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   Description
 
    
 
   She’s his forever, but keeping up with his needs is starting to redefine ‘forever’. 

The vacation in Jamaica is over and was exactly what everyone needed to catch their breath, but coming back to a government audit and possible takeover of Bryant Accounting Firm was not expected. 

Between Bethany’s master’s program taking far more of her time than she thought possible and the drama with her closest friends, her work begins to suffer. 

Damon’s caught up in the madness at work and needs more than anything a woman to come home to at night and make him forget anything but the feel of her skin against his. Sadly enough, he finds himself alone far too many night. 

An alpha male can only hold back so long, and he’s at his breaking point at work and home. 

Can love conquer all? Can it overcome stress, jealousy and condemnation? Come find out…
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   Author Note
 
    
 
   Just a quick note to my readers. Firstly, I sure do appreciate you guys! I’m listening, and this book 4 is my response to the overwhelming number of e-mails I’ve received about writing more of Damon and Bethany’s story. I thought it was over when I closed down the last book, Together Forever over a year ago. 
 
    
 
   I guess not, as a whole new world has opened up for Damon and Bethany. 
 
    
 
   IF you read Together Forever a while back, I just wanted you to know that I pulled the Epilogue, which had the wedding for Damon and Bethany. It doesn’t exist anymore. This book, His Needs picks up the Monday after their trip to Jamaica where they’re parents were married. They ARE engaged, but no wedding yet. Just wanted to update you so there was no confusion. 
 
    
 
   Hope you enjoy the story… and those that will follow thanks to your persistence! 
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   Chapter 1
 
   Damon
 
    
 
    
 
   "Wait. You what?" Kendal's eyes widened. "What the hell were you thinking? It's been, what, three weeks?"
 
   Damon shrugged and pulled the black napkin down into his lap, ignoring his closest friend's concerns. Beth was the woman for him and there really wasn't any going back from that decision. He'd measured her attitude, her drive, her hunger in the office and the bedroom and seen the signs of success in all arenas. She was going to be his forever, whether that started now or in five years. 
 
   "Just know sometimes." He nodded to the waiter who hovered beside them, the poor idiot looking like he'd just swallowed something poisonous. "Pour."
 
   "Of course, Sir." The guy picked up the open bottle of red wine on the table and tipped it up to fill Damon's glass. 
 
   "No, you don't just know. You've never had a solid relationship in your life, Damon." Kendal ran his fingers through his messy brown hair. 
 
   "Who has?" He brushed his fingers over the rim of the glass as he glanced up to the bar. The gaggle of well-cared-for women had their eyes focused on either Damon or Kendal. Perhaps both. Funny how none of them even stirred him. Beth had to have sold her soul to the devil for the power she had over him. It was almost unfair, and yet he didn't believe in fate or fairness. A man made himself by his actions and choices, nothing else. The woman he'd fallen for was wickedly sensual, intensely intimate and willing to bow her knee to him alone. 
 
   She was all he needed. 
 
   "Lots of people." Kendal's voice rose in volume. 
 
   Damon gave him a look to warn him. He'd always been the alpha out of the two of them, Damon having led their fraternity as president his full five years at University of Texas in Dallas. Everyone respected him, and he expected it. 
 
   "That's bullshit. Just because you're wavering on the fence about dating some girl doesn't allow you the right to judge the timing of my proposal to Beth." Damon shrugged and lifted his glass to his lips. 
 
   One of the women from the bar seemed to have gained her courage. She walked over and pressed her well-manicured hands to the empty seat across from Damon and smiled. 
 
   "Hi. I couldn't help but notice you. Have we met before?" She smiled with a false sense of shy. It was almost cute. Almost. 
 
   "No, I don't think we've met." Damon motioned toward Kendal. "This is my good friend, Dr. Kendal Tarrington. I'm Damon Bryant."
 
   "Your name is familiar." She pressed her fingers to her lips. 
 
   Damon couldn't help but chuckle under his breath at the way Kendal tensed up. He was forever lost to being confident around women after all the shit he'd been through. Funny enough, he was the biggest playboy outside of Damon back in school. 
 
   "Maybe we fucked in college?" Damon tilted his head and lifted his shoulders. 
 
   She laughed and glanced over her shoulder before returning her stare to Damon. "Maybe, but I'm thinking I would have remembered. I'm Terri."
 
   "Nice to meet you, Terri. I'm a taken man, so this conversation is over before it's even begun, but Kendal here is-"
 
   "Taken too. Thanks." Kendal smiled and waved at the woman. 
 
   "I wasn't hitting on you." She snorted as if her actions had nothing to do with bedding one of them for the afternoon. "I just thought you were familiar."
 
   "Well now you know our names." Damon shooed her away as her smile dropped. "If you'll run along... Thanks."
 
   Her face fell as she turned and flipped her hair over her shoulder. "Asshole."
 
   "Damon. Shit." Kendal picked up his glass and emptied it. "Anyway, back to the conversation on Bethany. She seems like a really nice girl. I think you should take it slow. She's been through a lot with her friend getting stabbed. My understanding is that they're going to subpoena her to come testify against the girl who did it."
 
   "The one that was her roommate?" Damon finished his wine too and pushed his plate away. Meeting Kendal for a short lunch to catch up seemed like a good idea until the guy decided to shit on Damon's good news. Was everyone so fucking careful in life? Where was the risk-taker Damon remembered the good professor to be? 
 
   Life kicked him in the nuts too many times. 
 
   "You're diverting and doing a horrible job of it." Kendal picked up a fry from his half-empty plate. "Tell me you'll be careful with her."
 
   "What are you, her daddy?" Damon picked up his napkin, wiped his mouth and stood. "I gotta get back to the office. She's in good hands, old man. Stop worrying about me and find yourself a woman that makes you crazy, like Beth makes me."
 
   "Right. See you sometime soon, buddy." Kendal lifted his hand, and Damon shook it before walking to the bathroom.
 
   He didn't get to the door before a leggy brunette with pretty eyes and ruby-red lips stepped in front of him. She was one of the women with the scout that was sent over to the table moments ago. 
 
   "Hi. I'm Lisa." She put her hand in the middle of his chest and pressed her teeth to her bottom lip. 
 
   Damon moved her hand off his chest with little to no emotion. "Hi, Lisa. Like I told your friend back there, I'm a taken man. I'm not interested in being accosted by the gaggle of you. Find another chump to spread your legs for."
 
   "What?" Her distressed expression was good, but not quite convincing. 
 
   "Right. Excuse me." He moved around her and pushed the door to the bathroom open as a growl rumbled deep in his chest. Women like the ones at the bar were a dime a dozen, and always seemed to think that flashing a pretty smile was going to win them something. How many times had he refused someone in the last month? Too many times to count, and yet it was nothing to brag about. It was exhausting. 
 
   He stopped in front of the mirror and washed his hands as his eyes moved along his face. Dark circles sat under his eyes, not enough for most to notice, but he could see them without trying. Touching the soft skin, he shook his head. 
 
   "Fuck, maybe Kendal was right." Maybe he had moved too fast. She was just the full package, and would understand him if she could work past his unwillingness to share. She came from a broken past like he did. It didn't matter that it was a different set of circumstances. They were still both fucked up, and something about that gave him peace. 
 
   He pulled out his phone and flipped through a few of the pictures they'd taken on their vacation as he let out a long breath. 
 
   Long brown hair and green eyes that captivated him. A small waist and huge tits that took up most of his palm. He closed his eyes and dropped his phone back into his pocket as his body woke up. He didn't care how fast things had gone. He'd give anything to hang on to the feeling she left him with - pay any price. 
 
   They could get to know each other over the next year and figure things out slowly, but no one unwrapped a package they didn't first purchase. That was Bethany. He'd put himself into wanting to try something more than a fuck-buddy relationship with her, and now it was time to be deliberate in learning about her, figuring out what made her tick. 
 
   He opened his eyes and pursed his lips as his pulse spiked. He'd popped the question simply because he didn't want to lose her. She was beyond worried about them being siblings, but it was an invalid concern, or at least it seemed to be. He hadn't really thought too much about it. 
 
   After wiping off his hands, he walked out of the restroom and through the center of the restaurant. Kendal was gone, but the girls at the bar weren't. He winked at them as he moved past them, teasing the whorish idiots. 
 
   Why women weren't more dedicated to their men was a mystery. It almost seemed as if all the stories that populated the water cooler were about the bastard executives cheating on their wives, and yet Damon had seen the flip-side more times than he cared to admit. 
 
   He pulled out his phone as he handed the valet his ticket. Bethany answered on the second ring. 
 
   "Hey. Where are you?" Her voice was soft and sweet, like the innocent girl she wasn't. 
 
   "Leaving lunch. Where are you is the question? You get unpacked this morning?" Their flight back the night before from Jamaica had been exhausting to say the least. He'd given her the day off, but almost lamented doing it. Seeing her back in their normal surroundings would have helped to settle his unease. His father hadn't been too thrilled about him proposing so early either, but it wasn't anyone's fucking decision but his. 
 
   "I'm doing it now. I came back out to my apartment and decided to spend some of the day cleaning things up. I had a message from Krista's dad that he would be by sometime today to get her stuff." She sighed softly as if trying to hide just how hard the situation between Jake and Krista had been on her. Having her closest friend go off her rocker and stab their other friend over being rejected by him was over the top. 
 
   Damon shook his head at the thought of anyone dropping off the deep end that bad. 
 
   "You need me to come over there to help you out when he gets there?" Damon nodded at the valet as he got into his black Mercedes and buckled up. 
 
   "No. I'm fine. He's a good guy. A lawyer, actually. Him and Krista used to get along great, so hearing that they're not speaking, or haven't been..."
 
   "Things change, right? People change." He knew the minute he said it he shouldn't have. 
 
   "Oh yeah? You changing over there, Mr. Bryant?" She was trying to be cheeky, and failing miserably at it. 
 
   "Nope. I'm fully dressed, you naughty vixen." He smiled and pulled out into the mid-afternoon traffic. 
 
   "I'm only naughty for you." 
 
   "This better be true." He glanced over his shoulder and held back the information about having lunch with Kendal. Bethany was TA'ing for him over the next semester and already seemed to be a little too interested in Damon's old friend. He was being overly protective, but couldn't help it. There hadn't been too much in his life he'd wanted to hang on to, but Beth seemed to make the cut. 
 
   "Are you coming to Kent's now?" 
 
   He was grateful she didn't refer to his father as hers. It was an odd situation, but ignoring it seemed to be the best way to deal with it, at least in his own mind. 
 
   "No. I'm going back to the office, but I'll try and come out there later tonight. We have a lot of shit to sort through over several large projects."
 
   "You want me to come in?"
 
   "Nope. I would have told you if I did." He turned on his blinker and jerked in front of someone. "I gotta go, baby. See you later."
 
   He dropped the call and tossed the phone in the seat next to him as Kendal's words rushed across his mind. Maybe three weeks was too fast. His mother and father had gotten married after a few months of dating and that had been fine for a few years... 
 
   Pain laced the center of his chest as the sound of her moaning for another man filled his ears. He reached up and rubbed his chest as he growled. 
 
   "Stop it. Leave that shit in the past where it belongs." He pressed harder on the muscle above his heart and made the last turn that would lead him to the office. His mother's infidelities shouldn't have fucked up his own love life so much, but they had. He almost expected to find every woman he dated in bed with another man. It was a sick thought, and one he hadn't been able to shake until Bethany. 
 
   Something about the way she spoke to him, looked up to him, respected him... She was in it for the long haul, or so he hoped. She had a ring on her finger that should have made the promise more firm than it was. 
 
   "As long as I don't fuck it up," he mumbled and pulled into the large garage next to their building. "Or she doesn't."
 
   The former seemed more likely. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
   Bethany
 
    
 
    
 
   The large diamond sitting on her hand seemed surreal. Had Damon really proposed after three weeks? Warmth flooded her over the thought, quickly followed by a million reasons why he might decide his offer was a mistake. The man was as fickle as any she'd ever met, but so worth the effort. Having been raised to be independent and fight for everything, she wasn't used to wanting to belong to anyone or anything, but Damon was different. 
 
   Belonging to him felt good, right. Like he might have the ability to patch the holes in her past and give her a future that looked far brighter than the one she was forcing herself into. Work was going to become her only focus, much as school had been for the last four years. 
 
   A knock at the apartment door caused her to jump. Krista was still in jail, and though Bethany should have visited her close friend, she simply didn't have much to say to the other girl. Having lived together for four years and not knowing that Krista was manic bipolar was beyond concerning. Had she missed the signs or simply ignored them?
 
   Bethany peeked through the peephole in the center of the door and let out a sigh. Jake and his father. She opened the door and forced a warm smile on her face. Tears were the alternative, but she refused to make him uncomfortable. 
 
   "Hey! What a great surprise." She moved back as his father wheeled him into the living room. Seeing him in a wheelchair pulled at her heart strings even more. "What are you doing over here?"
 
   "We were headed home from the hospital, and this guy wouldn't let up about stopping by the apartment to get his game system. God forbid he read or something." His father smiled and moved over to give Bethany a quick side hug. "Thank you for helping Jake through this."
 
   "Of course." Bethany's vision blurred with hot tears.
 
   "I'm not sitting in a bed for two weeks with nothing but old classics to read. Someone kill me now." Jake snorted, in far better of a mood than anyone expected of him. After being stabbed repeatedly in the chest, Bethany could only imagine what his body looked like. The thought caused her heart to contract painfully. Love had the power to do crazy, fucked up things. 
 
   "So you decided to stop by here because?" Bethany moved over and gave Jake a hug as best she could. 
 
   "I saw your car sitting out front. Ain't nobody missing that beat up piece of shit." He chuckled and grimace as his hands came up to press against his chest. 
 
   "Take it easy, buddy, and watch your language." His father walked to the door. "I'll give you guys a few minutes while I make a call. Be back in five."
 
   "Thanks, Dad." Jake waved and turned his attention back to Bethany as his facade faded. "Damn, I'm glad to see you. I swear it's been a nightmare having to sit in that hospital bed and have people poke and prod at me."
 
   Bethany dropped to the couch and motioned for him to move up until their knees touched. She squeezed his legs softly. 
 
   "I was terrified that you were-" She lost the volume to her voice. 
 
   "It's okay." He reached out as a soft sob left her. "Come here."
 
   Bethany nodded and moved up farther, leaning in and letting him hold her. "Don't hurt yourself. I'm just being sensitive. It just scared the shit out of me."
 
   "It's by far the craziest thing I've ever been involved in, or heard of." He brushed his hand down the back of her head. "I'm okay though. The tough part is coming up."
 
   Bethany moved back and took his hands in hers. "The court case?"
 
   "Yeah." Jake glanced down at their hands as a sheepish look crossed his face. "I'm not angry at Krista. I should be, but we've been friends for so long. I knew she had a few issues, and my mother is bipolar. Getting off her meds was a stupid thing to do, and I know most of the shit that happened was caused by her not taking them. I should have read the warning signs and gotten her help."
 
   "I agree, but the fact still remains that she attacked you and almost killed you." She squeezed his hands and released him to slump back into the couch. "I hate the idea of testifying against her, but she's dangerous. Obviously."
 
   Bethany wiped her eyes and studied Jake's pasty composure. His blond hair was a little longer than she'd seen him wear it, and his cheeks were hallowed out. 
 
   "That's true, but still... those medications after taken for so long are a huge part in keeping someone stable." He shrugged and grimaced. "She needs to be under supervision to take them, and I assume that's what her attorney is going to push for."
 
   "If her father lets them." Bethany ran her fingers through her hair before working the long strands into a messy bun. "He's coming over soon to grab her stuff, or sending someone. You know he's rich as hell. I doubt he'll come himself."
 
   "I met him a few times. I think she puts an evil spin on him because he's wealthy and forces her to stay in school, but he seemed like a good guy." Jake shrugged and winced again before chuckling. "I keep forgetting that any movement tugs at all these stitches."
 
   "I'm so sorry, Jake. I feel so fucking guilty about not having answered the phone when you called in a panic. I could have stopped-"
 
   "No, you couldn't have. You'd have been stabbed half to death too. She was out of her mind." He got a faraway look in his eyes before shivering. "Anyway. What's going on with this new guy of yours? He treating you well? The wedding go good?"
 
   "Everything was great. He's a great guy." She slipped her hands under her legs, grateful that he hadn't said anything about the ring on her finger. He had to be a little out of it not to notice. The ring was large, far bigger than anything she would have preferred, but hurting Damon's feelings over it was out. 
 
   "Good. Make sure he stays that way." Jake turned a little and groaned as his father walked back in. 
 
   "You ready, son?"
 
   "Yeah, I guess." Jake turned back toward Bethany and smiled. "Dr. Tarrington is going to let me TA alongside you until I get back on my feet. The university has been good to us through this crap, but I don't want to get behind. Is that all right with you?"
 
   "Heck yes." Bethany got up as Jake's father pulled him back toward the door. "I'll be right beside you no matter what you need. You putting off your master’s this semester?"
 
   His father spoke up, "Hell no. I tried to tell him that one semester wasn't going to make or break him, but you know he's an overachiever."
 
   Bethany laughed and wiped at her eyes again. "He's in good company. I'll help out where I can."
 
   "Study dates twice a week like we used to?" Jake winked and wiggled around in his wheelchair as if trying to get comfortable. 
 
   "Only if you're buying coffee." She opened the door more fully and moved back to let them out. 
 
   "Him buying the coffee?" Jake's dad chuckled. "You mean me?"
 
   "Are you offering?" Bethany teased him and closed the door as they waved their goodbyes. The thought of what Jake must look like under his loose t-shirt and sweat pants caused her to cringe. Krista had almost succeeded in taking his life, and thank God she hadn't, but he was forever changed. Every time he changed clothes or got naked in front of a girl, they would see the excessive scarring all over his chest and stomach. 
 
   "Unbelievable." She tried to discard the thought, but it lingered as she cleaned up the apartment and packed up the rest of Krista's stuff. Both of her friends’ lives were forever changed, and hers as well. Fear over what love could do tugged at the edge of her thoughts and tried hard to force her to step back from what could possibly be the greatest love story of her life. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The visit with Krista's dad wasn't nearly as bad as Bethany had prepared herself for. He was very much the guy Jake said he was. Friendly and grateful for her help. They loaded everything up in his Lexus and he apologized for the two hundredth time before driving off. 
 
   Bethany made the quick decision to go over to Kent's in hopes of seeing Damon. With all he had to catch up on, there was no way in hell she was going to bother him. Things had changed a little, and yet not nearly enough for her liking. The ring on her finger should have been the open door for her and Damon moving in together and planning their days together, but it wasn't. They were back to dating with the promise of moving toward something more solid in the future, or so she hoped. 
 
   She got in the car and buckled up before hitting the button for Matt on her phone and sliding the device into hands free mode. 
 
   "Hey. Hey. Hey." Matt's boisterous voice filled the confines of the car and caused her to smile. 
 
   "Hey you. Are you out at dad’s?" She backed up and hit the brake hard as a biker sped across the parking lot behind her. 
 
   "Yep. Already here."
 
   "Shit!" Bethany barked as the guy waved like 'no big deal'. Him eating the back of her bumper would have been a big damn deal. 
 
   "You don't want me here?" Matt chuckled. 
 
   "No. Some idiot just drove his bike behind the car while I was backing up. I swear."
 
   "Kids nowadays!" Matt sounded like an eighty year old with an agenda for changing the next generation. 
 
   She laughed and let out a quick puff of air. "I'm glad you're over there. Is Damon there by chance?"
 
   "No. I haven't talked to him since yesterday. I'm hoping you have?"
 
   "Yeah. We spoke earlier. He's at the office, trying to take care of things before your dad gets home on Thursday."
 
   "Your dad too." 
 
   "Don't remind me," she grumbled and pulled onto the main street on campus. "That means Damon is officially my brother."
 
   "You're so risqué." Matt had so many personalities it was damn near impossible to tell what was going to come out of his mouth next. 
 
   "I'm not sure that's the word I would use, but moving on... Are we still planning on going up to Seattle this weekend with you?"
 
   "Yep. You and Damon both. I know you guys might have to work a little from what he said, but I'd really like it if you could go with me to the gallery. I've never shared my full portfolio with anyone. It's a little nerve-racking."
 
   "We'll be there with you, or at least I will. I'm not sure if Damon has something big he has to take care of up there." She stopped at the stop light at the edge of campus and glanced around, feeling a bit excited. One more year and she would be done with school and ejected fully into the real world. She'd been waiting her whole life to take ownership of her future and her situation and it was right in front of her. As much as she loved her mother, the last ten years had been beyond rough. Never again would either of them go to bed hungry. Bethany wouldn't allow it. 
 
   "Erica is going to join us too, I guess," Matt huffed. 
 
   "And you're not happy about that? You big baby." Bethany smiled as the light turned. Matt was smitten by Erica Hall, McKenzie and Bryant's Chief Advertising Exec, and intimidated beyond belief. She was a force of nature, but Matt could hold his own. If he tried.
 
   "This coming from the girl that said yes to marriage after three weeks of knowing some weirdo at the office." 
 
   She laughed. "He's the hottest weirdo I've ever seen in my life, so sue me."
 
   "You're broke like me, and I'm pretty sure hot isn't the best criteria for a spouse. Those looks will fade, honey." 
 
   "Doubtful, and even if they do, I love him enough to remember what he used to look like." 
 
   Matt pretended to gag. "You guys are too much. Get over here and help me finish off this gallon of cookie dough ice cream."
 
   "I thought you were working to keep your girlish figure?" She pulled onto the freeway and settled down into the comfy seat that fit her like a glove. 
 
   "I am. That's why I'm going to start jogging with you every day."
 
   "No, you're not. That's my quiet time. I need to get back to it, actually."
 
   "Yes, I am. I can be quiet."
 
   "Lies. You Bryant boys are just full of lies."
 
   "Amongst other things."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
   Damon
 
    
 
    
 
   Frustration sat heavy on his shoulders as he drove toward his father's mansion on the far side of town. Having wanted to be just like his dad his whole life, now was his chance, and yet it didn't seem nearly as thrilling as he hoped it would. People were childish and irresponsible, and that was on a good day. 
 
   Between the fuck ups his Seattle team made on the Zarpeth inventory and the Kissinger tax audit coming up, he was beat. The trip to Jamaica had been good for him, maybe too good, but returning to another crisis wiped away the positive effects he hoped to hold on to for a few more days. 
 
   He pulled up in the circle drive and parked his Mercedes, but didn't get out. Bethany's beat up Honda sat beside Matt's old green truck, both of them looking like something the pool boy might drive. A smile lifted Damon's lip at the realization that Bethany was a lot like him, but a lot like Matthew too. There were parts of her past he wanted to explore, but that would come in time. He didn't have the words to offer if she brought up something devastating. He was still fighting his own demons and had spent far too many years not getting emotionally involved to just dive in head first like he promised her they would. 
 
   It was a promise made in the heat of the moment, and a stupid one. It's the type of action that emotionally free people took. Neither of them were free. 
 
   The sound of Matt and Beth laughing as he walked into the house caused something to loosen in his chest. He worked his jacket over his shoulders and hung it up near the front door, pausing to listen to his brother tease his soon-to-be wife. 
 
   Wife? Odd... 
 
   "You guys having fun without me?" He walked toward the smell of garlic and butter as his stomach rumbled. His lunch with Kendal had been light and quick. He was needed in the office to play his role and his father's. That he was taking the evening off was a miracle, and one he would surely pay for the next day. 
 
   "Never." Bethany glanced over her shoulder and smiled. 
 
   Her white shorts and blue top looked good on her. Long legs that went on forever, and handfuls of silky brown hair. His body reacted the minute she turned and walked toward him. 
 
   "Good. I don't wanna get jealous. I'm not a very nice guy when I do." He slid his hands down her arms as she wrapped them tightly around his neck and lifted to her toes to press her lips to his. 
 
   He ran his hand down her back, cupping her rear as his other moved to get lost in her thick tresses. He pressed his tongue against her lips and tightened his hold on her as she opened up, letting him in deep. She was compliant and everything he wanted tucked beneath him in a bed. No matter what happened in their struggle to make a life together, sex would be the common meeting ground. 
 
   "Damn, guys. Really? I know it's new and stuff, but really?" Matt's comment caused Damon to break the kiss and smile. 
 
   "Stop being jealous and bend Erica over a table somewhere. She'd love it, and you need it." Damon moved his hands up to cup his girl's pretty face. "How was the rest of your day?"
 
   He leaned down and kissed her again as she moved her hands down his chest and wrapped her arms around his waist, pulling him flush against her. The soft scrape of her nipples against his chest left his cock rising to attention. She needed to be laid across a table and consumed as well. What the fuck was Matt doing there?
 
   "It was good." She glanced down and wagged her eyebrows. "I don't think Erica is the only one that-"
 
   "Hey. Still here." Matt moved up beside them and lifted his eyebrow. "Let's eat dinner and then you two can act like horny teenagers. It's gross."
 
   "You wanna do it in my dad's bed?" Damon nipped at Bethany and moved back as he let out a shaky breath. 
 
   "I do. Now?" She moved to the exit to the kitchen and took off as Damon bounded after her. 
 
   "No better time than now." He reached her as she'd just made it inside the guest room. He crashed into her, picking her up and carrying her to the bed as she wrapped her legs around his waist and leaned in to kiss at his mouth. Fire burned his insides at the intense desire to get inside of her, to hear her come for him. 
 
   He rocked against her as he pressed her to the bed below him. 
 
   "Does this mean we're not eating dinner?" Matt's voice was far too close for comfort. 
 
   "We are. Get the fuck out and we'll be there in two minutes," Damon barked. 
 
