’s say I agree with you, though. How do I stand by her side without overwhelming her or making her feel like I’m taking over? Because that won’t go down well either.”

“Then don’t overwhelm her and don’t take over,” he said simply. “You’ve been there a lot for me in the past, Dash. You’re always there for your mom. Your brothers. If you’re serious about Serenity, it’s time to make that circle bigger.”

Draining the rest of my whiskey, I pushed the glass over to him for another refill. “There has to be more to it than that.”

“Why?” he asked. “We’re all people you care about and so is she. It’s as simple as that. Don’t overcomplicate it. You were wrong tonight. Make sure she knows that you know you were wrong. The road to hell is paved with good intentions, right? So your intentions earlier might’ve been good, but now at least you know where you’re heading.”

I cursed under my breath, but I really listened to everything he was saying while we had a couple more drinks. When I left, I wasn’t drunk exactly, but I also wasn’t entirely sober. Even so, I had my driver take me back to her apartment.

Lance was right. I had been wrong and I had to make amends. I texted her on my way over, but she didn’t respond. That wasn’t surprising though, considering how we’d left things. I decided to risk it anyway, going up to her penthouse and knocking on her door.

A few minutes later, I knocked again, but she didn’t open up and there was no sound coming from the other side. Exhaling harshly, I realized that this would probably have to wait until tomorrow. She either wasn’t home or she was already sleeping—or she’d seen me through the peephole and had decided against talking to me.

I waited a few more minutes anyway, hoping that if she was in there, she’d change her mind, but eventually, I left her alone. Deflated, I headed back to the elevator and pulled my phone out of my pocket. If she didn’t want to see me, perhaps she’d read a message when she was ready.

Nodding to myself, I pressed the call button and started writing, but my fingers were stupid and it took me ages to get anything onscreen that made sense. When the elevator doors opened, I didn’t look up until the sound of familiar laughter reached my ears.

My gaze snapped into the elevator and right there was Serenity and Julie. They’d been talking and laughing, singing some song until they saw me. The mood changed instantly, with Julie scowling like she was about to tackle me.

“You!” she seethed as she stalked toward me with her little hands clenched into fists at her sides. “You promised me you wouldn’t hurt her! I helped you.”

“I know.” I blinked a few times to clear my swimming mind. Then I focused on Serenity over Julie’s shoulder, leaning past her to hold the doors open. “I made it all about myself earlier and I shouldn’t have. I should’ve told Ethan to stay away from you.”

“You should’ve, but you didn’t,” she said dismissively, striding off the elevator with her head held high. She brushed past me. With her hand sliding into her purse, she withdrew her keys, unlocking the door without even looking at me. “Good night, Dash.”

“No,” I said, firmly but with a hint of pleading in my tone. “I was wrong, Serenity. I know that now. In that moment, all I wanted was for him to leave and I thought that staying out of it was the best way to make that happen, but I didn’t think about how it might’ve sounded to you.”

Her door opened, but I saw her shoulders rise on a deep breath before she slowly turned to face me. Despite the whiskey, I saw the hurt shining from her deep blues as she looked at me. “You’re admitting that the way you handled that situation was wrong?”

“Without any hesitation,” I said. “I had my reasons, but it’s been brought to my attention that they’re nothing but excuses. I don’t want to make excuses. I was wrong and I’m taking full responsibility for it, and also, I’m sorry.”

“You seem to say that a lot.”

I sighed. “I know. I suspect I’m going to be apologizing to you often for at least a couple years. If you’ll have me, that is. What I should’ve done earlier is tell him he was right. You’re mine now, and unless he wants trouble, he has to stay away from us.”

Serenity’s gaze was locked on mine, and I held my breath waiting for her response. Waiting to find out if it was over or if she’d give me yet another chance, but Julie broke the moment, pushing past us and scowling at me over her shoulder once more.

“I’ll wait for you inside, Serenity,” she said, shaking her head at me before she turned and walked away.

Serenity shut the door, taking a step closer to push her fingers into my hair. “I can accept apologies. As long as they’re genuine and heartfelt. I think this one is, so I accept. I know that we’re new and that the situation with Ethan is difficult to navigate, but for the record, I’m not trying to involve you. I just need to know I can count on you.”

“You can,” I assured her, lowering my forehead to hers as I circled my arms around her hips. “I realize I need to work on proving it, but I’m here, Serenity. I’m right here and I’m not going anywhere until you tell me to.”

Toying with my hair, she tilted her head back and I kissed her deeply, pushing her up against the door as the kiss got heated. She leaned into me, moaning as she held me closer. My tongue swept into her mouth, my hips pushing forward into her until I abruptly broke away.

“Thank you for hearing me out, Serenity. I should probably go now, though. Unless you want to kick Julie out?”

She sighed softly, then shook her head. “I want you, but I can’t do that to her. Also, you’re very drunk and I want you to be sober when we have make-up sex.”

Her teeth sank into her lower lip as she tried to hide a smile and it drove me mad, but I pushed away from her anyway. “I’ll see you soon, baby. Apologize to Julie on my behalf, please. She’ll have my balls otherwise.”

Serenity giggled, nodding as she reached behind her to open the door. “I have plans for those balls, so I’ll tell her. Get home safe, Dash. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

With that, she slipped into her apartment and I heard her locking the door behind her. Leaving with a raging hard-on and an intense need to hold her, I blew out a heavy breath and climbed into the elevator, relieved that she’d forgiven me again but knowing I was going to have to up my game.

If I wanted to hang onto her, there was no two ways about it. I was going to have to do better. Apologizing would only get me so far. At some point, I was going to have to just stop constantly doing things that I had to apologize for.
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SERENITY


Julie and I woke up together, both a little hungover as we sat up when our respective alarms went off. We were in my living room, having passed out while watching a movie after Dash had left.

She groaned as she stretched her arms above her head. Then she gently cradled her palm over her forehead and let out a whimper. “Ouch. That hurts.”

“We need a greasy breakfast. ASAP.” I forced myself to stand up, pushing the throw blanket I’d slept under off my legs and then nearly tripping over it as I made my feet move. “That’s it, Jules. No more drinking on school nights.”

She laughed, but the sound stopped abruptly and turned into another groan as she stumbled to her feet as well. “It’s not that bad. We’ll be fine. Like you said, we’ll have a greasy breakfast, pop some aspirin and by noon, you’ll be ready for cocktails.”

“Doubt it,” I said, carefully walking to the kitchen to get some coffee started. “Dash really came back last night, right? That wasn’t a dream?”

“Nope,” she replied, pulling a face as she followed me to the kitchen. “I thought you were done with him, though? Didn’t you say he was only out for himself? I have vague memories of you saying that. Repeatedly.”

“I did say it. Repeatedly.” I chuckled. “He apologized, though. He figured out that he did something wrong and what it was. Then he came right back here to tell me. Plastered, but he came back.”

“Well, it’s not like we were entirely sober either.” She chewed on her cheek for a moment before she sighed. “I’m glad he came around, but you need to talk to him, babe. He can’t keep putting you through the wringer like he has been. It’s not right.”

“I know,” I said, not about to start making excuses for him. “He’s trying, but I’ll talk to him. We’ll get it cleared up.”

She nodded. Then we both went to take showers and I loaned her some clothes for the day. We grabbed our coffee on our way out, then stopped for that greasy breakfast before we went to the office.

“What’s on your agenda for the day?” she asked. “Nothing too strenuous, I hope. You haven’t got the St. Clairs coming in, right?”

“Nope, not today, but I am meeting with a new potential client that I’m pretty excited about,” I admitted, a little thrill running through me as I glanced at her. “I haven’t told anyone about it yet, but this client is considering booking our catering services for a huge event that’s going to be televised. If I get this contract…”

“It’ll be great for business,” she finished for me, giving my shoulder a playful punch as we walked into the building. “Go get ‘em, tiger. I know you can do this. Reel in another whale for mama.”

I laughed, flinching a little when my headache made a sudden return. “Crap. I need to grab some painkillers before I go into this meeting. No one is charming when there’s a tiny dragon in their skulls breathing fire on their brains.”

She hummed her agreement and we separated when she took off to her office while I went on to my own. After taking some tablets, I gulped down an entire bottle of water and checked my emails before it was time to go.

The client was meeting me upstairs at our rooftop venue, and she arrived only minutes after I did. She was an older woman, but she and I hit it off immediately, and she loved the venue as well as the idea we had for catering options.

“Let’s do this,” she said once we were done. “I had my doubts about you, Ms. Halverson, but I want the venue. Consider us a confirmed booking.”

Relief and triumph raced through me, putting a massive grin on my face as I walked her out and said goodbye. Little by little, I was winning over those who doubted me. This was just one small victory, but it was another feather in my cap and I was damn proud of it.

Dash had told me to give myself time and to show myself a little grace and so far, doing just that seemed to be helping. It hadn’t been much time, sure, but Rome also hadn’t been built in a day. This was a big client and it was going to be a major win for us when we pulled it off.

In a much better mood and my hangover gone thanks to the rush of adrenaline, I was all smiles as I headed up to my office. As I walked in, my phone chimed and the message I received gave me yet another reason to smile.

Dash: Good morning, gorgeous. Can I take you to lunch today?

Me: Yes, please. At 1?

Dash: You got it. Can’t wait.

Julie walked into my office as I set my phone down on my desk, her eyebrows rising when she saw my smile. “Please tell me that means we got the contract.”

“We got the contract,” I said dutifully and she squealed, racing over to hug me. I hugged her back, chuckling. “The client loves everything and she told me to confirm their booking. Amelia will send her the paperwork later today, but I’m pretty sure she’s going to sign and pay the deposit.”

“Go team!” Julie whooped but headed back to the door instead of taking a seat. “I need to get back to work, but I’m really proud of you. We’re movin’ on up, baby.”

“That we are.” I laughed. “Now I just need to get my personal life on the same positive trajectory and you need to stop going on dates with narcissists.”

She fired a finger gun at me. “I’m working on it, but in the meantime, have you heard from him again after last night?”

“I have actually. I’m going to meet him for lunch in a few.”

“Have fun,” she said, smiling before she widened her eyes in warning. “Talk to him, though. Got it?”

“I got it.”

“Good.” She waved at me as she left, and I got my things together before I followed her out.

Amelia told me she’d already sent the papers to the client from this morning, and as a result, I was on cloud freaking nine when I walked into the restaurant where I was meeting Dash. I knew we were risking being photographed together, but I’d decided to take it as it came.

Ultimately, we couldn’t hide forever and I didn’t want to. He wasn’t my dirty little secret and I wasn’t his, so I didn’t even bother hiding my smile when I walked in to see him already waiting for me.

“Is it bad that I’d rather have been somewhere with you today where we could be alone?” I asked softly as I joined him at the table.

Those gorgeous eyes of his crinkled at the corners as he smirked at me. “Nope. I was just thinking the same thing.”

I sat down, wishing we could hug or something, but we couldn’t. Being seen together was one thing, but touching each other in public was something else entirely. “I might’ve been tipsy last night, but I’m still thinking about it. I haven’t been able to stop.”

“Same.” He pushed his fingers through his thick brown hair and mine itched to do the same. He caught me following the movement and groaned. “Let’s plan something soon where we can be alone. Like, really soon? How’s your afternoon?”

“Slammed.” I wrinkled my nose. “I’m sorry, but there’s just no way I can play hooky all afternoon again.”

“Yeah, I know. I can’t either, but it was worth a shot.” He exhaled deeply, then he focused on me and blinked the lust out of his eyes. “Besides, I’m trying to prove that I’m not just here for the alone time, so hit me. Tell me about your day so far.”

I chuckled. “Really? You want to hear about my day?”

“More than anything else,” he said, and he sounded so sincere that my heart skipped a few beats. “What did you get up to this morning?”

“I had breakfast with Julie, but then I had a really big meeting and I knocked it out the park.” He stared back at me for a short moment, then suddenly broke into a wide grin.

“You got the Horowitz event, didn’t you?”

I dipped my chin in a nod. “I probably shouldn’t be surprised that you know about it.”

He laughed. “I don’t miss much that goes on in this town. Congratulations, Serenity. That’s amazing. I’m really fucking proud of you.”

“Thank you,” I said. “So am I. If you know about it though, why didn’t you get it?”

He shrugged. “She must’ve preferred what you had to offer and I don’t blame her. I mean, I was a skeptic at first, I know, but you’ve won me over. I have no doubt that you’re going to win over every potential client you meet with as well.”

“You were already fully booked, weren’t you?”

“Yes, but that’s not the point,” he said, shaking his head at me when I opened my mouth to object. “She wouldn’t have come to me over you anyway. She was looking for something fresh and modern. That’s you. You’re going to be great.”

“Thank you,” I murmured, inhaling deeply through my nostrils as I let it sink in that I’d really brought in two big-time clients in as many months. “I feel like I’m on top of the world.”

“Which is exactly where you deserve to be,” he said. “Are you up for a glass of champagne? We are celebrating again, after all.”

“As long as it’s just one.”

He laughed. “I couldn’t handle more than that today, anyway. Just one it shall be then.”

The waiter came and we placed our order. Then he asked me more about the meeting and the event itself, and I could tell he was paying careful attention to every word I said in response. For the first time ever, the man I was seeing was truly interested in my career. He understood what I was saying and what this meant to me, and he was nothing but positive and supportive in return.

It was a good feeling. A great one, really, and though I knew we also still had to talk about him not defending me to Ethan, I didn’t feel like I’d forgiven him too soon. Dash was human and he made mistakes, but he also took responsibility for them when he did and we were still getting to know each other.

We were growing together, and for now, that was the best feeling ever.
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DASH


It was Friday and Serenity and I were having dinner together tonight. In public, unfortunately, but we’d agreed that we weren’t going to avoid being seen together forever. We’d both had good weeks and I’d asked her out to blow off some steam together.

Everything was on track for my mother’s wedding that was coming up in just a few weeks, and while I was ready for it to be over, I definitely didn’t feel like Serenity was the bane of my existence anymore. I was actually really happy that we’d met, even if I was still supremely surprised that things were working out the way they had.

My day at work dragged and dragged, but that was the excitement about tonight. I had everything all set up and now I just had to wait for it to get here. Lance distracted me when he walked into my office about an hour before the end of the day, carrying a bottle of single malt in one hand and two tumblers in the other.

“Got time for a drink?” he asked.

I nodded. “Sure. I’m not meeting Serenity until eight, so I’ve got time. What are we celebrating?”

“I closed the Davidson project today,” he said, smirking at me. “A cool ten-bar, weekend-long polo event that should look pretty good for the estate.”

My eyebrows shot up and I grinned at him, sticking out my hand to shake his. “That definitely calls for a celebration. Congratulations, man. That’s great. I know how hard you worked to get that one.”

“I put in the hours.” He shrugged, but he was being modest. The truth was that he’d busted his hump and I hadn’t missed it.

He’d been working with me for a while, but he’d moved up after my father had passed and he was doing exceptionally well. Some might even say he was excelling.

Waving for him to take a seat, I cracked open the bottle he’d brought and poured us each a drink, lifting my glass for a toast before I’d even sat down. “To you, Lance Yates. We’ve been trying to get them to hold the Davidson Cup here for years. I don’t know how you did it, but thank you.”

He grinned as he clinked his glass to my own, and we each took a drink before resuming our seats. “They’ve told me that if all goes well, the estate will be the new home of the Cup, which makes this an annual thing. Let’s just hope all goes well.”

I chuckled. “You’ll make sure of it. I have complete faith in you.”

He smiled, but his head tilted like he was confused about something. “You’ve never said anything like that to me out loud before. I’ve always known that you trust me, but you’re different these days. Serenity, or your mother?”

“Both,” I said. “Mostly Serenity, though. At least, that’s what I think. I guess it helps to know that Mom’s happy again as well, but I’m happy too. Really happy, which makes a difference as it turns out.”

He laughed. “Welcome to the world of being a real human. Of course, being happy makes a damn difference. What did you think?”

“That people were goofy idiots who should stop smiling so much and just focus on getting stuff done,” I said honestly, chuckling as I leaned back in my seat. “You’re happy too, right? Here, I mean. I should’ve said it before that I have faith in you. There’s a lot of things I should’ve said before. To a lot of people, actually, but at least I know it now.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I won’t take the Davidson Cup elsewhere, if that’s what you’re thinking. This is my home as much as it is yours. We make a pretty decent team.”

“True,” I replied. “I wasn’t worried about that, though. It’s simply recently occurred to me that people in our industry work incredibly hard to make sure things are perfect for other people. I haven’t given enough recognition to our own people for that. I should, though. The game is changing. Competition is heating up. I need to keep on top of that kind of thing if I want to avoid losing the best.”

He laughed. “Speaking of competition heating up, how are things with Serenity? Did she accept your apology?”

“She did. Thanks to you, I realized exactly what it was that I had to be sorry for and I suspect it helped that I truly was sorry about it. Things are going well again now, but she’s going to keep me on my toes as a competitor. They got Horowitz.”

His face scrunched up. “Damn it. I was going to go after that next.”

“Can’t,” I said. “They’re locked in with Serenity, but I thought we were booked that day anyway?”

“We are, but I was hoping to convince them to let us set them up outdoors. Perhaps next to the dam overlooking the view. It might’ve worked.”

“Yeah, well, next year,” I said, chuckling. “It looks like we’re all going to have to up our game to keep up.”

He laughed. “Trust you to fall for the girl who’s going to start making our lives difficult when people finally realize just what she has to offer. On the other hand, it’ll keep things interesting. Are you picking her up for your date? I hope so.”

“I’m not, but I offered to. She said she’d rather meet me at the restaurant. We’re not avoiding being seen together in public, but arriving separately should keep away as many paparazzi as possible, which is obviously a good thing. I still don’t like having them crawl all over me and neither does she.”

“Sure, no one does,” he said. “As long as you offered, I’m proud of you. You’re learning.”

I nodded, finding out more about what would be expected from us at the venue hosting the Cup while we finished our drinks. After that, I headed home to change and then finally, it was time to go meet my girl.

I got there a few minutes before she did, and I took the liberty of ordering our first round of drinks while I waited. I was wondering if I should’ve texted to ask her what she wanted instead of deciding to get us each a beer, but then she walked in and my brain exploded.

At least, my thoughts scattered as if my brain had exploded.

We’d chosen a low-key, laidback restaurant for dinner, and Serenity was wearing jeans that fit her like a glove paired with a flowing white top that reminded me of the stuff my mom had worn in her bohemian phase. But Serenity’s showed off her deep cleavage, which mercifully, Mom’s never had.

With low slung ankle boots on her feet and her hair hanging in loose waves to her waist like a golden curtain, she looked amazing. Like a wholesome country girl out to have a good time.

She smiled, striking a pose when she reached our table by putting her hand on her hip as she jutted it out. “Take a picture. It’ll last longer.”

I laughed, once again wishing I could kiss her but simply getting up and pulling the chair out for her instead. “If you don’t want me staring, stop looking so damn hot.”

“I would, but this is just how I look,” she joked as she sat down.

Once I’d pushed the chair back in for her as well, I rounded the table, amazed by the fact that she’d been here for all of about a minute and she’d already made me laugh. Somehow, she often did, which was unusual for me.

Batting her lashes innocently, she propped her elbow on the table and rested her chin on top of the back of her hand. “How was your day, sweetheart?”

I chuckled again. “Sweetheart? If you’re giving me a nickname, I think I’d prefer Sexy. Or Hotness. My mother calls me sweetheart.”

“Hotness, really?” She doubled over laughing, shaking her head at me. “You are really hot, but I’m not sure I could ever call you that. How about Handsome?”

I rocked my head from side to side. “I guess that could work, but only if you said it with conviction.”

“I’ll keep thinking,” she promised, her eyes sparkling as she looked at me from across the table. “I heard a rumor this afternoon that you guys are going to be hosting the Davidson Cup this year. Is it true?”

“How? We only found out about that this afternoon.” Our beers arrived, and since Serenity immediately picked hers up and started sipping it without complaint, I figured I’d made the right call. Pleased with myself, I couldn’t be too annoyed about word already having gotten out. “I swear, nothing is a secret for long in this town.”

“Except us.” She winked at me playfully. “We’re still a secret. For now, anyway.”

“Sure, at least until I stop fighting the urge to kiss you in public.” As it was, I could barely wait to take her home and get her out of her clothes. “It’s going to happen soon. I can feel the slip coming.”

“Bullshit.” She giggled. “You’ve got more self-control than anyone I’ve ever met. You’d never slip up like that.”

“Fine. It won’t be a slip.” I shrugged, a smirk on my lips. I leaned across the table and lowered my voice. “Are you really that hungry, or are you up to a midnight snack at my place later instead? We could⁠—”

“Well, actually, I have other plans in mind for us tonight,” she said coyly. “We should go out. I’d like to see you having fun. You never let loose and you need to.”

“Let loose?” I asked, my forehead puckering as I tried to imagine what that would even look like. “What do you want to do?”

“You, but before we get to that, I’d like to see you dance.”

“I don’t dance.”

“Oh, Hotness. Tonight, you do,” she murmured as she leaned closer too, her eyes on mine. “We’re blowing off steam tonight, right? So it’s dinner, dancing, and then, if you’re lucky, we’ll get lucky.”

I sighed, but even as I did, I knew I wasn’t going to argue with her. I was willing to give this woman whatever she wanted, and if what she wanted was to grind on me on a crowded dance floor, then I guessed it wouldn’t be the most terrible thing that ever happened.

“Okay, I’ll do it,” I said. “For you. I’ll do it.”

What I should’ve said was that for her, I’d do anything, but I had a feeling it was still a little too early in our relationship for that. So tonight, it was dancing. Eventually, she’d realize that she had me. Hook, line, and sinker.
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SERENITY


As it turned out, the guy who didn’t dance really knew how to move. I’d kind of been expecting him to just stand on the dance floor and sway, but he definitely wasn’t only doing that.

We’d arrived at a fun, but not currently super popular nightclub about an hour ago, and although neither of us were drinking, we were having a great time. I’d wanted to stay sober for the night we were going to have after this, and when I’d declined a drink other than water, he’d come back from the bar with only water for himself as well.

It seemed our drug of choice for the night was each other, and that was perfectly okay with me. Chest to chest on the crowded dance floor, Dash’s thigh was between my legs, his hands firm on my hips and his head bent close to mine.

His hips seemed to have a life of their own. Not completely unlike when we’re⁠—

I swallowed hard, cutting off the thought before I mounted him right here. Pushing my fingers into the longer hair on top of his head, I tipped my head back to look right into those glittering eyes, dark with lust as he stared back into mine.

His lips were so close that we were breathing the same air, the very molecules between us feeling like they were charged with electricity. I’d never wanted anyone as badly as I wanted him right then, but I also didn’t want to lose this moment.

The heavy beat of the music thumped in my chest, Dash’s features so chiseled in the flashes of color from the strobe lights. In this club, there was no VIP section, no bottle service, no mezzanine people could be watching from and generally no celebrities.

I didn’t know if anyone had noticed who we were just yet, but if they had, they didn’t seem to care and that simply added to the thrill of being here with him. Dash’s eyes lowered slowly to my lips, drinking me in on their way down and further, until they were burning into the tops of my breasts.

Safe in the knowledge that no one would hear me, I moaned, taking yet another step closer to him so that I was practically grinding on his thigh. He bent his head down further, his temple pressed to my own as he murmured to me.

“Are we having fun yet?”

I pulled back only a fraction of an inch, every fiber in my being burning for him as I dipped my chin in a nod. “I’m ready to get out of here, though. You?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” he murmured against my ear. Groaning, he pulled away from me. Snaking his fingers down the length of my arms, he wound them around my own and started pulling me through the crowd to the back exit we’d used as an entrance earlier.

The car he’d hired for the night was there, waiting to take us back to my place that felt like it was a thousand miles away right then. Dash only let go of my hand for the time it took to get from the door to the car. Then he took it again as soon as we were in the backseat.

We sat as close together as we could, our thighs pressed up against each other in the darkness of the car. The driver didn’t say a word as he pulled away from the curb and I wondered what he was thinking. Dash had assured me that we didn’t need to be worried about what these drivers saw, but still. They had minds—and logical reasoning.

I was pretty sure he knew exactly what we were going to do after he dropped us off, but I forgot all about worrying when Dash released my hand to start dragging his fingertips up and down the length of my inner thigh. After all that sensual dancing, I’d already been on edge, but now, I was about to start panting for him.

Catching my lip in my mouth, I bit back a moan, spreading my legs a little further apart. I glanced at him just in time to see his jaw tense and his head drop back against the seat. With his brow furrowing, he ran his fingers back down to my knee, making me shiver with need and anticipation.

His lips parted and my breath caught, a soft moan escaping from the back of my throat before I could stop it. Dash’s eyes cut to mine. Then he took my hand in a firm grip as we went inside and he practically marched me to the elevator.

The doors slid shut and he was still holding my hand, his jaw tight as he stared straight ahead like he was afraid he would snap and lose control if he so much as moved. I understood what he was going through, though.

After Ethan had managed to hack the security feed here once, neither of us wanted to take the chance again, but I was so desperate for him that my panties were drenched and my heart was hammering in my throat. As soon as we got into my apartment, I started stripping, heading directly for the shower.

“We worked up quite a sweat in that club,” I said breathlessly. “I’m just going to get cleaned up real quick.”

He was hot on my heels, his voice much closer behind me than I’d expected it to be. “Mind if I join you?”

“Actually, I was hoping you would.” By the time I reached my bathroom, I was naked and so was he, and we’d barely stepped under the spray before his mouth was on mine, his tongue hungry and insistent as he pushed his hands into my wet hair.

I kissed him back just as passionately, reaching for him between us, but he stopped me, his expression still tight as he shook his head. “You wanted to get cleaned up, so let’s do that first.”

Reaching past me, he picked up my shower gel as well as my sponge, lathering it up before he wordlessly started washing me, his hands roaming all over my body. I tingled everywhere he touched, not even trying to stop the panting or the soft moans that kept escaping me anymore.

Starting with my neck and shoulders, his eyes burned into mine as he ran the suds across my skin, even taking my hands and washing my palms before he moved on to my chest and stomach. Finally, he dropped down to his haunches and did my legs. Through it all, he didn’t touch any of the places I wanted him to, avoiding those like the plague.

My nipples pebbled and I moved back until my butt was pressed between him and the smooth, cool tiles behind me. My neck arched and my eyes closed as he massaged my calves and thighs before moving up once more.

After he’d rinsed me, I took the sponge from him, moaning again when I finally let myself sneak a peek down below. He was as hard as I’d ever seen him, his shaft thick and curving proudly toward his belly button.

When he caught me looking, he groaned and slid a finger under my chin, applying gentle pressure until I looked up at him. “If you keep looking at me like that, it’s going to be over before you’ve even touched me.”

“I don’t think that’s possible.”

He let out a rough laugh. “Right now, it feels like it is.”

Instead of arguing, I nodded, adding more soap to the sponge and then washing him as carefully and thoroughly as he’d done to me. By the time I was done, we were both over waiting. Dash took my face in his hands and kissed me hard. Then he reached for my thighs and pressed my back to the wall once more.

I wasn’t sure if this was safe, but I was beyond caring. If we fell over, we fell over. Wrapping my legs around his hips, I angled my own and held on to him for dear life as he thrust into me. He let out a loud growl into my mouth as he did. I cried out, my arms around his neck. My inner muscles clenched around him as pleasure sparked through me.

“Fuck, we need a condom,” he whispered harshly, setting me down safely on my feet as he pulled out of me. Fast as lightning, he stepped out of the shower, and he was back in a flash, rolling the latex over himself before he spun me around to face the wall.

“This is going to be hard and fast,” he warned, his voice low and gravelly. He pushed up against me, nodding.

I threaded my fingers into his hair. “Yes, please.”