   "Be nice." Bethany slid her hands up his chest and moaned as he rolled his hips, rolling his cock along the softness she provided. 
 
   "Nice? Nice guys never get anywhere." He rolled onto his back and held on tightly to her hips, forcing her to sit up so he could see her. He slipped his hand under her blouse and brushed his fingers over her nipple as she moaned again. She was divine, something to behold as she faked innocence. 
 
   "I like nice guys." 
 
   He slid his free hand up her thigh and into her shorts to brush the back of his fingers against her pussy. "Seems like maybe you like bad boys. Perhaps you’re telling a fib."
 
   "Just because I get turned on by bad boys doesn't mean I like them." She smirked and rolled her hips, massaging the full length of him. 
 
   He slipped his fingers under the curve of her panties and growled at the sticky hot wetness that pooled between her thighs. "I want in here." 
 
   She moaned and pressed her hands to his chest as she leaned over. The cascade of her hair danced around his chest and filled the air with the smell of coconut. 
 
   "Let's eat with Matt and then you can have anything you want." She leaned down and kissed him as her hips shifted again. He pressed a finger deep inside her tight body and licked at her mouth as she whimpered against his lips. 
 
   "Tell Matt to go away and let me eat you instead." He pumped his finger rhythmically, pressing against her g-spot and tugging. 
 
   "Don't," she whispered roughly, but didn't move. 
 
   "No? You don't wanna release?" He smiled as her eyes narrowed and her breathing got off a little. "I like the sounds you make when you come. I'd prefer to hear it before dinner and after. I usually get what I want, so..."
 
   "Hush," she grumbled and pressed her breasts to his chest as she arched her back and closed her eyes. He slipped another finger deep into her wetness as she groaned loudly and opened her thighs farther. 
 
   The look of ecstasy on her beautiful face when she crested over the edge of orgasm was intense, gratifying. 
 
   "Fuck," he groaned as her body tightened around his fingers and spasmed. "So fucking hot baby." He gripped the back of her neck and rolled them again so that he could hover above her as he finished his assault. He'd be taking his time with her later that night, but the quickie was in order. 
 
   "More," she whined, lighting him up complete. 
 
   "You'll get more when I'm ready." He ran his fingers just under her panties, petting her as he pressed his mouth to her nipple and tugged just over her clothes. "God, you smell so fucking good, Beth."
 
   "Tell Matt to go away." She pressed her foot into his chest and pushed. 
 
   He moved back and shook his head. "I'm not hurting the big guy's feelings, you do that."
 
   "Never." She sat up and tugged her shorts back into place as he slipped his fingers into his mouth and licked them clean. The woman tasted like heaven and watching her react to him teasing her mercilessly made life better. 
 
   "Come on. Let's go eat and get back to doing what we do best." He pulled her up and kissed her a few times as she stood on wobbly legs. 
 
   "You've ruined me for sainthood." 
 
   "Honey, you didn't have a chance." He laughed and wrapped an arm around her shoulders as they walked back to the kitchen. 
 
   Matt glanced up from chopping cilantro and lifted his eyebrow. "Do I even wanna know?"
 
   "Nope. No kissing and telling here." Damon chuckled and released Beth to find them a bottle of wine. "Besides, I'm not going to ask about you and Erica when you finally get the balls to pop her cherry."
 
   "Hey. Shit. I'm still here." Bethany threw her hands in the air dramatically as they laughed. It was good to belong to people with far better hearts than his. They might find a way to make a good man of him yet. Maybe. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Matt left after dinner, and Damon worked beside his girl to get the kitchen cleaned back up and everything back to normal. 
 
   "You really think Matt and Erica would be good together?" She wiped her hands on a dishtowel and turned to face him. 
 
   "I do. They're a lot alike." He shrugged and finished the red wine in the glass closest to him before moving over to pull her flush against him. "Enough about them. Let's get back to us."
 
   "Are you going back into the office tonight or staying here?" She worked on the buttons at the front of his shirt and licked at her lips. 
 
   "I'm staying with you." He brushed his hands down the sides of her head, intertwining his fingers in her hair. "Unless you'd prefer-"
 
   "Don't even." She pushed at his shoulders, forcing him to break contact. Her fingers pressed into the tight muscle of his neck as she pushed his shirt from his shoulders. "I want you to myself every night."
 
   "Good answer." He reached down and pulled her shirt off. "Turn around."
 
   She leaned in and kissed his chest several times before swirling her tongue around his nipple. Her hands cupped him tightly as her nails played with the underside of his sack. 
 
   "Turn around." He reached down and removed her hands from him, though the feel of them wrapped around him was almost too delicious to refuse. She needed to remember who was in control. Love could have its way with their relationship, but in the bedroom, he wanted supreme reign. He couldn't imagine it any other way. 
 
   She pressed her hands to the counter in front of her and arched her back to rub her ass along the front of his slacks. 
 
   He growled and reached down to run his hands down the outside of her thighs as he pressed his chest to her back and smiled. "Find something you like?"
 
   "I like it a lot," she murmured. 
 
   He moved back and squeezed her thick curves, loving how big her butt was. She seemed to hate it, but he couldn't get nearly enough of it. 
 
   "Come get on your knees for me." He popped her ass and reached up to undo her bra before turning and walking to the living room. He worked himself out of his slacks and let them drop wherever they did. 
 
   "On my hands and knees, or-"
 
   "Right here, baby. On your knees. Come suck me off." He turned and stroked himself as her eyes moved down his body and widened a little as they reached his cock. 
 
   "Fuck yes." She stopped in front of him and ran her fingernails down his chest as she sunk to her knees, the sweet little bitch making sure to run her lips by his dick as she hit the floor. 
 
   "Such a good girl, Beth. You know I love you, right?" He slid his fingers into her hair as she reached for his cock and nodded, ignoring his gaze as she focused on his erection only. 
 
   "Yeah, I know." She sucked one of his balls into the warmth of her mouth. 
 
   He groaned and pulled back on her hair before tilting himself toward her and rubbing the head of his erection against her pretty lips. "Good. Remember that while I fuck you like I don't."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
   Bethany
 
    
 
    
 
   White-hot electricity danced in the center of her stomach as she toyed with him. The minute he took complete control, it burst out from its epicenter and danced along her pleasure points, leaving her exposed, needy, raw. 
 
   "I wish you would unload on me." She stroked up his thick shaft several times before leaning in and taking as much as she could in her mouth. The musky flavor of his excitement was almost enough to throw her over the edge. The man was a beast in the bedroom and deserved someone far more adventurous. Something about him made her want to be that girl no matter the cost. 
 
   He groaned and tugged at her hair, pulling her closer to his body, forcing more of his cock into her mouth. 
 
   "Breathe through your nose and work to take all of me. Don't assume you can't. Make it work, Beth. Push." He brushed his fingers down the side of her face and pumped his hips slowly as he watched her with an intensity she'd never seen on him before. On anyone before. 
 
   She forced herself to follow his instructions though some part of her wanted to rebel. There was too much promise in walking the thin line with him in the bedroom to disobey. Anywhere else, and she would have given him a run for his money on dominance, but on her knees in front of him? He was in charge, and the thought left her breathless for more. 
 
   He worked himself in and out of her mouth over the next few minutes until his breathing turned to panting, his smooth thrusts turned to fast pumps of his hips. 
 
   "I'm gonna come. You want it, baby, or you want me to finish it?"
 
   She reached up and gripped him tightly, pumping his thick flesh as he groaned loudly. "I always want it."
 
   "Right." He locked his gaze onto hers and pressed back into her mouth, losing himself as she watched closely. Never in a million years had she seen someone more sensual, more beautiful and comfortable to simply be exactly what he was. Alpha. 
 
   He moved back and dropped down on the couch behind him as he let out a shaky breath.
 
   "So hot," she murmured and moved in between his legs, rubbing at his thighs before sliding her fingers over his tight abs and up his chest. He groaned again and closed his eyes as his head dropped back onto the couch. 
 
   "Get up here and fuck me." He took a shaky breath before reaching for her. "Take your shorts and panties off and turn your back to me. I wanna hold your ass while you work me."
 
   There were no words to offer as she got up and slipped her shorts and panties over her legs. He gripped her hard as she turned and moved to sit in his lap. 
 
   "God, you smell good. Did you come with me?" He lowered her. 
 
   She moaned loudly as he forced her open, taking up every inch of space inside of her and forcing her to accommodate his size. 
 
   Bethany pressed her hands to his thighs and pushed back farther as they groaned in tandem. Chill bumps raced across her exposed skin as he brushed his hands up her back and gripped her shoulders, finishing the deal with a strong thrust from beneath her. 
 
   "No, not yet. Almost." She pressed her hands into his thighs and lifted up to work him. 
 
   "Not like that baby. That's for me. This time is for you." He pulled her back and forced her to lay flush with her back to his chest as he rolled his hips, massaging her body. 
 
   She groaned and repositioned her hips, pressing her ass tightly against his stomach as she tried to find enough air to breathe. The man had a way of forcing it from the room without even trying. 
 
   His strong arm tightened just below her breasts, one hand kneading her as the other slipped into the messy curls between her thighs and tapped against her clit. 
 
   "Take your time with me." He licked at the side of her neck as she panted roughly. She couldn't seem to speak, nor did she want to try. The level of pleasure washing over her in waves was suffocating. "Just lock yourself into the best position for my thick head to bounce against the place you need it and let me work you long into the night."
 
   She groaned as a shiver ran down her spine, but nodded. "All night, okay?"
 
   "Yeah, baby. All night." He lifted his hips as she cried out again, pleasure ruling her in a way that left her lost to him. The man had too much power out of the bedroom, but once in it... she was held captive, and willingly so. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   She woke the next morning to find him gone already. A note sat by the coffee pot with one of the pink roses from the front yard clipped and sitting in a vase beside it. The smile that touched her face faded quickly as she read it. 
 
    
 
   Beth,
 
    
 
   I'm in the office already, I'm sure. Make sure you set the alarm, and leave your ring at home when you're in the office. I don't want to overshadow my father's wedding celebration by talking about ours. We still need to figure out how to ease everyone into the idea of us being together. Let's be smart about it. I know you understand that. 
 
    
 
   D
 
    
 
   "What?" She read the note again and rolled her eyes. Typical. Immaturity raged inside of her as she got dressed in the only clean outfit left in her make-shift closet at Kent's. A pair of black slacks and a peach-colored top. She worked her hair into a bun, wanting to be defiant just because she could and grabbed her keys. A long day promised to keep her thoughts about Damon's request at a minimum, but by the time she reached the office, she'd talked herself into a million underlying messages from the letter.
 
   He wasn't happy with his decision to ask her to marry him and was backtracking, which seemed insane, and yet it was the only conclusion she could come to. Why hide their engagement? No one seemed to give two shits about the situation when she'd brought it up before Jamaica, including Damon, but now he did?
 
   "Overshadow Kent's wedding. Stupid," she mumbled under her breath as she walked toward the elevators in the large downtown building that McKenzie and Bryant owned several floors in. 
 
   "Hey you!" Ben walked out of the cafeteria holding a muffin and cup of black coffee. "Did you get a chance to eat?"
 
   "Not yet." She tucked away her internal struggles. "Aren't we supposed to meet this morning? I thought I saw something in my e-mail from you."
 
   "Yeah, in thirty minutes. Let's just do it now, and we can chat while we eat?" He gave her a friendly smile. 
 
   "Sounds perfect. Let me set my stuff down and I'll get something real quick." She dropped her briefcase and purse by the table where Ben sat down and started to unwrap his muffin. "You need anything else?"
 
   "A long-ass vacation, a hot woman to love me and a napkin?"
 
   "I can help with one of those, and it's the saddest of the options."
 
   "But the most helpful for the here and now!" he chuckled as she walked off. 
 
   Her ring was tucked into the inside zipper of her purse, which was the cause of concern. If someone took her purse, or she lost it, then what? The damn ring had to have cost fifteen to twenty thousand dollars. She was taking chances on something that cost more than she'd paid for her car and school the last semester. 
 
   Stupid. And for what reason?
 
   Was Damon ashamed of their relationship? Their situation? Was she?
 
   A little, if she were being truly honest with herself. She grabbed a yogurt and an orange juice seeing that all of the chocolate donuts were gone. She made her way back to Ben and worked to let the angst inside of her go. The night before in Damon's arms was exactly what she needed to keep at the forefront of her thoughts, otherwise she would dig herself into an impossibly deep hole of what ifs. 
 
   "Your napkin, Sir." She dropped a few on the center of the table and sat down. 
 
   "Thanks. How was the wedding? The beach? Let me live vicariously through you." He grabbed a napkin and wiped at his mouth. 
 
   "It was great. The wedding was beautiful, and we all got a quick vacation, which was much needed. Damon relaxed for the first time since I met him a few weeks back. It was fun." She shrugged and worked to open her yogurt. "Anything happen around here?"
 
   "Not really. Sadie has been much more amicable, so we might want to make sure the apocalypse isn't headed this way. I swear the girl has gone from being a two-headed dragon to a firefly."
 
   Bethany lifted her eyebrow. "Too much Lord of the Rings for you?"
 
   He chuckled. "I guess so. We had an all weekend marathon of it."
 
   "Who's we?" She leaned in as her expression softened. Ben was a great guy and deserved a girl in his life that would treat him right. 
 
   "Me and my little brother. He's about your age. We flew him in from Seattle." He shrugged. "I wanted to show him around town, but you know how it is. You do what's most comfortable to you. Popcorn and movies are our thing."
 
   "Fun. So tell me about this new job you're pulling me on."
 
   "It's Zarpeth. I think you helped Kent and Damon with some of the inventory audit shit a week or so ago, right?"
 
   "I went up there, but didn't help much. It was tense to say the least." She took a quick bite of her yogurt and decided against it as her stomach tightened. 
 
   Should have gone for the omelet. 
 
   "It's a mess. We're taking up a new team this Friday to start working on it. Damon said that you had classes starting tomorrow and you're TA'ing for a cost accounting professor, but I figure we'll still have you join us on the weekends if nothing else." He shrugged. 
 
   "No rest for the weary, hm?" She opened her orange juice and glanced around, missing Philip all of a sudden. "Hey, do you think Damon would give Philip his job back if he earnestly asked for it?"
 
   "I don't know." Ben stood and wiped his mouth before stretching. "I'll ask him, but for now, just download the client files and get yourself up to speed on Zarpeth. The information on the company is in their file. We're going to be pulling seven days a week until we get everything sorted out. I think the plan is to head down to their main warehouse in Florida next weekend, not this one. We'll see who's going on that trip, but I remember Damon mentioning that he wanted you there."
 
   "All right. I'll jump on the review and get ready. I guess me being there Thursday night to Monday morning is going to be enough?" 
 
   "Yep. We'll take every bit of help we can get." He gathered his stuff. "Let me know if you have any questions and I'll keep you in the loop as much as I can."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
   Damon
 
    
 
    
 
   It was just after lunch, and she'd yet to stop by or text. She was upset, and he couldn't blame her, nor could he console her. It was a simple request to leave the ring at the house, and it had very little to do with him not wanting to show her off, and everything to do with laying the proper foundation for their relationship. 
 
   He'd been cocky about the situation before, but that was before he decided to up and ask the pretty girl to marry him. 
 
   Marriage. Fuck. The word alone seemed to bring with it a whole host of feelings that Damon wasn't ready to face. It was supposed to be the binding of two people into a relationship that spanned time until the end showed up for one member or the other, but it rarely happened. 
 
   The phone buzzed as he sat at his desk, taking a quick five-minute breather for the only break he would have that day. 
 
   "Mr. Bryant, Erica Hall is on line one for you. Are you free to-"
 
   "Put her through, Linda." Damon sat up and pressed his forearms to the desk in front of him as Erica's voice filled the room. 
 
   "Hey there. You recovered from all the Mai-Tais yet?" 
 
   "I'm definitely feeling a sense of longing to be back out there. Nothing like walking into a shit-storm after a relaxing vacation." 
 
   "That's the way it always works, but something tells me that you create shit-storms if there isn't one waiting on you. It helps you feel wanted."
 
   He chuckled. "Right. What can I do for you, Miss Hall?"
 
   "Back to business, I see." She cleared her throat as Damon increased the volume on the phone and got up to pace the floor. He slipped his hands into his slack pockets and tried to let his worry over Bethany go. They would work things out. 
 
   "Always business with me." He smiled. 
 
   "Agreed. This call is a bit of business and pleasure, I guess. I wanted to make sure that you guys were still planning on being in town this next weekend."
 
   "We are. We're meeting with an art dealer for Matthew and working on an audit for M&B for the rest of the time. Are you wanting to get together while we're there?"
 
   "Actually, yes, and I'm hoping that you're still working on Matt about joining me up here. I think him finding someone to sell his art is great, but he still needs a steady income."
 
   "You just want him near you, Erica. You're not fooling any of us," he snorted and stopped by the window. 
 
   "Is it that obvious?" Her strong tone dimmed a little. 
 
   "It is to me, but I get it. He would be great working in the advertising department as a designer-"
 
   "Lead designer."
 
   "Right, but Matt doesn't care about being in leadership or ruling Corporate America. He cares about being free to be and do what he wants to do. He doesn't need money, though I suppose he's trying to cut the ties from our father as I did just after college."
 
   "Then he can just come and be a designer for me. I think he would really love the city, the people, and he could grow so much as an artist here."
 
   "I agree. I'll talk to him and see where his thoughts are. I can't promise much as Matt has always been a free spirit, but I'll have the conversation."
 
   "Soon please. I need to fill the spot I have available, and I'd love to put his name on it instead of opening it up to the public." She sighed, and Damon couldn't help but let the smile on his face widen. The woman had been after Matt since they first met five years ago at a large conference for growing businesses. The fact that she'd come to work for M&B three years after that conference left him to believe that some part of it was to get closer to Matt. 
 
   It was creepy, and yet sexy as hell. 
 
   "Will do. Anything else?"
 
   "Not really. You and Bethany okay? I know you made a big decision while you were in Jamaica. How is the aftermath of that?"
 
   "Good. It's great. I gotta run, but we'll see you this weekend." He waited for her to say her goodbyes and pressed the button to end the call. He wasn't sharing his feelings with anyone, especially not another woman. He might have the reputation of a playboy with an open invitation to get hit on, but he was far from it. The day he'd found his mother in bed with some random guy from her work had changed everything. 
 
   Fucking around was out. Nothing could tempt him to change his mind, not even a ghost from the past. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Damon, I'm not sure if you remember, but your father scheduled an interview for the open Senior Manager position we have. One of the interviews are today and the rest later this week. I do believe this one comes highly recommended from a good friend and your dad was leaning toward giving her the job. He just needed to go through the motions to make it look legit." Linda stood just inside the office, her back to the door. 
 
   "Really? Damn." Damon reviewed his schedule and didn't find the interview anywhere. "Was the interview with me or him?"
 
   "She's supposed to meet with him, but he's out of town, as you know. Can I show her in?"
 
   "I guess. Cancel my lunch appointment with Bart Darren today and reschedule it. Get me a sandwich with the office order if you guys are ordering out."
 
   "Ham and swiss cheese with mustard?"
 
   "Yep, and chips. Surprise me." He stood and pulled his jacket off the rack behind him as he walked toward the small circular table in his office. He needed the candidate’s resume, but hopefully she brought it with her.
 
   The woman that walked in behind Linda almost made his heart stop. 
 
   "Delilah?" He forced a smile and moved around the desk to give her a quick hug. She returned the gesture and laughed.
 
   "I should have told Christa to tell you, but you know she's in Jamaica. They turned off their phones just to get away from everything."
 
   "I saw her there, actually." Damon moved back and nodded to Linda. "Thanks for showing her in."
 
   "I was supposed to meet with your dad, but he's still on vacation from what your secretary told me." She snorted. "I've never known Kurt Bryant to take a vacation since I met your family in middle school."
 
   "He hasn't. It's half the reason he's a grumpy old bastard." Damon pulled out the chair for her as he worked through how he was going make sure Delilah didn't get the job. Where she was a great lady, her little sister was the bane of his existence. Having dated Christa through most of his high school years and college, he always thought they would end up together, but it never happened. There was little love loss, but having the blond bombshell back in his life would only create tension for him and Bethany. 
 
   No thanks. We have enough as it is. 
 
   "And you're turning out just like him, right?" She sat down and crossed her long, shapely legs before offering a sweet smile. "Well, you know I have to tell you that Christa said hi. She's going to find it pretty funny that I had to interview with you instead of Kurt."
 
   "Why's that?" Damon took the resume she offered and leaned back in his chair as he unbuttoned his jacket. Delilah was the spitting replica of her twin sister, Christa, her long blond hair full and shiny, her skin flawless, eyes crystal blue and tits as fake as the wrapping on his breakfast sandwich earlier that morning. 
 
   "Because when we were kids, I had a crush on you before you guys started dating. That little twit talked me out of asking you to the Sadie Hawkins dance at school because she wanted to ask you. She kept making fun of me because I was in the band and you were a football player. Such a bitch, right?" She shook her head and laughed. 
 
   "You were much more my type than Christa, but I figured I’d cut my losses and say yes to her." He glanced down at the resume as foreign emotions raced through him. How many conversations had he had with Delilah about his suspicions about his mom when they were kids? He was too embarrassed to bring it up with Christa, but her sister had always been so sweet, so inviting. 
 
   "Figures. We could have been married for six years with kids by now. Remind me to slap her when she gets back to the States." She leaned back and dropped her hands into her lap. "Any way, let’s do the interview, and don't do me any favors, okay? If I'm not the best person for the position, don't hire me. Promise."
 
   He nodded. "I promise."
 
   Fuck. One hot mess after the next. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The interview went well, a little too well. She was beyond perfect for the position, and would be a trusted ally in the office for both Damon and his father. The biggest issue wasn't having her around, but knowing that Christa would be haunting the edges of the place now too. She would use Delilah's new job with M&B to get closer to Damon and see if she couldn't whittle her way back into his life. It was inevitable. The bitch had tried everything else. Damon couldn't stop himself from thinking this too was another ploy. 
 
   He finished up a few things and got up to walk down to Bethany's office only to find her gone. 
 
   "She's at UT for the afternoon. I guess she's a teaching assistant for one of the cost accounting professors up there." Sadie stood behind him, a shy smile on her pretty face. The girl was a lawsuit waiting to happen. Why they'd decided to hire the daughter of a senator was beyond him. Probably a favor to the girl's father, but fuck was she spoiled. 
 
   "Nice to know. Are you keeping tabs on everyone now for us? Should I up your salary?" He gave her a tight smile and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
   "No. Don't be silly." She reached out and brushed her fingers down his arm before turning her head a little. "Like the new nose? I had to thank Bethany for being a lunatic. I didn't realize how much I hated it before."
 
   "Interesting." He turned to see Ben walking down the hall and almost sighed in relief. "Hey, man. You getting everything together for Friday?"
 
   "That, I am, Sir. Everyone has the client files and we're locked and loaded to go clean this shit up for you." Ben slipped his hands into his pockets and glanced over at Sadie. "We'll get you on the next traveling engagement. This one just filled up."
 
   "Yeah, no problem. Well, see you gentlemen later." Her eyes lingered a little too long, but Damon ignored it and turned to face Ben. 
 
   "Did you get to talk with Bethany?" 
 
   "Yeah, why? She seemed good with going with us. It will be great experience if nothing else."
 
   "No, I think she's fine with it. I just didn't know if she mentioned anything about us."
 
   Ben's eyebrow lifted. "You guys, as in the fake relationship you've created to thwart off these other crazy girls?"
 
   "No, we are dating now."
 
   "What? She's your sister."
 
   Damon pressed his friend with a hard stare. "There's no blood relation, and the last time I checked, I'm free to date who I'd like to date."
 
   "Of course, but damn..." Ben ran his hand through his thin brown hair and glanced around. "What happened to the busty blond?"
 
   "She's an old friend from college. Nothing more. We dated back then."
 
   "Set me up with her." Ben chuckled. 
 
   "Happily. Look, her twin sister, Delilah, just interviewed for the Senior Manager position we have open on the team. I need to talk with my father, but I'm pretty sure she's getting the position. Just watch out for her and Bethany, okay? Delilah is a really sweet girl, but I don't want anyone messing with Bethany for the sake of messing with her. Got it?"
 
   "Of course, boss. I wouldn't let anyone mess with anyone." He shrugged. "I got it under control. We'll figure it out."
 
   "Good. The situation with me and Beth is confidential until I say otherwise."
 
   "You bet. Thanks for trusting me with it."
 
   Damon nodded and turned to walk back to his office, reaffirmed in his decision to keep the information about the engagement hidden. If Ben, who thought a lot about Bethany and was one of Damon's college buddies, had a negative reaction, then the rest of the firm would act ridiculous about it, and their board of directors would flip their shit. 
 
   It wasn't worth all that... not yet at least. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
   Bethany
 
    
 
    
 
   The rest of the day was a blur, and after watching the late night show, she fell asleep on her couch. Damon not calling or texting was something that would bug her all day no matter how badly she tried to shake it. 
 
   "Everything is fine." She leaned over the bathroom counter in the coffee shop beside campus the next morning. Dr. Tarrington had been out the day before when she finished making preps for his first day of school, but wanted to meet the next morning to go over a few things. She couldn't deny him, even though meeting him meant getting up an hour earlier than she planned. 
 
   She walked out of the bathroom and brushed her fingers through her hair as he waved from the counter at the front of the restaurant. 
 
   "Bethany. Over here." His smile was warm, his face incredibly handsome. He had his glasses perched on his nose, which only seemed to make him more attractive. It was a dangerous position for him, and yet he must have loved his job enough to deal with the friction it caused. 
 