He groaned, sinking into me once more and keeping his promise, but I’d already been so close that when he reached around to pinch my clit, I went off like a firework. Screaming his name, I came apart. Following immediately after me, he slammed into me one last time. Then he roared on his release, holding my hips in a vise as he emptied himself deep inside me.

Panting in the aftermath, I accepted his hand when he held it out to me. Then I let him wrap me in a thick towel after we got out of the shower. He shut off the water, gently gathered me in his arms, and carried me to my bedroom like we were on our honeymoon or something.

As he laid me down on the bed, he dropped his own towel and put his entire focus on me, kneeling between my legs with his knees on the carpet. Then he went down on me.

I shivered, not doubting that he could get me there again even though my heart was still racing and I was still sensitive all over from the last orgasm.

Slowly but surely, he coaxed me closer and closer to the edge once more. His fingers and his tongue worked together to make that magic he was so damn good at. Pure white light flashed behind my eyes as that bliss raced through me, curling my toes. My entire body tensed under the sweet relief of the slow climax.

While I was still trying to catch my breath, he crawled onto the mattress with me and kissed me tenderly. I rolled into him, taking his cheek in my hand and kissing him back before I rolled us over so I was straddling his lap.

Grabbing another condom, I rolled it on, my eyes on his. I lowered myself down on him once it was on. We moved together much slower than we had in the shower, taking our time to savor every thrust and groan.

I liked that he made noise for me. When I made him feel good, he let me know with a deep grunt or a sharp inhale of breath. Far too quickly, neither of us could hold back anymore and we came together, flying high through the clouds as one.

When we were finally both spent, we curled up in each other’s arms, not saying a word. He placed gentle kisses on my eyelids just before I dozed off. I smiled, and then I was asleep, dreaming of him even though I knew he was still right next to me.
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DASH


Iwoke up with Serenity lying on my chest and the glow of early morning sunshine already warming the room.

Fuck. I fell asleep.

I couldn’t say I minded waking to her, but I hadn’t planned on it. Sneaking out of her building in the daytime was going to be difficult, considering that there was no back entrance, but despite it not having been my intention, I couldn’t find any shred of real worry inside about having to deal with the press when I left.

Her golden hair was splayed out over my arm, her body soft and warm against my side. Instead of feeling trapped by her leg draped over my knees, I felt strangely comforted. I didn’t want to move, which was unusual for me when waking with a woman.

Smiling as I glanced down at the top of her head, I pressed a kiss to her hair and reached for my phone, unlocking it and scrolling through the breaking news headlines until I felt her stirring. I lowered the phone to my side, watching as her eyes blinked open and her brow furrowed when she must’ve realized she was lying on a person.

Without a moment of hesitation, her gaze jumped up and met mine, and a moment later, she smiled lazily. “You’re still here.”

Her voice was husky with sleep, the expression in her eyes still soft. I nodded, bending slightly to brush a kiss against her shoulder. “Yeah, I’m still here. I’m sorry. I meant to sneak out after you fell asleep, but I dozed off too and only woke up a few minutes ago.”

“That’s okay,” she murmured, rolling away from me and spreading her arms above her head in a mighty stretch. “I’m kind of glad you fell asleep too. At least it means you had a good time last night, right?”

“I had a great time last night,” I corrected gently. “That doesn’t mean no one is going to see me leaving your place, though.”

Relaxing out of her stretch, she stuffed a pillow under her head and lay down again, facing me. “We’ll deal with it when it happens. Besides, didn’t we say we’re not hiding anymore?”

“Sure, but saying it and coming out as a couple in public are two very different things. It should be alright, though. I’ll just ignore them.”

She chuckled, arching a teasing eyebrow at me. “Oh, so you’re going to do something entirely different to how you usually act with them, then. Good to know.”

Settling in on my side and facing her, I realized neither of us was in any hurry to leave this bed. Eventually, we were going to have to, but for now, I was enjoying just lazing around with her.

“Do you really think last night was great?” she asked curiously. “I thought you didn’t like dancing.”

“That’s not the part of the night I was referring to.” I smirked, laughing when she reached out to land a playful punch to my shoulder. “Kidding! I’m kidding. The dancing was fun too. Not as fun, but fun. I’m just a little surprised that you managed to bring out that side of me.”

“The dance-like-a-sexy-god side?” she teased. “I’m surprised that side of you exists at all.”

I chuckled. “Mom made us all take lessons when we were younger. Although I don’t remember a style of dance called sexy-god, but I’ll take it.”

“Okay, and now I’m surprised that your mom made you take lessons and you actually paid any attention.”

I shrugged. “According to her, a gentleman should know how to dance. The alternative, apparently, is men simply hopping around a dance floor or standing completely still while watching others dance like some kind of creeper, and she didn’t want that for us. She got our attention by putting it that way.”

Serenity laughed softly, the sleep melting away from her eyes. I had to admit I really fucking liked being here to see it. “If I ever have a son, I’m coming to your mother for lessons on how to raise him. She seems to have some tricks up her sleeve about how to make boys listen.”

“Well, she’s had some practice,” I joked. “She only had five of us. By the time she got to Corbin, I think she’d learned every trick in the book. I’m sure she’ll be happy to share her wisdom.”

“He’s the youngest, right?” she asked. “Corbin.”

“Yep.” I told her more about my brothers as we finally got out of bed and got dressed. Then we headed downstairs to make breakfast together.

Just like a real couple.

We spent as much of the morning together as we could, but I had to go meet my mom, and Serenity had to get to the office for a couple hours.

She walked me to her door, leaning into me as she looped her arms around my neck. “Are you sure you can’t stay? I could always go in a little bit later. I just have to check on a few things. It’s nothing major.”

“I’d love to, but I can’t.” I planted my hands on her hips, bending my head closer to hers. “I need to go home, shower, and change before I meet my mom and Richard. I’ll text you later though, okay?”

“You better.” She pushed up on her toes as I bent down a little more.

Our mouths met in a kiss that started slow and lazy but quickly heated up. As I caught myself spinning her around to push her up against the door, I groaned and pried my mouth off hers.

“I have to go. We’ll talk later?”

“Later,” she said, her breathing on the heavier side. She released me and slid out the way of the door.

If I stayed just one more minute, I was going to cancel with my mom, so I left fast, mentally kicking myself for having made these plans with Mom and her fiancé at all. The wedding was coming up too soon to postpone today’s meeting, though. And I probably needed to hydrate before I went for another round with Serenity.

When it came to the impending nuptials, we needed to go over everything we’d already finalized and settle a few outstanding details. The sooner we got it done, the better. I knew that, but this was one Saturday I would have liked to have free.

Either way, I took the elevator down to the lobby and braced myself to face the paparazzi. I knew they would be waiting. Sure enough, on my way out, a reporter came running at me as he took pictures and hurled questions my way.

“Dash! Did you stay at Serenity’s last night? Are you two together now? What does Ethan say about it? Are you⁠—”

“We’re just good friends,” I said curtly. “Nothing more.”

Striding to the curb, I got into the car waiting for me and slammed the door, happy to have escaped relatively unscathed. On my way home, I thought about letting her know that I hadn’t fully ignored the press after all, but ultimately, we hadn’t really decided what we were or how we should present ourselves publicly.

I didn’t want to announce our relationship to the world before I’d discussed it with her. We’d told them before that we were friends, so I figured the safest course was simply to stick to that statement. They were going to speculate anyway. There was no getting away from it, but at least now, I hadn’t given them anything to twist into a scandal.

After I got home, I put it out of my head, choosing to think about last night instead. I showered, getting hard as I remembered dancing with her in that club and everything that had happened after, but I didn’t do anything about it. My hand had nothing on Serenity. She was worth the wait, no matter how much it drove me crazy.

I wanted to get this meeting over with so that I could check in with her and possibly see her again later. She still was on my mind though, and I only managed to stop mentally replaying images of last night once I walked into my mother’s house.

She and Richard were waiting in the kitchen, sipping coffees. A mug for me was already on the counter when I walked in. “Good morning, Mom. Richard.”

“Good morning, darling,” she said, letting go of his hand to get up and give me a hug. I squeezed her tight before shaking Richard’s hand and finally sitting down and picking up my mug. Mom settled back in next to her fiancé, glancing at him before she smiled at me. “How was your night last night? What did you do?”

“I, uh, I went out with Serenity,” I said honestly. “We went dancing, believe it or not.”

Richard laughed. “Somehow, I don’t find it difficult to imagine her convincing you to go dancing. You don’t look like the sort who’d do it for just anyone, but she’s not just anyone, is she?”

“Mom told you, then?” I asked, but I wasn’t pissed at her for it. They were getting married soon and I supposed it was to be expected that she would share with him.

He nodded. “She did, but she didn’t have to. Anyone with eyes can see there’s something between you two.”

“How was it?” Mom asked eagerly, leaning forward with her gaze pinned on mine. “Please tell me you actually danced when the girl asked you to.”

“Of course, I did.” I scoffed down a laugh, shaking my head at her. “I’m not that bad.”

Both of her eyebrows swept up, barely restrained laughter sparkling in her dark eyes. “Well, to be honest, honey, you are that bad. I’m just glad you made the effort for her. How are things going between you?”

“Better than you’d expect,” I admitted. “I think things are getting more serious, but at the moment, we’re just seeing where it goes.”

She sighed. “Don’t be too cool to tell her how you feel, Dash. If you want it to be serious, tell her. This whole seeing how it goes business that you kids do can cause too many misunderstandings. What happened to good old fashioned open lines of communication?”

I chuckled. “Our lines of communication are wide open, Mom. I’ll tell her. We’re just taking it slow, is all.”

Well, not that slow, but still.

“In that case, I’m really happy for you, baby,” she said, grinning from ear to ear. “Who knows? The next St. Clair wedding might just be yours.”

I groaned. “Don’t go getting ahead of yourself. It’s still very new. No rings will be exchanged soon. Not by us, anyway. How about we talk about the wedding that’s actually happening soon instead?”

Richard smiled and nodded. “It’s shaping up to be perfect.”

Mom started talking about the plans that still needed to be finalized and he listened intently. I couldn’t believe it was almost time, but as they spoke, going back and forth about those final details, I really was okay with it all.

He made her happy and he seemed to genuinely care about her.

By the time I left her house, night was coming on and I finally texted Serenity, wondering if it was too soon to ask to see her again. Sitting in my car, I decided to go for it. She could always say no. I was going to at least try.

Me: Hey, you. Finally done here. Do you want to come over tonight?

She read the message a minute later, replying just a few seconds after that.

Serenity: I’ll meet you at your place.

I grinned and pressed my foot down on the gas in an effort to get home just as soon as the speed limit would allow me to. Thankfully, traffic was light, and by some miracle, most of the traffic lights I hit were green.

Taking it as a sign that even the universe wanted me to see her as soon as possible, I was still grinning when I walked into my apartment. It felt like things were falling into place for me, with everything going right both personally and professionally.

I changed into sweatpants and a T-shirt, only just done when she knocked on my door. Striding over to open it for her, I took a deep breath, excited that she’d wanted to see me again tonight as well. Logic told me that meant she thought this was going well too, and that was a good sign.

A great sign.

Because as far as I was concerned, she was it for me. I knew it was fast and I wouldn’t spring something like that on her, but eventually, I would tell her and then I would simply have to hope that she was ready and that she felt the same way.
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SERENITY


I’d spent all of Sunday with Dash. When I was with him, I felt like a teenager, wanting to be around him all the time.

Last night, after another night and a whole day together, I’d finally forced myself to come home. It was easier to hide from the paparazzi at his place, but I hadn’t wanted to risk being photographed leaving there on a Monday morning.

It had made me realize that I needed to find a new place to live, though. I wanted to be able to spend more time with Dash without the constant worry of knowing the press was right outside, but moreover, it was simply time for me to move.

Ethan had liked to be seen, so he didn’t feel the need for privacy. When we’d bought this place, it had made me feel safer to know they were out there so often. I’d never done it, but in the back of my mind, I’d always known that if things got really bad, I could just walk outside and they’d be there.

All I’d need to do to expose him was to get out of the apartment and start talking. Those days were behind me now, though, and it felt like it was time for a change. I was no longer a TV star and the divorce had been final for months. Honestly, I should’ve thought about moving to start my new chapter someplace else a long time ago.

Everyone and their mother had my address here. The building was close to downtown, Hollywood, and just about every restaurant and nightclub the paparazzi regularly camped out at. That was probably why there was always at least one or two reporters outside.

If I moved a little further away from the action, I wasn’t sure they’d bother as much, but being where I was meant they were so close to everything else that when another tip came in, it was no trouble at all to just shoot over.

With my mind basically made up, I went to work, waving happily at the few members of the press milling around outside. Now that I knew I was probably going to be moving soon, it was even easier to be friendly with them, and frankly, I felt like I was on top of the world this morning.

Business was booming, Dash and I were moving forward together, and slowly but surely, I was taking control of my life. The possibility of a move in the near future simply felt like another thing to add to the list of positives.

I was walking into my office with a big smile on my face when I got a text from Julie. Distracted by memories of a weekend spent with Dash, it took me a moment to process what I was seeing as I stared at the link she’d sent me.

It was an article in a well-known tabloid, and the headline attached to it read Typical Playboy. Frowning as I clicked the link, my fingers went cold when I saw a picture of Dash leaving my apartment on Saturday morning.

I scanned the rest of the article quickly, my heart starting to pound when it started sinking in that Dash hadn’t ignored the reporters when he’d left. In fact, the article gave a direct quote from him, saying that we were just friends and nothing more.

The shock of seeing it made me feel lightheaded. I hadn’t expected him to come right out and say that we were together or anything, but he could have told them we were seeing where things went. Or he could’ve declined to give any comment at all. More importantly, he could’ve told me that he had.

Especially since we’d told the press that we were just friends before. After those pictures had been published, they knew we were more than just friends, so it didn’t even make sense to use that same old lie.

I didn’t make a habit of agreeing with tabloid reporters, but right now, calling him a typical playboy felt appropriate. The press wasn’t stupid or naive and neither was the public. Him leaving my place late morning after not having been seen entering just a short time earlier obviously meant he’d been there a while.

No one could prove he’d spent the night, but it was a definite possibility. None of that was rocket science. While it wasn’t his job to give them the complete story, saying that we were just friends made him look like a lying asshole under the circumstances.

As for me, I felt used. I felt like he still didn’t want the world to know about us—or even about there potentially being an us. Clearly, he was still trying to distance himself from me while I was the one who had the most to lose from our relationship.

The story about Dash and me before hadn’t killed the business like Ethan had hoped it would, but if it continued to look like I let men play me, it certainly still could. Just friends, my ass.

Navigating out of the browser with a trembling hand, I clicked into my messages.

Me: Can you meet me real quick?

Dash: Sure. When and where?

Me: Raleigh Park. An hour.

Dash: Can’t wait to see you!

Setting my phone down on my desk, I finally sat down and started up my computer, knowing that I had to at least try to get some work done before I went to meet him. The park wasn’t far from my office. I wouldn’t need more than ten minutes to get there, but the entire time I answered emails and worked my way through my morning checklist, I wondered what I was going to say when I saw him.

Do I want to end it? Can I end it?

As I thought back to all the times he and I had been in a situation like this before, I remembered what he’d said about knowing he was going to have to apologize again. But I also remembered him saying that he was trying.

The fact of the matter was that he wasn’t stupid, though. He could say he was trying, but surely, he knew the quote he gave was going to be published. Surely he knew they’d gotten a picture of him too. Even if he had misspoken or simply fallen back on the “just friends” thing because he hadn’t been sure of what else to say, he could’ve mentioned it to me.

He could’ve prepared me for another story about us and he could’ve told me what he’d said. At least that way, I wouldn’t have been blindsided.

Again.

I wouldn’t have spent all damn weekend after that quote with my head in the clouds about how well things were going.

Right now, I felt like a fool.

Again.

As much as I liked him, I couldn’t keep feeling this way. I couldn’t keep believing that it was going to get better when it wasn’t. I’d done that once before, and instead of getting better, things had just gotten worse and worse.

While I knew that Dash and Ethan were completely different, at the end of the day, Dash was also a man I was romantically involved with who I couldn’t fully trust. Another man who did and said things without any regard for how they would affect me.

Checking the time, I saw that I had to leave and I didn’t bother taking anything with me other than my phone and keys. This wasn’t going to take long.

Dash was already waiting when I got to the park. Sitting on a bench that was partially shielded from view by hedges and trees, he was staring straight ahead of himself with a thoughtful expression on his chiseled features.

I could tell from that look on his face that he’d seen the article. I simply didn’t know if he was trying to come up with the next lie to tell me or if he was just annoyed about being in the press again. If it’s the latter, then that’s rich considering that you gave them a damn quote.

Sliding my phone and keys into my jacket pocket, I strode over to him and folded my arms across my chest. “We’re just friends?”

He glanced up into my eyes, his eyebrows rising. He shook his head and sat up straighter. “I didn’t know what to say. It seemed better to go with what we’d already told them than to give them something new.”

“It’s not that hard to tell the truth, Dash. They already know we’re not just friends, so what’s the harm in telling them that we’re seeing each other? Or that we’re seeing where things go?”

A slight crease appeared on his brow as he stared back at me. “We didn’t talk about that.”

I scoffed. “We didn’t? That’s funny. I swear I remember a couple conversations where we talked about what we wanted from each other.”

“Sure, but we never talked about telling the press the truth. For all they know, we really are just friends. Friends who made out once, but⁠—”

“No, Dash. We were more than just friends when you gave that quote, but the important part of that sentence is the word ‘were.’ We were more than just friends.”

He blinked rapidly before his expression hardened. “What are you saying, Serenity?”

“I’m saying that you need to figure out what you want,” I said clearly, holding his gaze and fighting the urge to comfort him when I saw the edge of hurt creeping into those honey-colored eyes. “You can’t keep telling me everything I want to hear and then turning around and distancing yourself from me.”

He scoffed. “That’s not what I was doing.”

My head slowly lowered to one side. “Are you sure? From where I’m standing, that’s exactly what you did. Once again, you made sure to be crystal clear about the fact that we don’t mean anything to each other. I’m tired of it, Dash.”

“What?” His features scrunched up as he shook his head. “Tired of what? I wasn’t distancing myself from you. I fed them a lie because I was being consistent. That’s what we told them before. That’s what you told them before.”

“Sure, but that was before. It was before we knew what this was or what it could be. It was before we repeatedly talked about what we wanted to be. It was before. This is after, and in the after, you told them we were nothing more than friends. Obviously, you’re not ready for the world to know that you’re more than just a playboy and I’m tired of it. I’m tired of feeling like you’d really rather do anything than have anyone know that we’re together.”

“It’s not like that,” he argued, rising to his feet but not coming any closer. “Come on, Serenity. Where are you getting this from? So what if I told them we were just friends? What did you want me to say?”

“The truth would’ve been a decent place to start, but it’s too late for that now,” I said, finally answering two of the most important questions I’d asked myself earlier. “I’m done, Dash. I don’t want to be hurt anymore. I don’t want to have to keep doubting myself or my place in your life. I deserve more than that and I’m done settling for less.”

With tears burning the backs of my eyes, I turned away from him and left. I’d done the right thing but that didn’t make it hurt any less. While I was proud of myself for standing my ground and not giving in, my heart was tearing itself to shreds as I hurried back to the privacy of my car.

Once I was there, I finally allowed the tears to flow, giving myself ten minutes to grieve what I’d thought I’d found and what I’d hoped for in the future. Just ten minutes before I would head back to the office. It would never be enough, but it would have to do.

It was time that I remembered what was really important in my life right now, and that was healing and building the company into everything it could be. As long as I focused on that, I could stop adding fresh pain to the lifetime’s worth I was already carrying around.
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DASH


At a hole in the wall bar in a part of LA I’d never spent much time in, I took another gulp of whiskey and relished the smooth burn of it on its way down. Richard was with me, chatting to the bartender with a jovial air about him, his hands animated as he shared some story I doubted the poor guy gave a shit about.

I knew I didn’t give a shit about it. I’d had the worst two weeks trying to get in touch with Serenity and being ignored at every turn, so I just wasn’t in the mood for this. I didn’t even ask Richard what he was up to when we sat down near the pool tables and he looked like he was casing the place.

“This place is great, isn’t it?” he said conversationally even as his gaze darted from side to side. “I love it here.”

I leaned back in my chair, taking another look around the darkened, dingy bar. There was absolutely nothing special about it—except perhaps for how much bacteria was growing in the threadbare carpets and between the cracks in the walls.

“Sure,” I said flatly. “It’s great. What are we doing here?”

“You needed a fun distraction.” Before I even had a chance to respond, he got up again and threw our names in the ring to challenge another two guys who were racking up the pool table.

He beckoned me over. I sighed, my head shaking. He widened his eyes at me, insisting that I join him. Bringing my tumbler back to my lips, I chugged the rest of the whiskey before I finally got up and sauntered over to him.

“I’m as good at pool as I am at golf,” I muttered in warning as I took the pool cue he handed over. “I hope you’re okay with losing.”

Richard laughed, patting me on the back as he winked at me. “It’s just for fun.”

Turning away from me, he held his cue casually in one hand as he checked out the tatted-up guys he’d just challenged. “I bet you one hundred dollars that I’ll win.”

One of the guys snorted and exchanged a glance with his friend. Both of them looked pretty darn confident as the other guy came over to shake Richard’s hand. “You’re on, old man. It’s just for fun, right?”

“Right,” Richard agreed, back to being jovial. He grinned at the guy while he smacked his palm into his outstretched hand. “We’re going to have tons of fun, boys.”

I rolled my eyes but didn’t say anything to contradict him. If he thought losing a hundred bucks was fun, then he and I had very different definitions of the word. Losing wasn’t fun to me. Not ever. Not even when we were playing for such a nominal amount.

Losing the girl, however, that’s even less fun. I grunted as the thought flew into my head. Then I motioned for the bartender to bring me another whiskey. When he arrived, I muttered, “Keep ‘em coming.”

He nodded and I turned back to my future stepfather and the tatted-up guys who were about to mop the floor with him—with us. I would’ve felt bad for him, but I figured he’d literally asked for it. Snickering as he stepped aside, the first guy waved at the table.

“You break,” he said to Richard.

He smiled sweetly at them. “Thank you, gentlemen. How very gracious of you.”

The guys exchanged another look, but Richard ignored them, humming under his breath. He got the game started with a weak break, barely scattering the balls. As the game continued, I was sure that we were playing the most terrible game of pool that had ever been played.

The guys thrashed us. To my surprise, Richard grinned happily at them after they’d won. “Oh, dear. I need an opportunity to redeem myself. How about we play for two hundred this time?”

Snickering some more, they agreed, smug smirks on their faces. Their team broke this time. The game was just as awful though, with Richard missing more shots than before and seemingly getting more flustered.

I groaned, wishing I could have the glass surgically attached to my hand at this point. Thankfully, the bartender made sure to top me off every so often. We lost again, but Richard swiped a hand over his face and then grinned some more.

“This really isn’t going well for us. Three hundred on the next game?”

My eyes nearly bulged out of my head. What the fuck is he doing? Does he have a gambling problem?

The thought made my heart stutter in my chest, and when he went back for game number four, betting an extra hundred dollars on it, my jaw clenched. He’s definitely got a problem.

The stakes were high now, but I was willing to take the hit. It still wasn’t that much money and simply handing it to them was what we’d been doing all day anyway. I was about to tell Richard it was time for us to leave when the strangest thing happened. No longer bumbling his way around the table, his entire demeanor changed and he pulled off some masterful moves, surprising the shit out of me and out of our opponents.

Watching them closely, I suspected they realized at about the same time I did that he’d been hustling them. My mother’s soon-to-be husband suddenly turned into one heck of a player, clearing the table in no time at all and leaving the rest of us gaping at him.

When the game was done, the guys scowled but handed over the cash, and I grabbed Richard’s arm, paying the bartender as we rushed out. Both of us were laughing like idiots as we got into the car and I peeled out of the parking lot like we’d just robbed the joint.

“What was that?” I asked as exhilaration flowed through me. “You were a maniac back there. Where’d you learn to play pool like that?”

He chuckled, leaning back with a satisfied smile on his face. “My first serious girlfriend played competitively.”

“Did you play competitively too?” I asked, thinking back at some of the moves he’d pulled and realizing that it sure seemed possible that he might’ve.

He chuckled. “No, I did not, but we met in college and dated for five years. Her brothers and her father were always trying to beat her, so we spent a good chunk of our time between classes in pool halls. Eventually, I got roped into the sport. It’s been a while, though.”

“It doesn’t look like it’s been that long,” I replied. “You don’t seem to have lost the skill, that’s for sure.”

He shrugged, his gaze suddenly far away as he stared out ahead of him. “She was my first true love and she took pool so seriously that it became part of me too. It really has been a while, but it’s in my blood now. It has been for a long time.”

Listening to him, I realized there was so much I still didn’t know about Richard. “What happened between you? Did you marry her?”

“No, unfortunately not,” he said, glancing at me before he shrugged again. “I would have, but life took us in different directions. A couple years after we graduated, she got offered a job in Manhattan. It was a hell of an opportunity and I encouraged her to take it.”

“You couldn’t go with her?”

He shook his head. “Not at the time. When she went, we thought it’d only be a few months and then I’d be able to join her, but it never happened.”

“Why not?”

“Life,” he said. “Work. Money. You name it, and I used it as an excuse at the time.”

Something about what he’d said struck a chord with me and I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that I should have told her how I really felt. I never did, but I’ve always wondered what might have happened if I had. If I hadn’t just let her go.”

“But you said it was a great opportunity. You had to let her go.”

“To Manhattan, yes, but that’s not what I was talking about. She had to take the job. I’d never have been able to live with myself if I’d kept her from going, but I didn’t have to let her go completely. I certainly didn’t have to use all those excuses to stay behind. I never even told her that she was my first true love. Time and distance came between us and I figured the ship had sailed.”

I winced. “That sucks. I’m sorry. Do you still wonder what might’ve happened?”

“Not anymore,” he said softly before he turned to look at me again. Since I was driving after having had all that whiskey, I couldn’t risk a glance at him, but I felt him staring at me. “I only stopped wondering after I met your mother. Before that though, sure, I was still wondering at least once a day how my life might’ve been.”

My eyebrows climbed higher on my forehead. “But you were with her in college. That’s a long time to wonder. You never looked her up?”

“No, but I heard she got married a few years after we broke up. I was tempted to try to find her a few times, but ultimately, I missed my shot and I lived most of my life with regrets because of it. Trust me, son, you don’t want to live with regrets. Life doesn’t always give you a second chance at something.”

I paused, hesitating because I wasn’t sure what to say. I could still feel Richard staring at me, though. He sighed. “If you love someone, really love them, you owe it to yourself to tell them how you feel. You owe it to them, too.”

“But if you can’t give them what they need?” he went on when I still hadn’t said anything. “If you can’t give them what they deserve or if you won’t? You owe it to them to let them go. No excuses. No regrets. Last I heard, Patricia had a wonderful life. She has kids. Grandkids. Her husband gave her what I couldn’t and I’m thankful for that.”

My heart hammered against my ribs, my face heating as I put two and two together. He was warning me about regrets because he knew something was up with Serenity, and the more I processed what he’d said, the more I wondered what I would be telling some thirty-something when I was his age.

Would I be talking about the risks I took or the regrets I had? Would I still be wondering what might’ve been with Serenity or would I finally have met someone else?

Swallowing hard, I was relieved when Richard’s house came into view. There might be a lot I didn’t know about this man, but I had a feeling there was also a lot I could learn from him. I just desperately needed some time to process what I already had learned from him.

I didn’t want to live with regrets. As we drove onto his property, I knew that much for an absolute fact. I didn’t want to live with regrets, but I already was, and I had no idea if it was too late for me to do something about it.
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SERENITY


On Monday morning, I went into the office early. Business was really starting to take off, and despite passing on the reality show, I’d been busier than ever.

Which was awesome, considering that it didn’t leave me with much time to think about Dash. It was hard to believe that it had already been two weeks since I’d last seen him. In some ways, it felt like a decade had passed, and in others, it was like I could still feel the ghost of his touch on my skin like it’d been this morning that we’d last been together.

Shaking my head at myself, I tried to force him out of my brain. I missed him something awful, but that was ridiculous. I needed to get over it. It wasn’t like we’d had some epic love. It’d been a couple months off and on. Nothing worth pining over for this freaking long.

On the plus side, Ethan hadn’t reached out again. Dash had been so convincing when he’d spoken to that reporter that it seemed even my ex had believed him. My heart was broken because of that same damn quote, but I supposed I should’ve been a little bit grateful for Dash being so convincing about us not meaning anything to each other.

Just the thought of it all made my stomach turn. I refused to talk to Dash unless it was about the wedding, but every time anything happened—good or bad—he was the first person I wanted to tell. I’d been so tempted so many times to answer when he’d reached out, but I just didn’t want to go there again.

I couldn’t. He’d already become too important to me. Last week, for example, I’d been featured in a popular bridal magazine as a planner to watch, and when they’d called to set up an interview, I’d almost messaged him about it before I’d even put down the phone.

On a similar note, I’d found a few new apartments to view and I’d nearly sent him the links to all of them to get his opinion. Maybe it’d been too soon after the divorce or maybe I really had fallen for him, but it felt like I was missing a limb without him around and that couldn’t be healthy.

I was determined to find my feet, on my own without either Ethan or Dash around to pick me up—or knock me down. Diana’s wedding was only a week away. The biggest wedding of my career. The first I’d have planned myself from start to finish and the one that had to go off without a hitch. I couldn’t afford to be missing a limb—or my brain—right now, which meant I just had to suck it up and get on with my life.

As I sat with her folder open on my computer, I added a few last-minute details she’d emailed to me over the weekend. I could practically see Dash’s hand in some of them, but I did my best to ignore it. It didn’t matter that he’d been there when she’d been making these decisions.

He was her son and I’d known all along that he was helping her. It didn’t make a difference that he still was. All I had to do was to record these decisions as well and then carry on with putting the finishing touches on the planning.

Dragging in a deep breath, I was in the process of working my way through the last few items on her email when my phone rang. The name of the catering service we used came up and my heart skipped. Excitement raced through me.

The head chef was supposed to be calling today about the delivery of all the high-end ingredients we’d ordered and I couldn’t wait to hear what he thought about the quality.

“Give me good news, Byron,” I said as I picked up. “How is the ribeye?”

A throat cleared at the other end of the line. “It’s not Byron, Ms. Halverson. My name is Felicia and I’m his sous chef.”

My stomach plummeted to the middle of the earth. What happened now?! “Where is Byron?”

“Well, uh, that’s why I’m calling,” she rushed out. “He slammed his hand in the car door this morning and it broke a few of the bones in his fingers. He’s going to be out for the next month at least, and that means I’m going to be taking over for him.”

My eyes shuttered closed and my heart stuttered. Inhaling and exhaling deeply a few times, I remembered she was still waiting for me to say something and I forced myself to sound calm and understanding.

“Thank you for letting me know, Felicia. Are you up for catering the St. Clair wedding next week without him?”

“Yes, ma’am,” she said without any hesitation. “I’ve been working on it with him since the beginning and the ingredients have arrived. We’re ready to start prep. I just wanted to let you know about Byron before we did anything in case you weren’t satisfied with me taking over.”

Well, I’d really rather you didn’t, but I don’t have much of a choice, do I? “Just keep me in the loop and if you need help, be honest about it. It’s absolutely imperative that nothing goes wrong with that wedding, Felicia. Do you understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Wonderful. Thanks again for letting me know.” I hung up the phone after she’d said her goodbyes with a terrible sense of dread spreading through my insides.

Felicia sounded confident enough that she could handle the wedding, but I was so tired of having to call Dash and Diana with bad news. So many things had already gone wrong and I couldn’t believe it’d happened again.

Pressure stung my eyeballs and made them hurt, but I couldn’t cry. Not when the client didn’t even know about the latest incident just yet. Not when that client was Dash, who’d told me just weeks ago not to take this stuff personally.

I was starting to take it very fucking personally, though. Why is this happening?

Despair, frustration, worry, and anger whipped around in my soul, fighting for dominance as my fingers rolled into fists. Letting my head drop forward, I swallowed a scream and focused on my breathing instead.

It’s going to be fine. It’s going to be fine. It’s going to be fine.

As long as I could convince myself of that, I would get through this. I was just struggling to believe it since all the damn signs were pointing to it not being fine.

My head jerked up when I heard the soft snick of my door opening and I nearly burst into tears when I saw Julie walk in. She frowned when she saw me, her own face collapsing as she strode across the office. “What’s happened now?”

“You’re not going to believe this, but Byron broke his hand,” I said, fighting tears when they threatened to take over. “His sous chef, Felicia, is going to be catering Diana’s wedding.”

Julie’s eyes flew wide open. “Fuck, I think this wedding is cursed.”

“I think I’m cursed,” I countered, burying my face in my hands. I shook my head over and over again. “I can’t actually believe this. I cannot believe something else has gone wrong.”

“You’re not cursed, Serenity,” she said firmly. “Everything else we’re planning is coming together perfectly, which means it’s the wedding that’s cursed. Not you. Have you told her yet?”

“No, I only just got the call. I think I’m still trying to get my head wrapped around it.” I finally looked at her again. “I’m going to have to talk to Dash.”

She winced. “I’m sorry, but yes. You definitely are going to have to talk to him.”

“Crap.”

“I would’ve used a much stronger word, but crap works too.” She gave me a sympathetic smile. “Maybe text him instead.”

I bit my lip, thinking it over before I exhaled harshly and nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I think I’ll text him.”

“Want me to stay?”

I shook my head as I picked up my phone. “No, you better not. I have no doubt that he’s reverted to Asshole Dash, like he was at the beginning, which means this isn’t going to be pretty. I’ll be fine. It’s almost over, right?”

“One more week,” she said as she stood up and headed over to the door.

“One more week,” I repeated and pulled up my messaging app.

Me: I need to meet with you as soon as you’re free. Something has come up with the wedding.

It took a few minutes before he read the message, but as soon as the blue ticks appeared, so did the wavy dots telling me he was typing a response. Not fifteen seconds later, his reply came up on my screen.

Dash: I can be at your office in 15.

Me: See you then.

Dropping the phone back down on my desk with a soft clatter, I buried my head in my hands once more. I really didn’t want to see him, much less to give him bad news. I felt like a complete failure, a loser of fantastic proportions who should never have taken on an event like this.

And now I was going to have to tell the guy who’d already been ashamed of me that I’d dropped the ball again. Yay! Go team…

That same pressure as before swelled behind my eyes again, but once again, I swallowed it back, squeezing my eyes shut rather than surrender to the emotions swirling around inside me. I wasn’t over Dash. In fact, I was so far from it that I was starting to wonder if I’d ever get over him, and now, not only was I going to have to see him before I was ready to, but I was also going to have to hope and pray that I didn’t cry in front of him when I gave him this news.

Damn it.

I was so ready for this wedding to be over so that I could move on with my life, but there was another whole week during which everything could go to shit and I was starting to think that was exactly what was going to happen.
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Something else had gone wrong. I didn’t know what yet, but I knew she wouldn’t have asked to see me otherwise. Although I was worried about what might’ve happened, I didn’t ask in my message because I was just happy that I was finally going to get to see her.

Whatever problem we had now, I’d solve it—but only once I’d seen her. If I risked asking via text, she might’ve decided not to meet with me after all and I couldn’t have that.

Ever since she’d ended things, I’d only heard from her via text message and it was only ever a brief update about wedding stuff. I hadn’t spoken to her. Hadn’t received any messages to me personally. Hadn’t caught so much as a glimpse of her in person.

After my talk with Richard, I’d tried reaching her a few more times, to no avail. All my efforts had been in vain and while I knew it had to be something big for her to have summoned me like this, I was still okay with it.

I could take anything except never seeing her again.

Immediately after I received her message, I stood up and popped into Lance’s office on my way to the car. “I have to go see Serenity, so you’re going to have to take the Robertson meeting by yourself.”

His nostrils flared and he narrowed his eyes at me as he shook his head. “That doesn’t work, Dash. They’re a big client and I need you here. They requested you here.”

I shrugged at him. “I’ll try to make it back on time, but there’s some issue with my mother’s wedding. Depending on what it is⁠—”

“Never mind,” he grumbled. “Don’t bother. I’ll take care of it. Just save your mom’s wedding so that it can be over. God knows, I don’t think the estate can handle the thing having to be postponed.”

I chuckled. “You’ll be fine and so will the estate. Just apologize to the Robertsons and throw in a freebie for their kid’s wedding. Also, I don’t postpone events. Whatever it is this time, I’ll sort it out but my mother is getting married next weekend.”

Lance nodded. “Let’s hope. Good luck.”

“Thanks.”

I hated leaving him with the Robertsons. They were a big-name family and they had guests flying in from all over the world for their only child’s wedding. We’d be hosting them for a whole weekend and I knew they were expecting me to be present today, which meant Lance was going to have to take the brunt of their irritation over my absence when they arrived to find out I wasn’t here, but I couldn’t pass up this opportunity.

Besides, even William Robertson would understand that I had to take care of my family first. Lance would be great in the meeting and I already knew the family loved him or I wouldn’t have let him take it without me.

Just to be on the safe side, I had my second assistant prepare a list of complimentary items we could offer the Robertsons to make up for it. On the drive over to Serenity’s offices, my heart raced and my palms got sweaty.

I couldn’t remember the last time I had been truly nervous, but I sure was now. Today was my chance to apologize. To look her in the eyes and explain what had happened with that reporter. I didn’t intend on leaving until I’d done it.

As soon as I walked into her office, that clean, aquatic, feminine scent enveloped me and I almost groaned out loud. God, I’ve missed that smell.

Not nearly as much as I’d missed the woman sitting behind the desk, though. My heart lurched when I saw her, my mouth drying up at the sight of her in person after what had felt like years. I swore, she’d gotten even more beautiful in the last couple weeks.

Her hair was loose, a curtain of gold that framed her face before it tumbled to her waist. Those gorgeous eyes seemed bluer than ever, shimmering as she looked back at me. Wearing a navy dress with a white suit jacket, she looked so professional. So put together and sure of herself.

I smiled. “Hi.”

“Have a seat,” she said briskly, checking something on her phone before folding her hands on her desk. “I’m afraid I have some bad news. Our chef broke a few bones in his hand this morning and his sous chef will be taking over for him. We don’t have to make any changes to the menu and nobody has to know. Unless you have any objections, of course.”

“No objections,” I said easily. I didn’t feel the same way I had in the beginning about the way she was running her business. “Thank you for letting me know so quickly. You’re handling this exceptionally well. I’m sure the sous chef will do an amazing job.”

The shocked look on her face told me she hadn’t been expecting that at all. Her mouth dropped open and her eyes widened as she stared at me. Blinking a few times, she finally pressed her lips back together. “That’s it? No admonishing? No snapping?”

“Nope,” I said, offering her another smile. “I mean it, Serenity. You’ve got this. You’re handling it like a pro and⁠—”

“Okay,” she said suddenly, cutting me off as she waved at her door. “In that case, thank you for coming in and I’ll keep you up to date as the week progresses.”

Obviously, the shock over my reaction hadn’t thawed her to me. I nodded in response to what she’d said, but I didn’t get up to leave. It felt like the script had flipped and she was the standoffish one now, but thankfully, I knew how to deal with standoffish.

“Now that business is out of the way, I’d like to talk to you about that article. The reporter⁠—”

“No.” She lifted her arm, glancing at her watch and shaking her head. “Now that business is out of the way, we don’t have anything left to talk about.”

“That quote wasn’t what you think, Serenity,” I said directly, looking into her narrowed eyes. “The guy asked me if we were together⁠—”

“We’re not, so like I said, we don’t have anything more to talk about. If something else comes up with the wedding, I’ll be in touch. Otherwise, I’ll see you next weekend.”

“You’re not going to hear me out?”

“No,” she said firmly and without thinking twice about it. “I really don’t want to go there again, Dash. It’s over and it’s for the best.”

“I don’t want it to be and I don’t agree about it being for the best.”

“Well, I’m sorry you feel that way, but it’s time for you to go. I have another meeting coming up, and since we don’t have anything else to discuss, we’re only wasting each other’s time here. I’m sure you need to get back as well.”

I sighed but stood up and showed her my palms. “Fine. I’m going, but if you’re ever ready to talk, give me a shout. Otherwise, I guess you’re right. I’ll see you next weekend.”

She nodded, not even walking me out or saying goodbye. She simply picked up her phone and told her assistant she was ready for her next appointment. Knowing when not to push, I left, sighing heavily, and drove back to my office.

Although I thought I’d done a pretty good job of hiding it, I was reeling a little at how efficiently and completely she’d shut me down. In the past when I’d messed up, she hadn’t been nearly as closed off to me as she was now. To be fair, I supposed this was my third strike, which probably meant I was out, but I wasn’t ready to give up yet.

I just needed a grand gesture. Something that would make her realize how much she meant to me. Only thinking about her, I’d completely forgotten about the Robertson meeting until I walked back into the foyer at the estate to find a furious Lance waiting for me.

My friend was generally a pretty docile guy. He didn’t get red-faced or tense about many things in life, but he sure was both of those things now. Tension rippled through him, his shoulders stiff as a board and his jaw tight as he glared at me.

“The Robertsons are gone.”

I frowned. “Already? What happened?”

“What happened is that you weren’t here,” he seethed, turning on his heels and stalking away from me.

I followed him down the hall to his office, confused but still wondering how I was going to convince Serenity to take me back. “Relax, Lance. Just tell me what happened and I’ll fix it.”

“You can’t fix it,” he snapped, only spinning around to face me again once we were shut into his office and alone. “They wanted you in the meeting and you knew it, but you blew them off and they figured it out.”

“I didn’t blow them off. I had to go take care of something for my mother’s wedding.”

He arched an eyebrow at me. “What was it, Dash? What was the emergency that was so important that you couldn’t take a meeting with a fucking ambassador?”

“The chef broke his hand this morning,” I said. “The sous chef is stepping in.”

Lance snorted loudly. “That’s it? How is that so important? That’s a text, Dash. The chef is out, but we’ve got another one. Do you realize that we just lost a politician whose event would’ve gotten us international attention because you rushed to a meeting that could’ve been a fucking email?”

I swiped my tongue across my lips as surprise punched a hole in my stomach. “What do you mean we lost him?”

“What I meant is that we lost him. He’s not going to be using our venue after all. They wouldn’t even talk to me without you, so they walked in, realized you weren’t here, and then walked right back out.”

I blinked a few times in rapid succession. “I thought you got along well with them?”

“I did, but they don’t want me as a wedding planner. They wanted you. The St. Clair of the St. Clair Estate. People don’t like it when they don’t feel important enough to get your attention, Dash. You know this, and the Robertsons walked because, in their case, they were right. They weren’t important enough.”

“It’s my mother’s wedding, Lance. What did you want me to do?”

He glowered at me as he shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. How about picking up the phone and asking what’s wrong instead of racing over there for nothing?”

“It wasn’t nothing.”

He rolled his eyes at me before he started grabbing all his stuff and shoving it into his laptop bag. “Do me a favor and stop fucking up the business for some girl you couldn’t even tell one reporter you cared about. I’m leaving for the day. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“I’ll fix it,” I promised him as he stormed past me.

“You better,” he shouted as he left, slamming his office door behind him.

Once he was gone, I groaned and dropped my head back. Feeling like shit for being a bad friend as well now, I knew I had a lot to make up for, but I was going to fix things with everyone. I had to, or I was going to wind up alone and even more miserable than I had been before.

The difference was that now that I knew what it felt like to be truly happy, I couldn’t just go back. It was like I’d seen the light, but the door had been shut before I could walk into it. There was no going back after something like that.

I really had changed. It was just time that I finally fucking did something about it.
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First thing the next morning, I met with Felicia and her team. We went through the menu item by item, and I made sure they knew exactly what Diana wanted and how she wanted it. It was slow going, but by the time I left, I had the fullest confidence in them.

Not a bad start to the day, considering.

I was even smiling a little when Julie walked in for my meeting with her. Relief flickered across her features when she saw my face. “Well, you’re looking better today. Did he not revert to Asshole Dash?”

“Surprisingly, no,” I said, still wondering what on earth had come over him myself. “He was super nice about it and told me I was handling everything exceptionally well.”

She scoffed. “Oh, so he’s just a patronizing asshole now?”

“Nah, it wasn’t like that.” I shook my head to clear it. “Anyway, enough about him. I asked to meet with you about the Montrelli wedding. That’s next weekend, right?”

“Yep,” she said happily. “Everything is on track for it. I’m meeting with them tomorrow and then again on Tuesday just for a final run-through before the day.”

“You’re amazing,” I said, meaning it. “Do you want me to call her for you? I know I kind of left you in the lurch with it before, but I’m available now and it’s my responsibility to handle it with you. I’m sorry I’ve been so distracted with Diana’s wedding.”

Julie chuckled. “As soon as you signed her, we knew she was going to take priority for a while. I mean, they’re the St. Clairs and it’s your first high-profile wedding, so don’t sweat it but I think Briana Montrelli would appreciate a call from the boss.”

“I’ll make it in a few,” I said. “They haven’t complained about not having seen much of me, right?”

“Nope, not at all, but I did promise her that when we came down to the wire, you’d be personally involved.”

“Okay, great. Thank you, and again, I’m sorry. I won’t do that to you again.” I’d known all along that in times like this, when we were trying to prove ourselves as the new management of the company and when it came to the business end of things, I’d have to be the one to talk to people.

I just felt bad that I’d neglected everyone else while I’d been dealing with the St. Clairs. On the other hand, if Diana’s wedding went south, the company would too. Talk about a catch-22.

Either way, at least Julie had saved my butt with the Montrellis. She leaned forward as she caught me up on the last few things they’d decided, and I nodded before I made the relevant notes in our system.

“Wow, you’ve really done incredible work with this one. I’m impressed, but I’d appreciate it if you’d sit in with me for the remaining couple meetings anyway. I don’t want them to think I’ve just taken it from you.”

“You got it, boss lady.” When I looked at her again, she arched both her eyebrows at me. “He wasn’t patronizing? Are you sure? Condescending, maybe?”

“Nope, and yes, I’m sure. I’m also sure he wasn’t being condescending. He was just nice. Supportive. Again though, I don’t really want to talk about him. Being nice doesn’t make up for everything else he did.”

Her head cocked. “Like tell a reporter that you were just friends?”

I nodded. “Among other things. Why does it suddenly sound like you think I should’ve heard him out?”

“No, it’s not that. He’s hurt you enough times already. You definitely don’t owe him yet another chance. It’s just that I still don’t quite understand why it set you off the way it did.”

I shrugged. “It’s simple, really. I don’t want to be with someone who’s not sure about me. He was so worried about what people would think that he didn’t stop to think about me, or even about what he wanted himself. I don’t need that. Not after everything with Ethan.”

Taking a moment to chew it over, she nodded her agreement. “True. You need a guy who’ll put you first. Someone who worships the ground you walk on. Who brings you flowers just because and who shouts about his love for you from the rooftops. I’m proud of you for not settling for less.”

“Thanks,” I said, but even I heard the hesitation in my voice. I was still proud of myself for taking a stand, but I really did miss him and I was starting to wonder if I’d overreacted by breaking it off without even hearing him out.

Julie stood up, fixing me with a serious, meaningful look. “We’re going out tonight. No arguments. We’re going out, we’re forgetting about work and boys, and we’re just going to have fun together. I know you’re hurting and I’m sorry about that, but you can’t question yourself. Nothing has changed, Serenity. He wasn’t willing to stand by you before and I don’t see him doing it now, so stop that. Whatever you were just thinking, stop it.”

I laughed. “It’s like you can read my mind sometimes.”

She winked at me. “Maybe I can. Meet me at La Vida at eight. We’ll stuff our faces with pizza and then we’ll go dancing.”

I really didn’t feel up to dancing. Not when the last memories I had of it were when I’d done it with Dash, but I nodded anyway. “You’ve got yourself a date. I love La Vida. Their food is the best.”

“I know. That’s why we’re going there.” She grinned and pumped her eyebrows at me. “Get ready to let your hair down and cut loose. We’re going big tonight.”

I chuckled, waving at her as she left. After making the call I’d promised to the Montrellis, I spent the afternoon combing through all the plans for that wedding and getting caught up on the things that still had to be done.

The afternoon flew past in a blur of new details, but by the time I left the office to get changed for La Vida, I felt like I had a good grasp on the Montrelli wedding. I arrived at the Italian restaurant before Julie, ordering a bottle of prosecco while I waited for my friend.

The waiter had barely filled my glass when she arrived and I was thankful because my mind had already started drifting to Dash again. She rolled her eyes as she sat down. “That’s it. We need to get that boy off your mind. Do you want to know what I’ve been thinking about recently?”

“Uh, okay?”

“A girls’ trip,” she said, grinning like a Cheshire Cat. “That’s another reason why I wanted to come to this specific restaurant tonight. I’m trying to get you in the mood for Italy.”

“Is there such a thing as not being in the mood for Italy?” I joked, doing my best not to think about the fact that Dash and I weren’t going to get to take that trip we’d been planning together after his mom’s wedding.

Julie laughed. “That’s the spirit, and you’re right. There’s no such thing as not being in the mood for Italy, so tell me how you feel about the Amalfi Coast.”

“I feel like we should’ve taken this trip years ago. Why haven’t we?”

She shrugged. “You were married to an asshole and then dating another one?”

I sighed. “Fair enough. Okay, so the Amalfi Coast, huh? When do we leave?”

“Well, that’s up to you, but I think we’re going to need to take at least a week off for it, so we’re going to have to look at our calendars and then block out the time well in advance.”

I groaned. “How’s three years from now sound?”

She giggled. “Not a chance, girl. I know you’re slammed right now, but we’re going on this trip soon. Before the end of the year. We’re going to get even busier after Diana’s wedding because it’s going to be perfect and it’s going to make you an even more sought-after wedding planner than that dude we’re not talking about.”

While we were talking, we ordered our food and ate it as we started planning what we wanted to see while we were in Italy. I didn’t quite know how she’d managed it, but Julie somehow kept my mind off both work and Dash for the rest of our meal and it was amazing.

I didn’t know when we’d actually be able to take our trip, but the knowledge that we could plan it for real got me all excited. There was no Ethan holding me back now. I had the money. Julie and I could both take the time off as long as we did it between big events.

There really was no reason for this to be just talk, and it was the most incredibly freeing realization I’d had since I’d seen the court order for the divorce. Bubbly but not drunk, we went to the salsa nightclub once our meal was done.

“How did you find this place?” I asked breathlessly as we walked in. “I’ve heard about places like this, but I’ve never been to one.”

She shrugged, bumping her hip into mine. “That’s one advantage of going on so many dates with random guys. Some of them have some original ideas.”

“Does that mean you already know how to salsa?”

“Nope.” She wrinkled her nose before she flashed me a smile. “The guy I came here with hit on the bartender just after we arrived, so I took off but I’ve always wanted to come back.”

As we made our way into the brightly colored club with the warm lighting and the music that filled my soul with bubbles of excited joy, Julie flagged down a guy wearing a suit. I watched curiously as she leaned in to talk to him over the music. Then she grinned when she turned back to me.

“He’s going to teach us.”

“They have instructors here?”

“Nope, he’s a waiter, but he’s game!”

I laughed, not arguing because this had actually been a great plan. Peter, our waiter/dance instructor came back a few minutes later, showing us some basic moves before he had to get back to work. We drank a little bit, but mostly, we just focused on the dancing and having a good time.

Between the food and the exercise, I wasn’t even tipsy when I decided to call it a night. My phone buzzed with the notification that our car had arrived and I waved the device at my friend. “Time to go.”

She complained a little bit but followed me out, still doing some salsa moves as we left. “Man, we were awful at that, but just wait. I’m going to find us some classes, and when we come back, we’re going to win.”

“What are we winning?” I asked, laughing with her at how awful we’d been, though. There was no doubt that we’d been the worst dancers in there. “I wasn’t aware that it’s a competition.”

She waved me off as we climbed into the car. “It doesn’t have to be a competition in order for us to win. We’re just going to be winning at life and salsa dancing.”

I giggled, but that didn’t sound bad at all, so I rolled with it. The driver took Julie home first, but before she climbed out of the car, I threw my arms around her neck.

“Thank you for distracting me tonight. I really needed it.”

She chuckled as she hugged me back. “No problem, babe. I’m always here for you, but thank me by saying we can go in a little bit later in the morning.”

“That seems fair,” I agreed immediately. “I don’t have any early meetings, and as long as you don’t either, I think it should be okay for us to go in a couple hours late.”

She whooped, hugging me again before she climbed out of the car and headed inside. Once she was gone, the buzz of adrenaline started fading. I sighed, leaning back in my seat and closing my eyes. The driver started in the direction of my apartment next.

I didn’t fall asleep, but I kept my eyes closed for a while. Then I just stared out the window for the rest of the way to my place. As we rounded the final corner, I noticed that the paparazzi was out in full force again tonight and I sighed heavily.

I definitely have to move.

When we got closer though, I realized that they weren’t just waiting for me to get back. They seemed to be clamoring around someone and my heart started pounding. Shit. Is this another one of Ethan’s stunts?

“Do you want me to keep driving, ma’am?”

I shook my head, squinting when I caught a flash of dark hair through the cameras. That’s not Ethan.

The driver nodded and started slowing as he pulled up to the curb, and the paparazzi parted like the Red Sea to reveal Dash standing in the center of them. I got out slowly, confused, apprehensive, and also just a little bit excited as my gaze met his and I started moving closer to him, ignoring the crowd of people—and their cameras—around us.

“What on earth are you doing here?” I asked, too scared to hope until I saw the huge bouquet of flowers he produced from behind his back.

I sucked in a sharp breath, wondering if he’d come to his senses or if it was simply wishful thinking. On the other hand, there were only so many things he could be doing in front of my apartment at this time of night, armed with a bouquet of flowers and clearly having been making nice with the paparazzi. What have you done this time, Dash St. Clair, and will it be really stupid of me if I forgive you yet again?
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Serenity’s lips parted as she stared at me, but not a sound escaped. She just stared, then suddenly started looking around as if realizing for the first time that we had an audience. Blinking slowly, her eyes came back to mine and she frowned as she took a few steps closer.

“What on earth are you doing here?” She’d gone back to ignoring the paparazzi, but I didn’t.

For once, I was the one flashing them smiles and waving. Or at least, I had been before she’d arrived. Now, my attention was solely on her, but I still wasn’t ignoring them.

That would be rude, given that they’d all come here upon my invitation. I’d made contact with every blogger and publication I could think of, letting them all know that they’d want to see what happened between Serenity and me tonight.

I was more exposed than I’d ever been before, but that had been the point of this. While I couldn’t say that I didn’t care about all the eyes on us, I’d decided to take a big swing and this was it.

Gaze fixed solidly on her wide eyes, I stepped forward and held out the flowers. “You were right before. I didn’t know what I wanted, but then I met you and all of that changed. I do know what I want, Serenity, but I also know that I’ve made mistakes. Big ones.”

I glanced at the camera in my face, an instinctual flare of annoyance ripping through me at how close the photographer was, but I shoved it down. I was here to tell her how I felt publicly, for everyone to hear, and he was capturing every word I said on video.

It was intimidating but not enough to stop me. Inhaling as I turned back to her, I reminded myself that the spectacle I was making was worth it. Whether or not she forgave me, it would still have been worth it.