   "Hey, Dr. Tarrington. How are you?" She moved up to stand beside him, leaving a good bit of space between them. Kendal didn't need any drama related to possibly dating a student, and she was aware of how people talked when given a reason to. 
 
   "I'm great. Let me buy you a coffee and a muffin or bagel?" He adjusted his glasses and glanced back up at the menu. 
 
   "Sure. I'll take a tall vanilla latte and a blueberry scone."
 
   "Nope. Only muffins or bagels." He winked at her and shook his head. "Just kidding. Give the woman what she wants."
 
   She started to pat his back in a friendly manner and decided against it. She'd only heard a little of his story, but wanted access to the rest. It was none of her business, and wouldn't do her any good, but after hearing him talk about his life being ruined a few years back, she had the odd sense to help protect him for the year she'd be working beside him. 
 
   Maybe it was because he was Damon's best friend. 
 
   She took a seat near the back of the coffee shop and pulled out her phone, checking for a missed message from Damon and coming up empty again. 
 
   "Waiting on someone?" Kendal stopped beside the table and handed her a cup. 
 
   "No. Just wondering why Damon hasn't called. We didn't talk at all yesterday. I had a message from him on the counter that could have been taken as controversial or even hurtful, and then nothing." She huffed. "I'm not bringing this up with you. We're here to get you ready for your first class this afternoon, not mull through my insecurities."
 
   He chuckled and set his coffee down. "Let me grab our scones and we'll chat about all of it."
 
   "Fine." She took the top off her coffee and glanced up to find several of the girls around her focused on Kendal. She turned her attention back to the steaming caramel-colored liquid in her cup and blew softly. There was no saving the poor man from his stunning good looks. That was his momma’s fault. She smiled at the thought. 
 
   "What's so funny?" He sat down, his green eyes studying her as if waiting for some revelation to occur. 
 
   "I was just smiling at your situation. It's not funny, but maybe you should just change professions, or hey..." She reached across the table and squeezed his forearm, thinking nothing of it. He tensed under her touch. "Maybe you should find someone off campus to date." She pulled her hand back. "Sorry. I keep trying to make sure I don't act too comfortable around you."
 
   "That's much appreciated." He leaned over and pulled his bag strap over his neck before digging out a folder. "Dating isn't as easy as it seems. You guys are still in college and surrounded by people your own age who are looking for a connection. That's not how the rest of the world functions, as I'm sure you already know."
 
   "Very true." She took a tentative sip of her coffee. "Maybe Damon knows someone he can set you up with."
 
   Kendal chuckled. "No, but thank you. All the women in his past have been bitches, pardon my French. You're the exception to the rule, I think."
 
   "Thank you?" She laughed and put the top back on her coffee before taking a bite of the scone he pushed toward her. 
 
   "What was the note about yesterday morning?" He leaned back and crossed his legs in a manly fashion. 
 
   "This." She held up her left hand. "He wants me to leave it at home when I'm at the office, but anywhere else, I can wear it. It cost more than a car. I hate the thought of taking it off, even for a second."
 
   "Because you might lose it?" He lifted his eyebrow, questioning her motive. 
 
   "Yes, among other reasons. Why are you not asking questions about this? Did he tell you already?"
 
   "Yes. We had lunch yesterday. After seeing each other for the first time in a long time at your friend, Jake's, apartment, we decided to start having lunch once a month. It just happened to fall on Monday this week." He shrugged and took a bite of his scone. "These are awesome."
 
   "Yeah, I love this place." Bethany pinched another piece off of hers. "And what do you think? Too soon? Too much?"
 
   "Do you really want to know?" He licked at his lips as someone sighed close by. 
 
   Bethany turned to try and discern who it was, but Kendal tapped the table between them, pulling her back. 
 
   "What? Yes, of course I want to know. I asked."
 
   He chuckled. "Most people ask lots of things they don't really want the answer to. It's prudent to ask, but it takes courage to receive the response."
 
   "Wow. That's a lot of mental mumbo-jumbo you got going on there this morning, Dr. Tarrington."
 
   "Right? I do my best thinking first thing in the morning. It's disturbing." He cleared his throat. "It's too soon for something as big as an engagement. You guys have loads of hurdles to climb over, and you both know it. The note asking you not to wear the ring shows that Damon is starting to consider some of them."
 
   "The hurdles?"
 
   "Yes." He lifted his hand. "That doesn't mean that he doesn't think he's in love with you, or that he doesn't want a future, but you guys aren't a normal couple."
 
   Heat brushed up the center of her chest. "And who has the right to judge what normal is?"
 
   "Exactly." He let out a soft sigh. "Her name was Ana, and she was so beautiful. Sweet and kind and only four years younger than me, but none of that mattered. Our situation wasn't at all what you might call normal. She was my student, my best student, and the university, my friends, her parents, fuck... everyone threw stones at our budding relationship. You don't get to define normal, Bethany. They do." He pointed to the restaurant and waved his hand about as his words deflated her. 
 
   He was right. They had far too much stacked up against them to simply walk into the office and announce their engagement, but something about hiding it felt wrong too. The worry that Damon wasn't proud that she belonged to him tried to creep in, but she pushed it back. It was stupid. He'd told their families, the people that mattered most that they could all take a hike if they didn't want to support their budding relationship. 
 
   He wasn't ashamed of her. 
 
   "That sucks." She glanced around and wrapped her free arm around herself as she nursed her coffee. "It's unfair. Not right."
 
   "Agreed, but it is what it is." He shrugged. 
 
   "What happened to Ana?" 
 
   "She transferred to A&M in College Station and is probably the head of some big four firm right now. She honestly was one of the most brilliant accounting minds I'd seen at the time, or since. She made me think." He chuckled before letting out a soft grunt. "I would say that I miss her, but it's been six years, and after making the decision to walk away, I didn't turn back."
 
   "And the university just popped you on the hand and let you go?"
 
   "Sort of. They knew how close our ages were and that the relationship was consensual."
 
   "I thought you said that the girl finally pulled back the charges. What charges?"
 
   "That wasn't Ana. Another girl in my second year of teaching stayed after for tutorials late one night and came on to me. I told her no. She got pissed and filed a claim with the university that I'd raped her in the fucking classroom." He pinched the bridge of his nose between his fingers and shook his head. "I kept thinking that I should just leave this place, that nothing was worth all of this shit."
 
   "But after being in school for six years for your doctorate, you decided differently?"
 
   "Exactly. I fought hard as hell to get it. I had them check the cameras and they did, and counseled the girl to pull back the charges, but word had already gotten out on campus. They asked for my resignation and I refused. I threatened to sue them, and that shut them up. I've had a TA or two ever since, and all of my rooms are monitored with cameras, including my office. I'm not sure what they think they're going to find, but they're full of shit. I never touched that girl, or anyone else since Ana. She was my one and only mistake." He lifted his eyes and pressed her with a hard stare. "I'll never, ever make the same mistake again."
 
   "Can't say that I blame you." Bethany nodded toward the folder. "Let's go over your syllabus for this week since classes start in an hour. We can finish up this lovely conversation another time, if you're up for it."
 
   "Good plan. I like a girl with focus." He smiled and pushed the papers across the table. "Tell me what you worked on yesterday and we'll go from there."
 
   "One more thing." Bethany let out a soft exhale. "Matt mentioned to Damon while we were on vacation that he needed to be careful in throwing around the idea that he was in "love". I guess he told Christa that he loved her too-"
 
   "Yeah, on the third date. We still give him shit over that, though we really shouldn't. The poor guy hasn't dated much due to some family stuff he's still dealing with, but I'll let him tell you about that when he's ready." Kendal shrugged. "I would assume he means what he says, Bethany, but like any of us, he's looking for a relationship that probably doesn't exist. How nice would it be to find someone where you don’t have to think about anything but them, but it just doesn't work that way. Not in this world."
 
   "Well, this has been thoroughly depressing." She snorted as he laughed. 
 
   "I'm sorry. Ignore me. I'm going through my own shit right now."
 
   "Why? The semester just started."
 
   "I know, and I saw a girl yesterday in the Dean’s office that I would sell my soul to take to dinner. It took all I had to turn and walk away." He shook his head and glanced down toward his hands. 
 
   Her heart contracted in her chest as he fiddled with his fingers. 
 
   "You can't date someone in the master's program either?"
 
   "No." He glanced up. "No one from the university. Period."
 
   "No other professors?"
 
   "Nope. No one." He shrugged and pulled the papers back toward him. "All right so let's talk about this thing so you can get on with your life."
 
   She nodded, but let the question she wanted to ask die on her tongue. What about his life? How did he 'get on with it' when he was stuck in the past? Regret and sorrow sitting on him so comfortably that he looked five years older than he was?
 
   It was beyond unfair. So much so, that she couldn't help but try and work through a way to help him overcome it. Something had to give... it just had to. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
   Damon
 
    
 
    
 
   The alarm clock had gone off too early the next morning, and not having gotten in from work until three that morning left him grumpy and hating the world. It was a fair assessment of most of his mornings, but this one seemed worse. 
 
   Why hadn't Beth stopped by during the day? There was no fucking way she was completely good with the note he left her. It wasn't like her at all not to swing by and light into his ass over it. It would have been a great time to close the door and press her hot little body against the wall, grinding into her and bleeding out his aggression all over her. 
 
   Every muscle in his body protested as he moved into the shower and worked quickly to create a thick lather of soap across his chest. How badly he wanted her there with him to enjoy the warmth of the thick mist all around him, the slippery wetness of his skin against hers. 
 
   "You're killing me, baby." He slid his hand down his thick erection and stroked his sack a few times. "I need you here, and yet you're off saving the world. Probably pissed and hurting. Why didn't you come find me?"
 
   He could have taken the time to find her, but it seemed like the ball was in her court. He had too much shit on his shoulders to stop and track her down to apologize for something he wasn't at all sorry about. Their engagement was exciting and something to be proud of, but he had to make sure to lay the foundation with everyone around him to accept it. Their families being so supportive was almost expected.
 
   After washing himself off, he got out of the shower, his body hard and ready for a good hour or two of fucking and yet... no woman to fuck. She should have been there, and he didn't give a shit about how greedy or needy it was. It was a fact. 
 
   He changed into a pair of black slacks and a light blue button down before working a tie around his neck and pulling his jacket on. With a few meetings with clients later that day, he was stuck having to completely look the part. 
 
   "This is what it's going to be like soon. Dad retired and me working myself into an early grave." He adjusted his tie and checked himself in the mirror one last time. "Yep, still me."
 
   Traffic was heavy as he made his way into the office, but it gave him plenty of time to get over the mixture of angst and melancholy that wrestled inside of him. The loud booming of his metal music somehow offered a reprieve from his thoughts, which was greatly needed as well. He and Bethany needed to talk things through. 
 
   "I need to bury myself balls deep inside of her and hear her cry out my name ten times. Then we can talk." He adjusted himself as he climbed out of the car and walked toward the elevator on the darkened basement floor of the parking garage. Was she talking with Matt? Kendal? She didn't seem like the type of girl to hold things in. Surely she was pissed over the ring situation. Why hadn't she said anything?
 
   "Ugh," he growled and walked in, ignoring everyone as he made his way up to the thirteenth floor of the building. Ben was leaning over Linda's desk, both of them laughing as he walked up. 
 
   "Where is Bethany? I didn't see her once yesterday. Did she even show up?" he barked and laid his arm up on the elevated portion of his secretary’s desk. 
 
   "She's at school, remember? UT started back today. She's out all day, if I remember correctly."
 
   "Who okayed her being gone all damn day, every day? Aren't we paying her a salary?" He was going off the deep end, but for some reason couldn't pull himself back. The look on both Ben and Linda's faces said he needed to. 
 
   "You okayed it, Sir. I have the requisition if you want me to pull it for you?" Linda asked, the woman anything but sheepish. It was one of the main reasons he kept her for as long as he had. It was one of her only skills. 
 
   "I met with her yesterday about going to Seattle with us, remember me telling you? She's already studying the files. I think she just has a lot to juggle with her internship, her master’s and her teaching assistant position. She's doing really well though, Damon. Really well." Ben's warm smile forced Damon to take a mental step back. 
 
   "Good to hear. We have a meeting at ten with the controller from Zarpeth. Is she not going to make it back in time?" He ignored Ben's information spill on her being out all day. She should have made time for something so important. 
 
   "I-I'm not really sure I mentioned it to her. I'll give her a buzz and see if-"
 
   "No. I've got it." He turned on his heel and walked into his office, slamming the door behind him. "What the fuck is wrong with you? Pull yourself together. You wrote the goddamn note, and now you're the one acting like she dropped that shit on you. Man up."
 
   He pulled his phone from his back pocket and texted her. 
 
    
 
   Damon: We have an important meeting at ten this morning. I expect you to be there.
 
   Bethany: I wasn't told about a meeting this morning. I have class from 9-11. It's not happening. Someone should have told me.
 
   Damon: You're an intern. Forgive us for not assigning you a secretary yet. Glad to know your plush-ass office isn't enough.
 
    
 
   He growled as he waited for a response. What were they fighting about again? Right. His expectation that she should be present for something she had no clue was happening. He dropped down into the chair beside his desk and ran his fingers through his hair. He was in full cock-head mode and hated himself for it. It was simple. 
 
   Society would say that they shouldn't be together, that it was incest or workplace inappropriate. Not only was she an intern in his firm, but she was his little sister now too. That was the core of the angst, the center of the fury that burned his insides. 
 
   He hated the fact that he was pushing her away slowly. It was a defense mechanism, but one that would ultimately ruin everything he wanted in his future, namely her. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "How dare you." She closed the door behind her as she walked into his office. It would seem she had far more subtlety than he did in not letting the whole office know that she was pissed. 
 
   "Me? I fucking don't hear from you all day yesterday and then you sluff off a meeting that you know is important?" Her V-neck t-shirt dipped into the sexy curve of her breasts and stole his attention as he turned from the window and walked toward her aggressively. 
 
   "I didn't know about the goddamn meeting." She poked her finger in his chest. "And why did I have to come after you yesterday? You should have come looking for me. You leave me a note that you don't want me wearing my ring and then you keep your door closed all day? Very mature. Very loving, Damon."
 
   "Watch it." He gripped her wrist and pulled her closer to him, locking her against his chest as he leaned down and breathed in deeply. Her scent was so unique and had the power to liquefy his need, forcing it to rush through his veins at break-neck speed. 
 
   "No. You're being an asshole. I was completely mature about the ring thing. I get it."
 
   "Do you?" He grabbed her other hand and pulled her even closer before leaning down and kissing her painfully hard. "Do you know how much I want to scream from the rooftop that you're mine? That maybe, finally, perhaps now it's my turn to live a little. Do you have a clue?"
 
   Her grimace faded a little as she lifted to her toes and brushed her lips by his again. "Stop it. That's unfair to pull out something like that."
 
   "It's true, and you know they'll never accept it. I'm your boss and your brother." He hated how visible her flinch was at his words. Truth always did sting like a bitch. 
 
   "I thought you didn't care about that stuff.” 
 
   "When you're beside me, I don't." He released her and ran his hands up her arms to cup the side of her neck as he licked at her lips. "I wanted you in my bed last night, in my shower this morning, but you were nowhere to be found."
 
   She wrapped her arms around his neck and jumped, wrapping her taut legs around his waist as he moved toward the door and pressed her to it. 
 
   "You were here half the night, weren't you?" She licked at the side of his neck as he pressed forward and ground himself against her. 
 
   "That’s beside the point. You should have been here with me." He sucked her earlobe into his mouth and grunted softly as he gripped her ass and ran his fingers along the thick crease of her blue jeans, teasing her. 
 
   "You're right. I have too much going on." She gripped his face in her hands as he rocked her against the door again. "Maybe I should quit my master’s program."
 
   "Is that a possibility?" He was a bastard for asking. 
 
   "No, asshole." She ran her fingers through his hair as someone knocked on the door behind them, causing Beth to yelp. 
 
   "Just me, boss." Linda. "Your meeting is in fifteen minutes. You said to give you a head's up."
 
   "Right. Thank you, Linda." He studied Bethany's face, memorizing the soft smile lines at the side of her mouth and the way her long eyelashes brushed by her skin, taunting him to dive in deeper with her. 
 
   "I hate you for making me want you like this." She brushed her nose by his neck and moved up to kiss him softly again before sliding down the front of his body. "What are your plans tonight?" 
 
   "I don't know yet. Nothing turns out like it should here." He moved back and brushed the back of his finger past her budded nipple. "You're not going into this meeting in jeans and a t-shirt."
 
   "It's all I have with me." She lifted her eyebrow as if to challenge him. 
 
   "Then go back to class. You need to get your calendar lined up with Linda's, Bethany. It's the best way to make sure you don't miss something important again. Being an intern doesn't give you endless mulligans, and as I've said before, we're looking at moving you up quickly. You're family. You need to run ahead of the group."
 
   The look on her pretty face said she didn't much appreciate his coaching. 
 
   "Right. I swear I have no idea what you've done with my fiancé, but when you find him, tell him to call me. I need to work out a lot of untapped aggression, and he's the only one I'm allowed to get naked with." She turned her back to him as he reached out and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her back. He cupped her mound with one hand and her throat with the other. 
 
   "Come out to my place tonight. Ten, and don't be late."
 
   "No. I'm not interested in your bullshit." She pulled forward, but he hung on tightly. 
 
   "What do you want from me? I'm your boss here, and you need to step it up."
 
   She glanced over her shoulder before pulling back from him. "I'm your woman no matter where we are, or what stupid trinket I'm allowed to wear or not wear, and as your woman, I'm telling you to step it up and stop being an ass. I don't need more drama in my life. Where is the guy I fell in love with? Is he tucked back inside your finest three-piece suit?"
 
   "No clue what you're talking about." He could almost feel the blinders coming down and locking into place deep inside of him. "Ten o'clock tonight."
 
   "Don't hold your breath." She walked out without another word. Her willingness to stand up to him and deny him only made him want her all the more. 
 
   It was a sick and twisted game seeing that she already belonged to him, or did she?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
   Bethany
 
    
 
    
 
   It was a stupid decision to make, but after working with Kendal on Thursday, she finally caved and decided that a late lunch with Philip wouldn't hurt. Damon was still being an ass over things that were completely out of her control, and she was learning to leave him to himself when he was in one of his shitty moods. It still stung like a bitch, but she had a ring that said that no matter what happened while they were on their way to the altar, the plan was still to go. 
 
   "Hey." Philip stood and moved around to offer her a friendly hug. His hair was back to being the length it was when they first met, before Damon had him cut it off. He looked good, almost too good. Broad shoulders and tanned skin, the man was every bit of California, and yet he was from Down Under. His accent left her heart fluttering, though it was nothing more than a silly infatuation like most women had for foreign accents. 
 
   "Hi. You look great. Seems like your new job is allowing you to work less and play more?" She smiled and took her seat across from him as the server approached. She ordered a Coke and pulled the menu toward her face, but kept her eyes on him. 
 
   "I actually quit." He shrugged and leaned back in his chair. "I know it's only been a week or so, but honestly, I worked as hard as I did in school to work for Mr. Bryant. I took the week off to lay by the beach and think through things."
 
   "Kent or Damon?" The confession surprised her a little. 
 
   "Both, but originally Damon. He visited UT and gave a speech on being a young leader my freshman year, and something about the way he presented himself coupled with his success? I don't know. He intimidates the fuck out of me, and he's a total asshole, no offense if you guys are still dating, but I still want to learn from him."
 
   "I get that." She played with the straw in her drink. "You don't have to love the people you learn to respect. Maybe you should ask for your job back. He offered it just before I left, right?"
 
   "He did, but I'm not sure he was serious about it. He had an odd vibe to him that day. I guess it was because I was having lunch with the beautiful woman he was dating, but still..." Philip smirked.
 
   "He got over it fast." She glanced up as the server approached. 
 
   "What can I get you guys today?" The girl looked between Bethany and Philip, an odd smile on her face. 
 
   "I'll take a turkey sandwich with fruit." Bethany handed the girl the menu, trying to determine if she was trying to hold back a knowing grin. 
 
   "Burger and fries, hold the onions." Philip handed her the menu and turned back to Bethany as he let out a short sigh. "So how do I go about this with Damon?”
 
   "Wait a minute." Bethany held up her hand and kept her attention on the girl. "Do we know each other?"
 
   "No. I was in the coffee shop yesterday. You're Dr. Tarrington's TA, right?"
 
   Oh... that's why she's holding back her smile. She saw me and Kendal together.  
 
   "Yeah, he's a great guy. Crazy strict, but a good accounting teacher. Are you majoring in business?" Bethany hated to carry on the useless conversation, but didn't want to look like an ass. 
 
   "No, I'm theater, but we all know about Dr. Tarrington. We're just hoping we're his next slip up." She snorted. "Don't tell him I said that."
 
   "I don't even know your name." Bethany smiled and turned back toward Philip as the girl left in a hurry. 
 
   "Next slip up? What the hell was that?" Philip took a drink of his Coke and leaned in as if she were about to share a secret. 
 
   "Kendal dated one of his students six years ago." Bethany glanced over at the girl who couldn't be more than a freshman. "How she knows about that is beyond me."
 
   "Rumors that juicy last forever." Philip shrugged. "Back to me. What do I need to do?"
 
   "Just stop by the office and tell Linda you're there to see him. I would offer to get involved, but something tells me that he wouldn't appreciate me interfering. He's already leery of something happening between me and you."
 
   "Why is that? Did you make something up to make him jealous? Full disclosure here. I'm walking into the hornet’s nest. Don't cover me in honey." He chuckled, and she did as well. 
 
   "No, it was a misunderstanding that's too embarrassing to rehash. Just stop by and talk to him. He owes you the job after he fired you for being a good employee. He overreacted. Take advantage of it."
 
   "Are you guys not together anymore?" He lifted his eyebrow. 
 
   "We are, I'm just saying. This isn't too difficult of a situation. Own it." She shrugged and turned to let her eyes move across the girl again. Why in the world would people still be talking about Kendal's indiscretions six years later?
 
   Why did she care?
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Another night without Damon in her bed made it harder to fight against the nagging sensation that he was battling far more than he should have been where they were concerned. She tried to remain positive and convince herself that everything was fine. Matt had been a good cheerleader during the latter part of the week, but nothing was going to fully set her right but Damon. 
 
   She needed him to say that he was sorry, that he loved her and they would work through things. The nagging need to be constantly reminded of his feelings was a pain in his ass from what she'd overheard in Jamaica, but it was what it was. He was a dick half the time, and therefore could make it up to her by being the kind of guy she deserved the rest of the time, which he was completely capable of. 
 
   After packing for their flight later that day, she drove over to Kent's house to pick up Matt and have breakfast with her parents. They'd gotten home late the night before, and yet still found the energy to text her that they were safe. She needed to remind Damon that a text took seconds and yet would mean the world to her. 
 
   The smell of bacon filled her senses as she walked into the large ornate mansion. The sound of laughter from the kitchen caused her to exhale in relief. Normal people with no agendas or chips on their shoulders. Just what she needed. 
 
   "And then I told Karen that calamari was squid, but she kept fighting me over it." Kent laughed loudly as Bethany's mom swatted him. 
 
   Bethany stopped by the entrance to the dining room and leaned against the frame, not wanting to disturb the story. 
 
   "I thought they were just little fish rings." She shrugged. "They make fish sticks. I thought the fried rings Kent likes to order were fish."
 
   Kent laughed loudly again as Matt's smile widened. "So we get the platter, and the Jamaicans don't use the tentacles for the dish, but baby-"
 
   "Octopus. With baby feelers and little heads." Her mom squealed and glanced over toward Bethany as her cheeks turned pink. "Oh my gosh. It was so disturbing."
 
   "Did you eat them?" Bethany asked as she took the seat beside Matt.
 
   He reached over and pulled her into a tight hug, shaking her a little. "You ready for this trip?"
 
   "I didn't eat them. I just couldn't." Bethany's mom shook her head and snuggled up against Kent. 
 
   "I'm as ready as I'm going to be. I feel like we just got back from traveling." Bethany pulled out of Matt's hold and reached for the big platter of breakfast meats and scrambled eggs that sat on the table between them. 
 
   "We got back on Sunday. It's been a whole week back here, silly woman. Time to hit the road again. Besides, my future is riding on this one." Matt wagged his eyebrows and picked up his fork. 
 
   "Your future isn't riding on anything. It's in your control to do or be anything you want to," Kent threw in his two cents. 
 
   "I agree with that," Bethany added. "But, this is an important trip. Have you packed up your portfolio, or can I see it before we head to the airport?"
 
   "It's in the bedroom down the hall. I'll show you and then we'll bubble wrap it together. It's a bitch to pack up." Matt shoved half a pancake into his mouth. "Bring your running shoes. We're going to keep in shape while we're up there."
 
   "This from the guy with syrup running down his chin and a full pancake in his mouth." Bethany tossed her napkin to him and smiled. 
 
   "Half. It was only half. I can fit a whole one. You wanna see?" He smiled and licked at his chin, trying to get his tongue to lap up the syrup.
 
   "Matt. Jeez, son," Kent barked and tossed his napkin across the table. 
 
   "You guys are prudes. Except you, Karen." He got up and ran another pancake through the lake of syrup on his plate before leaning over and folding it up. "Dare me?"
 
   She shouldn't have, but she couldn't help it. He brought out the kid inside of her. "Yep. Double dog dare you."
 
   "Oh brother. Not you too." Kent laughed as Matt forced the whole pancake in his mouth and motioned for Bethany to join him. 
 
   She contemplated doing it too, but the look on her mom's face said - just no. 
 
   Laughter bubbled out of her as she moved down the hall to find her brother. 
 