“Right now, I don’t know what we are or if we’ll ever be anything again, but I know that we’re more than just friends. I should’ve said that before and all the noble reasons I thought I had for not saying it then don’t really matter. I’m saying it now. We are not just friends. Maybe I’m too late, but I am sorry. I’m sorry, Serenity.”

Giving her the flowers, I took another deep breath and waited for her reaction. There was so much more I could’ve said, but that was the important stuff. She’d been worried that I was ashamed of her. That I didn’t want anyone to know about our relationship because I wasn’t sure of her, but none of those things were true.

I was hoping that telling her what I had in front of so many reporters and cameras would do the rest of the talking for me. If actions spoke louder than words, then this had to be screaming. I would have said more, but I was holding back for her sake, not mine.

Ethan would see this soon enough, and the more I said, the angrier he would get. Just in case she decided not to forgive me, I didn’t want to set him off. If I wouldn’t be around to help her with him, I didn’t want to give him any more reason than I already had to come after her.

As she looked into my eyes, searching as she took another step forward, I gave her a small smile and inclined my head at the cameras, praying that she understood. For a few more charged moments, she kept staring at me but then her face broke out in a smile.

I closed the distance between us, meeting her halfway as she kept moving forward slowly. When I reached her, she wrapped her arms around my neck to hug me and I happily slid my arms around her in turn, holding her close as my heartrate picked up.

Breaking out of the hug, she remained still in the circle of my arms as she looked up at me, her fingers combing through my hair as she smiled. “Are you going to kiss me now?”

She asked the question so quietly that I doubted even the closest cameras would’ve picked it up, but that really didn’t matter. I grinned, lowered my head to hers, and wrapped my arms around her.

Cameras snapped around us, the flashes lighting up the night. Our mouths met and she let out a soft moan into mine. My heart did some wild flips in response. Then I was kissing her passionately, my tongue delving into her mouth as I dipped her and grinned against her lips.

I straightened us back up before the kiss got completely out of hand.

“They’re going to have a field day with that,” she murmured.

I shrugged, keeping her close as I started walking her to her door. “Let them. I don’t care.”

She glanced up at me, her eyebrows raised in question, but she didn’t ask it out loud. Instead, she simply pulled me in with her when we reached the building’s front door. “Do you want to come up where we can talk in private?”

“Yes,” I said without hesitation. “I suppose we don’t have to give them any more of a show than we already have.”

“Definitely not.” She took my hand, tugging me to the elevator and then jabbing the button repeatedly. Her teeth sank into her lower lip while we waited for the doors to open.

When they finally did, she practically yanked me into the elevator with her, and as soon as we were alone, she kissed me again. From that moment, our lips didn’t leave one another. I knew we had more talking to do, but she didn’t seem interested in doing it right now and neither was I.

Quickly picking her up, I pressed her against the mirror, leaning into her as I devoured her mouth like I’d never get another chance. The low ding sounded to announce our arrival on her floor and she kept kissing me as we stumbled out of it.

I felt her arm moving, assuming that she was rummaging in her purse for her keys. Cool metal pressed into my palm a few seconds later and my fingers closed around it. Still kissing furiously, I unlocked her door, barely getting it open before we were barreling through it.

Once we got inside, I kicked the door shut behind us and then it was like a race to get out of our clothes. Serenity pushed my jacket off my shoulders and I shrugged out of it before reaching around her back and sliding down the zipper of her dress.

Both items fell to the floor as she stepped out of the circle of fabric. We blindly rushed through her apartment, hurrying to the bedroom while she unbuttoned my shirt and I pulled my belt free. Neither of us bothered with any lights, and as soon as we reached her bed, I dropped onto it on my back and pulled her down with me.

She squealed with a giggle as she fell, her warm palms finding my face not a moment later. Sliding her knees in underneath her, she supported some of her weight where she sat in my lap. We were both down to our underwear now and I made quick work of unhooking her bra, taking her breasts in my hands once it was gone.

She moaned as I flicked my thumbs over her hardened nipples. Her back arched as she leaned into my touch. My cock strained against my underwear and my hips started rocking, pleasure darting through me from the friction.

Serenity reached down, lifting her ass to shove my boxer-briefs off. She smiled, finally crawling down until she was sitting between my legs. Her silky hair brushed my skin as she planted hot kisses on my stomach and thighs, and I trembled, my muscles tightening.

She walked her fingers playfully to my dick. A sound I swore I’d never made before tore out of me when she wrapped them firmly around my shaft. My hips came off the bed when she covered my tip in her warm lips. “Fuck, Serenity.”

The weird growls didn’t stop when she started moving her mouth and her fist in unison. I didn’t try holding them back. I felt like I’d died and gone to heaven, and in heaven, no one judged a person for the animalistic sounds they made.

My hands flew into her hair, gripping it tight. She kept moving up and down, her free hand moving between my legs to cup my balls. I’d had blowjobs before. Many. But none like this. I didn’t really know what made it so different, but I also couldn’t focus on anything except her warm fingers. The flat of her palm. The searing heat of her mouth and her soft tongue. Every so often, there was a gentle scrape of her teeth that drove me insane.

The pleasure mounted, threatening to erupt if I didn’t stop her, but it felt so fucking good that I didn’t know how. I rode it all the way to the edge before I tapped out.

I picked her up and flipped her over to get comfortable between her legs. Breathing hard and still way too close for comfort, I licked through her soaking folds, pinning her hips to the bed with my palms.

I sucked her clit into my mouth. She cried out, writhing and squirming, and started riding my face, taking what she needed until she came.

I glanced up as she did, nearly losing it with her when I saw the pure ecstasy on her features. Somehow, I managed to hold back. We had all night and I was once again making something up to her.

As I cleaned her up after, I promised myself that I would try harder this time. I would not hurt this girl again. If it was the last thing I did, I would make her happy. For now and for as long as she would have me.
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SERENITY


After another marathon of a night with Dash, I woke up smiling but unable to believe everything that had happened last night. I was also happy that, for once, we didn’t have to worry about who saw him leaving.

By now, at least some of those reporters who had witnessed his apology last night would’ve run their stories and everyone who’d seen it already knew he was here. It was a novel feeling, knowing we really didn’t have to hide anymore.

In the past, we’d said we wouldn’t hide, and yet, we’d actively gone out of our way to avoid being seen together. We hadn’t wanted to fan the flames, sure, but ultimately, that had been part of why I’d doubted him.

What he’d done last night was to eradicate every last shred of doubt I’d had. He was with me, openly and unashamed. That distance he’d been keeping was gone and everyone knew it. He’d chosen me, loudly and proudly. Although that didn’t mean we didn’t have any other issues to work through, it’d been a damn big first step to have taken.

He woke up to me staring at him, his eyes opening slowly at first. As my bedroom came into focus, he blinked before his eyes widened as if he’d been sure he was dreaming. Then his gaze dropped to mine and he smiled.

“Good morning,” he murmured sleepily, his voice still rough and slightly husky. Lifting his head, he kissed the top of mine before he tightened his grip on me and lay down again. “It was all real, huh?”

“Yep. Are you regretting it yet?” I asked lightly, but I was also genuinely worried that in the harsh light of day, he was going to think differently about what he’d done.

Daytime had a tendency to do that to people. Everything seemed different at night. Easier. Like a better idea. Then the sun came up and you were left thinking, What the hell did I do last night?

Dash looked deep into my eyes and shook his head, though. “No, I don’t have any regrets, Serenity. I did what I had to do and I could never regret that. Why, do you have any regrets?”

It was perhaps the most vulnerable he’d ever been, asking that question, and I didn’t make him wait for an answer. Scooting up slightly, I kissed him right on the lips and shook my head. “Not a one, but you might change your mind once you realize that you’re stuck with my morning breath now.”

He chuckled, sliding his hand around the back of my neck and pulling me to him once more. “Nah, I can handle morning breath. I can handle anything you’ve got, except another breakup.”

My heart fluttered. I smiled and groaned softly as I rolled out of his embrace. “We should talk and we’re not going to do that if we keep kissing.”

Dropping his head back down on the pillow, he scrubbed his hands over his face as he nodded. “We’re also not going to do it if we don’t get any clothes on. You’re naked.”

I laughed. “I know. I’m getting a robe. Don’t worry. You can look again in a minute.”

Darting into my bathroom, I put on the robe that hung on the hook behind the door and wrapped it around me, securing it with the belt. More than anything, I just wanted to fall back into bed with him, but I couldn’t.

Last night had been bad enough. Well, no, it wasn’t bad. It was amazing, but I can’t just keep hooking up with him.

I wanted more, and in order to get more, I needed to keep my legs shut. For, like, an hour. That should be enough.

Snorting softly, I shook my head at myself and walked out of the bathroom to find him covered up as well. The naughty bits, at least. He was still shirtless for the moment.

He smirked when he saw me drinking him in. “Eyes up here, baby cakes. I thought you wanted to talk.”

“Want isn’t exactly how I would describe it. It’s more of a need,” I muttered distractedly before I finally forced my eyes away from the washboard abs to look at his face, which wasn’t a bad sight either, but damn. That body was going to be my undoing. “Baby cakes? That one isn’t going to work for me either.”

“I’ll keep trying.” He shrugged, giving me a smack on the ass as he strode past me to the door. “If we’re satisfying the need to talk first, can we do it while also satisfying the need for caffeine?”

“If we have to.” I pouted at him. He playfully lunged at me, and I laughed and danced out of his reach.

“Hey, you’re the one who said we had to talk!” he called, laughing now too as I jogged out of the room.

He came after me, but we quit messing around once we got to the kitchen. I slid two mugs into their slots in the coffee machine and got them brewing. Cocking my hip against the counter, I turned to face him. Making love was definitely easier than talking, but I pulled in a deep breath and asked the only question that seemed to matter right then.

“What happens now?” I asked. “I appreciate the grand gesture and all, but it doesn’t really tell me what we are to each other right now.”

He nodded slowly as he sat down on a stool, facing me with nothing but honesty and seriousness reflecting at me from his eyes. “I told my mother about us.”

Surprised that he’d have told her, I did a double-take. I’d known they were close, but he hadn’t struck me as the type to tell his mommy who he was sleeping with. “Really? Diana knows?”

“Yep. She’s our greatest cheerleader, by the way,” he said, a fond smile lifting the corners of his lips. “I think she’d have my balls if she knew how many times I’ve hurt you, but she’s going to have to get in line because I’m pretty sure Julie’s going to slice them off first.”

“Nope, they can’t have ‘em. They’re mine.” I winked at him, but then I smoothed out my expression, needing to know more than just that he’d told his mother about us. “You’re going to have to be a little more specific, though. I’m surprised you told her, but it still doesn’t really tell me much.”

“Would it tell you more if I promised that you’re the first girl I’ve ever told her about?” he asked mildly, but I could see from the intensity in his eyes that it meant something to him. “I never even spoke to her about my first crush, but I’ve spoken to her and to Richard about you. I want to see where this goes, but not casually. I want it all. The whole nine.”

My heart jumped into my throat. “You’re not asking me to marry you, are you?”

“Not yet,” he said, looking directly into my eyes. “I will, though. One day. When you’re ready for marriage again. If you’re ever ready for marriage again. I won’t ever pressure you and I’ll wait as long as I have to, but I’m serious about us, Serenity.”

“If we decide to try this again, will you be seeing other people?” I asked bluntly, those pictures of him with all those other women drifting through my mind. “Being serious means being exclusive. Are you sure you’re ready for that?”

“I haven’t touched anyone else since we met,” he said. “I don’t want anyone else. I did a stupid thing after I thought you got back together with Ethan, but I only danced with those women to get photographed. Nothing more. I’m yours. I suspect that may be true even if you don’t want me.”

“I do,” I said quickly, my chest aching at the mere thought of losing him again. “I do want you, but things have to be different this time, Dash. I meant it when I said I don’t want to be hurt anymore. I know you can’t guarantee that you won’t hurt me, especially because you’ve never really meant to do it.”

“Except that night when I got photographed with those women,” he said honestly. “I was hoping then that it would hurt you at least a little bit.”

“I know, but that was spite. Something else I don’t want anywhere near us if we’re going to be together.”

“I can live with that.” His alarm went off then and he winced, immediately getting up and striding over to me. “I have to leave.”

“What?”

A deep sigh rattled out of him, but he nodded. “I, uh, I ran out on Lance the other day after the chef hurt his hand and I need to make it up to him.”

“Ah, you’re on the apology tour,” I said, smiling even though the timing couldn’t have been worse. “Go ahead. He’s your best friend. If I ever need to do anything for Julie, I expect the same understanding from you, though.”

“You got it.” He laid a hard kiss on me. After finally wrenching his mouth away from mine, he dressed the rest of the way as he walked to the door. “I’ll call you when I’m done.”

“I’ll be around.” As I watched, he blew me a kiss and then left, still doing up his buttons but clearly on the clock with whatever he was going to do for Lance. I sighed, wondering if anyone had ever done something as romantic for me as he’d done last night and wishing he hadn’t had to run out.

Taking my coffee out of the machine when it was ready, I went back upstairs and went through my normal routine to get ready. I’d told Julie we could be late today, but I definitely couldn’t play hooky completely.

When I got out of the shower, I had a text from Julie waiting for me.

Jules: CALL ME!!!!!!!!

I chuckled and dried my hair before I followed her instructions. Applying my makeup while I spoke to her, I set the phone down on my dresser and pushed the speaker button just as she answered.

“The internet is exploding already and the pictures are swoon-worthy. What happened?”

My heart swelled at the memories and I told her everything, flat out gushing about Dash without even trying to temper my excitement. She listened patiently, giggling when I finally fell silent. “I should’ve known we were never going to go to Italy.”

“We’re going to Italy,” I said meaningfully. “We may just have another person joining us, but we’ll see. Are you on your way in yet?”

“Almost,” she said. “I’m pouring my coffee into my thermos now.”

“See you at the office,” I said before I hung up, ready for the day.

As I stood, my phone rang again. This time, it was Ethan calling. Not a surprise, since I’d been expecting him to reach out from the moment I’d seen Dash standing on the sidewalk in front of so many reporters. I sighed anyway, really not in the mood to deal with him.

“What do you want?” I said as I answered, not wasting any time with niceties. He sure wasn’t going to.

“I can’t believe you’d be so brazen,” he seethed. “You’re a whore, Serenity. A whore who’s going to regret dating St. Clair. Mark my words. You’re⁠—”

“Not interested in hearing anything else from you,” I said, cutting him off. “I don’t care what people think of me anymore, Ethan. I also don’t care what you think of me. I’m going to live my life as I see fit and I’m going to do it without you. Leave me alone. For good.”

I hung up on him then, shaking my head, and headed to work. While I knew he wasn’t just going to let it go, I was done living in fear of his threats. I really couldn’t do it anymore. He had to move on, and if he refused to, then it was time he left me out of it.

Focusing on all the good things in my life instead, I walked into my office with a smile, getting to work and somehow managing to concentrate. Later in the afternoon, after a productive day, surprise trickled through me when Dash walked into my office with iced coffees and pastries.

“Have you got a minute? There’s something I want to talk to you about.”

I nodded, waved him in, and got up to kiss him before sitting back down. “What’s up? Please tell me we don’t have another problem.”

“We don’t have another problem.” He grinned at me, but then he raked his hands through his hair after setting down the treats he’d brought. “I want to take you on a short trip. Just an overnight, really.”

Blinking fast, I smiled at him once the surprise had worn off a little. “That sounds amazing, but why not? Where are we going?”

“It’s a surprise,” he said with a glimmer of mischief in his eyes. “Can you leave tonight, or do you have any major meetings or anything going on that you can’t have someone else handle tomorrow morning?”

“Just some stuff for your mom’s wedding, but you can always help me with that on the road.”

“Done,” he said easily. After a passionate goodbye kiss, he left.

I laughed once he was gone, excited and curious all at the same time. Before I went home to pack and to get ready to leave, I called Julie and asked her to stand in for me in the morning. All the while, I wondered what his surprise was.

What have you got in store for me, Dash St. Clair, and why are you being so mysterious about it?


47


DASH


It turned out that having so much to make up for was hard work. After I left Serenity’s, I drove home and grabbed a shower and some clean clothes. Then I went straight to the office and put in a few hours of prep for my meeting with the Robertsons.

Getting them to come back in hadn’t been easy, but thankfully, they hadn’t booked a different venue yet. With a little apologizing and some talk of discounts, eventually, I’d managed to convince them to take another meeting. Lance didn’t know yet that they were coming back.

He had no reason to think they would change their mind, so he just hadn’t asked. Actually, he hadn’t spoken to me at all today, but that wasn’t much of a surprise. I’d passed him this morning and he was still a grumpy Gus.

Hopefully, getting the Robertsons back onboard would appease him, but I knew that the meeting I’d missed hadn’t been the root cause of the anger. It was merely a symptom, so I planned on talking to him after to address the real reasons.

After popping in to see Serenity, I felt fucking unstoppable. Unbeatable. My day wasn’t over yet, but things sure seemed to be coming up Dash so far.

I made the arrangements for our trip on the drive back to the estate. Then I went to the conference room to wait for the Robertsons thirty minutes before they were supposed to arrive. I used the time to lay out all the prep I’d done, which was pretty much the entire wedding on a table.

Since I didn’t know what they wanted, my options’ options had options, but it was organized to within an inch of every options life. They were going to get the full, professional Dash St. Clair experience today, and if they went with someone else after that, then they just weren’t meant to be here after all and it wouldn’t be because I missed a damn meeting.

When they finally walked in, I stood up, offering them a charming, apologetic smile and extending my hand toward William Robertson first. Father of the bride, he was a career politician who knew everyone. They were rumored to be inviting presidents to his daughter’s wedding—and those presidents were supposed to have said they wouldn’t miss it for the world.

“Mr. Robertson,” I said, addressing him with a firm handshake while looking him right in the eyes. “Thank you for agreeing to come in today. Before we get started, I’d like to extend my sincerest apologies for missing our meeting before. An emergency came up with my mother’s wedding, and as it’s only days away, it required my immediate attention.”

The man nodded, stepping aside to introduce me to his wife, his daughter, and his future son-in-law. The boy looked around the conference room with wide eyes, his gaze settling on the view through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

Ashley, the bride, giggled as she took his hand and gave him a sweet smile. “I told you this place was amazing. Was I right, or was I right?”

Everyone sat down. William exhaled a harsh sigh, taking a seat beside his daughter and folding his arms on the table before he turned to me. “I guess it’s no secret that she wants to get married here. She loves this place. We came to a charity fundraiser here once when she was twelve and she’s been saying she wants her wedding to be here ever since, but I’ll be honest with you, Dash. Your father was a true professional. I wouldn’t have had qualms about making the booking when he was still alive, but right now, I’m not sure I feel the same way about you.”

“I don’t blame you, sir,” I said easily. “Can I offer you coffee or a drink?”

My assistant was waiting in the doorway and he took their orders before he disappeared.

With the formalities out of the way, I got straight down to business. “First impressions are important and your first impression of me is of some flake who couldn’t be bothered to show up for an appointment you made a month ago. You’re right to have been appalled, but I can assure you that’s not how I do business. Nothing short of a family emergency would’ve pulled me away when it did.”

“What happened?” he asked directly.

I answered him the same way. “The chef who was supposed to cater my mother’s wedding this weekend broke his hand. As you can imagine, the venue has been booked, the invitations sent, and the menu settled, but you can’t have a wedding without food.”

Ashley gasped. “That’s awful. Did you manage to find someone else?”

I smiled at her as I nodded. “We did. Thank you for asking. It’s been rather stressful leaving my own mother’s wedding in another planner’s hands, but at least she’s excellent. We found a solution right away and I raced back here to try to make the meeting, but I was too late. You were already gone, which I completely understand. Your time is valuable.”

Mrs. Robertson glanced at her husband and squeezed his hand, giving him a meaningful look. “Surely, we can all agree that the chef for his mother’s wedding isn’t likely to break another hand. It seems to have been a one-off incident to me.”

William grunted at her, but I could see the wheels in his head turning as he looked back at me. “Fine. What have you got for us?”

“A tailor-made package that will make all your little girl’s dreams come true,” I said smoothly. “Clearly, she already loves the venue, but I’ll give you another tour myself if you’d like to take another look around.”

“That won’t be necessary at this point,” he said. “If we decide to consider it, then sure, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

“I appreciate your candor,” I said before I proceeded to walk them through all the preparation I’d done, assuring them I’d done it all personally. By the look of things, that assurance set them at ease.

I was nearing the end of my presentation to them when Lance walked in and I grinned. “You’ve met my right-hand man, Lance Yates. He and I work closely together on every event that we host here, and when I get married, you’re looking at the guy who will be planning it.”

Lance’s eyes bulged, but he chuckled and greeted each of the Robertsons by name before he glanced back at me. I pulled out the chair beside mine as I motioned him over. “I’m going to let Lance take the lead from here. When he’s done, I have every confidence we’re going to be writing your name into our calendar. In pen.”

My friend cleared his throat, blinking away his surprise and not skipping a beat as he jumped in. After, once the Robertsons had made their booking and paid the deposit, he beamed at me. “How in the hell did you get them to come back here?”

“I can be charming,” I said teasingly, walking back to his office with him and sitting down across from his desk when we got there. “So look, I know I shouldn’t have ditched them for a girl, but she’s not just any girl.”

“I know. I saw the news this morning.”

I shrugged. “I figured, but I thought you should know that I didn’t just blow you off. Things have been crazy ever since I met her. I know that. There have been a lot of ups and downs and I’ve been out of the office a lot, meaning you’ve had to pick up the slack. I’m not blind to that fact and I want you to know how much I appreciate it.”

“It’s not just that, Dash. This is your mom’s wedding. Obviously, that’s been keeping you busy and I completely understand that you’ve had to help her, but you need to stop treating the company as your last priority. It’s only been a couple months, but you seem to have lost control and that’s not good for us.”

“I haven’t lost control. I swear. I’m on top of everything. Pull any file and ask me anything, and I’ll be able to answer.”

“I said you seem to have lost control,” he reiterated. “Looks can be deceiving. I know that, but you need to be seen taking it back.”

“And I will be,” I assured him. “The wedding is this weekend, and after that, I’m back in all my glory. In the meantime, I’m going to be gone tomorrow morning. I’ll be here in the afternoon, but I’m taking Serenity away for the night.”

He groaned but nodded. “Don’t fuck it up with her again. Also, thank you for admitting that you were wrong and for fixing it. I didn’t really think you would, but you came through.”

“I always will in the end,” I said as I got up. “You’re good here without me in the morning?”

“We’ll be fine,” he said, but he stopped me when I turned to head to the door. “You must really like her, huh? I’ve never seen you this interested in anyone before. You’ve never been as distracted as you are when you’re on the outs with her.”

“I can’t resist her,” I admitted. “I don’t know what it is, but she gets me. And she gets to me, but I’m working on the distractedness. It’ll get better.”

“I know.” He sighed, giving me a warning look before I left. “I mean it, though. Don’t fuck up with her again. A guy only gets so many chances and I’m pretty sure you’re running on fumes.”

I nodded. “Yeah, I know. I’m good this time. I’m not going to fuck it up again.”

His brows swept up, but he wished me luck. I went home to pack and let her know I was ready to leave when she was. The jet was waiting already and I didn’t need much, so I just tossed some things into a bag. Not long after, she texted me that she’d managed to get away early and that she was waiting.

I grinned, excitement coursing through me hot and heavy at the prospect of another night with her. It was late afternoon by the time we arrived at the runway, and she hadn’t stopped asking me where we were going even as we boarded the plane.

“Just tell me,” she pleaded as she poked my ribs, sticking her lower lip out when I glanced at her. “Pleeeeaaase?”

“Nope.” I chuckled, handing over our overnight bags before leading her to our seats. “It’s a short flight. You’ll know soon enough.”

“A short flight, huh?” She started tossing out guesses, but I shrugged in response to each one.

Once we were airborne, I kissed her deeply.

When I broke the kiss, she rested her forehead against mine. “Fine, but you’re going to have to distract me if you want me to stop asking until we get there.”

“Gladly,” I murmured. “We won’t have time for anything except making out, though. I want to be able to take it slow with you today, but we just don’t have that kind of time on the plane.”

Her cheeks flushed, her pupils dilating, and she bit her lip. I groaned and kissed her again. In between, she kept trying to trick me into telling her but I held my ground.

As our descent started, the pilot finally came over the speaker and answered the question she’d been asking all afternoon. “Welcome to Las Vegas.”

I grinned at the shock that registered on her features. Then I murmured in her ear. “Welcome to Sin City, baby.”

“Let the games begin.” She winked as she pulled away from me, excitement sparkling in her eyes that I felt in both my heart and my cock.

We might only have one night here, but I had a feeling we were going to hit the jackpot.
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SERENITY


Ihadn’t been to Vegas for a while, but as soon as the pilot announced that was where we were, I let out a shout of excitement—then I clapped my hand over my mouth and laughed. “This was a genius plan! It’s exactly what we needed.”

Dash pried my hand away from my mouth, wrapping his fingers around my own and bringing them to his lips to brush a kiss to the back of my hand. “I had a feeling you’d like it. Best of all is that we can get right to it. A car service will take care of our bags and get the hotel keys for us to have when we’re ready to go there.”

“What’s first?” I asked once we’d unbuckled. “I kind of figured we’d go get settled in wherever we were going before we went out.”

After all that kissing, I sure wouldn’t have minded an hour or so alone with him before we had to go out in public, but he shook his head. “If we go to our suite, we’re only going to leave it when we have to check out tomorrow.”

“I don’t have a problem with that,” I joked, but also, I wasn’t really joking. I’d had a great time in Seattle even if I hadn’t seen much of the city.

Dash slung an arm around my shoulders as we disembarked. He smirked at me, leaning closer to speak into my ear. “Trust me, I don’t have a problem with it either but we’ve got tickets.”

“Tickets?”

“Tickets,” he confirmed. “We’re going out for dinner and then we’re going to see a show.”

“Dinner and a show?” I asked, not meaning to sound whiny about it. “Why were you kissing me like that if you knew how many things you had planned for us? Why start the engine if you don’t want to go for a drive?”

He laughed and opened the back door of the car he had waiting. “That’s just how I kiss. If it helps, I’m torturing myself too.”

I sighed. “That only kind of makes it worse. What show are we going to?”

“One that’ll be worth it.” He helped me into the car before climbing in after me. “Dinner is up first, though. Have you heard of a place called Tentacles?”

“No.” I frowned, arching an eyebrow at him. “Is it a restaurant or a strip club?”

He chuckled. “A restaurant, smarty pants. There’s only one person I want stripping for me right now and that’s going to have to wait.”

A thrill shot through me when he said it. I found that I needed that kind of validation from him and it was amazing that he kept giving it freely, without having to be prompted or asked. It made me feel wanted and secure in what we had now, and I’d needed it way more than I’d have thought.

Despite its outrageous name, the restaurant we went to was nice. On the top floor of a fancy hotel, we had views of the entire strip and my mouth started watering as soon as we walked in. The scent of garlic and lemon hung in the air, combined with that of grilling meat and something sweeter.

“Wow, that smells amazing,” I said as we were shown to a table in a private alcove next to a window. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was until now.”

“That’s because you were thinking about other things.” He grinned at me, clearly enjoying himself. “To be fair, I still feel the same way. What do you feel like having, other than an orgasm?”

I rolled my eyes at him as I laughed, heat flushing my cheeks. “Keep your voice down if you’re going to be saying stuff like that.”

“Why?” he asked playfully, taking a pointed look around. “We’re surrounded by couples. I can guarantee that most of them are going to be ending the night the same way we are. They know what I’m talking about.”

I laughed some more, shaking my head at him, and immediately reached for a glass of ice-cold water the waiter had just poured. Thankfully, Dash had stopped talking about it to chat to the guy, and once he left us with our menus to grab our drinks, Dash changed the topic.

“What did you still have to do for Mom’s wedding? I promised I’d help you while we were here, so do you want to do it now? Get it out of the way?”

“Sure. Let’s do it.” It took me a minute to remember what we still had to decide, but Dash and I handled it easily over dinner before we started talking about other things. I told him more about my childhood and my parents, as well as my hopes for the company for the future.

Our food was delicious, my seafood pasta the best I’d ever had while Dash’s steak was as soft as butter. After dinner, he promised me dessert once we got to our hotel. Then we headed off to the show we had tickets for.

To my total surprise, it turned out the show was a musical on ice and it was absolutely riveting. I knew some of the songs and I sang along to them, nudging him to join in on the ones I knew he had to know the lyrics of.

It was fun, but every time we touched, I cursed the producers for making it so long. When it was eventually over, he kissed me deeply before we’d even left our seats. “I had more planned, but I want you. Do you want to skip ahead?”

I nodded enthusiastically, took his hand without saying a word, and dragged him through the crowd to the parking lot. He followed willingly and kissed me again once we were in the privacy of the car.

When we got back to our hotel, I didn’t even bother taking a look around the suite as I remembered what he’d said about only wanting one person to strip for him. Pushing him down on the bed, I took a few steps back and told him to stay put.

Reaching for the hem of my shirt, I teased it up a few inches, swaying my hips and holding his gaze with my own. He leaned forward, watching me intently, but before I could even take my shirt off, I felt like a fish hook had caught the back of my belly button.

I felt the blood draining from my cheeks as nausea swirled through me in the wake of the yank. Then I spun around, ran to the adjoining bathroom, and slammed the door behind me. Dropping to my knees when I reached the toilet, I barely made it in time before my dinner made a reappearance.

“Serenity,” he called softly through the door. “Are you okay? What’s going on?”

“I think I have food poisoning,” I responded weakly just before another jerk of my stomach left me feeling ice cold.

We hadn’t really had much to drink, so something I’d eaten had to be the culprit. As I heaved again, it dawned on me what this meant. I’d be sick for hours and we only had one night here. I’d been so ready to spend the whole night crawling all over him, and instead, I’d ruined the darn trip.

So mad that it brought tears to my eyes, I settled in for the long haul, sitting down on my butt on the cool tiles and staying within spitting distance of the toilet. Dash came in a few minutes later, carrying a glass of water and some tablets that he said would help. Then he held my hair back all night while I wished I could just die and get it over with.

“I’m so sorry,” I moaned eventually when there was a bit of a break. Resting my head against his shoulder where he sat next to me on the floor, I was mortified that he was seeing me like this. “I know this isn’t exactly the night we had planned.”

He smiled. “I still get to spend the night with you.”

“I feel bad though.”

“It’s not your fault, baby,” he murmured against my temple, his eyes dark with concern when he pulled back to look into mine. “Do you think it was the seafood?”

I shrugged one shoulder. It was the most I could do with the last of the energy I had. “I have no idea, but you must be seriously disappointed.”

“I’m not,” he said firmly. “I’m not mad either, in case you were going to ask that next. In fact, I feel terrible. I took you to that restaurant. The reviews were amazing, but I guess we must’ve gone on a bad night.”

I reached up to place my palms on his face and shook my head. “We don’t know it was that. Don’t blame yourself.”

That was it for the talking for a while, and I was sick for hours until it finally seemed to have run its course. Exhausted, I pushed to my feet and looked around the bathroom for my toothbrush. “Damn it. I haven’t even unpacked yet.”

“I’ll grab your things,” he said, reaching into the shower and turning on the faucet. “There. Hopefully, that’ll make you feel a little better.”

As I finally stripped out of my clothes under decidedly more depressing circumstances than I’d been planning, I caught sight of the clock in the bedroom and realized that he’d taken care of me the entire freaking night. In just a few hours, the sun would be up and he hadn’t complained once.

Happy that he clearly cared about me, I dragged myself through a quick shower, beyond grateful when he handed me my shampoo, bodywash, and toothbrush. Too tired to even put on the pajamas he’d also brought to the bathroom, I barely managed to wrap the towel around myself once I was done.

Dash was there, though. He gave me one look and took over from me, drying me off before he helped me into my pajamas and then he picked me up and carried me to the bed in our suite. I felt like I’d been hit by a truck—twice.

But after he placed a gentle kiss on my forehead and tucked me in, I fell asleep with a smile on my face. Knowing I’d be sleeping next to him and especially after all the thought he’d shown me these past couple days, I was genuinely happy.

I didn’t say anything, but when he climbed into bed with me, I snuggled into his side and almost immediately dozed off. I hadn’t been one hundred percent sure of him before, but I was now. I could really see myself being with him, having seen enough to know that I had a pretty good idea of where this might be going.
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DASH


Our romantic getaway had turned out to be a disaster and I felt terrible for taking her someplace where the food had made her sick. We still didn’t know for a fact it’d been the restaurant, obviously, but it seemed a fairly safe conclusion.

Worried that she was still going to be feeling sick when she woke up, I extricated myself from her gently, wanting her to get as much sleep as she could. Once I was out of bed, I left the bedroom to order some bland food for breakfast from room service, making sure they brought up plenty of sparkling water as well.

I had no idea if she’d want to eat, but I was trying to be prepared. If there was food, she could eat something if she wanted. If there was no food, there wouldn’t be anything in our room if she was hungry. I didn’t even have a granola bar with me.

With breakfast ordered, I grabbed a shower. When I walked out five minutes later, I was surprised to find her sitting up in bed, smiling and with a little color back in her cheeks. “Good morning.”

“Hey,” I said, rushing over and sitting down on the edge of the bed, as close as I could get without jostling her. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m okay,” she said after pausing for a beat. “Yeah, I really am. I think whatever it was is out now. Thank God.”

Relief tore through me and I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her close and just holding her for a minute. “Thank God is right. I was so worried that we were going to have to make a trip to the hospital this morning. Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” she murmured, giving me a quick squeeze before speaking with her head still nestled against my throat. “Hey, uhm, are you sure you’re not mad at me?”

“I’m definitely not mad at you, but I am mad at me. I should’ve done more research before I made a reservation. The place is called Tentacles, for fuck’s sake. I should’ve known one of us was going to get sick there.”

She chuckled, her head shaking before she lifted it to look into my eyes. “You asked me yesterday if I’d heard of it, and I remembered last night that I had. It’s one of the best there is around here at the moment, Dash. You couldn’t possibly have known and I snacked a little bit at home before you picked me up. It could’ve been anything.”

I sighed. “I know, but I still feel bad. I ordered breakfast if you’re up for it. Just toast and stuff. I didn’t want to get anything that might trigger more nausea.”

She smiled. “Thank you. That sounds perfect.”

While she was in the shower, our food came, and for a continental spread, it looked pretty darn good. To my surprise, Serenity tucked in before she’d even dressed, managing to eat some toast, fresh fruit, and a piece of a bagel before she smiled at me. “Thank you. That was awesome. It was exactly what I needed.”

“I’m just glad you’re feeling better,” I said honestly.

While she went to get dressed, I packed our things, checking the bathroom to make sure we hadn’t left anything behind. After handing over our bags to a porter, I slid my hands into my pockets and took a chance when she was done.

“Any possibility that you feel like going for a short walk down the strip before we leave? The jet’s ready to take us home, but I’m hoping to squeeze in as many minutes as I can before we absolutely have to get on it.”

“I’d love that.” She took my hand when I offered it to her and followed me to the elevator and outside. As we left the hotel, she grimaced at me. “I’m sorry again for ruining the trip, but thank you for taking care of me like that. No one has ever done that for me before. Well, no one other than my parents, I mean.”

I frowned. “You were married for half a decade after they died. If Ethan didn’t take care of you when you were sick, what the hell did he do?”

She shrugged. “Mostly, he blamed me for having caught whatever it was and then he took off before I gave it to him.”

“He took off?” I struggled to even get the words out, but it didn’t seem to bother her nearly as much.

“To be fair to him when it comes to this particular issue, it was often my fault. Just like getting sick yesterday was probably my fault. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t the restaurant. Some of the cold cuts I snacked on before we left must’ve gone bad.”

“That’s still not your fault,” I said. “Getting sick hardly ever is, unless of course you go around kissing someone with the plague or something. That might be your fault.”

She chuckled. “How about eating duck from a street vendor in Thailand?”

“That’s weirdly specific. What happened?”

“I ate the duck,” she said, chuckling as she glanced up at me while we walked.

I grinned. “Not all it was quacked up to be?”

She groaned and smiled. “No. Ethan warned me not to eat any of the meat on the street, but I didn’t listen. I figured I owed it to myself to try it while we were there. God, I was sick for days.”

“What did he do?” I asked, unable to stop myself thanks to the morbid curiosity.

She sighed. “He got so angry, he left me in Bangkok. I caught a flight home a few days later. Once I was feeling better.”

My eyebrows shot up. “He just left you there?”

She nodded. “Oh yeah. He was furious, but I wasn’t alone. He hired a bodyguard to watch me.”

Disbelief ricocheted through me, followed shortly by violent anger, but I didn’t let it show. Instead, I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer, dropping a kiss on top of her head. “Well, from now on, you won’t have to fend for yourself when you’re sick. I’ll wait on you hand and foot. I can’t believe he left you in another fucking country. What about when you just had the flu or something?”

She grimaced. “I didn’t see him until it was over.”

We got into the car and I held her closer then. Once we were seated on the jet, I held her again. The way home wasn’t quite like the last flight home from Seattle. Serenity was really tired but she stayed glued to me, which I didn’t hate at all.

I kept my arms around her, wishing I could travel back in time to protect her from ever having met that asshole. Grappling with all the different ways in which he’d abused her and let her down, I was quiet while she slept. When we got home, I even carried her to the car waiting on the runway.

I thought she was asleep, but a few minutes later, she suddenly looked up at me. “It was great to be able to go on such a spontaneous trip with you. We should do it again and next time, I’ll stay away from cold cuts and seafood.”

I groaned. “It wasn’t your fault, Serenity, but we will do it again. I enjoyed it.”

“A whole night on the bathroom floor together. How romantic,” she teased weakly, then fell silent again. I realized just how much trauma she was still carrying from that relationship. She carried it well, but it was there, right under the surface.

More determined than ever to be there for her, I went back to her apartment with her, helping her get her bags up and to make sure that she was okay. As always, we were met by cameras and both of us largely ignored them until one reporter called out a question I couldn’t just let go unanswered.

“Are you guys getting serious?”

Serenity didn’t say anything, still tucked under my arm.

I replied. “Yes, we care about each other and we’re seeing where things go, but as far as I’m concerned, I’m off the market.”

We went inside, but once again, Serenity kissed me passionately as soon as the elevators doors shut behind us. “I can’t believe you told them that, but I feel the same way.”

She whispered it between kisses and I pulled away from her to look into her eyes. “Does that mean you’re ready to make this official?”

“Yes,” she said, kissing me again all the way up to her floor. I walked her into her apartment and she slid her arms around my neck once more after I’d dropped her things in her bedroom. “Thanks again for taking such great care of me and for planning such an amazing trip.”

“I hate to have to leave you right now, but I promised Lance I’d be in the office this afternoon and I’ve been out so often lately that I really can’t leave him for another whole day.”

“I understand,” she said softly, toying with the ends of my hair. “Say hi to him for me.”

“I will. I’ll talk to you later, okay? If you want, I can always come back when I’m done, but I’ll let you get some rest and tell me what you want to do once you’re awake.”

She nodded. “Thanks, Dash.”

“Anytime.” I pressed a kiss to her forehead, desperately wishing I didn’t have to leave but doing it anyway and heading straight to the office from her place.

On the drive over, I thought about how great it’d been to get away with her even if she had been sick. I also thought about how I’d never been off the market before and even I knew a person wasn’t supposed to leave their significant other by themselves when they were sick. It was preposterous, especially since he’d managed to convince her it was always her fault.

With my head still spinning about everything, I was about to walk into the building when Ethan suddenly appeared. He came out of the foyer and walked right to me, not looking like he was planning on stopping at all.

I turned to face him, mentally bracing myself for the showdown I knew was coming. Ethan was sure to be pissed after that big public statement I’d made the other night, but I was pretty pissed at him too and I definitely wasn’t about to stay out of it this time.
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SERENITY


As soon as Dash left, I crawled into my bed and slept for a few hours. I woke up groggy and momentarily confused, but then those last few minutes before I’d fallen asleep came rushing back and I smiled. I couldn’t believe we’d finally made it official.

He and I had been through quite a bit to get this far and I wouldn’t deny that I hadn’t thought it would ever happen. I’d been so determined to move on from him and so convinced I was right about his motivation for giving that quote that I’d never imagined we’d get back together.

After what he’d done and then again after he’d taken care of me last night, I’d realized once again that he wasn’t Ethan. He hadn’t lied to me and he wasn’t trying to keep me down or distance himself. He wasn’t ashamed or only interested in himself.

All of which had made me realize, in turn, that I had to start separating my relationship with Dash from my past with Ethan. One relationship was not the same as the other and I didn’t have to work so hard to protect myself from Dash. He didn’t actually mean me harm. He’d made mistakes, but he was always working on fixing them, and when he said he was trying to be better, he meant it and he always came back stronger.

It’d been one heck of a learning curve for me so far to really understand all these things, but now that I did, I knew he wasn’t the only one who’d have to try to do better. I had my own stuff to work on and I was now more motivated than ever to do it.

Knowing that I needed to share all this with someone, I called Julie. She picked up and didn’t even say hi. “How was the trip? Where did he take you? Please tell me it was amazing and he made up for all the rotten things he’s ever done to you.”

“It was amazing and he’s definitely making up for all the rotten things he’s ever done to me. We went to Vegas, which was amazing until I got food poisoning. Sort of ruins the mood if that happens.”

“Shit. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine now. Poor Dash had to take care of me all night, though. I feel so bad for him.”

She scoffed. “Don’t. It was the least he could do. Besides, a couple who vomits together, stays together.”

I gagged a little bit. “I’ve never heard that saying, but we didn’t vomit together. Thank heavens, it wasn’t a stomach bug that I could’ve given to him, or else we might not have been together anymore.”

“Bullshit. Everybody gets sick, Serenity. Sometimes, they pass that sickness on to a partner. Anyone who can’t handle that shouldn’t be in a relationship. He really took care of you? He didn’t cut his losses once sex was off the table?”

“Not at all. I felt horrible about it, though. He went through all that effort to organize a night for us to spend together and he didn’t even get anything out of it.”

“Contrary to what you seem to believe, you don’t have to put out just because he takes you someplace. Besides, Dash is a big boy. He could’ve taken care of himself if he really wanted to.”

“With me hurling in the next room?” I grimaced. “That’s not exactly sexy.”

“I know, but that’s the point. Life isn’t always sexy and not everything is about sex. Did you have a good time with him before the hurling?”

“The best.”

“Well, there you have it.” She paused for a beat, disappeared, and then came back again. “Uh, Serenity? You have to hang up right now and look at what I just sent you.”

My stomach went cold, but I did what she’d said, finding a video from her waiting for me on my messaging app. I played it immediately, confused when I realized it was a clip of Dash and Ethan arguing outside Dash’s offices.

It hadn’t been filmed from close enough that I could hear exactly what was being said, but it was clear that neither man was happy. Ethan said something and grinned, and Dash moved in a split second, grabbing him by the collar and ramming him into the side of the building. Holding him there by his jacket, he got in Ethan’s face with his own only inches away from my ex’s.

I gasped, all my nerves tattered as I clapped my hand over my mouth. I honestly couldn’t believe what I was seeing, but nothing else happened, other than Dash clearly telling Ethan to leave. Ethan looked shocked. Nobody ever treated him like that. The coward only picked on women like me who he could physically intimidate. It was a different story when someone his size stood up to him.

He straightened his suit and left with his tail between his legs, and Dash watched him go the entire time, his face made of stone.

The clip ended and I just sat there, staring at my screen as disbelief robbed me of all thought for a long minute. I certainly hadn’t expected anything like that from Dash and I didn’t know what Ethan had said to have made him react that way, but I couldn’t deny how it made me feel.

For so long, no one had known how truly awful Ethan was and it’d killed me to see everyone kowtowing to him, kissing his ass and trying to get into his good graces. This was the first time I’d ever seen anyone fight back, and even if they hadn’t come to blows, it’d definitely been a fight.

One that Dash had clearly won, which sent a rush of triumph through me as if I’d been personally responsible for it. That argument could only have been about me, and judging by the way they’d both reacted, Dash had stood up for me when Ethan had started talking shit.

Not only that, but he’d shoved him against the side of the building. I really, truly couldn’t believe it but it’d happened and I suddenly knew that I had to see him. I had to check on him and make sure he was okay, but I also needed to let him know how much I appreciated what he’d done.

Unlocking my phone once more, I tapped out a quick text to him.

Me: I just saw the video. Are you okay?

After I sent it, the ticks turned blue, letting me know that he’d already read the message. He didn’t keep me waiting long for a reply either.

Dash: Shit. I’m sorry. I was hoping you were still sleeping and that I’d be able to explain it in person when I saw you tonight. How are you feeling?

Me: Much better, but this is about you. Are you okay? That looked intense.

I desperately wanted to speak to him, but he was at work and I figured texting was probably better while he was there. It’d sounded like he was already getting some flak for having been gone so often. I couldn’t give his people the added incentive to cause trouble for him if he was on the phone to his girlfriend all day.

Girlfriend.

Another thrill ran through me at the moniker. I’d been that to him in the past as well, but back then, it’d been a looser term. There had still been so much for us to figure out and we definitely hadn’t been as sure of what we wanted.

It felt like we were on solid ground now rather than alternating between head-in-the-clouds and rock-bottom.

Dash: I’m fine. I don’t know what came over me, though. I am sorry.

Me: I’m not mad. At all. Are you almost done at work?

Dash: Just about. Should be another hour or so. Want me to come back to your place?

Me: Please. Really want to see you. As soon as you can!

Dash: You got it. I’ll bring dinner?

Me: Don’t worry about it. Just get here!

Dash: Am I in trouble or something? I thought you weren’t mad.

Me: I’m not. Just eager. I can’t wait to see you.

Dash: Same. I’ll be there ASAP. At least give me a clue what I’m walking into, though. Getting nervous over here…

Me: I’m finally feeling a lot better. Thought we might finish what we started in Vegas.

With that, I dropped my phone on the bed and shed my dirty clothes, dropping them in my hamper once I reached the bathroom. After drinking some water from the filtered faucet, I glanced at my reflection in the mirror, instantly happy that I’d already decided to take a shower before he arrived.

I looked like hell warmed over, my face all pale and my hair hanging lifelessly around it. Dragging in a deep breath, I exhaled slowly, thinking back to the video and to how he’d taken care of me while I’d been sick.

I knew Julie had said it was normal to take care of someone you were in a relationship with, but I’d certainly never had a boy holding my hair for me. Or staying with me through all that extreme grossness, bringing me water, and pills, and my things once I was in the shower.

As I climbed into the cubicle in my own bathroom and started the water, I tried to imagine what it was like to be married to someone like that. Someone who took me away just because. Who sat with me and brought me soup when I was sick. Who brought over flowers simply because it was Tuesday. Who spent his nights worshiping my body and his days supporting me in my career and whatever else I tackled in my life.

I knew Dash and I weren’t there yet, but he’d said he was serious and serious usually ended that way. While I could definitely see myself and my future with him, I didn’t know if I was quite ready to think about that just yet.

What I was ready for, however, was the surprise I wanted to have waiting for him when he showed up. I was excited to finally get to be who I was, to explore what I wanted to explore and to have a guy with me who wanted to be there with me through it all.
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DASH


When Serenity texted me, I was sitting in my office with Lance, doing damage control but suddenly finding myself having to fight the urge to run out the door.

He groaned. “What is it now? The florist got kidnapped?”

“It’s nothing like that,” I said, ignoring my hardening dick under my desk. “I just, uh, I told Serenity I’d drop by after work, but she saw the video so she wanted to check in.”

“Is she okay?” he asked, genuinely concerned.

I blew out a breath, finally moving my eyes away from my screen and back to his. Knowing that she wanted to finish what we’d started in Vegas was making it difficult to concentrate on anything else, but what had happened earlier was serious.

“She says she’s fine. Apparently, she’s feeling much better and she’s not pissed at me for getting rough with her ex, but I’ll feel better once I see her instead of just reading the words.”

Lance nodded, scratching the side of his neck as he thought it over. “Yeah. I get that. God, how was she married to that guy?”

“I have no idea, but I swear I wasn’t trying to fuck with the company’s reputation, bud. I know I’m going to have to put out a statement saying that I don’t condone violence. You don’t even need to go there.”

He exhaled, seeming relieved. “You want to tell me what happened?”

“I know it looks bad, but I didn’t just shove him out of nowhere,” I explained patiently, even though it felt like there was a tornado wreaking havoc on my insides. “He called her a whore, Lance, among other things. I lost it. I couldn’t stop myself. As soon as that word came out of his mouth, I saw red.”

“I get it. I would’ve done the same thing, but you’re right about having to come out with a statement about it. Without audio, it looks like he might’ve come here to talk and you lashed out at him. He didn’t shove you or physically do anything else that might’ve provoked your response.”

I let my head drop forward and rubbed my palm over my face. “He’s an abusive asshole, Lance. We can finalize the statement today and put it out there in the morning. Whatever you think I should say, I’ll say. I shouldn’t have lost my cool, but he threatened me. Then he called her a whore. I just…”

“I get it, Dash,” he reiterated firmly. “Seriously, I understand. I don’t blame you. If there had been audio, then I wouldn’t even suggest you make a statement, but without it, there’s a possibility he’ll turn the tables on you and we can’t prove otherwise.”

“Check our security footage. The way he was ranting, one of the cameras might’ve caught something. Just in case. I’ll make the statement anyway, but you’re right. We need to be prepared. He did say that he’s going to become a problem for me if I don’t leave her alone and I’m not going to do that.”

“Nor should you,” he said, leaning back in his chair as he stared at me. “He really said that, though? He’ll become a problem for you if you don’t leave her alone.”

“Yep, she told me he was possessive and controlling, but this was the first time I saw his true nature for myself. They’re divorced, but he still thinks he owns her. He seems to think it’s only a matter of time before she goes back to him.”

“Shit.” Lance frowned. “You don’t think he’s dangerous, do you?”

“He’s definitely dangerous. I just don’t know in what sense. I doubt he’ll show up at her apartment with a weapon, if that’s what you’re asking, but there are a lot of things he can do to hurt her that don’t involve physical harm.”

He grimaced. “What about you? He did say he’d become a problem for you if you didn’t leave her alone. Do you think he’ll show up at your apartment with a weapon? If he wants to hurt you now too, it’s something you should consider.”

“My building’s security should be good enough,” I said. “Hers, though, not so much. Maybe I should ask her to move in with me.”

“Maybe, but that’s a recipe for disaster. You guys are just starting out. You’ve come a long way, but moving in together will be permanent. It’s not like there’s a manhunt for Ethan and it’s only until he’s found. Legally, he’s done nothing wrong. In fact, you could be arrested before he is.”

“Fuck. That’s true. If I get arrested, I’ll sort it out. I’m not so worried about that, but I don’t want to force her hand. If she ever moves in with me, I’d rather it be because she wants to than because we’re afraid of what her ex will do.”

“Exactly.” He shot me a small smile. “I’m glad you understand. You really have grown since you’ve been with her. It’s good. It’s a good thing.”

I nodded, but I hadn’t told him everything that had happened out there earlier. If I had, he wouldn’t have been smiling at me. It was between me and Ethan, though. It had nothing to do with Lance or anyone else, but I hadn’t just shoved him.

“That whore may not⁠—”

That was as far as he’d gotten in his sentence before I had him against a wall, but while we were there, I whispered a threat of my own. “Don’t say another word. If you want a war, we can do that, but I will ruin your perfect face if you ever say another word about her.”

I shook off the memory, but I’d meant what I’d said. I’d go to war with him if that was what he wanted. Ethan was well off, but his family didn’t come close to mine. I had more resources, more connections, and a better reputation.

His had taken a definite knock during the divorce, when Serenity had told the truth about what he’d done to her behind closed doors. While I knew she’d barely scratched the surface in those papers, what had come out had been enough to taint him.

If it came down to it being my word against his, I was pretty sure mine would carry more weight. Sighing as I turned to my computer, I opened a new document and glanced at Lance. “Right. Let’s get this statement written.”

He inched forward on the chair, nodding as I started by noting down the facts. I recited them to him as I typed, explaining what had happened after I’d arrived at the office.

“Be specific,” he advised. “Everyone knows you’re dating his ex-wife. They’re going to want answers. Obviously, he came to you looking for something and it’s clear from the video that the altercation started with both of you pretty hostile. No one is going to buy that he came here to give you his blessing, so you’ve got the upper hand. He was waiting for you at your place of work.”

“Got it,” I said. “How specific do you think I need to be? I’d rather not repeat everything he said verbatim.”

“Don’t,” he said slowly, tilting his head. “Shit, I don’t have any experience with this kind of thing. We could bring in a pro?”

“No, I don’t want someone to come in and put a spin on this. The asshole was waiting for me here, at my place of work like you said, to warn me to stay away from his ex who has no intention of going back to him. The whole point of this statement is simply to apologize that I lost my cool and to make it clear that I don’t believe violence is the answer. Even if I do think it might be in a situation like this.”

“Yeah, don’t say that.” He chuckled. “Even if I agree with you.”

I smirked as I glanced at him. “Everyone is going to agree with me, except for the people who are like him, and they should know that us sane people will break their faces if it comes down to that.”

He snorted, shaking his head at me. “Don’t say that either. Just stick to the facts, make your apologies, and get it over with.”

Turning back to my computer, I laid it all out exactly like we’d discussed, ending strong with a sincere apology. I also made sure to include words like ambush and provoke just to cover my own ass. Then I hit Save and turned the screen toward Lance.

“There. I think I’m done. Read it over and tell me if it’s good enough.”

He leaned forward, squinting his eyes as they moved across the screen a few times. When he was done, he grinned at me. “Yeah, I think that covers it. Are you sure you don’t want me to get a PR person in here to read it, though? It might help to get some outside eyes on it.”

“Nah. Any pro will tear that thing to shreds and I need to get out of here. I’ll call a press conference tomorrow but right now I just need to see Serenity. I don’t think he went over to her place after he left, but you never know, and besides, I need to be with her. Now.”

All of her promises about picking up where we’d left off aside, coming face to face with the real Ethan had set me on edge. I couldn’t believe she’d lived with him for so long and that no one had known what he was like.

Protective instincts reared up in me like beasts rattling their cages. I hadn’t even known her when she’d been married to him and I still wanted to go back and rip his head off his body for treating her the way he had.

“Go,” Lance said. “We’ll deal with the rest tomorrow. You should be with her. And if Ethan confronts you again, call the police like an adult. Or at least get audio.”

I shot up out of my chair, grabbed my stuff, and left him in my office as I raced out. Wasting no time leaving, I told my driver to take me to her address and he stepped on it, clearly sensing my eagerness. I texted her that I was on my way and she told me to come up when I arrived.

All the way to her place, my knees bounced. As soon as he pulled up at the curb outside her building, I was out of the car like a bullet. As always, reporters camped out on the sidewalk, wielding their cameras and training them on me as they hurled their questions about the incident earlier.

Too eager to see her to stop and chat, I waved at them and even tried for a friendly smile, but I’d say what I needed to say at the press conference tomorrow. For now, I just needed to see that she was okay with my own two eyes.

Striding past the reporters like it was a normal thing, I pushed open the main door into the building and took the stairs instead of waiting for the elevator, needing to work off all the agitation and nervous energy coursing through me.