   "My brother," she whispered, letting the truth of her statement sink in. Her and Damon had a fucked up situation to face, but her and Matt had nothing but good, clean times ahead of them. Both relationships were worth every ounce of effort she planned to put into them, but the one with Matt was just so much more straightforward. 
 
   "In here, Miss Thang." He reached out of one of the bedrooms and grabbed her arm as she yelped and lost her footing. He caught her and turned her to face the bed. 
 
   A large portfolio lay open with some of the most beautiful paintings spread out before her. Everything from the mountains to the beach at sunset to a woman dancing in a bright red dress with long black hair and eyes that begged the man she watched to make love to her. 
 
   "Wow," Bethany breathed out and moved closer to hover over the top of the bed. "Matt... these are incredible."
 
   She glanced up to find him nibbling on his thumb by the doorway. 
 
   "Thanks. I taught myself to paint years ago. It's always been a passion of mine." He shrugged. "I did one off a picture of Damon about three years ago, but I've never shown him."
 
   "Can I see?" She moved back, not wanting to touch the paintings in case she messed anything up. The weekend was a big deal to Matt, which meant it should be to her and Damon too. Supporting him needed to come first in their list of things to get done in Seattle. 
 
   "Sure." He moved up beside her and shuffled things around until the painting of a handsome teenage boy around fifteen or sixteen stared up at her. His eyes were locked on the camera taking the photo from what she could tell, his expression soft, and lips almost turned down. The sadness in his eyes was heart-wrenching. It was almost as if Matt had caught Damon at the moment of someone's death. 
 
   "When is this from?" She reached out and let her fingers hover above his cheek. "He's beautiful."
 
   "It was the day after he caught mom with Barney, her work partner." He shrugged. "Fucking school pictures were the next day. He brought his home a few weeks later and I gave him massive amounts of shit over this picture."
 
   Bethany moved back as a hot lump of regret filled her chest. He wasn't an easy man to get through to, and she'd been treating him as if he were. She needed to do more than was expected of her to reach him. Waiting for him to reach out wasn't going to happen. It would do nothing but put large divots in the future they wanted together.
 
   "Wow." She shook her head and turned her attention to Matt. "You didn't know."
 
   "No, I didn't know for a long time." He shrugged. "I found the picture about three years ago and painted it with accents on his cheeks and eyes to show the pain I know he felt. It's not something he'd want to see, but it was my way of apologizing for not being there for him. I was dumb and high on the latest wave of reefer." 
 
   "You guys got through it though, and we're going to get through this weekend together. It's going to be great." She walked over and pulled him into a hug. "You're going to be great."
 
   "You think so?" He smiled down at her, his blue eyes filled with the kind of hope that most people could only dream of. 
 
   "I know so." 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
   Damon
 
    
 
    
 
   Fury burned through him at the fact that she'd ignored his request for her to join him at the house at ten the night before. Not only had he closed down shop early and left a ton of shit for the next day while they were traveling, but he'd skipped out on drinks with some old friends who just happened to be in town. 
 
   What was she trying to prove? That she was in control? That the promise of a future wasn't worth shit if it couldn't be instantly built before her eyes?
 
   He pushed the door open to the tiny hole-in-the-wall breakfast joint on the east side of Dallas that he loved to haunt during his college days. It was quick, cheap and delicious. He pulled out his phone after glancing around and seeing that Charles wasn't there yet. 
 
   Having been a great mentor to him in college at UT, Damon tried to stay in contact with the old guy as much as he could. The last minute breakfast was the perfect excuse to save him from having to fly to Seattle sandwiched in between Beth and Matt. He loved them both, but wasn't in the mood for Matt's positive attitude or Beth's questions over his devotion to her. He'd been a dick lately, but she had too... period. 
 
   After shooting off a quick text to both of them, he sat down at a booth and glanced over the menu that was all too familiar to him. 
 
   "Well, well... look what the cat dragged in." An older woman with a bright smile and platinum-colored hair stopped by the table. "Mr. Bryant. It's been at least three years since I've seen you in here."
 
   Damon tilted his head to the side as a genuine smile spread across his mouth. "Heather, right?"
 
   "That's right!" She let out a soft giggle. "You're not in college any more from what we all gathered around here."
 
   "Nope. I've been out six years now, but I'm meeting Charles-"
 
   "Charlie, boy. How many times I gotta tell you to call me Charlie like the rest of the world?" The portly mentor pulled out the chair across from Damon and smiled up at Heather. "Nice to see you again, Pumpkin. Grab me a coffee, black, and a glass of fresh squeezed tomato juice."
 
   Damon turned his nose up. "You guys squeeze your own tomato juice?"
 
   "We do for Mr. Darek. He's been keeping this place open by having breakfast here every morning for the last fifteen years." She laughed, patted Charles’ back and walked off. 
 
   "Well, tell me why we haven't gotten together for a quick meal in the better part of a year. You so busy that you can't spare an old man a few minutes?" Charles lifted his eyebrow and leaned back. 
 
   "Never. I guess our paths just stopped crossing so often, but that's my fault. Obviously with me locking myself in my office at M&B for sixteen hours a day, every day, my social interactions have almost ceased to exist." Damon pulled his napkin into his lap and pressed his forearms to the table, preparing himself for the lecture that was sure to come. 
 
   "And whose fault is that?" 
 
   "Mine, of course. How have you been, Mr. Darek? Still teaching with as much vigor as you did six years ago when I almost failed your finance class?"
 
   He chuckled deep in his chest, the action causing his belly to dance around. "Of course I am, and I do. I love my job. They're going to have to kick my old ass out of there, and I have tenure, so good-damn luck to 'em!"
 
   Damon smiled and let his anger go. It wasn't well founded, and only served to fuck up his day with the promise that him and Beth would have another explosive fight over nothing more than her being the strong woman that he wanted her to be. Funny when you got what you wanted, you weren’t quite sure if that's what you were after in the first place. 
 
   "I'm heading out to Seattle after this."
 
   "Oh yeah?" The old man reached up and took his juice from Heather as she put a few drinks on the table. "I'll have three eggs, over easy, sweetheart. Bacon and sausage, well done on both accounts. Grits made with milk and loads of butter. I wanna die young and beautiful."
 
   Damon smirked. "Me too. I'll take the exact same thing."
 
   Charles shook his head and rubbed his belly. "I think you might actually have a chance at it. You only seem to be getting better looking as you're getting older. Good thing too, seeing that I remember you being an ass and a half with the ladies back at UT."
 
   "Me? An ass? No..." 
 
   "Right. Why are you headed to Seattle? Got a lady friend up there, or is your father still holding on to his tax practice in that area?"
 
   "Both, but the trip is to work on an audit up there. We have some people not doing their jobs. Go figure?"
 
   "Kids nowadays. Entitlement. That's what it's all about."
 
   Damon smiled and kept his thoughts to himself. "It's a quick turnaround and I'm hoping for positive results."
 
   "And this lady friend. Tell me about her. You have to be nearing thirty by now. Most people are having kids at your age. As crazy as it feels to say it, you're behind the curve, old boy."
 
   Damon chuckled. "I'm thirty-one, and I'm right where I want to be."
 
   "That so?" Charles lifted his eyebrow and leaned back in his chair. "You ever had grits with milk and butter in them?"
 
   "I'm happy. I guess I could be a little more content, but happy will work for now. She's a graduate from UT herself. She's studying to be an accountant and just recently started her master’s, and yes, my mother used to make grits just the way you've described. They're shit any other way."
 
   Charles slapped the table and sat up. "Finally. I swear! All these northerners with their watery grits and scones. Why in the world would you want to mess up a perfectly good biscuit?"
 
   "No clue." Damon moved back as the food was delivered. 
 
   "Tell me more about the girl. How long have you been together?"
 
   "Three weeks, but she's the one. I have no doubt." He said a quick prayer over his food and worked to cut his eggs as the image of Bethany on her knees in the living room washed over him. 
 
   So beautiful and compliant. So right for him. His pulse spiked just thinking about having her again. Her rejecting him was more of a message than the loss of interest. Now he needed to figure out what the message was. 
 
   "Three weeks? How in the hell do you know if she's the one if she's only been with you three weeks? Aren't you one of the last self-proclaimed bachelors?"
 
   "Am I? I don't remember making that proclamation." He shrugged. 
 
   "You were drunk and it was the last football game of your senior year. I still have the footage if you'd like to revisit it."
 
   "No, I'd rather not, to be honest."
 
   "Is she working at the firm with you and Kent?"
 
   "Yes. She's an intern for us this fall and next spring. She'll work her way up fast, I have no doubt."
 
   "Is that because she's sleeping with the boss?"
 
   "No. Of course not. She's brilliant."
 
   "And beautiful?"
 
   "Beyond." Damon folded the last piece of bacon on his plate and watched his old mentor to see what he was getting at. 
 
   "You know what happened to Kendal with a situation very similar to this, right?"
 
   "Of course I do, Charles-"
 
   "Charlie." 
 
   "Of course I do, Charlie, but this is different. We're not under the watch of the university. My father owns the company, and he's quite happy with mine and Bethany's relationship. It's just... complicated."
 
   "Complicated, how?"
 
   "Her mother married my father last weekend." Damon glanced down and waited for the berating that never came. He glanced up to find Charles watching him in what appeared to be stunned silence. 
 
   "Wait. So this girl is not only six years younger than you, but an intern at your firm and she's your stepsister?" 
 
   "Well, when you put it like that-"
 
   "Put it like what?" Charles huffed and picked up his bowl of grits. "You're up shit creek without a paddle my friend. As brilliant as you are, this has to be one of the dumbest things I've ever seen you do."
 
   "I love her. It's simple really." Damon sat back and licked at his lips. There was an expectation somewhere inside of him that anger would be his response to Charles, but it wasn't. Telling his old mentor how he really felt about Bethany felt natural. Right. Maybe he wasn't being fair with his concerns about letting the world know that she was his. 
 
   "Well, keep that shit to yourself or you'll ruin the poor girl." 
 
   "What? Why would us being in love ruin her?"
 
   "Damon. You just touted out every fucking taboo in the book. Are you serious right now?" He reached across the table and popped Damon in the forehead with the back of his spoon. "Think with your head and not your dick, son. She's a young girl who's about to enter the world of Corporate America. She needs a good start, a clean record. You're throwing down a stripper pole and covering it in grease."
 
   "What?" Damon chuckled, unable to help himself. The older Charles got, the less sense he made. 
 
   "You're making a mistake. Close it down and offer to be a big brother to her, or give her another mentor. You don't need a relationship with that much baggage already attached to it. For shit's sake. What does Kent say about this? He's fine with it?"
 
   "Yes." Damon wiped his mouth and picked up his phone from the table. "I gotta get going. The flight’s taking off in forty-five minutes. I just wanted to-"
 
   "I'm sorry if I upset you, but you know I shoot straight. There are very few guys who I still invest my time in, but you're one of them."
 
   Damon stood and nodded, forcing himself not to react with anything but gratitude. "Of course. I'm good, though I disagree with your advice this time. Bethany is the woman I'm going to spend my life with. We just have to get over these hurdles. We can do it."
 
   Charles extended his hand, but didn't get up. "You trying to convince me, or yourself, son?"
 
   "Only you, old friend. I have no doubt."
 
   “Right… tell someone else that lie.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
   Bethany
 
    
 
    
 
   "He didn't do it on purpose." Matt wrapped an arm around Bethany's shoulders as they walked down the long terminal to the baggage claim. Somehow Matt couldn't fit everything in a carry on, so she hadn't even tried. He was being a bit of a diva, which opened the door for her to follow suit. 
 
   "No? He told me to be at his house last night at ten, and I fell asleep like I have for the last few nights, sitting on my coach, completely exhausted. I didn't even mean to not go over there." She huffed and stopped beside the turn-style as bags started to drop from the large opening at the other end. 
 
   "It's going to be fine, Sis. Stop worrying, okay?" He pressed his shoulder to hers and moved up to get their bags when they showed up. 
 
   "You're right." She popped the handle on her bag and followed behind him as a feeling of trepidation tried to pull her back down. "I need a drink."
 
   "Well, let's get to the hotel and then we can unpack and grab something to drink while we wait for Damon."
 
   "Sounds good." She rubbed his back as they stopped beside a stretch limo, the guy waving around a sign for McKenzie and Bryant on it. "You nervous about the showing tonight?"
 
   "Not really. It will happen, or it won't." Matt moved to the back of the car and shook hands with the driver while Bethany glanced around. It was beautiful and the air was clean. There was something to be said about getting away from Texas humidity in late summer. 
 
   "See something you like?" Matt turned to look across the horizon. 
 
   "Just glad to get away with you." She got in and buckled up before laying back and letting out a long sigh. She pulled her phone from her purse and decided she was done being the difficult one. Texting Damon even when it was the last thing she wanted to do seemed most appropriate. 
 
    
 
   Bethany: Sad to see that you missed the flight. I hope everything is okay. I miss you something horrible. 
 
   Damon: I'm boarding now. I'll be there just before we need to leave. I had breakfast with an old mentor from college, so it wasn't a total waste. I missed you last night. To say I wasn't upset would be a fucking lie, but I assume you had a reason for standing me up. 
 
    
 
   "We never agreed." She clenched her teeth as Matt turned to face her. 
 
   "Hmm?" 
 
   "Nothing." She let out a slow sigh and let go of the rising emotion inside of her. Were all relationships so fucking intense? She couldn't remember really dating much, so not having a comparison, she had to assume they were. 
 
    
 
   Bethany: I was so tired that I fell asleep with a bowl of soup on my lap on the couch back at my apartment. It was ugly. 
 
   Damon: Ha. That's not good. You need to look at your schedule and see what's going to go. I'm not an option. You're stuck, baby.
 
    
 
   Warmth filled her as tears blurred her vision. 
 
    
 
   Bethany: Hurry up and get to Seattle. I need you. I feel like we're being pulled apart before we even start.
 
   Damon: We're not. We just have a lot going on. It's going to be fine. We just need to figure out how to communicate better. We'll work on it this weekend. Keep Matt in a good frame of mind and I'll come find you the minute I get into town. 
 
   Bethany: Did you get our room together?
 
   Damon: Do you have to ask that?
 
   Bethany: Good. I was getting worried. 
 
   Damon: Well, stop. 
 
    
 
   "Everything okay?" Matt turned his head toward her and smiled. 
 
   "I think so. We just have so much shit flying at us, and trying to keep two dominant people from killing each other is hard on a good day." She laid her phone down in the seat beside her and wiped at her eyes. "He wants me to give something up, but everything I'm doing has to stay. It's not that easy."
 
   "Then maybe you stop working at the firm. Dad is going to support your college goals no matter what. He wouldn't deny you." Matt reached over and squeezed her hand. 
 
   "Maybe. I'll think about it." She turned her hand over and clasped his hand. "So tell me what happens tonight. Are we the only ones with the dealer?"
 
   "Sounds so nefarious. I love it." Matt's lips lifted in a beautiful smile. Bethany had no doubt at all why Erica was in love with him. He was the complete opposite of Damon and yet still the full-package deal himself. 
 
   "You know we're having dinner with Erica tonight. Damon set it up earlier this week, I think." 
 
   "What? Fuck." Matt released her hand and pressed his hands to his face as he groaned out loud. "Call and tell her we got delayed."
 
   "You're so ridiculous. She's perfect for you." Bethany forced herself not to laugh at how childish Matt was being. 
 
   "You don't understand. I'm childish and try hard to have fun so I don't have to face the fact that I'm... Never mind. It's TMI." He turned to look out the far window and huffed again. 
 
   "You're what? Afraid of commitment? Worried that she's too much for you? Intimidated by her?"
 
   "I like strong women, Bethany, but only so I can break them down."
 
   "What? That doesn't-" She studied his expression understanding all too clearly what he meant. "Oh. In the bedroom? You like to-"
 
   "Good enough. Thanks. The conversation took a turn for the worst. I'm good when I'm single, but being with someone like Erica will just bring it out of me. I hate it."
 
   "Why? Women love a strong man." She reached out, but he moved away. 
 
   "Because I wanna be loving, but it's hard. I don't even know why."
 
   "You objectify them?"
 
   "A little, yeah. Let's change the subject. I haven't dated since college, and things have honestly been great. I don't plan on starting soon."
 
   "You're making yourself out to be a monster." Bethany chuckled, but the sound fell flat as Matt waved her off and left her stewing in her own thoughts. Whatever was going on with him, she'd have to talk with Damon about it later. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   She glanced up from reading a magazine on the bed in the room as the door opened. Damon walked in, looking like he'd been up for three days straight. 
 
   "Hey." He gave her a tight smile and dropped his bag just inside the door before pulling off his suit jacket. 
 
   "Hi, baby." She got up and moved toward him, pulling him down for a long sweet kiss. There was no fire to it, but it was almost a good thing. They were dancing around each other as if they were both waiting for the other to strike, to pull back and deny the other. 
 
   "Your flight go okay?" He kissed her again and ran his hands over her hips to squeeze the top curve of her ass. 
 
   "Yeah. It would have been better with you being with me, but I was still pretty pissy toward you, so maybe not." She smiled and pulled from him, turning and walking toward the bed. "Come lay down with me until we have to go."
 
   "Sounds like a plan to me." He pulled off his tie and undid his shirt before letting it drop to the ground behind him. "Why were you pissy? You stood me up."
 
   She opened her arms to him and cradled his head against her chest as he snuggled up beside her and let out a long sigh. 
 
   "You refuse to call or text me. We've had two or three days since getting back from Jamaica where we haven't talked." She kissed the side of his head and groaned as he rolled her onto her back and moved to lay on top of her. 
 
   "You have fingers and a phone too. Why do I have to be the one calling all the time? This is the twenty-first century." He licked at his lips and tugged her blouse down as he sucked one of her nipples into his mouth. The soft lace covering her breasts was little protection against his assault. 
 
   "You wanna be in control here, but nowhere else? Is that what I'm hearing?" She pushed at his shoulders. 
 
   He moved back to his knees and ran his hands up her legs, squeezing softly. "I'm in control everywhere, Beth. If you wanna try and tug it from my tight grip, go for it baby. I'd love to see you own it."
 
   "Own you?" She reached up and brushed her fingers over his lips as he tugged her shorts down her legs. 
 
   "You already own me, you've just denied yourself the opportunity to flaunt that." He brushed his knuckles over her mouth and licked at his lips. "How long do we have?"
 
   "Forty minutes until we need to meet Matt downstairs." She bit her tongue on his comment about flaunting anything. He'd denied her that opportunity when he left the note about hiding her fucking ring. 
 
   "That's just enough time to lose myself in you." He moved back off the bed and worked his slacks off his hips. 
 
   She sucked in a sharp breath as he climbed back on the bed naked, hard and hungry. He leaned down and bit the edge of her panties before pulling them down her legs with his teeth. 
 
   "Damon. Do we really-"
 
   "Shhh." He moved back up her body and forced her legs open. "You and I need this more than anything else we might get this weekend."
 
   "Each other?" 
 
   "Yes, baby. Hold on tight." He pressed his hands beside her head and smiled as he dipped his hips and impaled her. 
 
   A long cry left her as she lifted her legs and wrapped them around his narrow hips. "You could have warned me."
 
   He leaned down and licked at her ear. "I'm gonna fuck you now. That all right?"
 
   "Yeah," she whispered before giving in to the carnality that lay between the two of them. Passion was fueled by many different emotions, but in the moment it was neediness. Both of them searching for the other and yet missing the mark over and over again. 
 
   "Good. Give yourself over to me and stop thinking. Work me hard from below, Beth. Bring me over the edge and I'll do the same to you."
 
   She nodded and cried out his name as he crashed into her and lifted her legs, trapping them against his chest as he brought her to the edge with intense efficiency. His lips pressed tightly to hers as she felt the world explode, and oddly enough, for a moment, nothing mattered. 
 
   Nothing but him. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
   Damon
 
    
 
    
 
   Somehow the sex set him right, cleared his mind and left him feeling far more relaxed than he had when the day started. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and smiled down at her as they walked to the elevator. Matt had texted ten times to see when they were coming. The poor guy was nervous, and Damon couldn't blame him. The tension between his brother and Erica wasn't anything new, but had grown significantly over the last two years since Erica came to work for the firm. 
 
   Between trying to impress a high-class art dealer and Erica, Matt was going to be running circles around himself. Liquor. He needed to get a few drinks into him and things would be fine. 
 
   "Like my dress?" Bethany wrapped her arm around the back of his waist as they moved into the elevator and turned to face the door.
 
   "Love it. I'm a little concerned about having to beat the men off of you, but it's worth it." He smiled and licked his lips as his eyes moved over the soft swell of her breasts. She was exquisite, and he hadn't been lying in his conversation with Charles. He was completely convinced that she was the woman for him, he only hoped she was sure of it too. 
 
   She lifted her left hand and smiled as she turned her attention to the large diamond sitting on her finger. 
 
   "There's no need to beat anyone off of me. This right here makes it more than obvious that I belong to you."
 
   "And you do." He turned and pulled her flush against him before kissing the tip of her nose. "Only wear that when we're not in the office, okay?"
 
   "I know." Her smile faded a little. "I got the message loud and clear the other day."
 
   "And you understand why?" He pressed his fingertips under her chin and forced her to look up at him. "My request is not without reason."
 
   "I know." She moved back and refused to look up at him. "It just stung a little."
 
   "I didn't mean for it to." He took her hand as the elevator opened and walked out in the large openness of the hotel lobby. "I hired your friend back."
 
   "My friend?" She moved up beside him and intertwined their fingers. 
 
   "Yeah, the little shit you were using to make me jealous."
 
   "What? I wasn't... Oh. Philip." She shook her head. "We're just friends. Nothing more."
 
   "I recall you saying that already. I took your word for it and gave him the job back. I did it for you." It was partially true. The kid hadn't done anything wrong but draw Bethany's attention away. He shouldn't have lost his job in the first place and after getting the opportunity to step back from the high-emotion of the situation with Bethany and Sadie, Damon had discovered the error of his ways. 
 
   No need to open the door to another possible law suit.
 
   "Somehow I doubt it was all for me, but either way, thank you. He's a good guy and thinks a lot of you."
 
   Damon ignored her comment, not wanting to dive into just how good of a guy the Aussie was. He had a thing for Beth, and though his grades and drive were impressive, Damon would be keeping an eye on the little shit. 
 
   Matt turned and let out an exhausted sigh as Beth released Damon's hand. 
 
   "Shit. We have thirty minutes before we're supposed to meet Jonathan. Let's go." Matt huffed and walked toward the door, in a dramatic fashion. Damon smiled, unable to help himself. Matt's work would speak for itself. He had nothing to worry about. 
 
   "I thought it was appropriate to be casually late for these things. It speaks of your importance as an artist." Damon shrugged as Beth turned and glared at him over her shoulder. He chuckled and walked out behind the two of them. 
 
   Her dress fit her beautifully, tight on her hips and accentuating her ass in a way that had his stomach tightening again. He could make love to her ten times a day and still want another turn buried deep inside of her. 
 
   Love or Lust?
 
   Scary enough, there were times he wasn't too sure of the answer. Love seemed like the right answer, but after only three weeks, was it possible? Maybe. Maybe not. 
 
   He got in the back of the black Lexus next to Bethany and dropped his hands in his lap as the driver pulled out of the hotel and headed downtown to the art gallery they were scheduled to be at in ten minutes. 
 
   "Thanks for coming with me. I'm tense as shit." Matt leaned forward and smiled. 
 
   "Liquor. It will help." Damon winked at his brother and turned to watch the lights move across the window. "That or fucking Erica."
 
   "Damon." Beth popped him in the chest as Matt groaned. 
 
   "What? Just trying to offer a bit of advice." 
 
   "Don't," Beth and Matt muttered in tandem. 
 
   He shrugged and let his thoughts fade into some of the issues they were dealing with at work. It would be nice to spend the evening with Matt, Beth and Erica, but tomorrow, he was back to being on point with his time and attention. There was very little room for pleasure in his life, and what he did get, he didn't want to waste on frivolous adventures. 
 
   Matt was so different from him... at least in certain ways. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "He's late." Matt turned toward Damon as Bethany walked through the small gallery without them. 
 
   "It's fine. He'll be here shortly. He set this thing up with you, and was really impressed by your talent. Stop worrying so much." Damon reached out and pulled at the large portfolio pad that rested under his brother's arm. "Let me see this."
 
   "Yeah, sure." Matt handed it to him and moved to a large glass table in the middle of the room. "Bring it over here and you can look through each one, just be careful. Some of the textured ones will chip off if you mess with them too much."
 
   Damon nodded and laid the portfolio pad down before moving slowly through the various scenery paintings, each done with incredible precision. His brother was talented, no doubt. 
 
   "You sure you want what this guy is offering?" Damon glanced over his shoulder as Matt began to pace the floor. He looked so much like their mother it was painful. Blond hair and blue eyes, a California tan and a great smile. No one would ever guess that under his sweet disposition was an aggressive asshole at times. He kept himself hidden away, mostly from himself. It was odd, and had to be exhausting. 
 
   "I don't know what I want to be honest." He shrugged. "I don't want to rule the world with you and dad. I hate numbers and will act like a fucking idiot until I'm old and unable to walk if it means you don't try and strap a monkey suit on me again and stick me in a cream-colored office. Death would be better."
 
   "All right, drama-king." Damon chuckled and flipped to the next one. The woman looked a lot like Bethany, but it couldn't be her. It was dated at the bottom from three years before. "Wow. She's beautiful. What's her story?"
 
   Her cheeks were sunken in a little, and dark circles sat under her eyes. 
 
   "That's Beth. It's showing the truth of her struggles." He shrugged and glanced around. 
 
   "How can it be Beth? This was done three years ago." Damon brushed his fingers over the date and couldn't seem to tear his eyes off the echo of pain painted so beautifully into the painting. 
 