My muscles were burning by the time I made it to her floor, but I jogged to her door and knocked, surprised when she texted me instead of just answering.

Serenity: The door is open. Lock it behind you.

I frowned, but when I tried the handle, it turned. My heart started pounding in my chest as I pushed it open. “Serenity! Are you okay? Where are you?”

“In the bedroom,” she replied. “I’m fine, but remember to lock the door.”

For just a second, I paused and let the relief wash over me. She was here. She was fine. The door being open hadn’t meant that Ethan had muscled his way in. And she was in her bedroom. Waiting for me.

A slow grin spread across my face as I turned to lock the door. Sliding the deadbolt into place just to be sure, I wondered what she was doing in her bedroom. All alone while she’d waited for me to arrive. My grin got bigger as I started toward her bedroom, taking my time to build the anticipation now that I knew she was safe and she knew I was here.

The worries of the day melted out of me, the tension finally leaving my shoulders. I’d deal with Ethan, the altercation, the press, and my work tomorrow. For the rest of the day, the only person who would be getting any of my attention was my girlfriend and I could hardly fucking wait.
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SERENITY


Naked on my bed, I waited for Dash to appear. My heart was thrumming like a hummingbird trying to take flight in my chest and my skin was warm, my nipples peaked and the space between my legs already damp.

I’d never done anything like this before, but I’d always thought it could be fun. It was thrilling, not knowing how he was going to react but being naked anyway, but it was also nerve-wracking. I felt like I’d really put myself out there with this, and if he’d had a bad day, was in a bad mood, and simply wasn’t in the mood, I was going to be beyond embarrassed.

Not for the first time, I glanced at the robe hanging over the chair at my dresser and wondered if I should’ve kept it on. I’d still have been naked underneath, but at least I wouldn’t have been completely exposed.

Slow footsteps sounded from the hall outside my bedroom then and I sucked in a breath, my gaze flicking back to the door. It was too late to lunge for the robe now. I’d probably trip if I tried to get to it before he appeared and now wasn’t the time to be clumsy.

Propping myself up on my elbows, I kept my eyes on the doorway and decided to own the decision I’d already made. Several heart-racing seconds later, he finally came into view.

In the same fitted navy suit he’d put on in Vegas this morning, he paused when he got to the door, his eyes heating as they raked over me. The top couple of buttons of his crisp white shirt were undone and his tie was gone, but I didn’t know if he’d taken it off after he’d gotten here or if he’d lost it sometime during the day.

Either way, his suit stretched over every bulge of his muscles. He looked so damn sexy that I bit my lip to keep from moaning. He lowered his chin as he drank me in, and a lock of dark chocolate fell over his forehead. His hands slid into his pockets before he looked back up into my eyes.

“Hello to you too,” he murmured, pushing away from the door to walk into the room.

I held up a finger to stop him. “No clothes in this room, sir,” I purred, feeling like an idiot until he started complying without hesitation.

Those honey-colored eyes locked on mine as he reached for his jacket, slowly sliding it off his shoulders with measured movements before he hung it on the hook behind the door. I watched intently as his fingers moved to his buttons, calmly sliding them out of each hole. Eventually, he pulled his shirt off too.

He clearly wasn’t in any kind of hurry, even if I could see the tent starting to form in his slacks. He might be dragging this out, but he was already ready for me and it turned me all the way on to see how fast I could get to him.

He toed off his shoes and socks with his eyes still locked on mine. Shirtless and barefoot, his long fingers worked at undoing his belt, and he looked like he might’ve been posing for a Sexiest Man of the Year photoshoot.

My heart had already been racing and my body had already been primed, but seeing him like this and having to watch him strip for me so slowly got all my juices running. He opened his belt and undid his pants with a practiced flick of his fingers. My eyelids grew heavy and my breathing got faster and faster.

All the while, he remained completely silent and he never broke eye contact with me. It was so damn hot, but also a little unnerving and I squirmed, noticing the flare of his nostrils in response. Even then, he kept moving oh so slowly until finally, he was down to only his underwear.

A smirk tugged at the corners of his lips when my gaze dropped, zeroing in on the black waistband. He pulled it away from his hard cock and pushed the fabric off after, stepping out of it. My breath caught. I stared at him now that he was fully naked. My gaze ran over the powerful muscles of his thighs and that cock I knew he could use so freaking well.

Dash held his arms out to his sides, turning in a slow circle as if showing me that he didn’t have a stitch of clothing left on him. Then he joined me on the bed, still not saying a word as the mattress dipped under his weight.

Taking my hands in a firm grip, he flattened me down on the bed with his torso and slanted his lips over mine. He lifted my arms above my head, his fingers twined around my own as he pressed them into the pillows. I moaned when his tongue swept into my mouth, parting my lips and stroking mine with the perfect level of intensity.

Right then, I felt like I was the one person in the world with him. Like everything else had faded into the background. He kissed me hungrily, the hard heat of his body fusing with my own. Then he pressed me into the mattress, soft groans of pleasure emanating from the back of his throat as his hips started rocking slowly.

My body was on fire for him, my breathing stuttered. I kissed him back just as intently, my legs wrapping around his ass to hold him to me. I was so wet that I knew it would only take a single moment for him to thrust inside.

I was tempted to angle my hips to make it happen, but I held back, knowing that we had enough on our plates without adding a surprise pregnancy to the mix.

Dash murmured my name between kisses before he dragged his mouth away from my lips to kiss my jaw, my eyes, ears, and throat. I pushed my fingers into his hair, committing every second of this to memory.

I’d never felt so cherished. So appreciated. So loved, which was saying something since I’d had a wedding night before, but being with Ethan had never been anything like this. Dash made me his focus, forgetting everything else as he got lost in my body for hours at a time just like he was doing now.

Allowing myself to get fully immersed in him in return, I ran my fingertips over every inch of his body, scooting out from underneath him so I could touch him and taste him to my heart’s content. The air was filled with our moans and sighs, building up to an explosive end.

When we were finally finished, we collapsed together, still holding on to one another as our breathing returned to normal and our bodies calmed down.

“Hi,” I said finally, giggling when I realized how absurd it was that I was only saying it now when the sun was already setting outside. “How was the rest of your day?”

He chuckled softly, stroking my hair, and looked down into my eyes. “I don’t remember right now. All I know is that the rest of it paled in comparison to how it ended. Yours?”

“Same,” I murmured. “That was okay, right? Me waiting for you like⁠—”

He arched an eyebrow at me. “Okay? It was more than okay. I think I should move in here and you can welcome me home like that every day for the rest of our lives.”

“Really? Even when we’re old, and saggy, and wrinkly? It may not be so sexy by then.”

“It’ll always be sexy,” he said confidently. “We’ll be old, saggy, and wrinkly together, so we won’t know any better because we’ll have forgotten what we look like now.”

I chuckled, but I couldn’t deny that I liked the sound of growing old with him. “I took so many mental pictures of today, I’m never going to forget even a single detail. You might forget it, though, which is fine. In fact, it may be better if you do. That way, you won’t be tempted to go find a young little plaything when you’re eighty.”

He scoffed. “You’re not the only one who took mental pictures, baby. I’ll still have mine when I’m eighty and those memories will give me the only young little plaything I’ll need. You.”

I cuddled into his side. “How is it that you always know exactly what to say to me? Even after a day like today when I should’ve been the one comforting you?”

“Why would I need to be comforted?” he asked, confused. “Because of the Ethan thing?”

I gave his stomach a playful smack. “Don’t be so modest. I’ve never had anyone stand up for me like that and I might not know what he said, but I’m sure it wasn’t pretty. It’s okay if you needed a little comfort after that.”

“Needing comfort is fine. I need comfort all the time. Especially if that’s how you’re going to comfort me.” He grinned. “That being said, I really am fine. Ethan is an asshole. I’m just sorry I didn’t believe you about him sooner.”

I frowned. “You only believe me now?”

“No, but I should’ve believed you from the minute I met you. Before that, even. I should’ve believed you when all those stories first broke during your divorce.”

“It’s okay, Dash. No one believed me then, except my lawyer, but she was paid to believe me. Oh, and Julie, but she was there, so that doesn’t count.”

“Still, we’re all idiots for believing that front he puts on instead.” He drew in a big breath, held it for a moment, and then blew it out slowly, but I still saw the anger flickering in his eyes. “Are you going to ask me what happened?”

I shrugged. “I want to know, but I didn’t want to push you. Like I said, no one has ever stood up for me like that. You definitely don’t owe me an explanation.”

A crease appeared between his eyebrows as he shook his head at me. “We’re going to work on that. If you ever want to know something from me, all you need to do is ask, Serenity. Fuck whether I owe you the answers or not. Just ask. I’m not him. You don’t need to wait until you think I owe you something before you ask what you want to know.”

I felt a small smile ghosting across my lips. “Fine. What exactly happened today?”

He grinned, leaning forward to press a kiss to my forehead. “Ethan was waiting for me at the office when I arrived. I think whoever recorded it started the video soon after he reached me, but he was trying to scare me. He warned me to stay away from you. As you saw, it didn’t work.”

I burrowed deeper into his side, holding him closer, and looked back up at him. “I’m sorry. All this trouble is because of⁠—”

“Ethan,” he said firmly. “It’s not your fault. He’s one of the worst kinds of people there is, Serenity. That’s not on you.”

As he held my gaze, I nodded, knowing he was right. Sometimes, it was difficult not to think of it as my fault. At least where Dash was concerned. I’d known all about how possessive Ethan was when I’d kissed Dash in my office that day. I’d also known that he wouldn’t take kindly to it if I entered into a new relationship.

Dash shook his head at me. “Not. Your. Fault.”

“Okay,” I said finally, taking a deep breath. “Okay. Thank you, though. I know how convincing he can be. It would’ve been easy for you to walk away from me instead.”

“Never,” he said intently. “It’s never going to be easier for me to walk away from you than it is to do anything else. I’m not going anywhere.”

Pushing up against his body, I brushed his hair off his forehead and kissed him again, so damn grateful to have him in my life that I couldn’t bring myself to stop. Eventually though, I had to. We were making out, but my stomach was about to start grumbling and I couldn’t ignore it anymore.

“I’m starving,” I murmured against his lips. “I need food before we keep going, or I’m really going to embarrass myself.”

“Great minds think alike. We definitely need to refuel. I’m just glad you said it before I had to.” He chuckled as he rolled away to reach for his phone. “I’ll order some food for delivery. What are you in the mood for?”

“Nothing too rich,” I said quickly. “The cleaner and crisper, the better.”

He nodded. “Got it. Bacon cheeseburger and a chocolate shake.”

I laughed. “Guess again.”

He opened a delivery app and lay down, patting his arm for me to lie down on it again. “These are our options. Come take a look and stop me when you see something you’re up to eating.”

It took a while, but we settled on chicken salads, a variety of freshly baked breads, and some tapas before he finally placed the order. With that done, I turned to him again, settling in for the wait with my palm on his chest and my eyes on his profile.

“How is everything so easy with you? I’ve never had that before. It’s like I have to keep waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

“You don’t,” he said, his voice strong and sure as he rolled over so he was facing me too. “I’ve never had this before either, but I suspect this is the way things should be. Besides, not everything has been easy.”

I rolled my eyes at him as I laughed. “You know what I mean. This. Me and you. When we’re alone and together like this, it’s easy.”

Dash waggled his eyebrows at me as he leaned in. “Let’s test your theory, shall we? We’ve got some time before the food gets here.”

I wrapped my arms around his neck once more and kissed him, surprised that he felt the same way I did. I knew he’d never been in a serious relationship, but I’d kind of thought that maybe he was just like this when he was hooking up with a girl.

Knowing that it was more than that for him too and that we really were in this together made me feel all warm inside. He was right about one thing though—this probably was how it was supposed to be. If that was true, then we would have one heck of a happily ever after ahead of us.
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DASH


Imet up with my mom at her house the day after my showdown with Ethan. The press conference had happened this morning and so far, it was looking like I was going to survive my first real public scandal in good shape.

Most people seemed to think Ethan was creepy for having shown up at his ex-wife’s new boyfriend’s place of work like that. I’d even seen the word psycho floating around on social media, which I had to admit gave me a bit of a kick.

The fact of the matter was that he was a creepy psycho. When you were divorced from someone, it wasn’t common practice to stalk their new romantic interests. The public had picked up on that, at least, some even calling him pathetic for not moving on with his own life and fixating on hers instead.

On the upside, it also meant a lot more people were starting to believe Serenity’s version of events that had led to the breakdown of their marriage. The press had asked me a couple questions, but mostly, the video and the fact that he’d been there at all seemed to say enough.

Whistling as I jogged up the stairs to my mom’s front door, I felt pretty good about life at the moment. There was still the matter of the potential war brewing with Ethan, but if I was him, I would think twice about it after the things the public was already saying about him.

Whatever happened with that though, I’d handle it. I pushed open my mom’s door, walking straight through the house to the garden at the back. She’d told me she’d be out there at the moment and I smiled when I saw her, snipping some herbs while Richard kept her company.

Pausing in the doorway, I sighed, but I wasn’t unhappy. It was simply bittersweet to see him out there with her now when it’d always been my father carrying the tools she needed. In a way, everything I’d been through with Serenity had made me thankful for Richard’s presence in my mother’s life.

She’d lost the love of hers and he’d never taken his shot with the love of his. It was a miracle that they’d found each other and that they both had a second chance at it as a result. As I watched them now, I knew they were going to be happy and that was really all that mattered.

Smiling as I walked out, I joined them in the herb garden, breathing in the scent of the basil she was trimming. “Wow. That smells good. Are we cooking with it tonight because, if so, I’m staying for dinner.”

Mom chuckled and smacked me with a gardening glove she was holding in her hand. “It’s poor form to invite yourself someplace, young man. I suppose you could come, though. Provided you bring your lovely new girlfriend with you.”

I groaned as I put my arms around her to give her a hug. “You saw it?”

“All of it,” she said, laughing as she hugged me back. “Are you alright? More importantly, is she?”

“We’re both fine,” I replied as I stepped aside and offered Richard my hand in greeting. “Thanks for your advice, man. I appreciate it. Helped me get my head straight.”

He chuckled, pushing to his feet from the bench he’d been sitting on and giving me a quick hug instead of shaking my hand. “Good to know. I’m glad you took it. I wasn’t sure if you were going to take it to heart or get annoyed because I’d interfered in your life.”

“It didn’t occur to me to get annoyed.” I laughed. “Either way, thank you. You saved me from a lot of heartache for a lot of years.”

“I’ve got your back, boy,” he said warmly before he released me.

Mom took his hand and pulled him to her, smiling at me. “Richard told me that he told you his story. We’re both happy you decided against following in his footsteps, but you’re not one to go around shoving people. What happened?”

I sighed as I gave her a little shrug. “He said a bad word. My mom taught me that name-calling was rude, so I taught him a tiny lesson in response.”

She swept an eyebrow up as she stared back at me. “It must’ve been quite a name he called her, but I don’t want to know. All that matters to me is that you’re both alright. You’ve cleared everything up with her, then?”

“I have,” I said. “We’re together now. Officially. Possibly for the long haul. Although I should warn you that more stuff might happen with her ex. He’s not quite ready to accept my position in her life.”

Mom chuckled. “Just keep your head on your shoulders next time and we should be fine. I’m glad you stood up for her, though. Perhaps a little punch to the nose would’ve been in order.”

I gaped at her before I laughed. “Just a little one?”

She shrugged, humor shining in her eyes as she glanced at Richard. “A big one? What do you think, love?”

“I think guys like that look better with black eyes and bruised jaws, but we did things differently back in my day. For what it’s worth, I would have held him down for you if I could. The things he’s done to that poor girl, he deserves nothing less.”

“What he deserves is the inside of a jail cell,” Mom said, her head shaking as she pulled off her other glove as well. “Come on. Let’s go get some cool lemonade before we accidentally end up plotting murder.”

I scoffed down a bark of laughter as I followed them inside. God, I love my mom.

When we got to the kitchen, she pulled a jug of homemade lemonade out of the fridge and poured us each a glass. “I’m so happy to finally see you opening yourself up to someone, darling. Serenity is wonderful. Just promise me you’re not going to cause more drama for her. It seems to me you’ve done more than enough of that.”

“Not intentionally, but yes. I have done more than enough of it. I’m hoping that’s over now, but I will admit that I’ve got a lot to learn.”

“That you do, but we’ll help you.” Mom smiled at me. “Communication is key, of course, but listening is the lock. Otherwise, you’re left with a whole bunch of keys in your hand and nothing to do with them.”

Richard chuckled. “I like that one. I’ll have to remember it myself.”

“Do.” Mom winked at him, sipping her lemonade, and asked me more about my relationship with Serenity.

When our drinks were gone, I checked the time and got up. “We should go. We’re having lunch with her, right?”

“We are. I wanted to take her out for our last meeting. As far as I know, everything is ready for the wedding. All everyone has to do now is to show up, but she wanted to see me again one last time before the big day and I thought it was a good idea to have a celebratory lunch.”

“Are you joining us, Richard?” I asked, but the older man shook his head.

“I’m afraid I can’t. I’m meeting with my travel agent about the honeymoon.” He grinned at my mother. “Don’t even bother asking. I do still have a few surprises up my sleeve.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.” She gave him a chaste kiss goodbye, then took my arm and told me the name of the restaurant she’d made a reservation at.

Serenity was already waiting when we got there, seated at a table in a beautiful green garden under a canopy of trees. My heart clenched when I saw her standing up to greet us. Then it skipped as my gaze ran over her. She was wearing a white sundress, with sunglasses on top of her head and hair loose.

In my mind’s eye, I imagined her somewhere just like this, but on our wedding day. Obviously, I’d be the one waiting for her that day, but still. I jolted at the mere fact that I’d just had an errant thought about our fucking wedding day, and I shook my head at myself as Mom released my arm to greet her.

Once they were done with their hellos, Serenity turned to me with a surprisingly shy smile on her lips. “Hi.”

“Hey,” I said warmly, taking her hand and pulling her to me. “She knows about us. You can kiss me now.”

Serenity blushed but indulged me, wrapping her arms around my neck and laying one on me right there in the middle of the crowded garden. Mom giggled, the sound full of delight. Even so, it reminded me that we weren’t alone and I released her, but took her hand again once we were sitting down.

“There’s nothing left to finalize on my side,” Serenity said to my mom after a waiter brought over some more lemonade. “I just wanted to see you to make sure you were all set and that you didn’t have any more questions for me?”

“We’re all set,” Mom confirmed happily. “My dress is hanging in my bedroom and all the people who are going to be making me look pretty on the day have confirmed. Now my sons just have to remember the time they have to be there to walk me in and all will be well.”

Serenity chuckled. “I’ll be sure to send each of them a reminder. Especially this one.”

She gave me a pointed look and my mom waved her off. “Oh, I’m sure he’ll be getting ready with you, my dear. Just kick his behind out the door when he has to leave.”

Serenity blushed again but took it in her stride as she looked back at my mother across the table. “Thank you for taking a chance on me, Diana. I know you could’ve gone with any venue and any wedding planner in the city, so thank you for choosing the rookie.”

“I never doubted you for a minute, honey,” Mom said graciously. “Besides, us women have to support each other. I’m just glad we got to you in the early days, before you were fully booked for years in advance.”

Serenity laughed. “Well, I think that’s a ways off, but thank you.”

We ordered some food and had a quick lunch together. Then Mom winked at Serenity after saying goodbye. “Congratulations for taming him. Give me a call if he messes up, alright? Thanks again for making this wedding happen for me in such a short amount of time.”

She flushed all the way to the roots of her hair but nodded and agreed to call her if she had to. Mom gave her a hug before she looked at me again. “I’ll give you two a minute and I’ll be in the car when you’re done.”

Waving at us, she took off and Serenity turned to me with a smile on her face. “God, I love your mother.”

“I know. Same here. In fact, I had that exact thought myself earlier.”

She shuffled a little closer to me, glancing around before looking back at me. “Do you want to see me again tonight?”

“Yes,” I said without having to think about it. “I’ve actually got something planned for us. Come to my place after work?”

“I’ll be there.” She put her arms around me again, giving me a kiss that I almost took too far again before making myself stop.

When she arrived at my place later, I could tell she’d been expecting something entirely different than what I’d planned. She didn’t seem disappointed, but she glanced at the blankets on the couch and Chinese takeout containers on the coffee table before she frowned at me.

“What’s all this?”

“I thought we could watch a movie together,” I said as I led her over to the dining-room table, where I had another box waiting for her. “There’s something else in there for you, too.”

She opened it excitedly, squealing with laughter when she saw the sweatpants and comfortable T-shirt. “I love it! Thank you.”

While she changed into something more comfortable, I put on reruns of her reality show and held the remote out of her reach when she tried to change the channel. “Nope. This is the movie we’re watching.”

She laughed. “It’s not a movie. Turn it off. I hate watching myself.”

“Really?” I switched it off immediately, pulling her into my lap as I shook my head. “Why? I love watching it. I feel like I’ve learned a lot about you that way.”

“Is that so?” she asked, a flirty smile appearing on her lips as she got comfortable on my lap. “What have you learned so far?”

I grinned, pushing my fingers in underneath the hem of her shirt and caressing her back. “That you like massages.”

She giggled. “Who doesn’t?”

“Me. I don’t like people touching me that way, but I’d be okay if you wanted to give it a try.” I leaned into her and claimed her mouth with my own as our movie night took a turn for the sexy.

That was okay with me, though. I’d wanted to hang out with her tonight, but I could never keep my hands off the woman, and I could tell she felt the same way when she peeled my T-shirt off and laid me back on the couch.

We could watch a movie later. For now, I was perfectly happy to let her have her way with me.
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SERENITY


After another great night together, I left Dash’s apartment in the morning and headed home to get ready for work. I took the back exit from his building, relieved that the paparazzi weren’t there waiting for me. They never were when I stayed at his place and it was a welcome break.

It also reminded me that I still had to arrange those viewings to look at options for a new place, but my brain felt like cotton candy today, so this probably wasn’t the time. I was too caught up in being sweet on Dash.

I laughed at myself for the thought, but it was true. I’d never connected with anyone like I did with him, and I almost couldn’t believe how good things were between us. When I’d first met him, I thought I was going to hate working with him and I knew he’d hated me on first sight too.

Our relationship had changed so much since then though, and even if I wasn’t ready to admit it, the idea of the big L-word had been popping into my head more and more often recently. And he was great in bed, which was a plus since my attraction to him only kept growing.

I’d even admitted to him last night that I felt like I’d never really had sex until him. He blew my mind every time, and then after, he blew it again simply by taking an actual interest in me. We’d been talking for months, and yet, we still talked for hours every time we saw each other without running out of things to say.

Back at my apartment, I got ready for work and left quickly so that I wouldn’t be late, but my head was still filled with thoughts of Dash and I didn’t watch where I was going. As I waved at the security guard in the lobby when I walked out, I smacked into someone. Hard.

I jerked my gaze up, groaning internally when I saw who I had run into. “Ethan? What are you doing here?”

He scowled at me. “I came to talk to you. Let’s go inside.”

I shook my head, taking a step back and planting my hands on my hips. The glare of the sunlight out here hurt my eyes, but I didn’t reach for the glasses on top of my head. I didn’t want it to look like I was shielding myself or hiding from him.

“I really don’t have time for this right now.” I went to brush past him, but he stepped into my way again, blocking me as he gave me a pleading look.

The scowl was gone, his features suddenly soft again as he stared into my eyes. “Please, Serenity. Just hear me out? I’m worried about you. Dash isn’t who you think he is.”

“Thankfully, that’s none of your concern.”

“He’s using you,” he said emphatically, keeping his voice down and himself in my path. “All he wants is fame. He admitted it to me the other day. That’s why I was so shocked when I left his office. He told me he was using you for his own gain. You have to believe me. I’m just trying to look out for you.”

I blinked up at him, not believing him for a second and wondering why I had for so long. Pushing past him, I looked back at him over my shoulder. “Leave me alone, Ethan. I thought Dash had made it clear to you the other day when you tried to intimidate him too that we were done. You and I are over and I’m not scared of you anymore. Accept that we’re done and move on. Now leave me the hell alone.”

As I left him behind me, I realized that the paparazzi camped out outside my building had caught it all and I even heard some of them laughing about Ethan getting yelled at in public. Good. I hope his image is seriously wounded after all this. People really need to see who he truly is.

I got into my car and headed to work, trying to put the whole debacle behind me. Julie grinned when I walked into my office, handing over a cup of coffee as she sat down in the chair opposite my desk. “Finally, you’re here! I’ve been waiting for ages. The Montrellis are so happy with us. I thought I should come give you the good news in person. They’ve already referred us to three other couples they know who have recently gotten engaged.”

“That’s awesome.” I smiled, taking the coffee from her gratefully and slinging my purse off my shoulder. “I would’ve been here earlier, but I ran into Ethan on my way out of my building.”

“What?” Her expression morphed immediately from pure happiness to unadulterated hatred. “What did he want this time?”

“To convince me that Dash was using me,” I said before giving her a quick breakdown of what had happened.

Triumph flashed in her eyes when I was done. “That’s great. I’m glad you finally put him in his place and in public. Let’s just hope it sticks this time.”

I pressed my hands together in a praying motion and nodded. “Let’s hope. How’s everything with Diana’s wedding? We’re still on track, right?”

“We’re still on track,” she assured me. “Everything is perfect. Stop worrying about it. It’s going to be awesome.”

As I nodded, I pulled my phone out of my purse, continuing a conversation I’d been having with Dash. We texted back and forth all day while Julie and I worked, and eventually, she plucked my phone out of my hand.

“You haven’t stopped talking to him or about him since you got here,” she said. “Could you be in⁠—”

I cut her off. “We’re not saying it. It’s too early for that.”

Although I’d been thinking about it myself earlier, I didn’t want to say it yet. I just wanted to enjoy the moment.

Julie laughed as she arched an eyebrow at me. “Fine, I won’t say it, but I know you are. I can tell. You deserve to be happy, my friend. Just make sure he keeps treating you well.”

“I will,” I said softly. “I don’t think it’s going to be a problem, though. He really isn’t anything like Ethan and I have a direct line to his mom. She told me to call her if he messes up again.”

Julie laughed. “I love it. Talk about accountability! It’ll only work if you do call her, though.”

“I know, but again, I don’t think I’ll have to. Not because Dash won’t mess up again. He definitely will, but he seems pretty good at making up for it.”

“With orgasms?”

“And words.” I laughed. “But sure. Lots of orgasms too.”

She giggled, letting out a dreamy sigh. “I’ve got to find me a guy like that.”

“To be honest, I don’t know if another one like him exists,” I admitted, temporarily forgetting even where we were as I widened my eyes at her. “Seriously, I’m not sure where he learned everything he knows, but if it was a book, they should print it by the millions and hand it out for free to every guy out there.”

She laughed. “That good, huh?”

“Better,” I assured her, then remembered we were at the office. “We probably shouldn’t talk about it here, though.”

“Okay, fine, but I’m going to remind you to give me the details later. I’m curious.” She lifted her tablet again, but before she’d even checked it, she gave me another look. “Is that good enough, though? Tons of amazing orgasms?”

I considered the question for a moment before I shook my head. “No, it wouldn’t have been good enough if it wasn’t for the fact that he’s also just an amazing guy. He’s got a really good heart. He’s trustworthy. He’s reliable. He keeps his promises and he learns from his mistakes. What more could a girl want?”

“Well, he’s gorgeous too. That doesn’t hurt.” She winked at me but finally unlocked the screen of her tablet and started back into the planning of the Montrelli wedding.

In the afternoon, we saw a couple more potential clients, giving them tours and setting out the basics of what we could offer together with the prices of each option. I was using all the tips Dash had given me, and every client walked out looking impressed and satisfied.