   "I just put that date so she wouldn't ask questions. There are some subtle differences between her and the girl in the painting, but it's her." He moved closer and pressed his hands to his hips, studying it beside Damon. 
 
   "And what is the truth of her struggles?" Damon glanced over toward his brother. Beth had shared a little bit, but not nearly enough. 
 
   Have I asked about her past? Shame worked its way up his chest, but he discarded it. Everyone had a fucked up past to some extent. What didn't kill people left them more capable of dealing with the next shit storm. One of the reasons Beth was going to be his woman for the long haul was her willingness to persevere no matter what. 
 
   "Her father left them when she was twelve, I think. He was a drug dealer and walked out one day, taking all of their money and warning them that the dealers he owed money to might show up, but it was on them. She's been so fucking poor since." Matt turned and let out a sigh. "Ask her about her past, Damon. Don't be a prick."
 
   "Fuck you," Damon mumbled under his breath and turned to the next picture, one of himself. 
 
   "Jonathan's here. Help me sell this. I want this bad." Matt patted his back and walked off, giving the art dealer a warm welcome. 
 
   "What the hell?" Damon whispered as memories rushed across his mind. Sickness swelled in his stomach and chill bumps broke out across his skin. He pressed his fingers to his lips, remembering the day the picture was taken. It was the day after he caught his mother fucking around on his dad. The worst moments of his life were captured in the pain Matt had painted so perfectly in his eyes. 
 
   "Hey. You okay?" Beth rubbed her hand down his back and pressed her cheek to his shoulder as she stood beside him. 
 
   "Yeah. Of course. Why wouldn't I be?" He snorted and flipped the page. "I'm wondering why Matt felt the need to paint a picture of a photograph from my teenage years. It's a waste of his time and talent."
 
   "He doesn't think so." Bethany turned, tugging at Damon to do the same. "Hi. You must be Jonathan."
 
   "I am." The tall gangly fellow with a disturbing comb-over and a bright red pinstripe suit extended his hand. 
 
   Damon forced himself not to react as he extended his hand. "I'm Damon Bryant. This is my fiancé, Bethany. I'm Matthew's brother."
 
   "Lovely! I do believe one of the pieces Matt sent in originally was of you." Jonathan glanced over at Matt, who almost looked ill. "Is that right?"
 
   "Sure is. Let me show you the rest of them." Matt moved up toward the table and Damon took Beth's hand and moved back as the door opened and Erica walked in. Her long blond hair was pulled into a messy bun, and her bright blue dress reminded Damon from something out of the fifties or sixties. It was ruffled at the bottom and far more feminine than Damon had ever seen her. She was stunning, but nothing compared to the pretty girl holding his hand. 
 
   "Hey guys. Sorry I'm late." She gave Beth a quick hug and smiled at Damon before moving toward Matt and introducing herself to Jonathan. 
 
   "Come on. Let's walk around." Damon nodded toward the back of the small studio. "Twenty bucks if you can tell me what the fuck this painting is supposed to be."
 
   She laughed. "Do I look like I need twenty bucks?"
 
   He glanced down at her and smirked. "You look like you need a spanking, but I'm thinking that would only lead to me playing around in places that would have us in trouble. You moan too loud to get away with anything in here."
 
   She smacked his chest as her laughter filled the room around him. He pulled her back to his chest and wrapped his arms around her, leaning down and kissing her ear. 
 
   "What do you see when you look at it?" He glanced up, not seeing much of anything other than someone getting trigger happy with a paint gun. Art made no fucking sense at all. The price tag showed that the piece was valued at over ten grand, which was completely ridiculous. 
 
   "I see the division of heaven and hell. Angels in a battle for the end of times." She shrugged. "See the river there in the back?"
 
   "River? Angels? Where did you get a glass of bourbon? I want one." He released her as she moved forward and lifted her hand, explaining what she saw, but never touching the painting. 
 
   "Don't touch anything!" Jonathan's voice was sharp. 
 
   "Watch how you talk to my girl. She's not touching your shit, but I'm about to." Damon turned and took a step toward the guy, not caring who was trying to do what... no one was going to raise their voice at Beth, no matter the reason for it. 
 
   "It's okay." She moved up beside him and wrapped him in a side hug. "I didn't touch it. I wouldn't do that."
 
   "Oh, sorry." Jonathon's cheeks turned pink as he spun on his heel and walked back toward a very stunned looking Erica and Matt. 
 
   "Fuck no. There was no need to-"
 
   "It's okay, baby. Seriously." She lifted to her toes and pulled him down for a quick kiss. It was okay to her, but that didn't mean he was good with it. 
 
   He was the only one allowed to get testy with her, and he even felt like whooping his own ass from time to time. Lust or love? 
 
   Sure felt like love. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
   Bethany
 
    
 
   "Well, that went well." Matt glanced up as Bethany downed her second glass of wine. They had wrapped things up with Jonathan an hour later and headed out to dinner, just the four of them. Bethany was almost glad that the eclectic art dealer had turned them down for the meal. Spending time with Damon, Matt and Erica sounded relaxing, or it might have been if Matt wasn’t sitting on pins and needles around the blond bombshell that Bethany wanted to get closer to. 
 
   It would be nice to have a friend, and since there weren't many girls her age to choose from and Krista was facing trial for murder, Erica would have to do. 
 
   "It did. I think Jonathan really liked your work." Erica smiled seductively and pressed her elbows to the table as her wine glass dangled from her fingers. "It was a great portfolio. I'm glad you decided to show him the full breadth of your talent and not just have the scenery pieces in there."
 
   "Were you thinking about leaving out the paintings of people?" Bethany picked up a piece of garlic bread from the center of the table and glanced over to see Damon on his phone, working no doubt. The man rarely gave it a rest, but she understood all too well. She was itching to get back to the room to work on something for Kendal that she needed to have ready by Tuesday morning and a research project synopsis for class on Monday. The good times were almost over, but she was hanging on as long as she could. Damon seemed to have moved on already. 
 
   "Yeah. Some people get uber sensitive about paintings of faces. Noses are especially hard to get right, emotion is difficult, and everyone has an opinion about whether the piece looks true to form. It's hard, but they're my favorite to work on by far."
 
   "Was the one of the dark-haired girl, the close up, Bethany?" Erica took a sip of her wine, and Bethany couldn't help but notice how closely Matt's eyes followed her. He was into her. Why was he fighting it so much?
 
   Was it the monster in the bedroom bullshit? She had to ask Damon about it later. Surely he would know more than she did and could fill in the blanks for her. The question was, would he? And really... did she want to know more about Matt's bedroom tendencies?
 
   Sadly enough, yes. 
 
   "No. It's just a coincidence. I did that one back in two thousand and thirteen." He shrugged and picked up his menu. "I hope it works out with Jonathan, though I'm not sure if working on paintings all the time will work for me. We'll see."
 
   "I know of a certain advertising agent for a great company that's looking for a lead designer." Erica chuckled as Matt gave her a look. 
 
   "Who?" Damon glanced up from his phone. 
 
   "Us, silly." Erica shook her head and reached out to squeeze Matt's thick shoulder. "Have you given it anymore thought?"
 
   "What's that?" He turned and gave her a quick glance. It was almost too cute how shy he was around her. 
 
   "You coming to work for Erica, Matt. It's a good balance in your life. Paint some of the time and work for her and us, really the rest of the time. It's not as restrictive as you think. I talked with her a little bit about it, and you could have the freedom to come and go as you want." Damon's voice was a little muted by the angle of his head as he continued to answer e-mails on his phone. 
 
   Annoyance rolled over Bethany, but she swallowed it down. It wouldn't do anyone any good for her to reach out and put her hand on the screen. He needed to put the damn thing up, but she wasn't going to be the one to tell him. They were getting along for the first time all week. She wasn't messing up the serenity. 
 
   "I'm thinking about it. We can chat tomorrow morning when you show me the new office space you guys have." Matt winked at Bethany and pulled the bread basket closer to him. "Did you like that red suit Jonathan had on? I'm thinking I need one."
 
   She laughed and spit a little of her wine out at the thought of him in something so grotesque. "No. Just no."
 
   Damon grunted and handed her a napkin, a look of disdain on his impossibly handsome face. He was lucky he was so hot. He was an ass far too often not to have the looks to rein someone back in from walking away. 
 
   "I think it would look great on you." Erica laughed and set her wine down. "I've had too much to drink. I'm going to the ladies’ room. I want the grilled salmon and veggies if they come."
 
   "We'll get it for you." Bethany smiled up at the other woman and waited until she left to turn her attention back to Matt. 
 
   "You need to take her dancing tonight, or for dinner tomorrow night."
 
   "What? No." Matt shook his head. 
 
   Damon's phone rang and he stood. "I need to take this."
 
   "What do you want us to get-"
 
   He walked off and answered the phone, leaving Bethany to feel silly for asking him anything. 
 
   "Ugh. He's such a dick sometimes." Matt grabbed another piece of bread and tossed it across the table to her. "Why do you put up with him?"
 
   The light tone of his voice let her know that he was teasing her, but the question was rather valid. 
 
   "No clue." She shrugged and took a bite of the bread. "Let's not talk about me and Damon, let’s instead focus on something new and fun. Like you and Erica."
 
   "There is no me and Erica. She's far too much woman for me, Sis. Seriously. Look at her." He pushed at her glass of wine a little. "She drinks white wine for God's sake."
 
   Bethany snorted. "What does that have to do with anything?"
 
   "You gotta be a tough bitch to handle three glasses of white wine. It's so tart and dry that my lips get tucked under my gums, like this." He tucked his bottom and top lip in, leaving him to look like a horse with more gums and teeth than anyone should be allowed. "How do you like me now?"
 
   She laughed again and put the rest of the bread into her mouth, speaking around it. "I'm falling in love with you. I'm so glad you're not like your brother. I couldn't handle two of you."
 
   "How naughty would that be? You in bed with both of your brothers?" He gasped dramatically. "At the same fucking time?" Another gasp.
 
   "What are you two laughing about?" Erica took her seat beside him, and Bethany watched as he transformed from laid back and fun-loving to stiff and unyielding. 
 
   "Just being siblings." Bethany shrugged and picked up her menu as the waiter approached. Damon was nowhere to be found, so Matt ordered him a steak, which turned out to be the wrong cut of meat and the wrong temperature from what he wanted. 
 
   To say that he was moody would have been an understatement.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "I have some work I need to do tonight," Damon barked as he glanced over his shoulder. 
 
   Bethany shrugged and kept her thoughts to herself. Dinner had been fun in momentary spurts when Matt wasn't giving Erica stiff responses and Damon wasn't mumbling half-ass responses. She should have just gone to dinner with Matt by herself. 
 
   Damon walked into the room and pulled off his jacket, tossing it on the bed and working on his tie. She wanted to move around him and help undress him sensually, but he wasn't in the mood to be bothered with anything, least of all her. 
 
   "Have you met everyone from this Zarpeth team?" She tried to start a casual conversation as she opened her suitcase and pulled out some comfortable clothes. 
 
   He glanced up from the desk he hovered over and smirked. "I'm the CFO of the company. I put the team together."
 
   "Okay, Mr. Sensitive. Shit. I was just wondering who all was on the team. It was an ice breaker of sorts."
 
   "We can talk about it at breakfast tomorrow. I have too much to do tonight to casually talk about things that don't matter." He sat down and pulled the laptop closer to him. 
 
   She ignored the sting deep inside her chest at his dismissal of her. Why was she there again? Right, to make her mark on McKenzie and Bryant. It would have been nice if it was for a better reason, like supporting her man or having a getaway for the two of them, but nothing could be further from the truth. When Damon wasn't tense he was difficult. When he was stressed, there was no dealing with him. 
 
   After putting on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt she slipped her feet into her sandals and pulled her laptop strap over her shoulder. 
 
   "Where are you going?" He glanced up. 
 
   "To the hotel lobby. I figure you might be making calls or-"
 
   "I'm not. You're good staying here, just keep the TV down low if you're going to watch it. I need to review a few things for our meeting tomorrow and work through the Kissinger tax files. You know... nothing too pressing."
 
   She walked to the door and opened it. "It's all good. I'll find a comfortable chair in the executive lounge and work on my school stuff. I have a lot due when we get back home."
 
   "You can't go into there looking like that."
 
   She put her hand on her hip. "Like what exactly?"
 
   He lifted his eyebrow as if she should have already known what she looked like, and she did. The challenge was for him to insult her. 
 
   Why are you trying to start a fight? 
 
   "Right. Do what you want." He shook his head and went back to his computer, leaving her standing there. 
 
   "I will." She grabbed the door handle, but stopped as the sound of his laptop slapping shut caused her to stiffen. 
 
   "You know what, I'll go. I need a drink anyway, and I'm still dressed in something more appropriate for the lounge. Just stay here." He tucked the laptop in his briefcase and moved past her, pulling the door open. "Be awake when I get back. I want to go over a few things before we go to sleep."
 
   "Over what?" She moved back, a little surprised by his desire to leave the room. His reasoning was asinine, but so was he. 
 
   "Some of the auditing steps that you'll be in charge of."
 
   "I'm an intern." She wished she could have pulled her words back the minute they left her lips. 
 
   He chuckled. "Is that all you want to be?"
 
   "Did I say that?" She moved away from the door and let out a tired huff. "Just go. You're in a mood, and we're just going to tear each other apart. You got your sex, so whatever."
 
   "Got my sex?" He snorted and opened the door. "What the fuck does that mean?"
 
   "Exactly what it sounds like it means." She crawled up in the bed and waited to press her palms to her eyes until he let the door close behind him without a word. 
 
   She shouldn't have said it, but it was how she felt. He wasn't at all the same guy who'd dropped down to his knee in the sand in Jamaica. He was more like the asshole that let some girl give him head while she watched on her first day of work. 
 
   "No. Please don't let us go backward. We don't have much farther to go to unravel everything. Please."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
   Damon
 
    
 
    
 
   "Now that you got your sex? What the fuck does that mean? She didn't want to fuck?" he growled as he took the stairs all the way to the bottom floor of the hotel. She was being so incredibly sensitive, and it was getting old. 
 
   It was because she was young, that and the fact that their relationship was so new. Why the hell did he propose? It only seemed to add another layer of weight on their already crumbling foundation. 
 
   Because I love her. 
 
   Do you?
 
   "Yes," he mumbled and walked into the executive club as a pretty redhead at the hostess stand glanced up and smiled warmly. 
 
   "Evening, Sir. Would you like a table with a connection or no?" 
 
   "Damon. Over here, man." Ben's voice caught him off guard, and he moved over a little and lifted his hand to wave at his old friend. 
 
   Where he needed to get a few things done, the night was young. He could have a drink or two with Ben, catch up and then try to work through some of his ever-expanding to-do list. Besides, he owed Ben a bit of an apology. He'd been a horse's ass earlier that week to both Ben and Linda. Chances are that both of them had let it slide, but nevertheless, Damon was working on being better about letting his emotions get the best of him. 
 
   "I'm good. I'll come get another table after a few drinks with an old friend." He nodded and started to walk off as the woman gripped his upper arm lightly, stopping him. 
 
   "I'm Amanda." She handed him a card. "Let me know if there is anything you need while you're here."
 
   He winked and pulled from her hold. "Great. Thanks."
 
   Slut. 
 
   "Hey, buddy. When did you get in?" Damon slid into the booth across from Ben and started to get his computer out, but decided against it. He could spare a few minutes. 
 
   "About two hours ago." Ben shrugged. "The whole team is here, but I thought it would be nice to have a drink by myself, you know, test out the theory that only alcoholics drink alone."
 
   "And? You figured out if you fit the bill?" Damon chuckled, letting the angst from his fight with Bethany go. 
 
   "I'm still working on that." Ben glanced down at his hands and back up. "So Bethany didn't come with you? I thought we were going to start her on-"
 
   "She's upstairs. We're having our tenth misunderstanding for the day." Damon leaned back and turned as the waiter walked up. "Vodka and a splash of sprite. Three limes and a napkin, please."
 
   "Of course, Sir." 
 
   "We tried to wrap up most of the third quarter stuff at the office before leaving this afternoon, but it's just massive. We're meeting at six tomorrow morning in one of the conference rooms to try and finish up." Ben shrugged, seemingly ignoring Damon's comments about Bethany. He was almost grateful not to have to explain himself further. 
 
   "I'll be down there with you guys. Everyone made the trip okay?"
 
   "Yeah. Who is this new Senior Manager? We met briefly at the airport, but I need to know more. The woman is hot as fucking sin." Ben ran his fingers through his hair. 
 
   Damon chuckled. Delilah was beautiful, but Ben was way out of his league if he was thinking about hitting on her. She wasn't the type of woman to date anyone who wasn't wealthy like a well-worn coat. She got that from her mother, as Christa had too. They looked a lot alike, but Christa's hair was darker, her tits bigger and she had a nefarious look on her pretty face all the time. Delilah not so much. 
 
   "She's actually a good friend from my high school days. I dated her sister... you know, Christa."
 
   "Dude. I seriously thought she was Christa, but when she introduced herself..."
 
   "They do look a lot alike. Maybe too much." Damon sighed and sunk down into the booth behind him. 
 
   "You miss her?" Ben lifted his eyebrow. 
 
   "What? Hell no. She was, wait... is a bitch. Greedy and selfish with her eyes on nothing more than scoring a prize. I'm nobody’s trophy. Screw that shit." Damon rolled his shoulders and took his drink from the server as it was delivered. 
 
   "Interesting." 
 
   Damon lifted his eyebrow. "Why is that interesting?"
 
   "I would have thought she was your trophy. After you being top dog in Kappa Alpha all through college and sleeping with just about every vagina on campus..."
 
   "I didn't sleep with a lot of women."
 
   "Fuck that, you didn't. You're getting old and senile. You slept with a lot of girls. Period." Ben rolled his eyes and ran his hand down his chest, letting it rest on his portly stomach. "Remember that contest you and Kendal had every year."
 
   "Agh, fuck. Don't remind me of that." He laughed, finally relaxing enough to kick-back and let his guard down. It didn't happen too often, but Ben was an old friend. The poor guy hadn't gotten very far in life, but he was a hard worker and would eventually figure out how to play the game. It was always more about who you knew than what you were capable of. 
 
   "Someone should. You're a completely different guy now, or maybe you aren’t, shit, I don't know." He shrugged. "I saw Kendal a few months back, and he's changed completely. Stiff as hell and seems to have a chip on his shoulder."
 
   "I've changed a lot." Damon nursed his drink, thinking of all the women he took to his bed before growing up a little. They weren't toys, though most wished they were. It was disturbing and the older he got, the more he moved away from giving in to their desires, even if they matched his own. Bethany was different. Why, he was unsure, but the fact remained. If she wanted it, all she'd have to do was say so, but therein lied the challenge. She wasn't ballsy enough to stand up to him yet. She was almost there, but not quite yet. "Kendal has a lot of reason to withdraw. He worked his balls off to get that job at the university. Thanks to some whorish child with stars in her eyes, he almost lost everything."
 
   "I'd love to hear that story."
 
   "Then ask him. It's not my tale to tell." Damon turned as a busty girl with big green eyes and long dark hair walked up. Her blue dress was tight, leaving plenty of her tits bouncing above the top of it. Red lipstick and a pretty pink tongue that darted out and licked at her mouth. She knew she was hot. 
 
   "Hi boys. My friends over there and I were wondering if you might like to buy us a drink." She smiled as Ben grunted. 
 
   "Nope. We're gay. Can't you tell?" He lifted his eyebrow and glanced across the table at Damon. "Women nowadays. Jeez."
 
   Damon chuckled and lifted his glass to the girl. "Thanks for the offer, but no thanks."
 
   "Wait. Are you?" The girl shifted her eyes back and forth between Damon and Ben. 
 
   "We don't kiss and tell." Damon finished his drink and pulled out his laptop as she walked away, mumbling about how all the good ones were taken. 
 
   "You're welcome." Ben tapped the table between them.
 
   "Thank you?" Damon popped open the computer and ran his finger down the screen to open the programs. 
 
   "Yeah. I was saving you."
 
   "From what? A hot woman?" Damon smirked and turned his attention back to the screen. 
 
   "No, from making a mistake. You're with Bethany now, right?" Ben coughed. "You know that's a big ass mistake in the making, right?"
 
   "We had this discussion already, and you didn't save me from anything. I proposed to her. I'm a lot of things, but a cheater isn't one of them." Damon brushed his fingers across his lips. "Why is it that our tax people never seem to work as fast as the audit side?"
 
   "The rules change too often. You know that. Cut them some slack."
 
   Damon sat back as Ben reached across and closed the screen. "We're old friends, right? Frat brothers?"
 
   "Yeah. So." Damon reached for the top, but paused. 
 
   "So I'm telling you as someone who cares about you, you need to set this thing up with Bethany well. She's not only an intern at the firm, she's-"
 
   "I know. Stop fucking reminding me," he growled, wishing like hell he could pick them up and move to a foreign country where no one knew either of them. That would solve everything in their relationship, maybe... but the host of other problems it would create was almost stifling. 
 
   "She wants to move in together, which is the next step in the relationship, but I'm not sure I'm ready for that just yet." Damon picked up his glass and lifted it, trying to get the server’s attention. 
 
   "You proposed. I'm pretty sure you don't get to not be ready for anything. Next steps are blown out of the fucking water thanks to the ring you gave her."
 
   "What's with the tone, Ben? You don't even know her." Damon leaned forward a little as aggression pumped through his center. 
 
   "Hey. I'm just worried about you." Ben leaned back and lifted his hands in a show of surrender. "You know I'd support you in any crazy, fucked up adventure you wanted to go on, but this... it's nuts. Period."
 
   "I agree, but it is what it is." Damon shrugged and opened the laptop. He'd proposed too soon, but like any great opportunist, he wasn't willing to let go of the one that would eventually become the right partner for his lifestyle. She was everything he wanted and then some. She'd grow into the rest, and most likely mold him into the man she wanted him to be. It would just take time and a whole lot of fucking frictions from what he could tell. 
 
   "It's not what it is. This is marriage. It's a really big deal." Ben lifted his hands again. "I know, I'm just saying."
 
   "Well, don't. I'm fine. We're not moving in together for a while. We both need to grow into our relationship a little more. I'm happy with the moves I've made. I love her."
 
   "Do you, or are you infatuated with her."
 
   "Is there a difference?" Damon chuckled. "You're drunk and emotional. Stop projecting that sappy love shit on me. Bethany and I are good together, and everything is going to work out perfectly."
 
   "How do you know?"
 
   "Because I'll force it to."
 
   "Even if that upsets her? Women don't like that alpha male shit too long. It's good in the beginning, but then you better start softening."
 
   "Not happening." Damon clicked a few buttons. "Go get some sleep and leave me in peace. My relationship with Bethany is great."
 
   "Where is she?"
 
   "In the room." He glanced up. "Why?"
 
   "I'm pretty sure that's her getting into that cab." Ben pointed out the window as Damon's heart almost stopped in his chest. 
 
   "What the fuck." He slipped out of the booth and took his phone with him. The cab was gone by the time he walked out of the hotel. 
 
   A valet turned toward him and smiled. "Need me to get your car for you, Sir?"
 
   "No. Where was that girl headed?"
 
   "Um... I don't know." He turned back toward Damon with an odd expression. 
 
   "Right. Of course you don't." He turned and walked down the long sidewalk that led toward the parking lot as he called her. 
 
   "Hey." Her voice was thick as if she'd been crying. 
 
   "Where are you going? It's fucking eleven o'clock in a big city."
 
   "I'm getting some Tums. My stomach is killing me and they don't-"
 
   "Why didn't you text me to get them."
 
   "Because you were busy." Her bark was worse than her bite. 
 
   He pulled the phone from his ear and let out a long sigh. She didn't see him as anything more than an asshole. Otherwise, she would have come down and asked him to go with her, or for her. 
 
   "Be careful. I'll see you when you get back. Stop by the bar and let me know you're safe."
 
   "Right. Will do, boss." The phone went dead. 
 
   A growl left him that had an elderly couple moving to the other side of the sidewalk. Why did women have to be so damn sensitive? 
 
   Ben walked out of the hotel. "Everything okay?"
 
   Damon slipped his facade into place. "It's great. She's just running to the store."
 
   "Ah. All right, boss. See you in the morning. Good talk."
 
   Ben turned and walked back inside as Damon lifted his face toward the sky and tried not to condemn her to an ass-chewing when she got back. Why in the world she would leave the hotel without telling him was a mystery. 
 
   "She's an independent, strong woman. It's one of the many things you love about her," he huffed as if combating his own thoughts. "You do. You love her. Period.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
   Bethany
 
    
 
    
 
   He wasn't in the room the night before when she got back, and she didn't have the desire to go after him. A sadness settled on her that still held her tightly as she woke Saturday morning. The text from Ben she'd failed to see the night before showed that the team decided to meet up at six that morning. It was almost eight by the time she woke up. 
 
   Damon wasn't anywhere to be found, but his suitcase was open, and the smell of his skin was on the bed next to her. She got dressed quickly and called Ben as she walked from the room. Her issues with Damon would have to be solved later that evening when she could get him alone for a heart-to-heart. Hopefully kissing and making up would be a part of it, but nothing was happening in the bedroom until she got him to come to the table on why he was being such an unbearable ass. 
 
   "Good luck," she muttered as Ben picked up the phone. 
 
   "Hey, Bethany. Sorry about the late text. No worries about not making the six o'clock pow-wow, it was a different team anyway."
 
   "I feel like crap for not making it. I fell asleep early. My stomach was killing me."
 
   "Yeah, Damon told me."
 
   "Is he down there with you guys?"
 
   "No, and most of the team has already headed over to Zarpeth's main office. I was cleaning up a few things. You want to meet me downstairs and we can take a cab together?"
 
   "That sounds great. I need to get a coffee."
 
   "There's a shop at the bottom of the client's building. It's a nice underground food court thing."
 
   "I'll be downstairs in ten minutes." She jogged down the stairs, not paying a bit of attention to her heels. She'd learned to run in just about anything during college seeing that being late was something she was good at. She'd gotten better over the last few years, but the issue still seemed to linger. 
 
   She checked her phone to see if Damon left her a message and found nothing. A text from Jake said that he'd been to the doctor and he was healing nicely. She texted back quickly congratulating him as her chest constricted painfully. Why hadn't Damon asked about her stomach, or commented on leaving early? 
 
   He was pulling back, and didn't seem to care that she had no choice but to notice. 
 
   She swallowed her emotions and walked out of the stairwell to find Ben standing near the door. The dark purple blouse she had on accented her grey skirt and jacket well, leaving her to feel professional and well put together. Too bad her insides didn't reflect all that confidence. 
 
   "You look pretty today. You sleep well?" Ben asked as he moved up beside her. 
 
   "Thanks. I actually slept well once I fell asleep." She forced a calm expression on her face and tried to hold back the tears that kept threatening to blur her gaze. She needed an hour to let herself go before facing a room full of strangers that were supposed to be her colleagues over the next few months. 
 
   It was going to be fine. Everything was going to be fine. 
 
   "You're going to like this team. Some of the guys have been slacking off a little, so expect some tension when you walk into the room. Damon's going to come in and talk to the team at nine. He's pissed about some of the things that have slipped through the cracks, and rightly so. It's going to get ugly before it gets better," Ben chuckled and got into the back of the cab. 
 
   "Awesome," Bethany muttered and got in beside him, not at all in the mood to make small talk with the portly senior. He was a good guy, but a close friend of Damon's. There was nothing she could say that wouldn't make its way back to her wayward fiancé. 
 
   "Did you get to meet the new Senior Manager on the job? Damon hired her this last week. Old friend of his that Kent really likes a lot."
 
   An old friend of his from when?
 
   "No, but it's been a long week. You know I started my master's program on top of everything else." She stifled the need to pepper Ben with questions. She'd find out what she could from observation and then hit Damon up for the rest of the info later that night. 
 
   "I did know that. I'm not sure how you're doing it, but you know I'm here if you need anything, right?"
 
   "Yeah. Thanks for that." She leaned back and closed her eyes, hoping to shut down the conversation. Ben started to hum something softly under his breath and didn't say another word until he held the door for her at the large high rise in downtown. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Let's just start by saying that I'm disappointed." Damon glanced around the oval table they sat at. 
 
   Bethany had yet to get over the shock of having Philip on the team and seated next to her. They hadn't had more than a minute to say hi to each other before Damon walked into the quaint conference room and caused the mood to shift dramatically. 
 
   The pretty blond across the table was new to her, and had to be Damon's childhood friend, who scary enough looked like a softer version of his ex, Christa. Sickness rolled through Bethany's stomach as she tried to keep her concentration on Damon. There was no reason to let his words smack her around seeing that she wasn't part of the team that had failed to do their job well. 
 
   "Patrick. Why don't you stand up and introduce yourself, and tell the team what's going on so that they understand fully the shit storm that your team is pulling them into."
 
   A dark-haired Hispanic guy stood up and smoothed his shirt as his hands shook. 
 
   "Right. I'm Patrick. I'm the manager on this engagement, and as with a lot of large manufacturing clients, we're having some series issues with inventory. In our firm, and every firm really, the interns and new staff work the inventory counts. Ours was done incorrectly, and yet we didn't catch it during our review process. After investigation of the situation it doesn't seem that we were dealing with collusion or fraud, but it's a very sticky place to be right now." He slipped his hands into his pockets. "Most of the team was pulled apart and you guys are the new members that are hopefully going to help us pull this ship back on course."
 
   Damon spoke up. "Patrick is the only one from the team that isn't looking for a job, and that's because he wasn't involved. Don't mess this up. We're under the closing arguments for a government audit. It's ugly, and you need to be on your toes. Period."
 
   "How about we introduce ourselves, boss? Would that be all right?" Ben spoke up from across the table, and Damon nodded. 
 
   "Yes. Do that." He moved back to the door and opened it. "I'll be in the office at the end of the hall if you have what I would consider an emergency.”
 
   The smile on the blond across from Bethany was almost sickeningly sweet. They had more than a friendship from what she could gather. The way the woman watched Damon left her with very little question over it. If they hadn't been together, then the woman wanted to and was left wanting. A whole host of emotions danced around inside Bethany's stomach as everyone went around the room. Finally it was the blond’s turn. 
 
   She stood and pressed her hands to the table. To say she was in shape and made for the suit that fit her snuggly would have been an understatement. She was like a softer version of Erica, but something was off. 
 
   "I'm Delilah. I'm the newbie out of all of us, I do believe." A chuckle resounded along the members at the table. "I'm the Senior Manager on the job, so you won't see too much of me, but I'm here if you need anything. I have six years of experience in audit from one of the big four accounting firms and am happy to be here now. My desk is in Damon's office for this weekend, so make sure if you need something, that it's worthy of interrupting him. Setting up an appointment with me might be the best way to do things, and use your chain of command. I should be hearing from Patrick as your manager more than anyone else. That's all. Thanks!"
 
   After a few more introductions, Bethany made hers and Patrick dismissed the team to grab coffee, take a bathroom break and meet down the hall in their workroom for the weekend. 
 
   Philip moved up behind her as they walked out into the hall. 
 
   "I'm seriously in shock that Damon would allow me to be on the same team with you." Philip laughed and crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
   "Me too. Maybe he didn't find out until this morning." She shrugged. "Or maybe he doesn't care. I've never been anything but faithful, so there's no reason to question me."
 
   There was no way in hell she was going to discuss her disintegrating relationship with the one guy that would be waving his 'next-in-line' ticket to date her. That would have been a tragedy waiting to happen. She had to be on guard over whatever was happening between her and Damon, otherwise, they would keep pushing at each other until one of them walked away. 
 
   It was the last thing in the world she wanted, but he seemed to feel differently. 
 
   "That's a good thing. Either way, I'm glad to be back." Philip smiled and nodded toward the coffee stand. "Want something?"
 
   "Yeah, but I’ll wait. I see you cut your hair." She pushed at his shoulder and laughed as he shook his head. 
 
   "Don't start with that. I'm still a little salty over it." He turned to go into the coffee bar as Bethany walked toward Damon's office. There was no way she was starting the day without first talking to him for a few minutes about the night before. There had to be a way to let him know just how hurt her feelings were without starting a fight. 
 
   She rubbed the empty spot on her hand where her ring should have sat and couldn't help but think through how fucked up it was that she couldn't share the good news with people. He had to lay the foundation?
 
   "Then lay it," she grumbled and lifted her hand to knock on his door. The feminine voice beside her stopped her dead in her tracks. 
 
   "Hi Bethany. Something I can do for you?"
 
   She turned to face Delilah. There was no reason not to give the girl a chance at a solid work relationship, and seeing that she was the Senior Manager on the job, she would be the one writing Bethany's annual review. 
 
   "I was just stopping by to talk with Damon for a minute."
 
   "Mr. Bryant?" She lifted her eyebrow as if to question Bethany's casual reference to Damon. 
 
   Heat bubbled up from the center of Bethany's stomach and coated her chest and neck in warmth. She couldn't exactly spout out that she was part of the family, one of Kent's kids now. That would fuck things up for them when they told everyone that she was Damon's fiancé. There was no way she could use that either. 
 
   "Yes, Mr. Bryant."
 
   "Right, well, one of my jobs is to protect Mr. Bryant's time, so maybe I can help you instead." She tilted her head to the side, and the kind look she had plastered to her face in the conference room moments ago was all but gone. 
 
   "I don't think so, but thanks." Bethany turned and reached for the door. 
 
   "And why not? Something I should know?" The woman was persistent. 
 
   "No. I just-"
 
   "Bethany. I'm Patrick. Damon's told me so much about you. Says you’re Kent's new protégé and might put him out of a job." He chuckled and extended his hand. "There a reason we're having a pow-wow around Damon's door?"
 
   "Mr. Bryant?" Bethany asked cheekily and glanced over at Delilah, disliking the woman already. 
 
   "No, we just call him Damon. His father is Mr. Bryant. He'll tell you that." Patrick laughed as the door behind Bethany opened. 
 
   "Is there a reason why you guys are having a meeting out in the hall by my damn office? All I can hear is the three of you," Damon barked softly as anger brushed across his handsome face. 
 
   Bethany smiled at Patrick. "That's my cue to leave. Nice to meet you."
 
   "Sorry, Damon. The girl wanted to talk with you for a minute, and I just asked what she needed." Delilah's voice followed her down the hall as she made a beeline to the bathroom and walked in, plopping down in a stall and pressing her hands to her face. 
 
   "What the hell is happening?"
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15
 
   Damon
 
    
 
    
 
   Bethany walked into the bathroom, her shoulders rolled in slightly. She was hurt. Fuck. 
 
   Of course she went to the one place I can't get to her. 
 
   Did she not remember him holding her the night before as he apologized for their long evening apart? He was stressed. Did she not get stressed and pull back from all of humanity until she figured things out? Surely she did. Why wasn't he granted the right to just be who he was instead of who she expected him to be? That change would come over time, but fuck, it wasn't instantaneous. 
 
   Damon waved his hand to silence Patrick and Delilah and moved back, letting the woman into his office. Having to share his space with anyone but Bethany, even workspace sounded like hell on earth. As long as Delilah could remain professional and keep the chattiness to a minimum, they would be all right. 
 
   "Sorry about all of that." Christa's sister walked in and laid her briefcase on her desk. "Is she-"
 
   "None of your business." He walked to his desk and sat down. "I'm not discussing anything other than business with anyone today. I have a ton to do, so if you're in here with me, you're quiet and busy. Got it?"
 
   "Absolutely." She nodded and turned her back toward him. 
 
   He half expected her to start crying or throw a fit, but she didn't. Like a mature adult with their feelings tucked deep into their chest instead of sitting on their shoulders, she sat down and got her ass in gear. 
 
   Amazing. Why can't Beth do that?
 
   It had to be because they were dating. Engaged. Getting married. 
 
   He ran his fingers through his hair and tried to get through a few more e-mails as concern swept through him. She needed to work for another firm. There was no way they were going to be effective working together and sleeping in the same bed. A lot of people pulled it off, but a whole lot more didn't. She wouldn't be able to pull herself beyond the relationship they shared to be professional in the office. Ben had done a good job of keeping their friendship on the side while at work, but that was no comparison to what him and Bethany were looking at. 
 
   Marriage. Forever. 
 
   His watch buzzed, alerting him to the appointment with Zarpeth's CEO in ten minutes. 
 
   "Meeting?" He'd almost forgotten Delilah was in the room. 
 
   "Yes. Bring a note pad and come jot down anything we might need to remember later. Mr. Talling is a good businessman, but his company has grown far too fast. We need to not only see where we can add value, but where we can sell extra services too."
 
   "Absolutely." Her voice was almost professional, but not quite. It was a little too flirty. There was nothing to do but ignore it. With the history they had, and the strong friendship she'd given him all those years ago, he wasn't going to assume anything. Maybe she just sounded sensual to everyone. It didn't matter. 
 
   He picked up his coffee and walked to the door, opening it and stopping short. The sound of Bethany laughing with a guy left his blood running cold. 
 
   Stop it. It's nothing. Don't get paranoid and fuck things up further.
 
   Moving out in the hall, he took a quick right and walked the long way to Mr. Talling's office so that he could peek into the audit room where the staff were. Bethany's grey suit looked so damn good on her, and yet she had no clue just how beautiful she was. 
 
   It's not like he had an opportunity to mention it to her yet. They had to be careful of showing too much of their relationship in the office, but it was damn hard not to pull her aside and make sure she was all right. He could only hope that she was headed to his office earlier in an effort to do just that. 
 
   "You need something?" Patrick looked up as Damon stopped by the open door. 
 
   He glanced over his shoulder toward Delilah. "The meeting is in that corner office down the hall. Get the lights on and I'll be right there."
 
   "Yeah, no problem." She walked off, and Damon turned back to the room, unable to let his gaze rest on anyone but his woman's. 
 
   "Beth, you wanted something earlier?" He pursed his lips as warmth spread through his stomach, infusing the goodness of what could be between them. He was fucking things up and felt like a fifteen-year-old cock-head when they were together as of late. Why he couldn't get himself in check and try harder was a concern. That coupled with the weight of getting married almost seemed too much until he was standing in front of her. Then it all made sense. 
 
   "Nope. I'm good." She glanced up from the papers in front of her and flipped her long dark hair over her shoulder. 
 
   "Can you come here for a minute, please?" He turned and walked back to his office as he sucked a shallow breath through his clenched teeth. His cock twitched in his slacks, his pulse quickening. The woman had a strange power over him that made little to no sense. 
 
   She walked into the office and he closed the door. "How is your stomach?"
 
   "I'll live." She was cold, her emotions on lock-down. He had fucked up. 
 
   Some part of him wanted to poke at her and start the fight they were headed toward just to get it over with, but he couldn't push them closer to the edge of ending things. He didn't want that at all. 
 
   For her to grow up and act a little more mature? Sure. 
 
   For her to understand the sticky situation they were dealing with over him being her boss and her brother and her lover? Yes. 
 
   But for it to end? Never. 
 
   "Hey." He reached out, but she moved back a step. "Beth."
 
   "Don't." She glanced up, and the hurt in her face lanced his insides. "You leave last night in a pissy mood, get in my face about needing something for my stomach and then don't even wake me up to tell me you were going. I'm glad we saved the firm a little bit of money by rooming together."
 
   "You know-"
 
   Her expression hardened as her face turned red and she poked her finger into the center of his chest as she took several steps toward him, backing him up as she did. 
 
   Hot wouldn't cover it. The woman was blistering when she was angry. It aged her by ten years, pulling her toward a confidence that left him needy and aching all over. There was nothing he desired more than to meet his match in the office, in the bedroom, in the world, and he had. Now he just had to be patient while she grew up a little and took ownership of the woman she was going to become. 
 
   It was enough to keep him hanging on forever. 
 
   "And who the fuck is this Delilah chick? She looks exactly like Christa. Is that some kind of warning? Did you hire her because-"
 
   He gripped her wrist and pulled her flush against him before turning them and pressing her tightly to the full length windows that ran the length of the room. 
 
   "Hush. Dad hired her, and she's nothing to me." He leaned down, running his nose along the sensual line of her neck as his cock throbbed in his slacks. "God, you turn me on so fucking much. How? How do you keep pulling me back with this horrid desire to strip you down and cover you in kisses?"
 
   "Pull you back?" Her blue eyes moved across his face as he leaned back a little, but kept his hands locked on her hips, his front pressed to hers. 
 
   "I didn't mean it like that. Don't get even more sensitive. I just needed a minute with you." He leaned down to kiss her, but she turned her face away. 
 
   "Move. You're not at all the man I fell in love with. Back up."
 
   "What? No. I'm exactly who you fell in love with. You're expecting someone different to show up because I gave you a ring, but that's not how it works. I'm still me. If you don't-"
 
   "Don't you dare say it," she barked as tears filled her eyes. 
 
   "Beth. Come on, baby. You know I love you. I was there last night wrapped around you. I'm stressed and shit is hitting the fan. If you didn't work here, it would be a different situation altogether." He trapped her face in his hands and leaned down, taking ownership of her soft lips. She fought against him for a second before moaning and melting into him. 
 
   The kiss was long and deep, his pretty girl sucking on his tongue as her fingers slid down the sides of his chest and moved around to squeeze his ass. He rocked into her and licked at her mouth until she pushed at him. 
 
   "Stop. You're messing up my lipstick." She shook her head, still not showing any emotion that would lead to reconciliation. 
 
   "So?" He kissed her again roughly. "Let's get through today and go out tonight. Just you and me. Last night sucked, as has most of this week. I don't want you hurting."
 
   "Then stop being a dick." She pushed at his chest and adverted her eyes from him. He was losing her. 
 
   "Hey." He gripped her chin and forced her to look up at him. "You're mine. No matter what happens between us or what silly little bullshit storm we deal with. We made a promise to each other. Remember?"
 
   "Who is Delilah, Damon? Is she Christa's sister?"
 
   He sighed and moved back. "Yes. She's her twin."
 
   "Right. Awesome." Bethany ran her hands over her breasts as she smoothed down her shirt and Damon's stomach tightened farther. Stripping her and making her forget everything but him sounded like such a good idea, but it wasn't the time or the place. Surely Mr. Talling was already waiting with Delilah for him. 
 
   "Dinner tonight. We can talk about all of this."
 
   "Yep, 'cause I'm not sleeping with you again until we do." She turned her back to him and walked toward the door. 
 
   "Excuse me?" The lust that pumped through him moments before dissipated. Did she think he was a pet to be rewarded with her body when he behaved and not otherwise? Hell no. 
 
   "You heard me. I want this thing between us, but I'm starting to feel like I'm the only one that does." She walked out and closed the door behind her. 
 
   He growled low in his chest and pressed his hands to his face as he moved back toward the window and groaned. She was young, inexperienced, immature and so fucking hot. 
 
   "So damn difficult." He ran his hands down his face and took a shallow breath before calling his dad and dropping down into a chair. 
 
   "Morning, son. Everything okay?" 
 
   "Yes. We're here and I'm about to meet with James. The team is fully engaged, but I'm not calling about work." He sighed and let his eyes move across the beautiful view of the city that the office afforded. 
 
   "What's going on? Bethany okay? Matt?" The mild panic in his father's voice forced him to get to the point quickly. 
 
   "It's me and Bethany. I love her, but fuck if she's not difficult," he growled and leaned back in his chair. "One minute she seems to accept me for the moody bastard I am, and the next, I'm hurting her damn feelings over and over again. It's exhausting and coupled with all this work bullshit, I'm starting to wonder if I did the right thing."
 
   "By proposing?"
 
   "Yes, Dad."
 
   "Only you can answer that. Having your significant other at the office with you isn't the most ideal situation, but Bethany is a smart girl. She'll hold her own if you give it to her."
 
   "I guess."
 
   "I know she is. Stop treating her like she's at the office all the time. Knowing you, that's what's happening."
 
   "We have to be professional here. I refuse to be anything but," Damon huffed and got up. The only good thing about having yet another fight was his hard-on was officially gone. 
 
   "Right, but you don't have to be professional the minute you walk out of the office. Take her out and have fun. Let that angst go while you're at home, at the hotel, out for a dinner date. Don't carry it with you. I know how you are. I bet you're being office Damon all the damn time."
 
   "I am not." He forced a chuckle as he realized that he was doing exactly that. Fuck. 
 
   "If you guys love each other, work it out. It will be fine. I promise. Just force her to be like you in the office, and force yourself to be like her anywhere else."
 
   "All right. I'll be in touch." He dropped the call and swallowed the need to apologize a million times to her. It wasn't that he wasn't willing to, but that he couldn't figure out what the hell he was actually apologizing for. 
 
   Be more fun outside of work. He could do that. Maybe. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
   Bethany
 
    
 
    
 
   Maybe she was overthinking it. A few weeks back he'd been more of an ass than ever, and she'd been fine with it. For some reason, she half-expected him to change simply because of the engagement, but she hadn't changed much, right?
 
   She packed up and walked out of the conference room after everyone else had skipped off to dinner thirty minutes before. Damon had texted sometime just after lunch for her to meet him out at the street around seven. After a long day of trying to catch up to where everyone seemed to expect her to be, a hot bubble bath and TV sounded good, but that wasn't happening. 
 
   As long as there wasn't another fight to deal with, she'd be good. Too much more and she was liable to crack and chuck the ring at him. There was only so much someone could be expected to put up with, even someone head-over-heels. 
 
   She took the elevator down and stifled a yawn as she walked out of the building. A sleek black Mercedes much like Damon's sat parked in front of the building as other cars moved by in the street. Bethany clutched her bag in front of her and tried to appear casual as she looked around. If Damon were in the car, he needed to roll the damn window down. 
 
   As if on cue, it rolled down. 
 
   Her breath swept from her chest as he smiled, neither of them saying a word. 
 
   Don't cry. Don't cry.
 
   The five o'clock shadow that dusted his chin and cheeks left him looking more rugged than she could handle. How physical attraction could wash over the aches and pains and make them momentarily better was a mystery that she was too tired to think through, but it worked its magic on her. 
 
   "Hi, pretty girl. I have the night off and was wondering if maybe you'd like to go to dinner? Maybe grab a drink at a piano bar after and let me twirl you around the floor a little? Dessert could be optional, but might be fun. A long shower?"
 
   "I thought you didn't dance unless forced to." A smile touched her lips as she trapped the pain of their roller coaster relationship deep inside of her. 
 
   "Only at a wedding or when-"
 
   "Seducing a woman. I remember." She glanced down the street and shook her head. "I'm good, but thanks for the offer. I'm not looking for one night, but many. The guy who's supposed to come get me is... well, he's soon to be everything to me. I think." Tears blurred her vision. 
 
   So much for trapping it behind a cheeky facade.
 
   He got out of the car and moved to stand in front of her, his expression loving and filled with concern. 
 
   "Baby. I'm right here. You know we have a lot to work through."
 
   "And a ring doesn't change that. I get it." She reached up and wiped at her tears angrily. "I wish dinner and dancing were the cure-all for the hurt inside of me, but it isn't."
 
   "Can it be a start?" He touched the side of her face and licked at his lips. "Please."
 
   It wasn't a request. 
 
   "Yeah. Sure." She touched his hand before turning her face to kiss his palm a few times. "Stop shutting me out, and stop being a dick. I've kept up with your rules and your demands and your needs. Give back a little before this thing falls apart."
 
   He nodded stiffly, obviously not liking the idea of her taking control of the conversation or directly addressing the issue. 
 
   His problem. If it falls apart it won't be because I didn't give it my all. 
 
   She walked around him and got into the passenger's side of the car to find a pretty bouquet of red roses laying between the seats. 
 
   "What do you feel like for dinner? Seafood, steak, something else?" He picked up the roses and handed them to her. "For you."
 
   "When did you have time to get these?"
 
   "I made time." He reached over and touched her arm with the back of his fingers. "Let’s have fun tonight and try to leave all this angsty bullshit behind us for a while."
 
   "I'll try."
 
   "What can I do to change that trying to doing?" He tugged at a strand of her hair before leaning into her seat and kissing her softly a few times. "Where's my girl under all this drama? Is she in there? I want her. I need her. Tell her to come out and have dinner with me."
 
   She nodded, not willing to push it any further. "Okay."
 
   "Good." He dropped back in his seat, clueless. "Now, where to?"
 
   "Let's go to the steakhouse Erica was talking about in Jamaica."
 
   "You wanna fly to Jamaica?" He winked at her and reached for her hand, pulling it up to his lips and kissing softly. "I know the one. It's one of the best in the world."
 
   "Good." She pulled her hand from his and turned to look out her passenger's side window. "I heard it rains here all the time, but it hasn't at all today, unless I missed it."
 
   "You were trapped in a conference room all day." He brushed his fingers by her leg and pushed her skirt up a little before gripping her thigh softly. "You want me to stop by the hotel so you can put on something more comfortable?"
 
   She glanced over at him and rested her hand on his, not wanting him to go any higher. The need to protect herself from whatever they were headed toward rolled through her violently.
 
   "Yeah, that would be great actually." She forced a smile and reached to turn on the radio.
 
   "You sure you're all right?"
 
   "Yep. Just a lot on my plate right now." She crossed her legs in a way that forced him to pull his hand back. "I think the one thing I can't shake is why you wouldn't have told me about Christa's sister coming to work at the firm. I guess it's really not my business." She shrugged and kept her voice soft and conversational, as if they were discussing the color of the drapes in a house. "It just shocked me to see her there with no clue of who she was or that she was coming."
 
   "I get that." A tenseness entered his voice that didn't belong there. It should have been her that was tense over the situation. Omission of truth was the same as lying, or at least that's the lesson he'd taught over her punching Sadie in the face and not saying anything about it. How was this situation any different?
 
   She pulled out her phone and texted Matt as Damon sighed softly and put both hands on the wheel, squeezing tightly until the leather creaked in protest. 
 
    
 
   Bethany: Where are you?
 
   Matt: At the hotel. What's up? You need me?
 
   Bethany: Yes. I'm going to tell Damon I have a stomach ache. I can't do this tonight. Can we go somewhere undercover?
 
   Matt: My chest hurts over this, but yeah, I like undercover.
 
   Bethany: Mine too, but I can't keep up this fake shit anymore. I'm hurt and I'm sure it's my fault, but I need to get away from it for the night. 
 
   Matt: Text me when you're free. 
 
    
 
   The phone rang on the car’s console, and Damon tapped it twice. Ben's voice filled up the car as they pulled up into the driveway of the hotel. 
 
   "Hey boss man. We're all going to a great piano bar down the street from the office. You and Bethany should join us."
 
   "Naw, man. We-"
 
   "Just a second, Ben." She pressed mute on the dashboard. "You should go. My stomach is starting to get sick again. Seriously. Come back to me tonight and we can catch up."
 
   "No." His expression tightened further as anger burned across his face. "I'm coming up with you."
 
   "No. Really. I don't want to be sick in front of you. I love you." She leaned over and kissed him, but he didn't return the gesture. 
 
   "Beth, I'm not letting you be sick alone. We're in this thing-"
 
   "Go. I need some time to myself. I'll text you if I need something. Let me be gross in peace." She forced a laugh and grabbed her purse and got out of the car. 
 