I was about to call him to say thank you when he called me. I smiled as I took the call and Julie rolled her eyes at me. “I’ll let you talk to him alone. I need to make a call of my own anyway.”

I chuckled, but picked up as soon as she left my office. “Hey, Cinnamon Roll.”

“Cinnamon Roll?” He laughed. “Is that what you’ve decided to call me or did Julie just walk into your office with a treat?”

“Actually, it’s what the romance community calls the really sweet guy in books,” I said. “I used to call you Mr. Grumpy behind your back, so at least this is better.”

“I’ll take it,” he replied happily. “I’m going to have to look into this Cinnamon Roll thing, though. Got any book recommendations for me? I’d like to know how I can keep this status.”

“Just keep being you,” I said, wondering when I’d become so cheesy but not really minding it at all. “Thanks for all those tips about giving clients the VIP treatment, by the way. I just got out of a meeting with a couple who might just choose me because of all that.”

“You’re welcome, but they’d be stupid not to go with you. Unless of course they were considering coming to me.”

I laughed. “They weren’t. The estate has a reputation for being picky about who you’ll host.”

“I prefer to refer to it as being discerning, but whatever works,” he joked. “I suppose picky is fine too.”

I smiled, closing my eyes, and when I opened them again, Julie walked back in, giving me a quick shake of her head when she saw I was still on the phone. She waved her tablet at me to remind me we were about to start another meeting.

“What’s up?” I asked. “Unless you only called because you sensed I needed to thank you again.”

“No thanks necessary. Only people with no self-esteem are afraid to give a few tips to others. I don’t know if you’ve noticed this, but there isn’t anything wrong with my self-esteem.”

“Oh, I’ve noticed.” I chuckled. “Your ego is just short of overinflated.”

“Thanks for the compliment,” he said and I heard the smile in his voice. “Do you have any plans for dinner tonight?”

“I was actually hoping you’d call to ask.”

“Wonderful. Come to my apartment when you’re done at work? We can decide what we feel like then, but bring something nice. I want to treat you tonight.”

“Treat me? It feels like you do that every time you see me. Thanks for warning me this time, though. It’s starting to feel like half my wardrobe consists out of things you’ve bought me these days.”

“I would’ve bought you something else, but I figured it wouldn’t be such a big surprise this time. Next time though, I’m going to find something that’ll make you even happier than the comfy clothes did.”

I chuckled. “Good luck with that. I’ll see you later?”

“I can’t wait,” he said, then hung up.

Julie laughed at the look on my face.

“Shut up!” I shook my head as I laughed back at her. “We’re not saying it.”

Her eyebrow arched, but I mimed zipping my lips before I admitted it out loud. It really was too early to say it, but I really did like him. A lot.

So much so that most people probably would’ve just said it.
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DASH


While I’d told her we would decide what we felt like when she arrived, I’d already made plans for us for dinner. I just wanted it to be a surprise. Apparently, a lot of romance was better when there was an element of surprise involved.

According to my mother anyway. She told me to make sure that I surprise Serenity often to keep the romance alive, so that was what I was doing.

Earlier this afternoon, I’d called in a team of my people and I’d given them access to my building to set up a really romantic rooftop dinner. I planned on making it seem like Serenity and I were going out, though.

I’d considered a few restaurants, but I was finding it hard to trust any reviews after what might’ve happened with Tentacles. Deciding to trust my own people instead, I’d sent my chef along with a few others to make sure we had the best dinner ever that didn’t get anyone sick.

After I got home, I headed directly to my bathroom and showered, shaved, and started getting ready. Serenity arrived about five minutes after I’d slapped on my aftershave and I met her at the elevator that doubled as my front door wearing only my underwear and a pair of slacks.

“You look ravishing,” she joked, her eyes sparkling with laughter as she came over and wrapped an arm around my neck. “When you said to bring something nice, though, I thought we were dressing up, not down.”

I chuckled and took the overnight bag she’d walked in with. “You’re hilarious. I’m glad you decided to come get ready here, though. I love watching you transform.”

“Transform?” She giggled. “I’ve never thought of it like that, but I suppose it’s a pretty accurate description of what happens.”

“Nah, you look just as good, if not better, when you’re just wearing sweats. But still. I like seeing you get ready. Somehow, it makes all this feel real.”

“It does, doesn’t it?” She pressed a hard kiss to my lips before she let go of me and strode down the hallway to my bedroom. “Are you coming?”

“Hopefully soon,” I joked, my gaze running over her backside.

Hurrying to catch up, I joined her in my bedroom and caught glimpses of her getting ready as I got dressed myself. When she was done, I looked her over, knowing she could see the appreciation in my gaze. “You’re stunning.”

Catching her hand, I pulled her to me and kissed her, suddenly wishing we didn’t have any plans after all. But we did, and since I couldn’t wait to see the look on her face when she saw my surprise, I broke the kiss much sooner than I would have liked. “We should go.”

“Where are we going?” she asked as she took my arm.

“Not that far actually.”

We walked out of my bedroom, and when we got in the elevator, I pushed the button for the roof. She laughed like I was fooling around, but a minute later, the doors opened and her laughter cut off abruptly. Her eyes widened and awe softened her features. Her lips parted as she took it all in. I had to give it to my team. Even I was bowled over by what they’d achieved this afternoon.

There were lights strung all around, giving the rooftop a soft, romantic look. A small string quartet played classical music and a table had been set up just for us.

She glanced at me, her eyes still wide, and inclined her head toward the rooftop. “I’m assuming it doesn’t always look like this?”

“Nope.” I grinned. “Surprised?”

“Definitely.” She took my hand as we stepped off the elevator and I was ecstatic that I’d managed to surprise her this well.

Looking around, I nodded at the few members of the team who remained. Joey, one of my bartenders, stepped forward to offer us some champagne.

Serenity nodded enthusiastically at him. “Yes, please.”

Joey smiled as he filled the flutes he had waiting. Then he left the bottle on ice in a silver bucket next to the table and saluted me. “See you tomorrow, boss.”

“See you tomorrow,” I said. “Thanks, Joe.”

He grinned and left me alone with Serenity and the string quartet. Once he was gone, I pulled out her chair and she sat down, still clearly marveling at it all. I took my seat across from her.

“That guy works for you,” she said, her eyes glittering with happiness in the candlelight that flickered from the center of our table. “How did you manage to spare an entire team for this?”

I shrugged. “It was worth it. Besides, they were well compensated. Made them happy to take on the extra work.”

“I can’t believe you did this for me,” she said, glancing at the elevator when the doors slid open again.

One of my chefs walked out, followed by a small contingent of his people. Each of them carried a couple of plates, and they set them down on the table between us. Once every free inch of space was covered, Angelo stepped forward.

“We hope you like it, boss,” he said. “I checked everything myself. Nothing will make anyone sick.”

I chuckled and Serenity winced once he was gone. “That’s why you did this?”

“Well, I didn’t want you getting sick every time I take you to dinner,” I replied, giving her a goofy smile. “I enjoy your company too much to get you scared of going out with me.”

She sighed, but I could see that she was amused by it. “This looks amazing. I might have to poach this chef from you. Think I could lure him over to my side?”

“Not a chance,” I said confidently. “He loves working for me and he’s one of the best paid members of my staff. Trust me, he’s not going anywhere.”

She pumped her eyebrows at me. “We’ll see. I have to try, right?”

“Have at it,” I said. “I’m confident he’ll come to me as soon as you make him an offer.”

“Well, I suppose I can’t have all the best chefs working for me. You can have him.” She picked up one of the canapes he’d prepared. She popped it in her mouth and moaned as she chewed it. “I take it back. I’m definitely going to try to steal him.”

I chuckled, trying a few canapes myself. Angelo had outdone himself. I couldn’t say I’d blame her if she did try to hire him. “How was your day?”

“Ethan showed up this morning,” she said, speaking quickly before I had time to react. “He tried to convince me that you were just using me.”

“Using you?” I grimaced. “For what? Sex?”

“Fame,” she said. “Apparently, you admitted it to him the other day.”

I shook my head and scoffed. “I’m not chasing fame, Serenity. All I want is to be with you. In fact, if we could lose the paparazzi forever, that would be great.”

“Are you sure?” she asked, showing me the palms of her hands. “I’m not saying I believe him. I don’t. I’m just wondering if that’s something important to you.”

“All I want from you is you.” I looked right into her eyes. “I have money and success, and I’m already more famous than I ever wanted to be. If anything, your fame made me hesitate to be with you. Not anymore, of course. When you smile at me, I don’t care how many cameras are watching us. I just want to be yours.”

She blessed me with that smile, and it was like the sun peeking from behind a cloud. “I believe you.”

After we’d feasted on all the amazing food, everyone left the roof at a prearranged motion from me. Once we were finally alone, I got up and put on some music on my phone. Setting it down on the table, I held out my hand. “Dance with me.”

“Happily,” she murmured, placing her palm in mine and relaxing into my arms. “I just want to be yours too, you know. You said all you wanted from me is me, and that’s all I want from you too. I guess I’m still having trouble trusting someone again. It’s not your fault.”

“It’s not your fault either,” I said, holding her close and resting my head on top of hers. “There’s nothing we can do to change the past, but together, we can have a hell of a future.”
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SERENITY


“Iwant to rip that dress off you,” he murmured into my ear as we danced on the rooftop.

A thrill shot down my spine and I tightened my grip on his hand, pushing my body flush against his. “You can if you buy me a new one. I love this dress, but not out here. In your apartment. With our luck, someone’s in a helicopter right now, livestreaming this dance on a gossip site.”

“I guess we can make it to the apartment first.” He waited until the song ended before he took my hand and guided me back to the elevator, tucking me into his side as we waited for it to arrive. His fingertips dragged over my upper arm and along my shoulders, making me shiver with need, but I still wasn’t willing to risk it.

Some cameras had long lenses, and while Dash’s building was generally a lot more shielded from the public eye than my own, the last thing I felt like dealing with was a sex tape scandal. Instead, I leaned into him, my own hand roaming along his side until I cupped his firm ass in my palm and gave it a squeeze.

He laughed, the sound a little harsher than usual. Hearing it sent another shiver through me. One of anticipation this time. Dash never disappointed in bed, but I had a feeling he had something to prove tonight.

Our conversation had turned into a slow and sensual dance under the stars and now I was quite sure that he was going to make me his, just as surely as he was going to prove that he belonged to me. My heart skipped and raced as I looked up at him, his profile so sharp and handsome from this angle.

Mine.

It was still difficult to wrap my head around, but when the doors slid open and he hit the button for his penthouse, he pulled me to him and erased every other thought from my mind. He was mine and I was his, and his kisses promised that he’d spend the rest of his life showing me what that meant.

I heard the doors slide open, but I didn’t open my eyes. He walked me backward into his apartment. Once we were off the elevator, his kisses grew harder and more insistent, and just like he’d promised, he ripped the lacy dress right off me like it was tissue paper.

I gasped in surprise, but he let out a dark chuckle and kissed me again, his tongue sweeping into my mouth and making me feel dizzy with desire to feel it in other places. Since the dress hadn’t required a bra, I was left in my panties and silver kitten heels, and Dash walked us right across the length of his apartment until he pushed me up against the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking his balcony and the city below.

“They can’t see you,” he murmured between kisses. “I wouldn’t mind if they could, though. I want the whole world to know that I’m claiming you. That you’re mine.”

“And you’re mine.” I pushed his jacket off his shoulders, half ripping his buttons off his shirt in my haste to get it off. I tried to tear it all the way off but ripping well-tailored fabric turned out to be harder than when he’d done it to mine. Either way, between tugs and slips of my fingers, I got his shirt free and pushed that off. His hands ran down to my hips and gripped them tight.

Holding me to the window with one hand, he dipped the other between my legs, teasing me over the front panel of my panties as my head dropped back. My hands kept working on his belt and his fly, but I was panting as he moved his fingers up and down, finally bringing his hand up from my hip to one of my breasts to pinch my nipple.

I cried out, forgetting all about his pants for a minute until I felt the fabric against my stomach. Trying again, I pushed the pants off, loving the fact that his hips were already rocking into my own, his kisses getting even harder.

My eyes fluttered open so I could look at him and my heart leaped in my chest when I saw the expression on his face. His brow was furrowed. His eyebrows tugged together like he was lost in deep concentration and it was all for me. All on me.

I couldn’t stop the moan that broke free as I reached for him in turn, finding him hard as a rock in my palm. I stroked him. Dash growled, dropping to his knees in front of me. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I was vaguely aware that I was pushed up against a window as he rolled my panties off with his gaze hooked on mine.

But I trusted him.

If he said no one could see me, then no one could see me.

Even so, the only thing separating us from the world during our intense, sensual moment was a thin piece of one-way glass. The mere thought should’ve terrified me. But it didn’t. Because with him, I was safe.

The knowledge took the encounter to a whole other level. I was louder than ever when he buried his face between my legs and licked me like he’d been starved for years. My thighs started shaking. Bolts of pleasure shot through me, and I came hard and fast, riding his face while holding fistfuls of his hair.

When my legs threatened to collapse after, he caught me, picked me up, and carried me to his bedroom. He laid me down gently on the bed, crawling onto it with me and kissing me until I was squirming for him all over again.

I shook my head when his fingers skated down my stomach. Catching his cheeks in my hands, I looked right into his eyes. “I want you, Dash. I love your fingers but not now.”

He nodded, his jaw tight, and pulled out a condom from his nightstand. It reminded me of another discussion I’d been meaning to have with him, but as I watched him roll it on, his muscles tight with restraint and his cock all thick and throbbing, I decided it could wait.

I wrapped myself around him with my arms and legs, holding onto him like a koala. He sank into me, and a tremor passed through him. I kissed him hard and he groaned into my mouth, his movements slower than usual as he fought to maintain control.

Even though I was underneath him, I picked up our pace, wanting him to know that he didn’t have to hold back on my account. When he was like this, all the way turned on and wild for me, it did things to me I couldn’t explain.

We moved together like we were still dancing on the roof, only no clothing separated us. Skin on skin, his heat lit fires inside me, burning me up with white-hot pleasure. Alone together, we didn’t have to hide anything from one another. We were free.

He looked into my eyes as he fucked me, raw and vulnerable, and I knew in that moment my heart would never belong to another man.

Dash was my everything.

His thrusts quickened, finding the perfect rhythm to fill my body with sweet music. My next orgasm came crashing into me and I screamed his name. My inner muscles constricted around him and pushed him over the edge as well. We tumbled through ecstasy together, souls intertwined.

We collapsed together and he pulled me into his arms, kissing my sweaty temple. Only letting go of me to take care of the condom, he draped himself around me when he got back and just held me for a while.

He looked like he was going to say something but seemed to decide against it. Settling in behind me, he pulled my back to his front and fell asleep. I followed soon after, wondering if he’d been about to tell me that he loved me.

I wondered because I had almost said it to him myself.

I woke up the next morning to his smiling face hovering in front of my own. “Wake up, sleepyhead. You’re going to be late if we don’t get a move on.”

A sleepy smile crept onto my lips and I lifted my head to steal a kiss. “I think I might be okay with being late.”

“Same, but I have an early meeting, so I can’t really afford to do all the things I want to do with you.”

I sighed. “Being a responsible adult sucks sometimes.”

“It really does.” He rolled off the bed, his hair already damp from a recent shower. “You’re welcome to stay after I leave, though. If you want to, I mean.”

“I wish, but if you’re heading out, I should too. It doesn’t look good if the boss keeps getting in late because of her boyfriend.”

He slipped on a light blue shirt that made his eyes look more gold than brown and I groaned, grabbing the pillow to cover my face as I got up. “You have to stop looking so good. My heart can’t take it.”

He chuckled. “Says the naked one. I’ll meet you in the kitchen before I do something that’ll require another shower.”

He left the room and I dropped the pillow back down on the bed. Joyful, carefree laughter filtered to my ears from the hall and I smiled, loving that I got to hear that sound so often these days. Everything felt better now that things were secure with us. I could enjoy our time together without expecting it to shatter like glass.

As we went through our usual morning routine, we both managed to keep our hands to ourselves. Thanks to a bit of foresight, I’d even brought clothes for the day with me in my overnight bag, which meant I had a bit more time to eat with him before we both headed out.

Dash kissed me passionately before the elevator doors opened, saying his goodbye in private before we separated for the day and went to work in the cars he had waiting for us both.

Mine was pulling up in front of my building when the notification came in. I frowned when I saw it was an alert for a new article about Dash. I clicked on the link immediately. It turned out to be a new video that had surfaced and my gut clenched.

Ethan must have had something to do with this.

I hit play, figuring that I needed to know what it was about. My heart broke into a million pieces when the video started playing. It was clearly an old clip, since he looked a lot younger than he did now, but what he said was devastating.

The same voice that had just told me he couldn’t wait for tonight spoke through my speaker, but it was a lot more confident. Filled with haughty arrogance, he laughed into the camera and pushed his thick hair out of his face.

“The only thing reality stars are good for is gaining fame and being laughed at. Trust me, Al. I wouldn’t go on one of those shows for ten million dollars an episode.”

I blinked back the tears that had formed in my eyes, knowing that he’d started off thinking that way about me. Sure, he’d said this a long time ago and I’d known that he hated me at first, but this made me wonder if somewhere deep down inside, he still thought that was all I was good for.

Dash must’ve seen the video too because he was suddenly calling me. I declined it, needing a minute to process before I spoke to him.

One part of my brain told me that this interview had happened years ago and that he’d obviously changed his mind since. But the other part, the part that had learned lessons the hard way and had become forced to learn how to protect me from even myself? That part said that I needed to tread lightly here.

A text from him appeared on my screen, and my eyes burned with tears as I read it because I honestly didn’t know which part of myself to believe right now.

Dash: That video is over 5 years old. I was young and dumb. Thought I knew everything, but clearly I didn’t. I don’t think that now. Call me. X

Me: Did you think that about me when we met?

Dash: I wasn’t the same person, Serenity. Please believe me. I’ve changed. You changed me—and my mind.

Me: I need some time to think. Please give me that.

I turned my phone to silent and slid it back into my purse, asking the driver to circle the block before I climbed out at my office. I had work to do, and if I was going to prove to Dash and the rest of the world that I was worth more than just gaining fame and being laughed at, then I had to suck it all up and go do it.
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DASH


Istormed into my office, furious about the video and even more furious at myself for having forgotten about that interview. It’d happened so long ago that I hadn’t thought about it in years.

Plus, I was pretty sure I’d blocked it out because I hated talking to reporters. After any interviews, I had worked hard at forgetting that I’d ever done them to begin with. Ethan had to be responsible for unearthing this clip now, though.

That was the only explanation.

Breathing heavily, I tossed my phone down on my desk and covered my face in my hands, spinning to face the window. I released a frustrated roar into them. “Fuck!”

My muscles were so tense that it felt like my shirt might tear. My heart hammered and my breathing was erratic. Go figure that he’d dig that thing up now, just when everything was starting to go well between us.

The truth was that when I’d given that godforsaken interview, that really had been the way I’d felt. At the time, a new reality series was being released every five seconds and I couldn’t throw a stone in this fucking town without hitting some new star.

I’d felt that way for a long time. If I was being completely honest, I had still felt that way when I’d met Serenity, but obviously, my views on the subject had changed.

Hell, she’d changed me to the core of my very fucking being. I was even nice to reporters now. I smiled at them and everything, but I just wished she believed me.

I didn’t feel that way about her. What I thought years ago didn’t mean anything.

I was still breathing hard, my fingers clenched around the back of my head as I scowled out the window when Lance walked in. “You okay, bud?”

“No,” I said honestly.

He’d been the one who sent me the video this morning. Wanting to give me a heads-up that it was coming, he’d texted it to me just as I’d climbed into my car. Seconds after I’d said goodbye to Serenity. Seconds.

I’d missed being able to explain myself in person by seconds. Now, she was going to have at least the whole day to think, and after that last text of hers, it would probably be all night too. I doubted she was going to agree to see me today, and the longer she sat with this, the less likely she was to forgive me again.

“Serenity says she needs time,” I spat, so damn angry that I felt like I could catch snakes, strangle them, and then bring them back to life just to strangle them all over again. “I don’t know what to do, Lance. I’m all out of chances with her. I don’t think she should hold something I said five years ago against me, but it’s pretty damning. I get that.”

“To be fair, you still felt that way when you met her,” he said. “You and I both know you did, right? All flash and no substance. You hated reality stars. You had no respect for them. Apart from Serenity, do you even have any respect for them now?”

I blew out a hard breath. “I don’t know, man. I haven’t sat down and reassessed every view I’ve ever held now that I’m into Serenity. People change, okay? Shouldn’t we commend people when they open their minds and realize they were wrong?”

“Calm down, Dash,” he said slowly. I heard the padding of his footsteps as he walked back to my door. Then I heard it click shut but he obviously hadn’t left. “Just think this through, man. How would you have felt if she’d said something like that about your family? Like if she said every St. Clair brother was a huge man-whore. Even if she said it a long time ago, it does make a person question the beliefs someone else holds now.”

I finally spun to face him, my eyes narrowing, and I gripped the back of my chair so hard that my fingers started aching. “Sure, but does that mean I’d have shut her out if she had said something like that? No, because that’s not what you do when you’re in a relationship. Aren’t you supposed to hear the other person out before you leap to conclusions? Aren’t people supposed to communicate?”

“Yes, you are, but you guys are still new and you can’t blame her for needing a minute.”

“I don’t.” I shoved my hands into my hair and pulled at the longer bits on top. “I don’t fucking blame her. I blame her ex, if you must know, but even then, this was five years ago. She won’t even talk to me about something I said five years ago?”

“It’s not about what you said five years ago, Dash,” he said calmly. “It’s about the beliefs you held until a couple months ago. If you want her to talk to you, you have to make her see that you’re not that person anymore.”

I snorted. “How am I supposed to do that? I can’t crack open my head and let her have a poke around my thoughts.”

“No, you can’t, but again, things are still new for you even if you are in love. You need to⁠—”

I balked at what he’d said. “We’re not in love. We’re giddy, sure. Horny, definitely. We like each other a lot, but⁠—”

“You don’t have to admit it, but everyone else can see it, bud. You’re in love. I happen to know that you know it too, by the way. I’ve practically seen you thinking it. You just haven’t said the words yet. Maybe you should.”

“I’m not telling her I love her as a way to get her to forgive me,” I said firmly. “Whether it’s true or not, I’ve never said that to a woman before. It’s just wrong to say it now and expect it to fix everything else. Besides, love isn’t enough. It’s a good start, but there are a lot of other things that go into making a relationship successful.”

“What, are you an expert on relationships now?”

“No, but my mom is and I’ve been listening to her and Richard a lot lately. You should try it sometime. They’re good at the whole advice-giving thing, even if they think they’re being subtle when they’re really not.”

“Okay, so love isn’t enough. Do you know what is?”

“No.”

“Making her see that you’re not that person anymore,” he said emphatically. “I knew you then, and if it’s necessary, I can bear witness to how much you’ve changed these last few months.”

“Somehow, I think I’m going to need more than the word of my best friend.”

“Exactly, you need to show her that you’re not that guy anymore.”

“That’s great. Any ideas on how to do that?”

“Nope.” He grinned at me. “I can’t give you all the answers. Some things, you need to figure out for yourself.”

After that useful tidbit, he left and I managed to pull myself together just enough to get through my meetings. The morning dragged by though, and I still hadn’t heard a peep from Serenity by lunchtime. Needing to get out, I called my mother to see if she was free.

“Of course, honey. Come on over. I wanted to talk to you today anyway.”

Grabbing my keys, wallet, and phone, I took off, letting my assistant know I’d be back when I was back. I had no more meetings this afternoon and I honestly didn’t know if I had admin and planning in me, so I decided to take the rest of the day as it came.

Driving over to my mom’s, I was surprised to find her waiting for me by the door when I arrived. I wasn’t so surprised when the first words out of her mouth clued me in on what she’d wanted to talk to me about today.

“I saw the video,” she said. “Boy, you must be in a lot of trouble with Serenity.”

“Trouble doesn’t even begin to describe it,” I said honestly, my heart crumbling now that I was looking at my mother. “I think this is the end, Mom. If this was the first thing that happened, then fine. We could’ve probably worked it out, but every time I think we’re okay, something else goes wrong and I don’t know how many more times she’ll forgive me.”

“As many as is necessary, sweetheart,” Mom said. “For as long as you deserve it, that is. Relationships are endless cycles of mistakes and forgiveness. Misunderstandings and trying to understand.”

“Okay, so what do I do?” I asked, cognizant of the fact that I wasn’t even inside her house yet and I was already asking her advice. “How do I prove to her that I don’t think that anymore?”

“You said this publicly,” she told me. “The answer seems rather simple to me. Release another video saying the opposite. A lot of things change in five years. You’ve been one of those things in the last five.”

“That’s it?” I asked, frowning. “I just go do another interview and say that I love reality stars now?”

Mom snorted as she shook her head. “No, darling. That won’t cut it. Not only will you have to make her feel it all the way to her bones, but after this, the world is also going to have to believe that you’ve changed. That knowing her has changed you and that loving her has opened your eyes to the judgmental asshole you were in the past.”

“Gee, thanks, Mom,” I said. Jogging up the steps, I brushed a kiss to her cheek and started back down to my car. “Seriously, though, thanks for the advice. I’ve got to go do something, but I’ll talk to you later.”

She wiggled her fingers at me in a wave. “Call me after, Dash. Be careful what you say.”

Climbing back into my car, I looked up the number for the gossip blog that posted the video, and immediately, they agreed to a rebuttal interview. That had been the easy part, though. They were always going to be willing to have me back on air.

The difficult part was going to be figuring out what to say once I had a camera pointing at me.
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SERENITY


The day before the wedding, I was beyond jittery. Dash had tried to talk to me a few times, but he hadn’t pushed me to see him and I appreciated that. My old relationship had given me trust issues. I understood that. Dash seemed to understand that as well.

I’d seen the follow-up interview he’d done, saying that the video was half a decade old and that he’d grown since then. He said he didn’t feel that way anymore and he had seemed sincere.

While I liked that he’d once again said all the right things, I knew I just had to focus on the wedding for now. I could deal with our relationship after, when I didn’t have the future of my career hanging over my head as well as the future I’d envisioned with him.

Unfortunately for me, the wedding I had to focus on was his mother’s and they were all coming in today to do a walkthrough before the big day. Diana, Richard, Dash, and all his brothers. They’d all be here in just a few minutes and I was so damn nervous that my hands were shaking like it was my first day of high school.

If even one thing wasn’t right today, I’d be working through the night to set it right before tomorrow. If more than one thing was wrong, I was screwed. Plus, Dash.

I sighed, wondering if I should have talked to him when he’d called last night. It was too late to go back and change it now, but it might’ve helped if I’d known where I stood with him. If he brought a date to this wedding, I would never recover.

Staring out my window, I knew the moment they arrived. My office faced the front of the building, and when a huge, black limousine pulled up, I knew it was them.

I watched intently as they climbed out, one dark haired man after another. I’d never met Dash’s brothers, and now they were all here, knowing I was the reality star their brother who hated reality stars had been dating for the last couple months.

I couldn’t see their features clearly from up here, but I still knew which one was Dash. My gaze zeroed in on him and I realized I didn’t know how I knew. Just that I did.

It was the way he moved. The way he held his shoulders and stepped aside for Richard to emerge. The way he reached back into the car to offer his mother his hand and, finally, in the way his head tipped up to look at my window like he knew I was watching him.

My heart ached to run to him, urging me to fling my arms around his neck and tell him that I believed him. But I couldn’t do that. Because I didn’t know if I did believe him.

The interview he’d given to rebut his previous point of view had been beautiful, heartfelt, and genuine. He’d had even the reporter misty-eyed by the time she’d signed off. Al Carson wasn’t even the type to get misty-eyed. She was generally pretty rough around the edges, but he’d managed to reduce her almost to tears.