   He sat in the car, staring out the front window as she turned to wave at him. Nothing. It wasn't until she was standing in front of the elevator with tears running down her cheeks that she realized that she left the flowers he got her sitting in the front seat. 
 
   "Fucking great."
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "I think you guys are putting way the fuck too much pressure on yourselves. My God, you just got together three weeks ago." Matt dipped his chip into the bowl of hot salsa between them. 
 
   Bethany sucked down another drink of her frozen margarita before answering. 
 
   "I know. I keep telling myself that, but some of the little things he's done that have hurt me seem to feel so damn big. So big..."
 
   Matt reached over and squeezed her hand. "So let's talk about something else. You and Damon will figure this shit out. You're too right for each other not to, okay?"
 
   "Okay." She glanced down and forced the hot lump of regret in her chest to go back down. They would figure things out... maybe. Hopefully. "Did you ask Erica out?"
 
   "No. She's a piranha." He laughed as Bethany gave him a look. 
 
   "She's a great girl and someone that you would-"
 
   "I know. I've heard it a million times. No is my answer. I don't want a woman like her. Honestly." He shrugged. "She's beautiful and leaves my insides shaking with white-hot need, but she's not the kind of woman I want to emotionally tie myself to."
 
   "Why is that?"
 
   "She's like Damon. Strong, confident, a bitch and a half, and I love it. I would become her lap dog in public and put a collar on her in the bedroom. She would bring out the worst parts of me." He reached over and pulled Bethany's drink toward him. He took a drink and licked at the salt on the side before grimacing. "This tastes like shit."
 
   "You lick the salt first, nugget-head." She laughed and showed him how to do it. 
 
   "I'll just stick to beer for now. Thanks." He lifted his beer in the air. "Things are going to work out. I promise."
 
   "I hope so." She hit her glass against his and let Matt move the conversation to more relaxed, fun topics, which he did well. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Finding Damon asleep on the coach of the room when she got back that night was a little concerning. He had to know that she went out, but how long had he been in the room waiting on her?  
 
   The roses were in a vase on the desk, and a card sat beside them, unopened. Had he gotten it for her for their dinner date?
 
   Guilt pumped through her as she opened the card and turned to face him. The soft sound of him breathing let her know that he was asleep. She glanced up from the card and let her eyes move along him as the moonlight spread across his sleek figure. He was in slacks and nothing else, his beautiful body like something out of a wet dream. 
 
    
 
   Beth,
 
    
 
   Give me time, and I'll give you patience. Give me grace, and I'll give you trust. Give me your heart, and I'll treasure it forever. This isn't the end, but the beginning, right? Sure feels like the opposite is happening. Where are you tonight, baby? Is there someone else you'd rather be with than me? Who is he? How can I be more like him? Am I not enough?
 
   There's so much to work through, but for me... you're it. I'm willing to keep pushing forward if you are. I hope you are, Beth, because despite it being three weeks, I love you. 
 
    
 
   D
 
    
 
    
 
   She pressed her fingers to her lips as a sob lodged in her chest. There he was... the man she'd fallen in love with. He was tucked somewhere deep inside the asshole across the room. 
 
   After setting the card down and changing into a tank top and panties, she walked across the room and sat down on the bed beside him on the couch, brushing his hair back as tears rolled over her cheeks. It would be so easy to wake him up and make love to him for the rest of the night, to forget the hurt and work toward something better, but she couldn't force herself to do it. She'd never cheat on him, and though that was his main hang up, she shouldn't have had to convince him that she wasn't out with another man. 
 
   Well, no one other than Matt, and he didn't count.
 
   She leaned over and kissed his head a few times as he grumbled and rolled onto his side, putting his back to her. She kissed his shoulder and got up, pulled the top cover off the bed and put it on him before getting in the over-sized bed beside him and trying to force herself to get some sleep. They had another long day on Sunday, and she needed to be on her toes. Otherwise, something told her that she'd have Delilah in her face, which wouldn't go over too well. 
 
   Wonder if she needs a nose job too.


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17
 
   Damon
 
    
 
    
 
   The light mist that covered the golf course that next morning ushered in an odd peace that Damon needed more than he wanted to admit, even to himself. Bethany had come in from her date, or whatever she'd been doing, opened the card and left him on the couch. It was a clear sign that things were headed toward being over. It was too much to consider, so like he'd done his whole life, he boxed it up and tucked it away. Fuck it. All of it. 
 
   "So you think you guys going down to Florida next weekend will help some?" James Talling glanced up as he wiped off the tip of his putter. 
 
   "Absolutely." Damon nodded and glanced over to Patrick. "Pat's going down there, and some of our other hard-hitting staff. We'll wrap everything up and set up new procedures and processes. It will be a brand new operation by the time we leave."
 
   "And all in a weekend." Patrick chuckled and walked out to the fairway beside Damon as James moved up to take his turn. "We missed you last night. Ben thought you were going to join us."
 
   "Yeah. Too much to do. I had to work for a few hours and then I passed out. One too many bourbons, I guess." He crossed his arms over his chest and tried not to think about how good Bethany looked laying in the bed that morning, still sound asleep. The covers had pulled off of her as she lay on her side, and her tiny white panties left so much skin on display. It took every ounce of denying himself not to bend down, tug them to the side and eat her for breakfast. Any other morning and he would have. 
 
   "You all right?" Patrick's expression hardened a little as his eyebrows furrowed. 
 
   "Yes, just a lot on my mind, but nothing I’m willing to discuss.” Damon nodded as James walked toward them.
 
   "Of course, boss. Just know I'm here if you do."
 
   "Thanks." Damon took the putter from James and smiled. "You're not going to win this one, my friend."
 
   "The story of my life." He laughed as they passed. "The only success I have is Zarpeth, and it's started to crack at the seams too."
 
   Damon turned at the older man's confession. Zarpeth crumbling was a serious situation, not just for the revenue, but because M&B was tied to the company's reputation as they were all of their audit clients. 
 
   "What do you mean?" Damon pressed the putter in the ground and gripped the top with both hands as he leaned forward and stretched. 
 
   "Hm?" James turned back to face Damon. "Oh, I'm just being a cynic. Everything is good outside of this inventory mess. I was referring to all the other shit in my life."
 
   "Like?" Damon stood back up and swung a few times, feeling much better about James' explanation. There wasn't room for too many more shit storms in his life right then. 
 
   "Dana is filing for divorce next week." He shrugged. "I guess all these years of me working eighty-plus hours a week finally got to her."
 
   "That sucks. I'm sorry to hear that, man." Damon moved toward his ball and hit it once. It sunk in the whole and James growled loudly. 
 
   "You get all the lucky balls, don't you?" He laughed as Damon lifted his eyebrow at him and walked toward the cart as Patrick moved to take his turn. 
 
   "I'm not sure lucky would be the word. My life is a bit of a mess right now too." He ran his fingers through his hair and stretched again. 
 
   "Can't be worse than mine." James slipped his hands in his pockets and let out a shaky breath. 
 
   "You love her?" Damon couldn't help but ask. 
 
   "Yeah, man. With all of my heart, but love isn't enough."
 
   "No? I've always heard that if you had love, you had everything. Doesn't love heal all wounds and stop time or some crazy shit like that?" Damon forced a smirk though his heart ached deep in his chest. 
 
   "I wish." James glanced down toward his feet. "She's trying to take custody of our twin boys, and though I'd rather be skinned alive and dipped in acid than hurt her, I have to fight for them. She's going to take it as an attack, and I fucking hate that, but what else am I supposed to do?"
 
   "How old are they?"
 
   "Ten. They need me." He chuckled and glanced back up. "Fuck. I need them. I need her, but she won't hear me."
 
   "Women are complex. Have you asked what the source of her hurts are?"
 
   "Yeah, but I can't let go of the company."
 
   "Sure you can. You've built it from the ground up. Hand it over to a well-qualified team of managers and go get your wife back."
 
   "It's not that easy, but maybe you’re right. I'll think about how to do that. Even if this is it for me and Dana, I still owe the next woman in my life a better chance at a relationship than I gave my wife."
 
   "Would you change it all if you could? Go back and fix the small cracks in the marriage?"
 
   "Hell yeah. She's everything I wanted in a wife, a lover, a best friend." He pressed his teeth into his lip and shook his head before walking down the fairway toward the next hole. 
 
   "James all right?" Patrick walked over and got into the golf cart. 
 
   "Yeah, he will be." Damon dropped down into the driver's seat and tried to figure out if he still had a chance of fixing him and Bethany. She hadn't cheated on him. She wouldn't do that.
 
   Neither would his mom have cheated on his dad. Not in a million years, but she did. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   He walked into the office a few hours later to find the staff working fast to put out a third quarter fire for another client. He left them to it and walked to his office to find Bethany staring out the window. 
 
   "Hey, can you organize a dinner tonight? Looks like those guys in there aren't going to get a break anytime soon. We'll either bring something in, or go somewhere."
 
   "Yeah, I guess." She glanced over her shoulder. The sadness on her pretty face tore into him, but he'd made his apologies yesterday only to have her lie to him about her stomach and leave with someone. No way had she gone out by herself for two hours. He'd parked the car and gotten to the room in time to smell the remnant of her perfume that filled the place. 
 
   "Thanks." He walked to his desk and sat down, not bothering to ask why she was standing by the window while everyone else was busting ass. That wouldn't gain him any favors, though after the night before, he wasn't sure he wanted any. 
 
   "Thank you for the card. It was sweet."
 
   Sweet? 
 
   "Sure." He popped open his laptop and turned it on before glancing up to catch her watching him. "What's up, Beth?"
 
   "Why does everything have to be a fight between us? What am I to you? Your girlfriend? Your associate?" She pressed her hands to her hips. "You're fucking secretary?"
 
   "Because I asked you to organize a dinner?" He leaned back in his chair and forced his anger to stay at the edge of the confrontation. She was mad, and yet it was his turn to light into her. She was one hundred percent in the wrong. 
 
   "Yeah, Damon. That's why." She shook her head and walked to the door. 
 
   "Right. Close the door behind you, and thanks for your efforts. Hope your stomach is all better." He glanced down and opened a few files as the door closed. "Fuck. What the hell?"
 
   They were past the point of saving things, or so it seemed. This was the reason he refused to get into a relationship in the first place. Everything was taken the wrong way, skewed, fucked up. It was exhausting, and at this point... not really worth the effort. If all he was going to do was continue to hurt her with every move he made, then he was done. 
 
   He was honest in the card the night before. He did love her. But as James had clearly reminded him, love just wasn't enough. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The rest of the day was a blur of activity, and he didn't look up from his laptop until Ben knocked on the door later that evening. The twinkling stars outside of his window let him know it was well past the time he'd planned to get up and find something to eat. His stomach growled angrily as if in protest. 
 
   "You coming?"
 
   "Where?" Damon stood up and stretched before pulling off his suit jacket. 
 
   "Dinner. Bethany organized a family-style dinner at the Italian place just down the road. Come on, we can walk."
 
   "Where is the rest of the team?" He walked out into the hall to see Delilah on the phone. 
 
   "They're already there. We let them go to get the appetizers and stuff. You good walking?" Ben grabbed Delilah’s elbow and she nodded and moved in behind them. 
 
   "Yeah, I could use some fresh air."
 
   "Long day?"
 
   "Yeah. I didn't move once I don't think. Everything hurts." He reached up and rubbed his hand down the back of his neck before rolling his shoulders a few times. "Beth do okay today?"
 
   "Oh yeah. The girl is honestly brilliant. She's fast as fuck too. I love having her on the team. She didn't talk much, which was odd, but I figured she was just tired from a wild night with-"
 
   Damon popped him in the chest. "Don't. Not appropriate."
 
   "Gotcha." Ben gave him a sheepish look and held the elevator open for them. 
 
   Delilah’s eyes moved across him as a smile touched the side of her mouth. "My stupid sister seems to think that I'm going to set you up again."
 
   "Again?" Ben's eyebrow lifted. "Were you the one that set him up with Christa originally?"
 
   Damon chuckled and pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose. Were they really going to unlock the stories of his past? He was too tired to deal with much of anything.
 
   "Yes. Dumbest mistake of my life. I should have swiped him up for myself." She laughed and moved to Damon's side, pressing her shoulder against his. "We would make a good couple."
 
   "Would have. Past tense." He forced a smile and walked out into the lobby of the building. Ben and Delilah laughed and poked fun at him as they walked to the restaurant. He played into it a little, but stopped outside the restaurant and turned to face them. "All right, drop it. I don't want anyone here to feel inferior to either of you because we have a past together."
 
   "You have a past with Damon too?" Delilah laughed. "Have you seen him in a speedo?"
 
   Damon rolled his eyes and walked into the restaurant. The hostess ushered him to the back room where the rest of his staff were. Philip was seated next to Beth and leaning over, showing her something on the menu, but they were entirely too close for Damon's comfort. 
 
   She laughed and turned her face towards Philip's to say something, putting them awkwardly close, intimately so. The widening of her eyes said that she realized it, and she moved back. 
 
   Damon cleared his throat and smiled. "Thanks for all the hard work. Bethany, can I see you for a minute?"
 
   "Of course." She stood up as her face lost color. 
 
   Unbelievable. Something was going on between the two of them. Damon had taken a chance on hiring this little shit back, much to his detriment, obviously.
 
   He moved through the restaurant and walked out into the cool night air as she stopped beside him. 
 
   "Is this a good place for dinner? I should think-"
 
   He turned and grabbed her arm as he leaned down to get in her face. Her tone was cocky, shitty, full of condemnation. 
 
   "What are you doing right now? Do you want this to end? If you do, fucking say so, and I'll save us the pleasure of ripping each other apart from across the room."
 
   She jerked her arm from him and slapped him. Hard. "Fuck you for that. You know that I love you. You're the villain here. Not me."
 
   He rubbed his cheek and glanced around. "Right. I'm the one that lied. The one that went somewhere with someone last night and left you sleeping on the couch. Yeah, I forgot. That was me."
 
   "If I don't have my legs open or a calculator in my hand, I'm nothing to you but a puppet on a string." She took a step back toward the restaurant. "And I didn't lie. You did."
 
   "Your stomach still hurting?" Anger burned through him as he clenched his fists and tried hard to pull himself back from pressing her to the side of the restaurant and reminding her who was in charge. It would do no good. She didn't want him anymore. That much was obvious. 
 
   "Is anyone else from Christa's family going to start working here? I mean, the more the fucking merrier."
 
   "Grow up, Beth." He turned and walked back toward the office. 
 
   "Don't leave me standing here."
 
   He ignored her and lifted his eyes to the sky as his heart ripped in two and tears burned his gaze. She could have her freedom and her future. He would take the role Charlie had advised him to. Mentor. Friend. Big Brother. 
 
   He could be anything she needed him to be and nothing else. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18
 
   Bethany
 
    
 
    
 
   "Everything okay?" Philip glanced up as Bethany took her place beside him. 
 
   "Yeah, I think so." She picked up her menu and forced herself into a place of calm that didn't really exist. She'd been through enough shitty situations as a teenager to know how to cover her tracks emotionally. Damon's denial of her concerns over Delilah showed where he was far too clearly. 
 
   The only question was whether there was a hope for a change of heart in either of them. A depression that she couldn't imagine surviving began to stir deep in her chest. As sad and stupid as it seemed, she couldn't shake the desire to have him one more time. The strong emotions they shared when making love were enough to leave her panting and shaken. It was a little like hitting the most perfect drug and riding the high as long as she could. He was addictive in ways she'd never imagined possible. 
 
   "You don't look like everything is okay." Philip glanced around and pressed his shoulder to hers. "You and the big guy fighting?"
 
   "Always," she mumbled and picked up her glass of tea. Delilah stood across the room talking with Ben and Patrick. Several associates across the table laughed loudly, and the room seemed too big all of a sudden. "I can't do this."
 
   Bethany got up and walked languidly toward the front of the restaurant, as if it were simply time to leave for the night. Being dramatic and making herself the center of conversation at the office the next day wasn't happening. One more egg in her basket and she was liable to crack. 
 
   She waved down a cab as Philip jogged up beside her. 
 
   "I'll go with you." He touched her back and offered her a kind smile as he opened the door with his free hand. "You want to head back to the hotel or go grab a sandwich and check out this skate park I heard about?"
 
   "I don't know." She got into the cab and leaned back, ignoring the stale scent of cigarettes and breath mints. 
 
   "Where to, kiddos?" The older guy in the front seat glanced over his shoulder. 
 
   "Over to the skate park near downtown?" Philip asked, his tone hopeful. 
 
   "It's going to rain a little tonight. You guys will get wet."
 
   "It's all good. We're not made of sugar, we won't melt." He laughed and sat back in the seat before turning his attention toward her. "It's going to be fine. I promise."
 
   "Is it?" She turned her head a little, pressing her cheek against the seat and studying him. "He's eight years older than me, my boss’s-boss’s-boss, and my stepbrother. Tell me how this is going to work out." She let her eyes move across Philip's boyish features. Why couldn't she have fallen for someone like him? The relationship would have been simple. Easy. 
 
   "Do you love him?" The look in Philip's eye said he was hoping for a no. She shouldn't have been there with him. 
 
   "Yes. With all of my heart, but it doesn't seem like that's enough. There are just too many differences between us." She sighed and turned to stare out the front window of the cab. "I need to figure out what I'm going to do and then just do it. Sitting on the fence is killing me."
 
   "Are we talking about being with him or not? Is that the choice you're talking about?"
 
   "Yeah." She crossed her arms over her chest as the cab came to a stop. 
 
   "Here we go, guys. That deli over there has the best turkey on rye of any place in the whole damn city. You'll thank me if you try it." The cabbie turned around and Philip paid him. 
 
   Bethany didn't have the energy to combat him on paying for the cab. They would be charging it anyway. Chances are that Damon would see the date and time and question the shit out of Philip over what he was up to during the team dinner. 
 
   Same thing as you are... running. 
 
   They got out of the car as Bethany's phone buzzed in her pocket. Matt. 
 
   "I need to get this." She paused outside of the deli. 
 
   "Damon?"
 
   "No, my brother. Can you just get me something small? My stomach is a little jacked up from everything."
 
   "Sure. We can share something. You picky?" He opened the door and studied her. 
 
   "No. Thanks." She turned and walked to a bench that sat near the road and dropped down onto it before answering Matt's call. "Hey. Where are you?"
 
   "I'm headed to meet with Erica and then I'm taking the red eye. Damon said you were flying back with him. Is that right?"
 
   "Yeah, I guess." She shrugged as if Matt could see her. "I'll be fine. What are you meeting with Erica about? Working at McKenzie and Bryant?"
 
   "Supposedly. Probably just a plot to get me alone and lick the clothes from my body."
 
   "That's almost hot, but terribly awkward all at the same time. Can you actually lick the clothes from someone?" 
 
   Matt had a way of making her feel normal no matter what he was up to. She was more than grateful for the reprieve for the moment. 
 
   He laughed. "So maybe I'm being dramatic, but only a little."
 
   "Well, be safe and I guess I'll see you when I get back home next week."
 
   "All right. You and Damon working through things?"
 
   Hopefully Matt wasn't as sensitive to lying as Damon was. Otherwise, she'd have been in trouble. 
 
   "Yep. We're good."
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The facade she held on to tightly through her friend-date with Philip crumbled into a million pieces when she got back to the room and found Damon's stuff gone. She cried throughout the night at the unfairness of life. She couldn't seem to catch a break no matter what she did, and each one that appeared to be something great turned into ashes in her hands. 
 
   After a long, hot shower the next morning, she rolled her hair into a tight bun and dressed conservatively for her last day in the Seattle office. She was catching a flight later that night, and had called to move it up to the one before their scheduled flight just to make sure she didn't have to sit next to Damon. She wasn't even sure he would be pissed about her actions. He might be happy to have a break too. 
 
   She twirled her ring around her finger as the cabbie drove her to Zarpeth's corporate office, her thoughts a million miles from the present. 
 
   The memory of Damon gripping her hand tightly as he told their families that she was his woman and they could all jump off a cliff if they didn't like it ran through her mind over and over. What had changed in the last week or so? The trip to Jamaica was wonderful, relaxing and so far beyond stimulating. She had a fucking ring on her finger to prove that something did exist between them. Where the hell was it now?
 
   She pulled the ring off and tucked it into her bag as the cab driver pulled the car up to the curb. She paid and got out, jogging toward the building as the rain picked up. It didn't matter so much with her hair up, but looking like a drowned rat was out seeing that Damon was most likely still pissed at her, and Delilah would show up looking like a million dollars. 
 
   Bethany took the elevator up to the top floor and checked her watch, cursing under her breath for being an hour late. She just couldn't seem to get herself motivated to get up and pack before heading out. It was no matter. No one would give her hell for it, or they hadn't thus far. 
 
   She walked into the audit room and set her bag down as Philip glanced up and smiled. 
 
   "Morning. I like your hair like that." He wagged his eyebrows playfully as she chuckled. 
 
   "It rains too much here for me to really do anything else with it." She sat down and turned as Damon's voice filled the hall. It was quickly accompanied by Delilah's. 
 
   "Tie down the loose ends and plan for the trip Friday to Florida." His tone was deadpan. He was in asshole-boss mode. 
 
   "Will do. I'm going to fly back to Dallas with you tonight. That all right?" Delilah had an almost flirty sound to her tone. 
 
   "Yeah. That sounds good. I think Bethany is the only other one going back with us." They stopped by the door, and Bethany glanced up. 
 
   "I'm taking an earlier flight. There is a storm coming in at ten when we were leaving. You might want to adjust your time too." She shrugged and glanced back down, typing out nothingness on her computer. 
 
   "Right." Damon turned and walked out of the office. 
 
   "You're late. Don't make a habit of it. The team starts working at seven every morning. You want to be early? Great. Don't be late." Delilah put her hands on her hips as Bethany looked up and realized the Senior Manager was addressing her. 
 
   "Oh, of course. I had a rough-"
 
   "I don't care what you had. You're no more special than anyone else. Be here on time, or you'll not be invited back to my team." She tilted her head to the side. 
 
   "Excuse me?" Bethany pushed her hair back and stood up as Philip reached over and grabbed her wrist. 
 
   "Hey. Just nod and say okay." He awarded her a tight smile. 
 
   "Is there a problem with me requesting you to be here on time?" Delilah laughed and looked around the room. 
 
   Bethany glanced around as she pulled her hand from Philip and moved around toward the door. The intention was to walk to get a cup of coffee and get out of the tense situation, thereby letting it die. 
 
   "Nope. It was the way you did it." Bethany pinned the other woman with a hard stare and walked past her into the hall. 
 
   Delilah snorted and followed behind her, continuing the convo. "Is there something I should know, Bethany? Do you have special privileges that I wasn't told about?"
 
   "Not sure what you're talking about." Bethany pulled a plastic cup from the holder near the coffee pot. "Don't talk down to me, and we'll be fine."
 
   "Show up on time, and I won't talk to you at all." The blond wasn't nearly as sweet as she'd appeared a few days back. Interesting. 
 
   "It was one day." Bethany glanced over her shoulder and decided to pull back a little. There was no reason to give the bitch ammo to make life miserable.
 
   "Two days, and you're on the docket for going to Florida with me and Damon on Friday this week. You're the only intern going, so I would advise you to be on time and impress both of us."
 
   "Or what?" Bethany pursed her lips. 
 
   "Or you won't work here anymore."
 
   Bethany snorted. "I'm sure my father would love that."
 
   "I'm not sure who your daddy is, but this is the real world. You make your own name or you get stomped on. Your father might have gotten you the job, but he can't keep it for you."
 
   "My dad is Kent Bryant. I'm pretty sure I'm safe here." Bethany scrunched up her features as she passed by the bitch. "Breath mints will help with that smell."
 
   "What?" The angry sound of Delilah huffing in the relationship that Bethany had connections that even she didn't have was far more pleasurable than it should have been, even if it was incredibly immature. 
 
   Bethany walked down to Damon's open door and took a sip of her coffee as she leaned against the doorframe. "So your new Senior Manager has it out for me. I'm thinking someone who hated my guts assigned me to the same job as her. What do you think?"
 
   "That you're overreacting. Auditing is hard work and people get very little sleep. Delilah is a great manager. You'll learn to like her when you realize that she's got six years of experience on you." Damon glanced up and gave her a tight stare. 
 
   "Did you get another room last night?" She wrapped her free arm around her waist as her heart quivered. So much promise lay between them, and it was breaking into far too many pieces to repair in time. 
 
   "I did. Did you expect something else? I'm not sleeping on another couch."
 
   "I would have let you into my bed."
 
   "Fuck buddies now?" He chuckled, but the sound fell flat. "No thanks."
 
   "Wow." She glanced down at the floor. "I get that you and I are having trouble, but I want off this assignment. Your ex-lover’s sister is a bitch, and she's got her eye set on making sure I know it."
 
   "You're being a child." He looked back down at his computer. "This team is built of the best staff I have, you included. You were the promised brilliance I needed at the intern and associate level. Are you saying that you aren't brilliant now?"
 
   He wouldn't even look at her. 
 
   "I'm saying that I'm not going to put up with her treating me like shit."
 
   "Are you going to pop her in the nose?" He glanced up before standing. 
 
   "Awesome. Fuck you too."
 
   "Hey. Not everything is about you. Remember that."
 
   "Oh, I got it. Nothing is about me. See you in Dallas. Maybe." She turned and tossed her coffee in the trash before packing up and walking out. Kent could take care of the Delilah situation and get her on another assignment, or she'd quit. There had been too many times in her past when life handed her a lemon and forced the fucker down her throat. 
 
   This wasn't going to be one of them. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19
 
   Three days later
 
   Damon
 
    
 
    
 
   A growl left him as he paced in front of his fireplace, his house quiet and completely void of warmth. Three days. Three fucking days and nothing from her. Not a peep. 
 