That was how beautifully he’d spoken, but Dash was good with words. Going on air to give the rebuttal interview hadn’t just been words, though. It had been an action. A big one, considering he’d apparently called them to arrange it, but still.

I just didn’t know if I could go through it with him again. We’d had so many ups and so many downs, but we were at the point now where the highs felt like I could touch the clouds and the lows were so low that I had to pull myself up by my bootstraps.

I just had to get through the day, and I had to do it without looking like I was holding myself up by my damn bootstraps. Spinning around once I saw them entering the lobby, I took the elevator to the mezzanine level that contained the lounge where I was meeting them.

“Serenity!” Diana said excitedly when she saw me, though I could see a hint of sadness in her eyes as well. “We love the flower arrangements being done in the lobby, honey. They’re gorgeous.”

“Thank you,” I said. “The florist assured me that the buds will be in bloom tomorrow and that nothing will be droopy until the day after. We just need to keep the AC on, which we will do.”

“Oh, I’m sure it’ll be fine. I also love the font you chose for the welcome signage.” She gave me a hug, then stepped aside to wave a hand at the army of St. Clair boys behind her.

I had to admit that shoulder to shoulder, the five of them really could’ve been an army. They also looked remarkably alike, all their features sharp and handsome, and all of them as tall and well built as the next.

“This is Zachary,” she said, motioning to the man standing closest to Richard. “He’s my eldest. Then that’s Finn, Asher, and Corbin.”

As she said their names, they each stepped forward to give my hand a swift shake, but only Asher managed a smile at me. Zach scowled, Finn looked concerned, and Corbin just seemed bored. Dash stepped up last, inclining his head at me but, thankfully, not saying anything in front of his family.

Richard shooed him away, ostensibly under the guise of hugging me, but as he did, he also whispered into my ear. “He’s an idiot, but he’s a lovable one, don’t you think?”

I sighed, chuckling softly, but didn’t respond. With the introductions now made, I led the tour, showing them everything being prepared for the wedding as we walked through the venue.

Diana was in tears by the time we were done, and she gave me another tight hug as she thanked me. “It’s beautiful, Serenity. Absolutely breathtaking. Thank you. Thank you for doing this for me.”

I nodded, hugging her back, and then said goodbye to the army of St. Clairs at the door. Dash hung back, however, his hands in his pockets as his gaze met mine. “Can we talk? Please?”

Considering that he’d waited the entire meeting to even try, I nodded. “We’ll have to make it fast, though. There’s a lot still to get done today.”

“Of course,” he said amiably, following me into a conference room just off the lobby. Once the door shut behind us, he leaned against the chair closest to him, scrubbed his hands over his jaw, and closed his eyes as he inhaled deeply. “I gave that old interview hot off the heels of a wedding we hosted at the estate.”

I frowned. “Okay?”

“I was only a few years into my career then, and Dad had agreed that we’d host the weddings of all the couples who’d gotten engaged during one of those dating shows that were all the rage at the time.”

“Okay,” I repeated slowly. “So?”

“So the brides were all nightmares,” he explained, finally opening his eyes and looking at me like he was begging me to understand. “Love had nothing to do with any of those weddings. The producers were paying us, of course, but a viciously reduced rate since they had guaranteed us at least four weddings out of the show.”

I blinked hard. “Four? How?”

He shrugged. “To this day, I don’t know. Maybe it was in the contracts. And it wasn’t only the brides who were nightmares. The grooms were even worse. Everything was about how they looked. It was all for the cameras. And don’t even get me started on the other contestants who hadn’t found love on the show. They were all in attendance, trying to make shit about them.”

Somehow, I could imagine how it’d been. I didn’t say anything, waiting for him to continue. He sighed. “Suffice it to say that they were all brats. Horrible, entitled brats, and that’s coming from me. I’m a St. Clair. We’re entitled, horrible brats by birth.”

I chuckled softly. “Your brothers didn’t seem that bad.”

“Mom lectured them in the car about being on their best behavior,” he said, cracking a tiny smile. “Anyway, out of the four weddings we were promised, only two couples made it to the reception. The other two broke up just before and then during the ceremony.”

“I think I know what show you’re referring to.”

He lifted one of his shoulders. “The point is that when I gave that first interview, those were the only reality stars I’d interacted with, and they were some of the worst people I’ve ever met. All they cared about was clawing their way into the spotlight. I believed they were all like that until I met you, but I’ve changed, Serenity. You made me see that I was wrong to make assumptions about everyone who’s ever appeared on a reality show and I’m not that person anymore.”

“I know,” I said softly.

He nodded. “Good. I just wanted you to see that. And to know that I never meant to hurt you. You’re nothing like the people I was talking about, and even them, I probably judged too harshly.”

“I know you didn’t mean to hurt me,” I said. “I still need time, though. With the wedding about to happen and everything going on, it’s just too much today or tomorrow. I just need a minute to make sure your mother’s wedding is everything she deserves.”

Disappointment flickered across his features, his face falling and the light in his eyes blinking out, but he didn’t keep pushing. “I’ll be there when you’re ready to talk. I know you’ll do an amazing job on the wedding, too.”

Leaving the conference room with one last glance at me over his shoulder, he walked out and I headed up to my office. My heart was heavy. My feet felt like they’d been encased in concrete. Everything he’d said swam through my mind and I hated myself for not forgiving him on the spot almost as much as I hated myself for considering forgiving him on the spot.

He’d done everything he could to prove to me that he didn’t think I was a garbage human being, and I wished it didn’t matter that he’d believed it when we’d met, but it did. I’d spent so much of my life second-guessing myself, getting my self-esteem battered and bruised, and defending myself when I hadn’t even done anything wrong that I really just didn’t know if I could go back to him.

While I wasn’t on reality TV anymore, I would always know that once upon a time, he’d thought I was only good for gaining fame and getting laughed at. What was more was that when I went on that show, I’d been trying to find myself.

Sure, I’d done so in an unorthodox way, but my parents hadn’t been dead that long and nothing else had worked, so I figured I’d give it a try. I’d done some traveling, I’d tried partying, and I’d even tried going back to school, but none of it had managed to pull me out of the hole I’d been in.

When I’d seen the ad, saying that I’d be living in a whole different place with a bunch of other people, it’d felt like a gift—and it had been. In a lot of ways, that show had changed my life. It’d surrounded me by people when I’d most needed it and I hadn’t cared that it’d all been on camera.

That was part of what had made the distraction so powerful.

By the time I’d finished with it, I’d felt stronger than I had since my parents had passed and I was ready to face the world again. Leaving that bubble of safety provided by the cameras and the people hadn’t been easy, but I’d done it.

And all the while, the Dash St. Clairs of the world had watched, laughing at me and thinking it was all about getting famous. The same Dash St. Clair who had encouraged me to go after my own show not so long ago. Who’d sworn he’d support me if that was what I wanted.

Julie was waiting for me in my office when I walked in. “How did it go?”

I shrugged. “Fine.”

“Nope. That’s not even nearly good enough. Did you talk to him? What did he say? Is Diana happy with the setup so far? How hot were his brothers?”

“Diana is ecstatic,” I said. “And I spoke to him, but I still don’t know if I can forgive him. I think I’m just broken inside somehow.”

“What?” Her eyebrows pinched together. “Why didn’t you forgive him?”

I sighed as I went to sit down behind my desk. My shoulders slumped and my brain felt like it’d been split in half about this decision. “I know I shouldn’t be worried about how he felt five years ago, but he really hated me when we met and I’m glad he’s changed, but it still hurt.”

“Well, of course it does, but you need to decide once and for all whether he’s worth it.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Everyone will hurt you at some point, Serenity, but some people are worth figuring it out with. When Dash said those things, he didn’t know you. He didn’t know what he’d find in you. He’s already gone back on air to say he doesn’t believe them anymore, so is he worth it or not?”

She gave me a meaningful look, then left me with a lot to think about. It really was that simple—and that complicated.

Was what I had with Dash worth figuring it out, or was it better to cut my losses now, before I had my heart broken all over again just when I was at my happiest?
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DASH


“Happy Mother’s Day,” I said, embracing my mom warmly before stepping aside so my brothers could do the same.

I looked around the waiting area of the chapel in Serenity’s garden, seeing the huge bouquets of yellow and purple flowers, and I couldn’t believe I was about to walk my own mother down the aisle. After all the planning and the run-up, this was it. The big day.

The fact that she was wearing a lacy, beige wedding dress just helped me wrap my head around it that it was finally here. My mom’s wedding day. What the actual fuck?

I would’ve laughed out loud if it wasn’t for the fact that I was genuinely happy for her. It was a definite mind-boggling moment though, knowing I was seeing my own mother in her wedding dress.

As Zach rounded out the chorus of Happy Mother’s Day, he offered her his arm and she took it, sliding her fingers into the crook of Finn’s elbow on the other side. We hadn’t discussed our placement of who would go where, but I didn’t mind. I hung back with Asher, and Corbin decided to bring up the rear.

Stepping up behind her, I reached out to squeeze her shoulder and leaned forward a little bit. “Are you ready?”

“I’m ready,” she said, her voice low and full of emotion.

Feeling a little choked up myself, I cleared my throat and watched her nod at the attendants waiting to open the doors. One of them muttered something into the microphone attached to his collar, and the familiar strains of Canon in D swelled from inside.

Mom stood up a little straighter. The attendants opened the doors and she glanced at us before she started moving. Richard was waiting at the top of the aisle, of course, his eyes only on her as she moved toward him.

I couldn’t see her face, but I did see his and the look on it told me once and for all that she’d made the right call saying yes to him. With tears in his eyes, he stood staring at her, completely unashamed as his throat worked. A loving smile broke free on her lips.

Mom sniffled, and Zach tightened his grip on her. In the end, he was the one to place her hand in Richard’s and he did it gently but with a smile on his face. That night when they’d told us they were getting married, I knew he didn’t support the idea but it seemed like he’d come around. Just like I had.

The five of us found our seats in the front row as Mom took her place beside her beau, and the officiant got us underway with a prayer. I closed my eyes, but as soon as he was done, I glanced around the chapel, desperately needing to catch at least a glimpse of Serenity.

She wasn’t there, or at least, not where I could see her. My jaw ground, but I sighed and faced forward again. Asher shot me a sympathetic smile and a shrug. I rolled my eyes, but deep down inside, I was thankful for his silent show of support.

Outside of Lance, my brothers were my closest friends, some of the few people I trusted fully. They were also the only others who knew exactly how much I’d changed.

Turning my attention back to the ceremony, I watched with a small smile as Mom and Richard said their vows and exchanged rings. The whole thing was beautiful, and thankfully, it went off without a single hitch.

So did the taking of the photographs, the canapes on the lawn, and the drinks in the bar. Honestly, I was impressed with Serenity’s staff and her organization. I watched them closely, and all her people seemed to know exactly where to be and when to be there.

There was no milling around or confusion, no stopping each other to ask questions, and no hold-ups in the schedule for the day at all. But Serenity herself was still missing. Once we got to the reception, I finally noticed her flitting from one side of the venue to the other, checking on things and making sure everything ran like clockwork.

Watching her now, elegantly dressed in a navy blue pencil skirt with a white blouse and a neat jacket, I thought back to the first time I’d met her. I never thought we’d be where we were now, and the urge to win her back surged through me like a tsunami.

I joined my brothers at our table, but I only had eyes for her. Eventually, Corbin punched my arm. “Stop staring. Just go talk to her. Or put on sunglasses.”

“I tried talking to her,” I replied, my gaze still tracking her as she directed waiters where to go. “She’s still thinking, man. Leave it alone.”

Zachary’s eyes followed mine. “You got a plan?”

“Yes,” I said. “Let her think but make sure she knows how I feel while she does it.”

Finn sighed and dragged a hand through his hair. “We should take some selfies. Post them so she knows you’re having fun.”

“We’re not in junior high,” I said. “I’m not doing that. I already told you. I have a plan and it doesn’t involve trying to make her see how well I’m doing without her.”

“Oh, well, that’s good, because you’re really not doing so great,” Corbin said. I reached out to punch him and he ducked. “What? It’s true. You’re miserable, bro. Over a reality star, which has got to be the universe laughing at you.”

“I’m aware,” I admitted.

The lights turned down low and the song Mom and Richard had chosen for their first dance started playing. My brothers and I all turned toward the dance floor. Richard lifted Mom’s hand to spin her around before he brought her gently back to his chest. Some others joined them after a while. Corbin grabbed some girl from the table next door to dance with while Zachary gallantly extended his hand to our five-year-old cousin.

Why he didn’t have kids of his own yet, I didn’t know. He loved them and he was so good with them. Making her giggle, he picked her up and swept around the floor with her, and I eventually took her seven-year-old sister out to join them.

Finn and Asher showed up too, each with a girl I’d never met but assumed belonged to Richard’s family on their arms. Mom laughed delightedly when she saw Zach and me with the cousins and nodded her thanks at me before scooping the little girl out of Zach’s arms and putting her in a hug of a dance with her and Richard.

It all set a light, happy, playful tone for the evening and the reception was off to a great start. When the time came for the speeches, I took a deep breath, taking the microphone and bringing my gaze to my mother’s.

“I think most of you know that I wasn’t too sure about Richard when Mom first told us they were engaged.” Some chuckles rippled across the crowd, but I saw more than a few people exchanging confused looks. Mom smiled though and Richard laughed softly. “I looked at him and I wondered how he’d convinced her to say yes to him just three short years after my father had passed.”

I paused for a beat. “What I’ve realized since is that life is short, but those years were long. I’ve learned that it’s not often people get second chances. It’s not every day you meet someone that you can see yourself spending the rest of your life with. The night they told us they were getting married, they asked us one very important question. Why wait?”

“At the time, I had a dozen answers to that question,” I said honestly. “All of them snarky and filled with evidence of just how little I understood what they’d both been through and their hopes for the future.”

I sighed. “I’ve since gotten to know Richard a little bit better and I’ve realized that he’s a lot like my father. He’s smart, funny, and wise. He loves deeply and he gives advice freely. He genuinely cares about my mom and I know he’s going to make her happy, so the only answer I have to that question now is don’t.”

I paused for a moment to let that sink in. “Don’t wait. I’m really glad they didn’t and I’m really glad they ignored us when we tried to suggest that they should. The truth is that life is for the living and the longer we wait, the less life we’ve got left. Congratulations to Mom and Richard. We love you both and we can’t wait to see what other surprises you’ve got in store for us.”

Laughter rang out and guests toasted to the happy couple, but I wasn’t done yet. After taking a sip of my own champagne, I brought the microphone back to my mouth. “As a family, we’d also like to thank Serenity Halverson for throwing such a fantastic wedding. I couldn’t have done it better myself, and that’s the biggest compliment I can give.”

The crowd laughed again. My mother grinned and shot me a thumbs-up, clearly ecstatic that I had chosen to make this particular move. I’d mentioned to her that I might and she’d been all for it, but I hadn’t been sure if I was going to follow through until I’d been sitting in that chapel, watching my mother promise to love another man for as long as they both shall live.

It had reminded me of what Richard had said about regrets, and I wasn’t about to let this opportunity pass me by. “Over the last few months, many of you have speculated about why my mom and Richard chose to get married here instead of at our venue. At first, I asked that question myself. The answer isn’t mine to give, but what I can tell you is that none of us, not even me, have ever regretted choosing the venue we’re at today.”

Getting the crowd focused on her, I smiled and found her staring at me with wide eyes from the opposite side of the room. She’d frozen right where she had been before, looking like she might just bolt at any second.

“Throughout all the planning and uncertainty, Serenity has been absolutely incredible. As you might imagine, I wasn’t the easiest customer to deal with initially. Yet, she impressed me almost right from the start with the way she welcomed my mom like family. She made her feel comfortable and at home, and she supported her in absolutely everything she wanted, moving heaven and earth to make sure she got it.”

I locked my eyes on hers. “Serenity’s heart is one of a kind and it’s thanks to her that this day has turned out so completely perfect. I’ve heard a lot of you whispering about how much of a hand I’ve had in this, and I would be remiss if I didn’t address the assumption that I’m responsible for today. I’m not. I was a family member and that’s it. From Serenity’s amazing treatment of an older bride, to her tolerance for the bride’s difficult know-it-all son, and her insight into what would make this a day to remember, it has been a real honor having her plan this special day for us.” I smiled at her.

“Everyone who knows me knows that I don’t say that lightly,” I added. “Giving up control isn’t exactly in my nature.”

More laughter rang out, with everyone on Mom’s side of the guestlist nodding enthusiastically. I waited for the chuckles to die down before I looked right at Serenity again. “I was wrong about what I said before. Reality stars aren’t just there to gain fame and be laughed at. I mean, I’m sure those people are out there too, but it was a crass generalization I should never have made. It occurs to me that I’ve never known what motivated people to let the cameras into their lives like that. I’ve never bothered to ask, but something tells me that for many, it’s about a lot more than just fame.”

I released a shuddering breath. “I’m sorry, Serenity. All I want to do is to make you happy and I’ve failed miserably at that at every turn. I have nothing but respect for you, not only for who you are, but also for the gentle way in which you changed my perception of the world. Of people. With every challenge we’ve faced, you’ve made me better. I know things haven’t been easy for us, and I can’t say they ever will be, but I want to try. If you’ll have me.”

The crowd held their breath while I spoke. When I moved out from the podium and walked up to her, they went wild. I left the microphone behind, but I spoke loudly enough for most of them to hear me.

“I don’t want to live with regrets. I want all of this for us one day and I want it with you. You can even plan it. I won’t interfere at all. What do you say? Do you think we can make it work?”

Tears streamed down her cheeks and she nodded and buried her face in my chest. “We can make this work, Dash.”

Joy streaked through me and I dipped my head, waiting until she looked at me again as I held her in my arms. “I love you, Serenity. I’m sorry for all the hurt I’ve caused you, but I’ll make it up to you. I’ll keep making it up to you, no matter what it takes because I do. I love you.”

“I love you too,” she murmured, her palms sliding up my arms to my cheeks, and she pushed up on her toes to kiss me. “I’ve been too scared to admit it, but I love you and I believe you. And I’m sorry too, Dash. I’m sorry it’s taken me this long to conquer my fears.”

I kissed her, sliding my arms around her waist and dipping her down. If we could get through everything we’d already gotten through, then we could get through anything else life would throw at us. Serenity and I had fought to get this far and we’d keep fighting—I would keep fighting—to give her the happily ever after she deserved.


EPILOGUE
SERENITY


One Year Later

It was amazing how many things could change in just a day, but give it a year, and it could be truly mind-blowing. At least, it had been in my case.

By the time Richard and Diana’s first wedding anniversary rolled around, I was busier than I’d ever been before. Their big day had put my company on the map and the first few weddings that had followed had proven that I hadn’t been a one-hit wonder.

It had also proven that Dash hadn’t been lying about me having been the one to plan that wedding. In the time since, the business had really taken off and it was bigger and better than ever. I’d acquired two more venues, keeping the original one as our headquarters for those wanting a city wedding, but I now also had a more rustic beach venue as well as a glamorous barn for upscale, farm-style weddings.

All three venues were quickly filling up for dates two years in advance, and on the planning side of things, the company had become the number-one destination for bespoke wedding coordination. I’d even had a few more features in magazines and people were coming from all over to meet with us about their weddings.

Julie was currently in Miami, coordinating the wedding of a famous pop star who was marrying a local football player. She and I had both been commuting a bit for our out-of-town clients, but it was so worth it.

As I climbed into my car after another long day, I shook my head and giggled at the message I’d received from Diana a few minutes ago.

Wonderful Future MIL: Anything to plan yet??

Over the holidays last year, Corbin had gotten hold of my phone and had changed her name to that from Diana. As soon as she had cottoned on, she’d strictly told me to leave it as it was. I’d complied without making too big a deal about it, but secretly, I’d been thrilled that his family had accepted me into the fold so seamlessly.

Me: Nope. Enjoy your second honeymoon!

She sent me a thinking face emoji as well as a thumbs-up in return, and I chuckled as I turned over my engine. Life with the St. Clairs was never boring, but I honestly couldn’t complain.

I’d always wondered what it would be like to be part of a big family, and now that I knew, it would be devastating to go back to being on my own. Thankfully, I didn’t think that was ever going to happen.

In the last year, Dash had grown by leaps and bounds, not only romantically, but even as a brother. Apparently, he’d realized at the wedding that he’d even been shutting his family out of his life for years and he’d been working on fixing that too.

His mom and Richard were thrilled, and so was I. The St. Clair boys were a force to be reckoned with when they were together, but they were also loud and heaps of fun.

Plus, between them, they had thousands of followers online, and when Ethan had tried coming after Dash again, they’d made him feel their wrath. Working together, they’d shut down the rumors Ethan had tried to spread about Dash getting one of those girls he’d been pictured with pregnant, and they also somehow managed to find evidence that Ethan had been the one responsible for the hacking of the security cameras in my building.

Although his lawyers had managed to keep him out of prison, he’d paid a hefty fine and was failing miserably at trying to rehabilitate his image. He’d given up on trying to get me back when the video had failed to drive Dash and me apart, but he’d started a new events-coordination company that was going nowhere slowly.

After he’d also failed to hurt Dash by spreading those rumors, he’d stopped coming after him too. He’d been trying to act like he’d learned his lesson, but to my relief, no one was buying it.

Ethan had been exposed for the slimeball he truly was and people weren’t having it anymore. Treated as a pariah now by his former peers, the mighty really had fallen. I didn’t think of him often these days, but when I did, like now, all I felt was relief that he wasn’t part of my life anymore.

Meanwhile, Dash had made a point of subtly helping me pinpoint the areas in which Ethan had skewed my perception of reality. For example, I no longer felt guilty when he took care of me if I was sick. He was ecstatic about it.

I also no longer thought about poaching his staff, realizing that it wasn’t a competition and that he really was willing to help me professionally without expecting anything in return. His expertise still hadn’t failed me once and he always shared tips and tricks freely when I ran into trouble—which I was no longer taking personally.

We’d even worked together a few more times and he always let me take the lead, charming the clients and getting them onboard before letting me run with the actual planning. We made a mean team, and some of my favorite memories of us were of our late-night work sessions, both of us in bed with our laptops and our pajamas on.

I walked into his apartment with a smile, but I stopped short when I saw that every available surface was covered in candles this evening. The scent of vanilla and melting cheese wafted through the air. The dining-room table was laden with food I recognized instantly as Angelo’s.

“Dash?” I called, setting down my purse and keys in the foyer before I took a few more steps forward. “Honey, I’m home!”

These days, his place was as familiar to me as my own. We spent some nights here and some at my apartment, but for the last three months, we’d spent every night together. I’d never moved, but after Ethan had given up, it hadn’t seemed necessary—especially since I spent more than half my time here anyway, still preferring Dash’s building in the times when the paparazzi’s interest in us flared up again.

Usually, however, I came home to find him lounging on the couch, waiting for me in bed, or I got home before he did. Candlelight and a table set for a fancy dinner wasn’t a nightly thing for us and I smiled, wondering what he was up to now.

“Dash?” I called again.

He appeared from around the corner, wearing my favorite gray sweatpants and nothing else.

My eyebrows swept up and my smile widened, but he shook his head at me, producing one of his T-shirts from behind his back. “Put this on. We’re getting comfortable.”

“I can see that.” I slid out of my jacket, hanging it over the back of the couch and not bothering to go into the bedroom to change.

After that first night we’d made love right here in this room, I’d come to realize that it was true no one could see us. Ever since, we’d been naked all over this place. Often.

Stripping right where I was, I held his gaze, loving how it darkened with lust, his pupils still dilating as he watched me undress like it was the first time he was seeing it happen. Once I was down to my panties, I shoved the shirt ungracefully over my head and smirked at him.

“Happy now?” I asked.

He nodded, finally starting toward me and sliding his arms around my waist. “Welcome home, my love.”

“Thanks, but did I miss something? I know it’s not our anniversary, so what’s going on?”

“Technically, it is our anniversary,” he murmured as he brought his mouth to my throat and started pressing hot kisses to it. “One whole year without a single breakup or separation. That’s something, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, it really is.” I rolled my head to the side to give him better access as I melted into him. “Is that what this is for, though?”

“Nope,” he murmured between kisses. “This is something else entirely.”

My heart started pounding in my chest, my cheeks heating as my eyes closed. “You’re not going to propose, right?”

“Nope,” he repeated, unfazed and still kissing me. “I promised we’d talk about that before I asked, right? To make sure you were ready?”

“Right,” I said, a little bit relieved and a little bit disappointed.

Diana had obviously thought it was going to happen today, judging by her earlier message, but it seemed he had something else up his sleeve. While I was very much ready to commit to him, which was where the disappointment stemmed from, I was also glad he hadn’t sprung it on me.

Dash and I had taken to discussing things openly and honestly, with our only rule being that we didn’t go to sleep angry. An oldie but goodie, it was sure working for us whenever the unexpected came out of the woodwork.

“We’ve spent the last year going back and forth,” he said, finally lifting his head away from my throat and bringing his gaze to my own. “Half your stuff is here and half of mine is at your place.”

My breath caught when I realized what was happening. This, we had talked about, but I hadn’t known he was going to do it now. Tonight. With another romantic dinner for two while we wore ratty clothes we were comfortable in.

My heart started racing as he reached into his pocket and produced a key. “Will you move in with me, Serenity?”

I nodded, overwhelmed with joy, and I threw my arms around him. As we kissed, he chuckled into my mouth and walked us back toward the windows. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” I whispered, tears pressing against the backs of my eyes as we forgot all about dinner, so in love and so happy that nothing else seemed to matter.

As I got lost in the man I loved for another night, I sent up a silent prayer of thanks for having him in my life. The good, the bad, and the ugly, it’d all been worth it to get us to where we were today, and ultimately, some people were worth figuring it out with.

Dash was that person for me. He was my person. Today. For now. And forever.

***

What did you think about Dash and Serenity?

Do you wish you had more of their story? Grab your copy of the extended epilogue RIGHT. HERE.
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***

If you loved this book, don’t miss out…

Check out book 1 in A Wedding Bells Alpha Novel called Say You Do.
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My brother is an idiot—he’s getting married.

And I’m in charge of getting things together since our folks are gone.

Lucky me. The guy who thinks love is for the birds and worn-out 80s songs.

I honestly don’t have time for this drama. I run a billion-dollar company, have women to entertain, and am working on my plans to rule the world.

No, seriously.

And yet, when you least expect it, life kicks you in the balls.

The beautiful, snarky woman that runs the flower shop is perfect to help me pull off this wedding.

Just seeing her sends my head spinning with possibilities.

She’s perfect. To play my fake wife for an event I have coming up as a side deal.

My ex-wife will be at the event, and I sure could use someone to show her how well I’ve done since she ripped out my soul.

So my curvy new friend gets my ring and a chunk of my wallet before agreeing to the deal.

Funny thing is, I’m not so interested in taking it back by the end of the adventure.

I’m willing to go all in on what might be the best decision of my life.

And I’m demanding the same of her. No maybes. No I-don’t-knows.

No fear of what might be or might not be.

Open your pretty pink lips and utter the words.

Say you do.

I gotta have THIS


Insider Group
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Hey! We’re missing you over here at the Parker’s Insider Group.

Where you at?!?

Come grab your spot with the best book part in town and let’s connect.

Also you get a FREE novel when you join, cause, why not?

See you on the inside…

Get it HERE


ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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Hey there. I'm Weston.

Have we met? No? Well, it’s time to end that tragedy.

I'm a former firefighter/EMS guy who's picked up the proverbial pen and started writing bad boy romance stories. I co-write with my sister, Ali Parker, but live in Texas with my wife, my two little boys, my daughter, two dogs, three cats, and a turtle.

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 ~ Instagram

Facebook Group
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