   What would be so hard about them apologizing and getting back together? Didn't people in love do just that? You fucked up, you got back together. What the hell? Why was it so different with them? It couldn't be. Things had to work out, and yet they weren't. Not in the slightest. 
 
   Delilah had hit on him the entire way back to Dallas, leaving him sick. He didn't want another woman. He wanted his woman. No matter how many sappy-ass stories the pretty blond beside him told, or how hard she worked to remind him how close they'd been as kids, it didn't matter. She wasn't Bethany. 
 
   He worked on Tuesday to get Beth off the job for Zarpeth, but his dad killed the idea. He'd spoken with Bethany and they'd worked out the issue. Kent met with Delilah the day after and talked through her management style. All of it pissed off Damon. It was like being cut from the loop after managing it effectively for the last few years alongside his dad. 
 
   It was another strike against the beautiful girl who had his heart. Some part of him was beyond ready to offer her the world if she'd just relent and help him fix things, but it wasn't going to happen. His pride wouldn't allow it. 
 
   He dropped down on the couch and leaned back, needing so fucking bad to call her and force her to come over. If he could make love to her... she could see how much he wanted things to be right between them. A groan left him as images flew by his closed eyes. Them fucking against the wall, on his kitchen table, the bathroom of the plane. 
 
   "God, I miss you so much, Beth." He pressed his palms to his eyes as delicious tendrils of pleasure resurrected in his stomach and forced his body to wake up. Just another night. She would see him again and not the dick head he was forced to play thanks to the overwhelming stress in his life to keep everything afloat. His resolve to be anything but her man was slipping fast, nauseatingly so. 
 
   He pulled out his phone and ran through her text messages, the longing inside of him only building faster. 
 
   "Shit. How do I fix this?" He pulled up a picture he had of her laughing on the beach in Jamaica. The trip had been so right, so fun, so peaceful, especially Sunday after the wedding. Nothing was better than spending the day testing out her body and hearing her moan. So fucking hot. 
 
   "Kendal. Or Matt." He sat up. He needed help. Matt was a derp with girls by choice, but Kendal... He could help. Damon dialed his old friend without thinking too much more about it. 
 
   "Hey buddy, what's up?" Kendal answered on the first ring. 
 
   "Has Beth come to work for you yet today?" He glanced at the clock to see that it was just past lunch. He couldn't stay in the office any longer and took the day off after lunch, which didn't seem like the best of ideas now that he was walking around, stewing in his misery alone. 
 
   "No. She's coming in around three today. Why? Everything okay?"
 
   "No." Damon got up and grunted. "We're fighting non-stop."
 
   "That's because you forced the relationship too fast, Damon. You asked her to marry you three weeks after meeting you. What did you expect, man?"
 
   "Right. Fuck you too. I need your help."
 
   "Oh shit. What do you need me to do? You know I hate getting caught up in drama."
 
   "I know. I do as well, but I need you to take her to dinner and order some beers. Get her to relax a little."
 
   "And then... no way am I seducing her Damon. This isn't one of our fucked up college games, right? I'm not into that sharing a girl shit anymore."
 
   "No. Fuck no. You touch her and I'll break your face." Anger burst through his center as he stopped by the back door. Between his raging hard cock and the pulse beating frantically in the side of his head he thought he might blow. 
 
   Damn this woman for pushing me over the edge and doing basically nothing to cause it. 
 
   "Good answer." Kendal sighed loudly. "What do you want me to do? Just get her there and talk about how great you really are?"
 
   "Hell no. I hate lies. Just get her there and then I'll show up. I need to see her. We can make it look like you brought us both there."
 
   "No."
 
   "Yes. I need you. You've always been my wingman. I love this girl, but can't get over myself to call her. Please. I'll return the favor."
 
   "I won't need a favor." Kendal chuckled. 
 
   "Yeah, you will. Just help me."
 
   "I like this girl, Damon. She's a good woman. Don't fuck this up."
 
   "I'm trying to not do just that. Help me."
 
   "All right. Vincent's Bar by the Museum of Science. It's far enough from the college that I won't have to deal with running into a million students. Be there at six. I'll get there at five thirty with her, but I'm warning you..."
 
   "No need to warn me. I promise I'll make things right. I can't imagine trying to get through another night without her."
 
   "Fuck me. Maybe it is love. Wouldn't that be some shit? The biggest whore from our college days finally settles down. I want to be the best man at the wedding."
 
   "That's Matt's job, and I wasn't the biggest whore. You were."
 
   "True. I thought I'd try and pawn it off on you, buddy. See you in a bit."
 
   Damon hung up the phone and pressed his face into his hands. "Please let this work. Please. I'm running on empty with this shit and have fucked it up too many times. Let her see the 'me' she needs to see to come back and help me save us."
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   A nervousness he hadn't experienced in a long time bubbled up inside his chest as he pulled the door open to the bar a little while later. Kendal stood by the far end of the bar with a warm smile on his face. 
 
   Beth had her back to him, giving him a few minutes to appreciate how beautiful the swell of her ass filled up her jeans. She had plenty to hold on to, and the thought of some man worshiping her body instead of him left him wanting to stop in place and drop to his knees. 
 
   One night. He only needed one night with her and they could be back on track. 
 
   "You told him to shred his test? Why?" Her voice reached him, brushing across his skin and leaving his heart racing. 
 
   His facade was in place, but he was willing to strip it away the minute he got her alone. 
 
   "Because he cheats, and he's an asshole. He's not going to make it in accounting. Period." Kendal glanced over at him and extended his hand as he approached. "Hey buddy. Glad you could make it."
 
   "Yeah, thanks for the invite." Damon shook his hand and moved to put his arm around Bethany's shoulders. He leaned down and kissed the side of her head, squeezing a little. "How are you, beautiful? Long week?"
 
   "Yeah. Too long." She glanced up at him, but turned her attention back to Kendal. "You didn't tell me you invited Damon."
 
   "I sort of invited myself." Damon released her and moved to the bar, getting a beer and returning to find Bethany alone. Kendal was far too good of a friend. 
 
   "I'm not sure what you're expecting from me, but-"
 
   "Nothing." He lifted his finger and pressed it to her lips. "I don't want anything from you tonight, but for you to have fun. I needed a beer and called Kendal. I have very few friends, and he's one of them. I asked if I could join you guys. Besides, I wanted to see you."
 
   He ran his hand down the side of her throat and gripping her lightly. "Fuck, you're beautiful. I don't tell you enough."
 
   She nodded and lifted her beer to her lips. The fire he'd seen over the last three weeks had all but died out. She looked at him like she would Matt, or she was playing it off well. 
 
   He released her and took the seat next to her. "So you decided to stay on Zarpeth with us? I'm a little surprised."
 
   She turned and finished her beer before responding. "I've never let anyone push me away from something I wanted. This time is no different."
 
   "And what do you want, Beth?" He reached out and gripped her hand, pulling her a little closer. 
 
   "A solid job and a good future. What most women with a head on their shoulders want." She tugged her hand free and turned as the bartender stopped beside them. "I'll take a shot of patron and another beer."
 
   Damon glanced over at the guy, not surprised to find him eye-fucking Beth. Any man in his right mind would. 
 
   "I'll take a shot as well." He turned back to her and gripped her belt loop. "You can't be mad at me forever. You still have my ring. Right?"
 
   "It's somewhere. I keep forgetting where I've laid it seeing that I can't act like a normal woman who's supposedly found the love of her life and said yes to his promise of forever." She was being sarcastic, ugly, bitchy. 
 
   "Then wear it when you want to. If someone asks about it, tell them what you think is best." He pulled her closer. "Maybe I was wrong."
 
   "Maybe I was." She glanced down as his heart constricted in his chest. 
 
   "No, not at all." He slipped his hand into her long dark hair and brought her down for a probing kiss that she fought against. Her tight lips were in a tight line, her body stiff and unyielding to his subtle demand. "Open up for me."
 
   "No." She pulled back as the liquor showed up. "I can't."
 
   "Are we not together anymore, Beth?" He bit his tongue on telling her that as an adult, people usually dealt with childish shit and got over it. She didn't need any more coaching or training, and he needed her beneath him. She had a few more minutes of him playing nice guy before he toted her from the bar over his shoulder. 
 
   She lifted the shot and handed him his. "To what we should have been."
 
   He tossed it back and stood up, pulling her to him as he leaned down and pressed his nose to hers. "I'm not the one giving up."
 
   "I don't want to give up, but what choice are you leaving me?"
 
   "I'll change." He hated himself the minute he said it. It was a lie and they both knew it. He'd wake up in the morning and decide that there was nothing to change. He liked who he was most days of the week, and would come to resent her if she changed that. "Come home with me."
 
   "And what? Ride your dick until we both pass out from pleasure?"
 
   "Yeah. That sounds about right." He nipped at her aggressively. 
 
   She gripped the sides of his neck as her breathing got off. "I hate you right now."
 
   "Then take it out on my body. Don't deny at least one more night before you destroy me."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20
 
   Bethany
 
    
 
    
 
   His hands felt so damn good gripping her tightly as she stood pressed to the front of him. Damn Kendal for setting them up. He had no clue what he'd done. She had worked all week at pulling herself from wanting to fall at his feet like a weak, needy bitch and here he was, in her face, forcing her to beckon to his lust. It was consuming, a fire in the middle of a blizzard. Only a fool would deny the sexy bastard another night trapped beneath him. 
 
   "One more night." She lifted up and pressed her lips to his as the liquor warmed her core, adding fuel to the fire he started the minute she was made aware of his presence. They needed so much more than one more night together, but it didn't seem like it was going to happen. 
 
   He hated her. He had to. Maybe it was because she had a bit of power over him, or because she'd forced him to consider a normal future with marriage and god-forbid kids, but either way... he hated her. That was the only logical explanation. 
 
   "Come on." He gripped her hand and turned, half pulling her out of the bar. It reminded her too much of their night on the dance floor at Masquerade when everything began to spiral out of control. 
 
   Him hiring Christa's sister to Lord over her was the straw that broke the camel’s back. And why the fuck would he hire Philip to join the Zarpeth team? Was he hoping that she would cheat on him and thereby allow him to break things off and get back to his unattached life? 
 
   He handed the valet his ticket and turned, pulling her tightly against him as his strong arms wrapped around her. The smell of his cologne left her dizzy. 
 
   "I'm going to remind you how good we are together tonight. If you can walk away from me after what I plan to make you feel... well, fuck it. I deserve to lose the best thing in my world." He kissed her several times and licked at her lips, leaving her legs weak. 
 
   "Don't make this about me leaving, or I'll go home now. You left me the minute we landed in Dallas from our trip to Jamaica." He started to protest, but she pressed her fingers to his lips. "No. I don't want anything from you but your body tonight. That's all I can handle right now."
 
   He nodded and moved her hand slowly before leaning in for another kiss. "Then it's yours."
 
   Warmth spread through her like electricity as he kissed her deeper, forcing her to open up and let him explore her. She groaned and tightened her grip on his shirt, needing more of him and not wanting to wait until they got back to his place. 
 
   "Let me get you home." Damon opened her door and helped her in before walking to the other side of the car and getting in. He buckled up and reached for her hand, kissing it a few times before starting the car and pulling out into the darkness of night. "You look so good, Beth. Those jeans fit your ass beautifully, baby."
 
   "Thanks. You look good too." She leaned her seat back a little and let out a shaky sigh. "I don't know about this, Damon. We're so far from where we were just a week ago."
 
   "No more talking about our fucked up situation. Undo your pants and let me touch you."
 
   She turned her head to study him, falling in love all over again, though she hated herself for it. "Let's wait until we-"
 
   "It wasn't a request, Beth. Do what I said, baby." He touched the side of her face and licked at his lips. "Let me feel you against my fingers."
 
   She nodded and worked her jeans open before lifting her ass and tugging at them. 
 
   "No. Leave them on." He shifted toward her and slid his hand down her stomach before working his way into her panties. 
 
   A shiver raced through her and she moaned loudly, the liquor forcing her to comply much more than she wanted to. His fingers brushed down the top of her sex and worked to spread her lips, teasing and rubbing softly before pressing lower. 
 
   "So fucking silky, Beth. Hot and wet just like I like you." He rolled the tip of his finger along her entrance before pressing in a little. 
 
   "Shit," she groaned and pressed her hand to his on the outside of her jeans, forcing him to push in farther. Pleasure danced between her thighs as her nipples budded and heart began to race. "Be rough."
 
   "Anything you want, lover." He jerked the car over to the side of the road, pulling his hand from her and put it in park. "God, I love you. I don't care what the fuck is going on with us. I want you so bad."
 
   He moved halfway into her seat, pressing her to the comfortable leather chair and slipped his other hand into her panties, penetrating her and working two of his fingers deep into her as he brushed her hair back and made love to her mouth. 
 
   "Harder," she whispered, not quite sure where the need to have such violence in their sex was coming from. 
 
   "Mmmhmmm," he grumbled against her neck as he moved down to lick the top of her breasts, his fingers working pure magic against her tight slit. 
 
   She arched her back hard as an orgasm burst from her center and dragged her from the edge of depression. 
 
   "That's it, baby. Ride it hard. Don't let it go." He kissed her lips softly. "Don't let me go."
 
   "I don't want to." She gripped him tightly as he petted her wetness and brought her down. "I don't want to, but I'm not sure how else to make this work."
 
   "We'll figure it out together." He kissed her again and moved back into his seat. He replaced his hand with the other and rubbed her softly as she closed her eyes and tried hard to simply enjoy the pleasure of having his hands on her. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   They barely made it into the house before he tore her shirt off of her. She reached for his and returned the favor. Thick muscle shivered under her fingers as she gripped his arms and wrapped her leg over his hip. 
 
   "God you smell so fucking good. Like vanilla and sex." He gripped her other leg and forced her to wrap her legs around him as he walked them toward the bedroom. 
 
   The beer and shots from earlier had fully engulfed her to the point of being drunk. She had little inhibition before, and it was much worse with her state of mind. She lowered herself a little and rubbed against the thickness of his erection. 
 
   "I want you inside of me." She lifted back up, rubbing her nipples over his hardened skin. "Take my bra off."
 
   "So demanding. I almost like it." He worked her bra off as she kissed and licked at his neck, pressing her teeth into the soft skin below his ear as he growled, "Be careful. You'll mark my skin."
 
   "Good." She pressed her mouth to his ear as she reached between them to slip her fingers into the top of his slacks and tugged on the meaty head of his cock. "You left an ugly mark on me. Seems only fair that I return the favor."
 
   "I'll keep that in mind." He popped her ass and dropped her on the bed. "No putting your teeth near anything that matters too much."
 
   She laughed and stretched out on his bed as a silly smile formed on her lips. "Are we fucking tonight, or are you still waiting for me to need you.” She was throwing punches under the guise of being drunk, but it felt good.
 
   "You already need me. Who else is going to fuck this sexy little body of yours?" He worked her jeans down her legs and snapped her panties off of her as she yelped. 
 
   "I can think of lots of guys who would love to try." She laughed loudly as he rolled her over and pulled at the front of her thighs as they pressed to the bed below. 
 
   "And they would die." He pulled harder. "Hands and knees. Now."
 
   "I love doggie style. It's so deep." She stretched her hands out and pressed her face to the cold sheets as the room spun. Some part of her consciousness screamed for her to stop. Sleeping with him would only confuse things more. It's what had them in the hot mess they were dealing with in the first place. "We should talk." She hiccupped and laughed again. 
 
   "No more talking, baby. Not tonight." He pulled at her thighs and pressed his tongue to her wetness as she groaned loudly and spread her legs farther. 
 
   "I love it when you do this." She gripped the sheets as desire for him swelled in her belly. "Touch my ass."
 
   "There's my girl." He licked up the length of her body, taking time to lavish her ass before pressing his thumb against it. "Fuck yourself, Beth. Take it from me. I'm the only man who's touching your body. Period."
 
   "You're the only one I want." She pressed back against him as she cried out loudly. Nothing felt better than having him against her, taking her in any way he wanted to. Sex was healing, but what if it was all they had? It couldn't be. She loved him, and he'd mentioned earlier that night that he loved her. 
 
   She came hard against his tongue, and he lapped at her until she pulled away. 
 
   "I want your dick." She gripped the sheets as another wave of white-hot lust ran through her. She'd never been a whore, and yet with the man behind her, something about the part felt fitting. Like it was right to do so with him. 
 
   "I know you do, baby." He moved off the bed for a second, keeping his hand on her ass, gripping it tightly. He moved back up and rubbed himself against her entrance as she panted softly and pressed back. 
 
   "Not yet, Beth. I wanna toy with you a little." He pressed in and gripped her ass tighter as she yelped in pleasure-pain. "You know you belong to me, right?"
 
   "I know. I hate it, but I know." She pressed back again and sighed in relief as he gave in to her. The thick press of his body into hers was like coming home, like being welcomed into a place that didn't belong to anyone but her. 
 
   "So fucking beautiful." He caressed her ass and gripped her hips, rocking forward, massaging her until she shook. 
 
   "Slow down. I'm gonna come again." She slid her hands out in front of her, leaving her ass in the air on full display for him like an offer to him alone. 
 
   "I want you to come a few more times. You're so sloppy wet down there. I love it." He ran his hands up her back, gripping her sides tightly until he reached her shoulders and pulled, forcing himself the final few inches in. 
 
   They moaned in tandem and she nodded and pressed her teeth into her lip. She was on the edge, dangling over the valley of pleasure he offered her. 
 
   "I can feel how close you are." He leaned over and pressed his chest to her back. "Hold the sheets and tell me if I hurt you."
 
   She whimpered at the promise of carnality. It's who they were together. If nothing else existed, for tonight, this was enough. 
 
   "Take what you want. Brand me," she whispered and arched her back as he gripped one of her breasts and put some of his weight on her back, fucking her hard and fast until they both dove into wicked-hot depravity. It was a place she didn't want to resurface from. 
 
   Besides... too much waited for them at the surface. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 21
 
   Damon
 
    
 
    
 
   He had trouble falling asleep with her beside him for fear if he did, that he would wake up to find her gone again. She slept curled up against him, her breasts heavy and tucked against his side, her lithe arm across his chest, fingers gripping his side as if she were scared too. 
 
   "What are we doing, baby?" He kissed the side of her head. 
 
   She mumbled something and snuggled in closer as the morning light shone through the window behind him. The smell of their sex stained the air and left him wanting more of her. It wasn't just about the intense pleasure, but about being one, being locked against her and working to bring her to acknowledge that something special existed between the two of them. 
 
   Fucking Christa and every other girl in his past had been about finding release and saying thanks for the ride. It was so different with her. 
 
   He brushed her hair back again and let his fingertips trace her eyebrow as he studied her petite features. She could have anything she wanted from him if she would only grow up a little, follow his rules and ask. 
 
   Fucking just ask for it. Anything. 
 
   She mumbled again and turned over, reaching for the covers. He leaned down and pulled them up before turning on his side and pulling her to rest in front of him. They would be leaving for Florida later that day, but he had another hour or so that he could stay in the bed with her. He contemplated getting up and making her breakfast, but the soft press of her ass against his stomach left him not wanting to go anywhere. 
 
   He wrapped his arm around her and kissed the back of her neck a few times. 
 
   She took his hand in hers and pressed it to her breasts, beckoning him to massage her. 
 
   "You awake, baby?" He brushed his nose down the back of her neck and shifted his hips, pressing the head of his dick against her opening, dipping into her a little. 
 
   "Sort of." She moved her upper body a little away from his and lifted her top leg, moving it back to rest on his. She wanted him. 
 
   He moved to his elbow and gripped her top leg just behind her knee before thrusting firmly and filling her up again. 
 
   They moaned together as she gripped his wrist and rolled her hips forward, taking ownership of their sex. He worked her for a few minutes, not quite getting the angle he wanted, but unwilling to roll over and pin her to the bed in an awkward position made for the heat of fucking and not sweet love making in the morning. 
 
   It was a good sign she was reaching for him at all. 
 
   "I love you." He leaned down and kissed her cheek as he shifted a little and pressed farther into her. 
 
   She undulated her hips and worked him without a response. He tried hard not to let it bother him. She loved him too, she had to. Things didn't change that fast. Or did they? 
 
   "Lay back," she grumbled and rolled over, pulling her body off of his. 
 
   "Horny this morning?" He chuckled and reached for her as she crawled on top of him and turned to face his feet. Desire pumped through him as she took his cock into her hands and worked herself down onto it. The position was deliciously wicked, the tightness of her body only accentuated by the angle. She reached behind her and pressed her hands into his chest as her chin lifted to the ceiling, and long silky strands of hair danced over his stomach. 
 
   He reached up to grip a good handful of it and lifted his hips, wanting to give her as much cock as she could handle. That she was in the mood to fuck was a shock. They'd gone at each other half the night. Something inside of him shifted, and he wanted to force her to stop so that he could turn her over and make love to her nice and slow, but she seemed to want something else entirely. 
 
   "So good," she mumbled and pulled against the hold on her hair as her moans filled up the room. She rode him like a champ, showing a much more aggressive, wild side of herself than he'd seen before. Where it was a part of her persona he wanted to explore, something told him that a shift had occurred. She wasn't making love to the man she wanted beside her for life. She was fucking a stiff dick. Nothing else. 
 
   He gripped her hair tighter as the thought brought anger racing through him. 
 
   "Give me more." She swatted at his balls as he grunted. The sensation sent a tendril of pain shooting through him. 
 
   "You bet." He flipped them and pressed her to the bed on her stomach before moving to his knees and fucking her deep and hard. "Like this? This what you were after?"
 
   Her laughter caused his libido to die. She moved to her elbows, looking like a goddess in his bed. "Sex. It’s all about the sex with you. Life is just one big huge fuck, isn’t it?"
 
   He rolled off the bed and walked toward the shower. What the fuck was that? He'd reacted to whatever she was doing. He glanced back to see her flop back and laugh loudly again. 
 
   "He wants me... he wants me not."
 
   Despair filled him as he closed the door and started the shower. Who was she? Where along the short journey had he lost her? He wasn't sure of the when, but it had happened nevertheless. 
 
   She had asked for one more night, and they'd shared in six hours of making love to each other in ways that would forever stain him, but in the early light of morning, everything changed... She had changed. 
 
   He wasn't surprised to see her gone and a note left on the counter for him when he walked back out. 
 
   There was no reason to open it. He already knew what it would say. 
 
   Her engagement ring sitting next to it spoke volumes. 
 
   They were done. Over. 
 
   Love wasn't enough. 
 
   It's was naive to think it would be. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Want More?
 
   His Rules
 
   Billionaire Alpha 5 - Aug 23rd
 
    
 
   Pick up your pre-sale copy today!
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   One too many cracks in a shallow foundation will cause it to crumble. 

An unfortunate side effect of ‘taking a break’ is the relief that Bethany didn’t expect to feel. With her master’s program having started, her teaching assistant job going well and her work load at M&B, she’s grateful to take one thing off her plate, but that relief doesn’t last too long. 

A new woman has joined the firm, one of Damon’s old flames. She’s sugary sweet on the outside, but just below the surface lies a home wrecker. One with her eye on a certain alpha billionaire. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Next Series 
 
    
 
   Did you enjoy the Billionaire Alpha Series?
 
    
 
   I have 2 Spin-Off Series from this one that you might like… 
 
   Check them out. 
 
    
 
   One for Damon’s Brother Matt and one for
 
    his Best Friend, Dr. Kendall Tarrington.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   My Creative Billionaire 1
 
   Pick up your Pre-Sale Copy Today
 
    
 
   (Purchase during the presale period for $1 off normal retail value AND exclusive content included – deleted scene from Alpha Billionaire (Damon & Bethany))
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   Being rich means living up to the expectations of others... even when you don't want to. 
 
    
 
   Matt's always known what it was like to live on the high end of society, and where his brother and father love it... he hates it. A creative at heart, he's forced into the world of accounting to help stand beside the family name and build an empire from the ground up. His true passion is art, life and love. 
 
    
 
   Erica is the Chief Advertising Officer for Bryant Accounting Firm and has had her eye on the CEO's son, Matthew for quite some time. He's a bit docile in public, and often plays the fool, but something tells her that a very different man exists just beneath the surface. She's willing to wager her career by taking Matt beneath her wing, and hopefully to her bed. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Making the Rules
 
   Pick up your Pre-Sale Copy Today
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   Never Again... 
 
    
 
   After having his hand slapped and career almost ruined several years back for falling for a student, Dr. Kendal Tarrington is done with love. Especially with the idea of it being a younger woman. 
 
    
 
   Dara Young is an accounting student at the top of her accounting class and is looking for additional mentorship from someone with a solid record. Dr. Tarrington happens to fit the bill perfectly. 
 
    
 
   Too bad he refuses... She'll just have to try harder. With the future on the line, there really isn't anything she won't offer up.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Free Download
 
   Click Here!
 
   
 
   Ali would love to give you a FREE Novella for joining her Insider Group. 
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   Lizzy and Hunter have grown up together, but the decision to share an apartment their freshman year of college unlocks feelings they’ve always had, but never explored. Come enjoy this ‘coming of age’ novella. You don’t wanna miss out. 
 
    
 
   The insiders group gets updates on new releases, contests and upcoming events related to Ali’s writing. We’d never spam you. Fake ham is just gross and its hell to get out of your hair too. Not that we’d know. 
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   Ali Parker is a full-time contemporary romance writer who is looking to flood the market this year with lots of great, quick reads. She loves coffee, watching a great movie and handing out with her hubs. By hanging out, she means making out. Hanging out is for those little creepy elves at Christmas. No tight green stockings for her. 
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